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Abstract 
This thesis examines the economic relationship between the United States and Latin America 

during the presidencies of William McKinley and Theodore Roosevelt. It argues that U.S. 

trade and commercial policy sought to create a closer and more equal partnership with Latin 

American nations and throughout the Western Hemisphere.  

This thesis provides an original contribution to knowledge as it moves away from 

existing histories where the dominant consensus is that of imperialism and the desire to 

expand the American empire. Instead, it explores the potential for partnership and relations 

based on common interests. Latin America is a particularly significant region to consider as 

the relationship between the United States and Latin America was not always cordial and in 

some cases could be described as tempestuous. McKinley and Roosevelt advocated military 

intervention when U.S. interests were threatened, a foreign policy that enhanced U.S. power 

in the Western Hemisphere but alienated the U.S. from sister republics. As a consequence, 

the State Department sought to realign relations and build rapport with the people of Latin 

America.  

This thesis considers three key diplomatic conferences on inter-American trade, 

commerce, and infrastructure from the perspective of the United States in order to indicate 

the intentions of U.S. foreign policy in the region. The use of these conferences as a tool for 

determining intentions presents a unique aspect of study in the history of U.S.-Latin American 

relations. The content of these conferences allows for a further deliberation of methods of 

communication, tariffs, debts, and reciprocity, and how these were used as diplomatic tools in 

U.S. foreign policy. 

Investigating economic policy also facilitates new perspectives on American material 

interests and the idea of empire. This thesis explains how the United States could remain 

economically dominant in the Western Hemisphere and share political power.  

	
	
	
	
	



	 III	

Table of Contents 
	
	
ABSTRACT	.......................................................................................................................................	II	
TABLE OF CONTENTS	...............................................................................................................	III	
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS	............................................................................................................	V	
INTRODUCTION	..............................................................................................................................	2	

HISTORIOGRAPHICAL CONTEXT	...........................................................................................................	10	
Empire	............................................................................................................................................................	10	
Hegemony	....................................................................................................................................................	14	
Partnership	..................................................................................................................................................	20	
Hegemonic Partnership	........................................................................................................................	21	

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT: THE PRESIDENTS AND THEIR POLICIES	...................................	22	
METHODOLOGY	...........................................................................................................................................	43	
OUTLINE OF THESIS	...................................................................................................................................	47	

CHAPTER ONE: THE VISION AND THE REALITY: DETERMINING A NEW 
‘AMERICAN’ DREAM, 1881-1900	...........................................................................................	56	

JAMES BLAINE AND THE ADVENT OF PAN-AMERICANISM	........................................................	57	
BLAINE’S IDEA: FROM DESTRUCTION TO REBIRTH, 1881-1889	............................................	60	
BLAINE’S RETURN: THE FIRST INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE OF AMERICAN STATES
	............................................................................................................................................................................	68	

Communications: The Inter-American Railroad	.....................................................................	81	
Communications: Steamship lines and Telegraphy	............................................................	86	
How to Encourage Trade	....................................................................................................................	91	
Reciprocity	...................................................................................................................................................	93	
Advisory Topics	.........................................................................................................................................	95	

Sanitation	.................................................................................................................................................................................	95	
Patents and Trademarks	.................................................................................................................................................	96	

Selling United States’ Industry: The Tour of the United States	....................................	98	
THE AFTERMATH OF THE FIRST CONFERENCE	............................................................................	100	
1890S: THE FALTERING OF PROGRESS	..........................................................................................	102	
ECONOMIC PANIC	.....................................................................................................................................	111	
CONCLUSION	..............................................................................................................................................	118	

CHAPTER TWO: DEVELOPMENT, DESTRUCTION, AND BACK AGAIN: THE 
MCKINLEY YEARS, 1896-1901	............................................................................................	120	

THE DINGLEY TARIFF, 1897	.................................................................................................................	126	
BIMETALLISM AND THE WOLCOTT COMMISSION	........................................................................	134	
IBAR AND TRADE POTENTIAL IN THE LATE 1890S	.....................................................................	145	
THE SPANISH AMERICAN WAR AND THE EMERGING AMERICAN EMPIRE	.........................	154	
THE KASSON TREATIES	.........................................................................................................................	162	
VICE PRESIDENT ROOSEVELT	.............................................................................................................	168	
INTER-OCEANIC CANAL: THE UNITED STATES IN THE CARIBBEAN	....................................	171	
THE PAN-AMERICAN EXPOSITION, 1901	........................................................................................	174	
CONCLUSION	..............................................................................................................................................	182	

CHAPTER THREE: ‘ONE STEP FORWARD, TWO STEPS BACK: THE FIRST 
ROOSEVELT ADMINISTRATION, 1901-1904	.................................................................	185	

THE SECOND INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE: MEXICO CITY	.................................................	188	
John Barrett and the Problem of Engagement	....................................................................	193	



	 IV	

Arbitration	..................................................................................................................................................	201	
An ‘Open’ Trade Relationship	........................................................................................................	205	
Communication	......................................................................................................................................	207	
Sanitation	...................................................................................................................................................	208	

THE VENEZUELAN CRISIS	.....................................................................................................................	210	
THE PANAMANIAN REVOLUTION AND THE PANAMA CANAL TREATY	.................................	221	
THE DOMINICAN CRISIS	.........................................................................................................................	236	
THE ROOSEVELT COROLLARY	............................................................................................................	244	

The Argentine Precursor: The Drago Doctrine	....................................................................	245	
The 1904 Address to Congress: Roosevelt’s Corollary	.................................................	248	
The Latin American Reaction	........................................................................................................	250	

CONCLUSION	..............................................................................................................................................	255	
CHAPTER FOUR: ‘ROOT’S GREAT TRIUMPH’ ELIHU ROOT’S CONTRIBUTIONS 
AND THE OUTCOMES OF THE RIO CONFERENCE, 1905-1907	............................	258	

PUBLIC AND BUSINESS ENGAGEMENT	............................................................................................	264	
THE THIRD INTER-AMERICAN CONFERENCE: RIO DE JANEIRO	............................................	270	
SECRETARY ROOT’S TOUR OF LATIN AMERICA	..........................................................................	275	

The Build Up	............................................................................................................................................	275	
Root Addresses the Inter-American Conference	...............................................................	280	
Onward through Latin America	.....................................................................................................	286	
A Triumphant Return	..........................................................................................................................	289	

THE TRANS-MISSISSIPPI COMMERCIAL CONGRESS	..................................................................	292	
ROOT’S CALL TO ACTION	......................................................................................................................	297	
THE SEEDS OF PROGRESS	...................................................................................................................	301	
CONCLUSION	..............................................................................................................................................	306	

CONCLUSION	............................................................................................................................	309	
APPENDICES	.............................................................................................................................	323	
BIBLIOGRAPHY	........................................................................................................................	330	

PRIMARY SOURCES	.................................................................................................................................	330	
SECONDARY SOURCES	..........................................................................................................................	341	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	 V	

Acknowledgements 
	
This	work	is	dedicated	to	my	grandmother,	Vera	McNeill.	She	was	the	strongest	
woman	I	ever	knew,	my	role	model.	She	taught	me	to	live	life	to	the	fullest	and	
that	nothing	was	out	of	my	reach	if	I	wanted	it	enough.	So	here	we	are.	I	hope	I’ve	
made	you	proud.		
	
I	owe	a	special	debt	of	gratitude	to	my	supervisory	team	who	could	not	even	
shake	me	by	moving	universities!	To	Professor	Sylvia	Ellis,	whose	insight	and	
guidance	was	influential	in	the	development	of	both	this	project	and	myself.	To	
Dr	Caroline	Sharples,	who	came	on	board	in	the	final	stages	of	this	project.	
Caroline’s	keen	eye	provided	a	meticulous	examination	of	the	work	from	an	
outside	perspective	that	proved	invaluable.	Finally,	Professor	Michael	Cullinane.	
There	are	no	words	to	express	how	grateful	I	am	for	your	support	over	the	last	
ten	years.	For	believing	in	me	when	I	didn’t	believe	in	myself	and	for	
encouraging	me	to	embark	on	a	PhD	when	I	had	absolutely	no	faith	in	my	own	
ability	to	undertake	such	a	mammoth	task.	I	count	myself	incredibly	lucky	that	
you	walked	into	my	‘Sea	to	Shining	Sea’	lecture	all	the	way	back	in	January	2011!		
Thank	you,	for	everything.	For	not	only	being	a	supervisor	and	a	mentor,	but	for	
being	a	wonderful	friend.		
	
I	was	fortunate	to	receive	an	Eccles	Centre	Postgraduate	Fellow	in	North	
American	Studies	award	during	the	course	of	this	project.	I	am	exceptionally	
grateful	to	the	Eccles	Centre	and	BAAS	for	this	generous	grant	which	helped	to	
fund	a	number	of	trips	to	the	British	Library.	I	would	also	like	to	extend	my	
gratitude	to	the	Roosevelt	Institute	for	American	Studies	(formally	RSC)	whose	
funding	afforded	an	insightful	trip	to	Middelburg	to	consult	the	Theodore	
Roosevelt	Papers.	I	am	extremely	grateful	to	Hans	Krabbendem,	Leontien	Joosse,	
and	your	then	intern,	Joëlla	de	Vos,	for	all	of	your	help	and	for	making	me	feel	so	
welcome	during	my	time	at	the	Abbey.	To	Joëlla	I	wish	to	extend	my	particular	
thanks	for	her	company.	She	proved	to	be	a	brilliant	translator	and	rescued	me	
from	a	week	of	eating	nothing	but	chips!			
	
Last	but	not	least,	I	would	like	to	thank	my	family	and	friends	for	their	enduring	
support	over	the	last	five	years.	To	my	parents,	Mary	and	Jeff,	who	supported	
and	encouraged	me	throughout	the	process,	giving	me	the	space	to	do	my	
research	and	of	course	for	helping	toward	the	many	trips	to	the	States.	Finally,	to	
my	partner,	Matthew,	for	putting	up	with	the	meltdowns,	for	being	such	a	good	
listener,	and	for	reminding	me	that	I	could	do	it	during	the	times	I	was	just	about	
ready	to	give	up.	I	couldn’t	have	finished	this	without	his	love	and	support.		



	 1	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

“Trade creates a bond of union between nations as it does between 
individuals…One of the great causes of commercial success among 

neighbouring peoples depends on getting acquainted with each other” 
 

Morris M. Estee, First International Conference of American States (1889)1 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

																																																								
1	‘Mr	Estee’s	Report	on	the	Commerce	of	the	Pacific	Coast’	International	American	Conference:	
Reports	of	Committees	and	Discussions	Thereon	Vol.1.	(1890)	280-81.	
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Introduction 
	

“We wish for no victories but those of peace; for no territory except our own; 
no sovereignty except sovereignty over ourselves. We deem the 

independence and equal rights of the smallest and weakest member of the 
family of nations entitled to as much respect as those of the greatest 

empire…” 
 

Elihu Root, 19061 
 
This thesis re-examines how the trade and commercial policies of the United 

States toward Latin America evolved during the administrations of William 

McKinley (1896-1901) and Theodore Roosevelt (1901-1909) to better 

understand how the United States sought partnership over pre-eminence and 

cooperation over coercion. McKinley and Roosevelt advocated a strong 

commercial foreign policy that would make the U.S. a preponderant power in 

the Western Hemisphere, but the repercussions of that policy made the U.S. a 

pariah among Latin American states that accused it of dominance and 

imperialism. Consequently the U.S. State Department sought to soften its 

image and create positive relations. 

The United States expanded overseas in 1898. In the Caribbean it 

acquired Puerto Rico and governed Cuba until 1902. Colonial governance 

made the U.S. an empire, but the McKinley and Roosevelt administrations 

sought to disassociate the nation from that epithet. Considering the notion of 

empire vs. partnership during a period of great expansion, this thesis explores 

whether the United States wished to dominate and control trade simply for 

																																																								
1 Elihu Root ‘Speech of the Secretary of State, Honorary President of the Conference, to the 
Third Conference of the American Republics’ 31 July, 1906) in Robert Bacon and James 
Brown Scott (Eds.), Latin America and the United States, Addresses by Elihu Root 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1917) 10. 
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their own gain or to work together in partnership with the nations of Latin 

America.  

The road to economic cooperation was a joint venture, led by the interests of 

the United States and Latin America, rather than one controlled entirely by the 

United States. The thesis explores how the United States viewed partnerships 

with the Latin republics as valuable, demonstrated by the major commitments 

they make to the cause in the years covered by this study. The nations of the 

Americas (excluding Canada) took part in a series of inter-American 

conferences that took place at varying intervals between 1889 and 1970.  

These conferences sought to create a friendly discussion around the needs of 

the Western Hemisphere for the preservation of peace and the enhancement 

of trade relations.	This thesis recognises trade and commerce as much more 

than a basic transactional exchange. Instead it places a great level of 

importance on the non-transactional aspects that cover everything from 

communication and transport to the sense of an international community 

established by conferences and commercial agreements.	

 This thesis examines the initial three conferences that took place 

between 1889 and 1906. The use of the conferences as a methodology allow 

for a further valuable contribution to our knowledge of U.S.- Latin American 

Relations. They allow for a greater enhancement of the argument that the 

Pan-American relationship was a joint venture by giving agency to Latin 

Americans. Moreover, by analysing the development of U.S.-Latin American 

trade relations, using the conferences as milestones, it allows the thesis to 

give a clearer evaluation of the progress that has been made, considering the 

key focal points that are maintained by each conference. 
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This thesis demonstrates the complexities of economic policy by 

exploring the peaks and troughs that form the narrative of this relationship in a 

period so often characterised by imperialism. In doing so it demonstrates that 

not all U.S. policies toward Latin America were imperial in intent but have 

been perceived as such by successive generations of Latin Americans and 

historians. This is particularly true of scholars of the Wisconsin School of 

thought such as Walter LaFeber and Thomas McCormick. This thesis does 

not seek to refute the imperial argument. Rather, it seeks to determine 

alternative motives that drove the United States to develop relations with Latin 

America. This thesis provides an original contribution to knowledge by 

broadening the scope of study of this era beyond its existing boundaries and 

by examining how the foreign policy motives of the United States were far less 

intent on imperial domination than had resulted. It explains how the United 

States saw partnership as a more valuable approach to relations. The 

narrative of imperialism invariably casts Latin America as overcome by the 

‘colossus of the North,’ elevating the notion that the U.S. and Latin American 

nations only shared a deep-rooted mistrust. However, the long history of Pan-

Americanism has proven far greater collaboration in the realm of ideas and 

policies. While some historical interpretations suggest that intent matters little, 

and outcomes matter most, ignoring the rationale for commercial and trade 

policies favours circumstances and context over ambitions and long-term 

objectives. The Wisconsin School of thought has focussed on outcomes like 

colonial acquisition and intervention, yet the intent of U.S. economic foreign 

policy was as interested in partnership as it was on dominance. Analysing 

U.S. commercial intentions in the “Age of Imperialism” in light of Pan-
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American sentiment shows how the United States worked to change its 

relationship with sister republics and attempted to move out of the hegemony 

paradigm. In examining both intent and outcome this thesis extends our 

knowledge to provide a fuller view of U.S. policies. 

In addition, the personal nature of the relationship that develops during 

the McKinley and Roosevelt administrations demonstrates the importance of 

intent when considering the progress of U.S.-Latin American relations. This 

becomes most evident in the consideration of Elihu Root, whose work in Latin 

America played out as one big promotional exercise. The work of the 

secretary promoted not only the United States as a friendly, helpful nation, but 

encouraged businesses to invest and develop the economic partnership. 

Ultimately, this thesis provides a corollary to conventional historical narratives, 

revealing the intrinsic links between trade and commerce that are so 

important for the perception of power. 

During the Third Inter-American Conference, held in 1906, Secretary of 

State Elihu Root was acutely aware of the need to negate any notion of U.S. 

dominance that had manifest in the minds of Latin Americans during the 

preceding century. Throughout the nineteenth century the relationship that 

existed between the United States and Latin America had become strained.2 

This was largely due to an innate sense of mistrust of the U.S. amongst the 

Latin American republics that came about as a result of an increasing 

involvement in their affairs. As early as 1809 the United States had exploited 

Latin American weaknesses, their markets, and even intervened in their wars, 

																																																								
2	This thesis defines Latin America as the countries of Central and South America. This 
definition also includes Mexico and nations of the Caribbean including Cuba and Santo 
Domingo.		
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which ultimately soured relations.3 While the outcomes of the actions taken by 

the United States gave this mistrust a level of legitimacy, there is evidence to 

suggest that the U.S. were not always malicious in their intent.  

By 1907 the United States’ relationship with Latin America had taken a 

positive turn, largely as a result of the work of Secretary Root. Root provides a 

clear demonstration of how the role of the individual is central to transforming 

relations during this period. Root reconceptualised American foreign policy 

toward Latin America making him vital to understanding the history of their 

relations. The secretary personally oversaw the development of the 

relationship, adopting an active approach to a foreign policy issue he saw as a 

priority. Root had made headway in improving relations through a series of 

conferences designed to promote interdependence and partnership. The 

secretary viewed the conferences as a platform upon which he could 

implement his thinking. Root’s presence at the conference was a strategic 

move in itself, serving as a symbol of the importance the United States placed 

upon both the event and indeed the relationship they sought to build with Latin 

America. These conferences provided an opportunity for all nations of the 

Americas to have their say and make joint decisions on economic policy that 

impacted upon the Western Hemisphere. Root made it clear that the U.S. was 

ambitious to foster a better relationship with their fellow republics to the south 

and that the Latin Americans had accepted this with “genuine reciprocal 

																																																								
3 In 1809 the United States intervened in Chile when President James Madison sent a special 
envoy to investigate the prospects of the Chilean revolutionaries who sought independence 
from Spain.	The Ostend Manifesto, circulated in 1854 was also a cause for concern. It 
explained a rationale for purchasing Cuba from Spain, while also implying they would go to 
war over it. The United States pro-slavery factions sought to use the territory to expand 
slavery.	Further involvement includes the War of the Pacific, fought between Chile and Peru 
between 1879 and 1883. The United States became involved due to concerns over its 
business interests in Peru, and tried to bring the war to an early end. 	
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friendship.”4 Root’s actions during this period had long standing repercussions 

for the relationship, acting as the precursor to the Good Neighbour Policy. 

Root, however, was not the sole instigator of this mammoth task. 

In 1881, Secretary of State James Gillespie Blaine conceived of an 

idea whereby the nations of the Americas would come together in a Pan-

American partnership. Upon his death in 1893, newspapers across the United 

States recognised Blaine’s significant contribution to the developing 

relationship. The Washington Evening Star noted that, “the tact and skill of Mr. 

Blaine has insured a growth of friendly relations between this country and all 

the other countries of this continent.”5 It was with similar tact and diplomatic 

skill that Root was able to continue and develop the work begun by Blaine a 

quarter of a century later. Both Blaine and Root significantly altered the 

foreign policy approach toward Latin America during their terms in office. They 

each added an element of personal diplomacy that brought an opportunity for 

renewed trust and encouraged the development of relations in the direction of 

a partnership. What drove that success was three inter-American conferences 

that took place between 1889 and 1906, an idea originally formulated by 

Blaine in 1882. The secretaries utilised the conferences as a new means to 

approach the development of foreign policy with Latin America. Scholars of 

American foreign relations, particularly those of the Wisconsin School, have 

largely overlooked these conferences and yet they have so much to say about 

foreign policy intentions during this time. These conferences played a central 

role in the development of policy in the Western Hemisphere, essentially 
																																																								
4	Elihu Root,’ Address at the National Convention for the Extension of the Foreign Commerce 
of the United States, Washington D.C. 14 January, 1907’ in Robert Bacon and James Brown 
Scott (Eds.) Latin America and the United States: Addresses by Elihu Root (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1917) 271.	
5	‘Blaine Dead’	Washington Evening Star (27 January,1893) 1. 
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acting as a starting point for all discussion. This thesis seeks to correct this 

oversight and give evidence to the value that studying these conferences 

brings to the field.  

The expanding power of the United States in the nineteenth century 

made Pan-American diplomacy a difficult task. Territorial expansion, 

economic interventions, and commercial coercion damaged relations. This 

has led historians, like Walter LaFeber, Thomas McCormick and H.W. 

Brands, to see the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as the 

expansion of a U.S. empire in the Western Hemisphere.6 1898 and the 

Spanish-American war has often been called the high-water mark of U.S. 

empire.7 The United States acquired the Philippines, Guam, and Puerto Rico 

as colonies, and Cuba became a protectorate with U.S. suzerainty over 

political matters in that former Spanish colony. The intention of the U.S. 

intervention was to stop a humanitarian crisis in Cuba, but the outcome of the 

war saw U.S. power expand far beyond the war’s original remit. 

Consequently, the war actually marks the low point in the U.S.-Latin American 

relationship.  

Beyond the war, military intervention was prompted by a number of 

ideological constructs that set Latin American nations as inferior to the United 

States in several social classes including race, gender, and the economics 

that went hand in hand with the issue of overproduction. Although this thesis 

																																																								
6	See LaFeber, The New Empire: An Interpretation of American Expansion, 1860-1898 35th 
Anniversary Edition (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998), McCormick, China Market: 
America’s Quest for Informal Empire, 1893-1901 (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1967) and 
Brands, Bound to Empire: The United States and the Philippines (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1992).	
7	See for example James C. Bradford (Ed.) Crucible of Empire: The Spanish- American War 
& its Aftermath (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1993) Fabian Hilfrich, Debating American 
Exceptionalism: Empire and Democracy in the Wake of the Spanish-American War (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012).	
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deals with these issues in greater depth in subsequent sections it is important 

to note that these ideologies impacted upon the interactions the U.S. had with 

Latin America. While scholars, such as Louis Perez, have explored political 

relations at length, the economic relationship has not received the same 

treatment.8 This thesis examines the macro-economic relationship through 

high-level diplomatic dialogues that took place during a series of conferences 

aimed at improving U.S.-Latin American commerce. Such mechanisms are 

crucial to understanding the foreign policy surrounding the U.S.-Latin 

American relationship at this time.  

While concerns for the growing American empire were at the forefront 

of the Latin American mind, American ideologies of manifest destiny made 

matters worse. In the same year that Blaine died, Frederick Jackson Turner 

published his ‘Frontier Thesis,’ an appealing, if not flawed concept that relied 

on the 1890 census report that announced the end of the frontier as a 

motivation to find new frontiers capable of perpetuating American 

exceptionalism. Turner’s thesis set covetous American eyes overseas. The 

sense of a fading frontier was coupled with racial ideologies that imagined 

Asians, Africans, and Latin Americans as inferior and in need of civilizational 

uplift or tutelage9 Future President Theodore Roosevelt had voiced such 

ideas as early as 1881, when he spoke of the “spread of English-Speaking 

																																																								
8 A number of historiographical studies cover the ideas that took shape around the War of 
1898. See Edward P. Crapol, ‘Coming to terms with Empire: The Historiography of Late-
Nineteenth Century American Foreign Relations’ Diplomatic History Vol.16 No.4 (1992) 573-
598; Thomas G. Paterson, ‘United States Intervention in Cuba, 1898: Interpretations of the 
Spanish-American-Cuban-Filipino War’ The History Teacher Vol.29 No.3  (1996) 341-361; 
Louis A. Perez, ‘The Meaning of the Maine: Causation and the Historiography of the Spanish-
American War’ The Pacific Historical Review Vol.58 No.3 (1989) 293-322. 
9 Turner’s thesis stressed that the strength and identity of America was due to its land mass 
and the shifting frontier. Now that frontier was exhausted or in Turner’s terms “closed” 
Americans would need to look beyond the borders of the United States to disperse its 
energies. This thesis essentially laid the groundwork for a new expansionist foreign policy that 
characterised the United States at the turn of the century.  
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peoples over the world’s waste spaces.”10 Social Darwinism and Brooks 

Adams’ theory of civilization decline promoted the idea that some people had 

naturally superior traits and skills, which contributed to socio-political success. 

It was this prevailing attitude that buttressed U.S. hubris and stifled Pan-

Americanism. Friendly economic relations seemed a difficult prospect when 

the United States began proceedings with a presumption of superiority. Trade 

and commerce negotiations always aim to benefit a nation’s material 

interests, and can often appear unequal when one party has greater assets or 

leverage. Add a sense of social dominance and the lust for territorial 

expansion, and no wonder historians have long seen the era of U.S. 

expansion as its most imperial moment. Yet, by examining the Pan-American 

trade conferences, this thesis provides a concurrent history of positive 

commercial relations between the United States and Latin America that can 

be read alongside the prevailing impression of an expanding United States 

inclined to dominate rather than partner with Latin American states. 

Historiographical Context 

Empire 
There is an overwhelming consensus that the United States underwent 

an “Age of Imperialism” that began with overseas expansion at the turn of the 

twentieth century. Successive generations of scholars have noted the 

expansionist nature of the U.S. throughout its history, referencing the 

American ‘empire’. The study of the relationship that existed between the 

United States and Latin America during this “Age” is no exception. 

In considering American foreign relations and economic policy toward 

Latin America, the natural starting point is the historiographical interpretation 
																																																								
10 Theodore Roosevelt, The Winning of the West Volume 1: From the Alleghanies to the 
Mississippi, 1769-1776  (Accessed via www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/11941 07.04.2020).	
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of the New Left and the ‘Wisconsin School’.11 Beginning with William 

Appleman Williams and his 1959 work, Tragedy of American Diplomacy, a 

school of thought emerged that cast U.S. foreign policy as imperial.12 U.S. 

policy aimed for wealth creation, security, a preponderance of power, and the 

establishment of a hemispheric order that relied on U.S. patronage.13 Indeed 

the ‘Wisconsin School’ of thought has become a dominant narrative in the 

historiography despite criticism for focussing too heavily on trade, commerce, 

																																																								
11	It is worth mentioning that the focus upon the Wisconsin School does not negate the works 
of Charles Beard before them whose economic approach has inspired academics. Beard 
however applied economics in a much broader sense. See works including, Charles A. 
Beard, An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United States (New Jersey: The 
Lawbook Exchange, Ltd., 2001) originally published in 1913, claimed the structure of the 
constitution was driven by the financial interest of the founding fathers. Charles A, Beard, The 
Open Door at Home: A Trial Philosophy of National Interests (New York: The Macmillan 
Company, 1934); See also Charles A. Beard and Mary R. Beard, The Rise of American 
Civilization Volume II (New York: Macmillan, 1927).	
12	See William Appleman Williams, The Tragedy of American Diplomacy (New York: Dell 
Publishing Company, 1959). See also William Appleman Williams, ‘A Historian’s Perspective’ 
Prologue: The Journal of the National Archives Vol.6 (1974) 200-203 where William’s 
explains his thinking; For more on the New Left and the Wisconsin School of Thought, formed 
by Williams’ thinking see: Irwin Unger, ‘The “New Left” and American History: Some recent 
trends in United States Historiography’ The American Historical Review Vol.72 No.4 (July 
1967) 1237-1263; J. A. Thompson, ‘William Appleman Williams and the ‘American Empire,’’ 
Journal of American Studies, Vol. 7 No.1 (April 1973) 91-104 provides an early review of the 
relatively new school of thought; Michael H. Hunt, ‘The Long Crisis in U.S. Diplomatic History: 
Coming to Closure’ Diplomatic History Vol. 16 No.1 (January 1992) 115-140 considers how 
changes in historiography and the advent of the cultural historian impacted on the work of the 
Wisconsin school of thought; Crapol, ‘Coming to Terms with Empire’ Diplomatic History 
(October 1992) 573-598; Lloyd C. Gardener and Thomas J. McCormick, ‘Walter LaFeber: 
The Making of a Wisconsin School Revisionist’ Diplomatic History Vol.28 No.5 (November 
2004) 613-624; Dennis Phillips, ‘The Tragedy of American Diplomacy: A Tribute to the 
Legacy of William Appleman Williams’ Australasian Journal of American Studies Vol.26 No.2 
(December 2007) 89-98.	
13 Examples include the works of Thomas J. McCormick, significantly his monograph, China 
Market (1967) See also a number of journal articles written by McCormick including ‘The 
Promises and Perils of American Hegemony’ Revue Française d’études Américaines, No.72 
Le Déplacement dans l’histoire et la culture Américaines (Mars 1997) 81-90 which discusses 
hegemony from the Long Depression (1873) to the Cold War, expressing that for the United 
States “Open Doors and informal empire held more promise than closed doors and formal 
empire” 82. ‘World Systems’ Journal of American History Vol. 77 No.1 (June 1990) 125-132 
discusses the rise and fall of hegemony and its role in “protecting the international system 
against external antagonists, internal rebellions and internecine differences” 129; Louis A. 
Perez Jr. has also contributed to discussion around U.S. empire and nations dependence 
upon the United States, most notably Cuba and the Caribbean. See Cuba and the United 
States: Ties of Singular Intimacy 3rd Edition (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2003) (and 
‘Cuba: Sugar and Independence’ in Thomas M. Leonard (Ed.) United States-Latin American 
Relations, 1850-1903: Establishing a relationship (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 
2014).  
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and the economy and neglecting other factors.14 As a result historians have 

aimed to identify further motives for these policies, which have ranged from 

ideological wellsprings, racial constructs, gendered thinking, religious faith, a 

generalized psychic crisis spurred by yellow journalism, and the technological 

advancements of industrialisation.15 There is room for additional assessment. 

The Wisconsin School has permeated the thinking of many foreign policy 

scholars over the last sixty years, expanding on its basic ideas to incorporate 

further motivations. What is yet to be done is a re-examination of the role 

trade and commerce played in foreign policy. This thesis provides further 

nuances to the economic aspects of the Wisconsin School thinking that 

sparked this long period of imperial debate.  

																																																								
14	For example see Marilyn Blatt Young, ‘American Expansion, 1870-1900: The Far East’ in 
Barton Bernstein (Ed.), Towards A New Past: Dissenting Essays in American History (New 
York: Pantheon Books, 1968) who recognised that the main body of thought in the Wisconsin 
School missed out so many important nuances. 
15	See Walter LaFeber, The New Empire (1998), Marilyn Blatt Young, The Rhetoric of 
Empire: American China Policy, 1895-1901 (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University 
Press, 1968) alongside McCormick’s China Market give a strong insight into the United States 
actions in China, citing political and cultural factors as reasoning behind U.S. motivation; Eric 
T.L Love, Race over Empire: Racism and U.S. Imperialism, 1865-1900 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2004) Matthew Frye Jacobson, Barbarian Virtues: The 
Unites States Encounters Foreign Peoples at Home and Abroad, 1876-1917 (New York: Hill 
& Wang, 2000) and the earlier text, Rubin Francis Weston, Racism in U.S. Imperialism: The 
Influence of Racial Assumptions of American Foreign Policy, 1893-1946 (Columbia: 
University of South Carolina Press, 1972) give insight into how race affects the policies 
implemented by the U.S. See also Kristin L. Hoganson, Fighting for American Manhood: How 
Gender Politics Provoked the Spanish-American and Philippine-American Wars (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1998) for the influence of gender; Andrew Preston, Sword of the Spirit, 
Shield of Faith: Religion in American War and Diplomacy (New York: Knopf Doubleday 
Publishing Group, 2012) demonstrates how religion influence American foreign policy; 
Richard Hofstadter in, The Age of Reform (New York: Vintage Books, 1955) coined the term 
‘psychic crisis’ which referred to the public reaction to events in Cuba which eventually fed 
into a national surge toward expansion, see also Hofstadter, The Paranoid Style in American 
Politics and Other Essays (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1964) Alan Trachtenberg, 
The Incorporation of America: Culture and Society in the Gilded Age (New York: Hill & Wang, 
1982) which highlights the role industrialization played in American expansion in the decades 
following the Civil War. 	
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The Wisconsin School has faced criticism from researchers like James 

A. Field who contend that their views stem from presentism.16 Certainly, 

events like the Vietnam War or Iraq War (2003) gave rise to imperial 

interpretations of U.S. foreign policy, but as Paul Kramer notes, no matter how 

un-coincidental, the imperial lens offers great insights.17 Kramer argues that 

the imperial lens facilitates the pursuit of the placement of the United States in 

the world and aids the demonstration of how the U.S. presence contributes to 

national histories.18 Additionally it can be used to emphasise power in a 

variety of forms, from military and economic to social and cultural. Similarly 

the scale of power is measured differently as traditional definitions of ‘imperial’ 

have narrowed it down to state control of territory, disregarding non-territorial 

aspects.19 Kramer notes that the imperial lens provides a means of stressing 

the importance of “exceptionalising difference” allowing us to bring in race and 

gender.20 This ties in with Kramer’s argument that ‘imperial’ is a category of 

analysis and not a ‘thing’21. This denies the question of whether the United 

States is, or has, an empire and instead asks what type of empire it is.22 

Kramer contends that thinking this way aids the pursuit of three themes: 

power, connection, and comparison.23 For the purposes of this thesis, empire 

is defined as a state of being in which a nation expresses a unilateral 
																																																								
16	James A. Field Jr., ‘American Imperialism: The Worst Chapter in Almost Any Book’ The 
American Historical Review, Vol.83, No. 3 (June 1978) Field detests the “same insistence on 
seeing the past through the prism of the present’ and the ‘perceptions of false continuities 
645.	
17 See Paul A. Kramer, ‘Power and Connection: Imperial Histories of the United States in the 
World’ The American Historical Review, Vol. 116 No. 5 (December 2011) 1348-1391. 
18 Ibid., 1349. 
19	Ibid., 1349.	
20	Ibid., 1350.	
21 Ibid., 1350. 
22 Ibid., 1350. 
23 His thinking provides us with three key things: The questions, how power resides and 
operates, and how society is mutually or unevenly transformed through the connection as well 
as the ability to compare large scale systems of power and their histories.	
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dominance over another, resulting in a lasting impact upon the dominated 

nation, or nations, and their history. This thesis recognises that empire can 

present itself in a number of different forms and does not necessitate the 

acquisition of territory.  

Hegemony 
 
In order to begin a consideration of the nuances of trade and 

commercial policy, we must move away from the term empire and instead, 

look to its counterpart, hegemony.24 Unlike empire, which emphasises the 

differences between the dominant and the dominated, hegemony offers a 

means of highlighting any similarities that may exist. Hegemony also offers a 

far more substantive lens in which to view the relationship that existed 

between the United States and Latin America, by providing the Latin 

Americans with real agency. This is in stark contrast to empire, which 

suggests a dominant player imposing its will on a subordinate.  

While imperialism is most closely associated with colonization and the 

acquisition of territory, some definitions include economic imperialism: holding 

economic dominance over a nation or territory. The problem here is that this 

encroaches upon the definition of hegemony. New Left historian, Thomas 

McCormick for example, defines hegemony as the practice of one nation that 

possesses “such unrivalled supremacy, such predominant influence in 

economic power, military might, and political-ideological leadership that no 

																																																								
24	Empire/Imperialism arguably provide a more general approach to the ideas. These terms 
are so widely applied (Great Britain for example) and yet, as the likes of Geir Lunderstad 
state, American “power is of a somewhat different nature than that of traditional 
superpowers…rarely does the United States conquer…it rules in more indirect, more 
American ways.” See Geir Lundestad, ‘Empire by Invitation’ in the American Century, 
Diplomatic History Vol. 23 Issue 2 (April 1999) 217.	
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other power, or combination of powers, can prevail against it.25 This crossover 

is mainly visible through economics, whose importance McCormick highlights, 

stating “economic supremacy is the indispensable base of hegemony, for all 

other forms of power are possible with it and no others possible, for very long, 

without it.”26 G. John Ikenberry also includes economic influence in his 

definition of hegemony, stating it is an “exercise of coercion…that used its [the 

hegemon] economic and military position to construct order.”27 This again 

blurs the lines between imperialism and hegemony. Discussion around 

economics generally brings us to consider American actions in the realm of 

informal empire, much like the ideas expressed by the Wisconsin School. 

Further definitions of hegemony have demonstrated the complex nature of the 

terms, empire, imperialism and hegemony, showing how they are so closely 

linked. Attempts have been made to separate the terms including Immanuel 

Wallerstein who argued that empire ranks higher than hegemony in terms of 

domination and Stein Tønnesson who believed “hegemony is more flexible.”28 

Additionally historians have identified key aspects of the three terms that 

include the use of force, intimidation, dependency, influence and even 

inspiration.29  The latter three are more commonly applied to hegemony and 

																																																								
25	Thomas R. McCormick, ‘The World System, Hegemony and Decline’ in Dennis Merrill and 
Thomas G. Paterson (Eds.), Major Problems in American Foreign Relations, Vol.11 Since 
1914 (Boston: Wadsworth, 2010) 5.	
26 Ibid.,5.  
27	G.J. Ikenberry, ‘Rethinking the Origins of American Hegemony’ Political Science Quarterly 
Vol.104 No.3 (Autumn 1989) 376. Ikenberry’s thinking is applicable across the Twentieth 
Century though he has a tendency to focus post WW2.	
28	This ranking is based on the exertion of dominance and oppression.	Immanuel Wallerstein, 
‘World Systems Theory’ in Anthony Giddens and Jonathan Turner (Eds.) Social History 
Today (Stamford: Stamford University Press, 1987); Stein Tønnesson, ‘The Imperial 
Temptation’ Security Dialogue 2004 PRIO Vol.35 No.3 (2004) 330.Tønnesson explained the 
flexibility of hegemony as the ability to disband without the need for armed conflict, and 
indeed the ability to share influence with other powers.	
29	See Lundestad, ‘Empire by Invitation’ Diplomatic History (April 1999) 195. Also Wallerstein, 
‘World Systems Theory’ (1987) who notes hegemony or the hegemon as “a state…able to 
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are often a result of ‘empire by invitation,’ a term applied by historians such as 

Geir Lundestad.30  

In 2005, John Agnew provided an insightful view of the notion in his 

monograph, Hegemony: The New Shape of Global Power. While the post-

Cold war era and the Iraq War heavily influence Agnew’s work, his ideas go a 

long way toward understanding the general notion of hegemony. For Agnew 

“hegemony is the enrolment of others in the exercise of your power by 

convincing, cajoling, and coercing them that they should want what you 

want.”31	In addition, perhaps the most important claims that Agnew makes are 

that: “it is possible to have empire without hegemony” and that “it is also 

possible to have hegemony without empire.”32 As Agnew notes “exercising 

power beyond national boundaries does not require territorial control”.33 This 

is true of the United States. While empire, imperialism, and hegemony are 

inextricably linked, it is in this way that their crucial differences are made 

apparent. 

In 1986 social scientist Robert Bocock explained hegemony as 

“leadership which is attained through the active consent of major groups in a 

society.”34  However, the word ‘major’ would have been more suitably 

replaced with ‘influential.’ In doing so the word ‘influential’ would subtly 

																																																																																																																																																															
impose its set of rule on the interstate system,” Michael Mann, The Sources of Social power: 
Volume 4, Globalizations, 1945-2011 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012) defines 
hegemony as power that is routinely accepted and often considered ‘legitimate.’	
30	See Lundestad, ‘Empire by Invitation’ Diplomatic History (April 1999.)	
31 John A. Agnew, Hegemony: The New Shape of Global Power (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 2005) 1-2; For more see also John Agnew and Stuart Corbridge, Mastering 
Space: Hegemony, Territory and International Political Economy (London: Routledge, 1995). 
Agnew’s ideas suggest a softer, informal power-these ideas are upheld by others such as 
Joseph Nye who argues that the United States has a tendency to favour ‘soft power’. See 
Joseph S. Nye Jr., ‘Limits of American Power’ Political Science Quarterly Vol.117 No. 4 
(Winter 2002-2003) 545-559. 
32 Agnew, Hegemony: The New Shape of Global Power (2005) 13. 
33 Ibid., 16. 
34 Robert Bocock, Hegemony (London: Tavistock Publications, 1986) 11. 
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address the ‘balance of power’ within nations that has a profound impact upon 

individual studies of hegemony. In this way we can propose to define 

hegemony as aided by the consensual experience of the dominant nation, 

which, in turn, Influences the ideas within the dominated nation. Hegemony, 

therefore, can be classified as transnational domination. 

Historian William Robinson has also contributed to discussions of 

hegemony from a transnational perspective. Robinson, in defining the 

concept, argues “hegemony applied to international relations is not 

synonymous with the application of power by one nation over others”.35 For 

Robinson that is ultimately domination or more specifically empire. He goes 

on to state “such power may be gauged as the relative ability to influence 

events and their outcomes in a transnational arena.”36 Ultimately Robinson 

defines hegemony as: 

“One form in which nations or groups in a transnational setting 

may exercise their domination in the international arena. The foreign 

policy of core states may be conceived, in the broadest sense, as 

international engagement by groups operating through states to 

maintain or extend the advantages accrued from a dominant location 

in an asymmetrical international order, including the suppression of 

groups that challenge those advantages.”37 

Additionally, there has been consideration of ‘American exceptionalism’ 

in the discussion that surrounds hegemony. Paul Kramer is but one historian 

who argues that America’s informal empire was exceptional to formal empire 

																																																								
35 William I. Robinson, Promoting Polyarchy: Globalization, US Intervention, and Hegemony 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996) 23.  
36 Ibid., 23. 
37 Ibid., 24. 
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by pattern of rule.38 Kramer cites the “ambivalent,” “tutelary,” or even 

“democratic” nature of U.S. behaviour that ties in with notions of dependency 

and “Benevolent Assimilation” of the ‘less civilised’ peoples.39 Notions of 

dependence upon the United States play a central role in the hegemony 

narrative that surrounds the history of informal U.S. Empire at the turn of the 

century.40  The tutelary element is also upheld by Agnew, who notes “the 

binding together of people, objects, and institutions around cultural norms and 

standards,” in turn bringing foreign peoples in line with U.S. culture and 

thinking. This idea is demonstrative of the civilising mission the United States 

embarked upon towards the end of the nineteenth century.41  

Furthermore, Robert Cox’s 1983 text remains an important essay in the 

study of hegemony and continues to influence contemporary works. While 

many of the points outlined above are applicable in terms of the United 

States, one particular point Cox makes rings true. Although the essay itself 

remains heavily influenced by the experiences of the Cold War, the statement, 

‘hegemony is more to do with “world order” at an international level,’ can be 

																																																								
38	Paul Kramer, The Blood of Government: Race, Empire, the United States, & the 
Philippines (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006).	
39	Ibid.	
40	David Brody in ‘Visualising American Empire: Orientalism and Imperialism in the 
Philippines (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010) expresses the notion of ‘a 
dependency on the hegemon’ citing as an example the use of the leprosy narrative as a 
reason why the Filipinos needed the United States (5). Additionally Stuart Creighton Miller in 
‘Benevolent Assimilation: The American Conquest of the Philippines (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1982) recognizes U.S. hegemony as “informal, largely economic, control” 
but also the absorption of a foreign people into a new culture (in this case that of the United 
States) supposedly for their benefit. This ‘benevolent’ behavior acted as a guise for 
hegemonic control (4).	
41	See Agnew, Hegemony: The New Shape of Global Power (2005); While the concept of a 
civilizing mission is most commonly linked with imperialism, the basic ideas of ‘civilizing’ and 
progressing by imposing American standards ties in with U.S. exceptionalism and superiority.	
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applied to nearly all U.S. imperial actions.42 This fits well into the Darwinian 

view that there is a hierarchy of race, a notion expansionists like Roosevelt 

and Senator Henry Cabot Lodge adhered to in the 1890s. More recently in 

2015 Owen Worth added to the discussion, defining a strong hegemon as one 

that “could rely on its soft power or influence in order to find stability.”43 The 

statements provided by both Cox and Worth are especially evident when 

considering hegemony in the Caribbean region at the turn of the century. The 

shifting world order, as a result of the United States’ rise to power and 

increasing influence, had essentially turned the Caribbean Sea into an 

American lake. 

This thesis adheres closely to the idea expressed by Ikenberry in that 

hegemony is the exercise of coercion and that empire is more akin to a 

dominance imposed rather than encouraged. This thesis recognises 

hegemony as ‘soft imperialism.’ The hegemon operates a more flexible, 

informal empire, not so easily recognisable as that of a formal empire. This is 

created through manipulation and influence or as Ikenberry and Kupchan 

succinctly put it: “power is manifest as arm twisting.”44 This is particularly 

recognisable in hegemons imposing power through economic control, for 

example the use of sanctions. When considering the United States’ empire, 

there are elements of both imperialism and hegemony. The U.S practiced 

imperialism in the form of acquired territory, economic imposition and the 

domination of international conversation. It was also a hegemon, participating 

																																																								
42 Robert Cox, ‘Gramsci, Hegemony and International Relations: An Essay in Method’ in R.W. 
Cox and T.J. Sinclair, Approaches to World Order (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1983) 137. 
43 Owen Worth, Rethinking Hegemony (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015) 3.  
44	G. John Ikenberry and Charles A. Kupchan, ‘Legitimacy and Power: The Waning of U.S. 
and Soviet Hegemony’ in Henry Bienin, Power, Economics, and Security: The United States 
and Japan in Focus (New York: Routledge, 2019).	
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in various conferences and working with other nations in the development of a 

global order. For the purposes of this thesis, hegemony is the coercion of one, 

or several, nations by another, which presents as a partnership. This is in 

stark contrast to empire, which exhibits a clear, unilateral dominance. In 

defining these terms in this way, this thesis is able to distinguish more clearly 

between motive and outcome. 

Partnership 
This thesis explores the ideas of partnership in U.S. foreign policy and 

how commercial negotiations with other American states - encouraged by a 

series of Pan-American conferences – sought to replace the imperial policies 

of acquisition and coercion with the hegemonic policies of cooperation for 

mutual interests. In this way we see how the United States sought to give 

agency to Latin Americans as partners in the development of the Western 

Hemisphere. Today, the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) is a prime 

example of this, demonstrating how hegemony and partnership work. In 

Empires: The Logic of World Domination from Ancient Rome to the United 

States, Herfried Münkler, in defining hegemony, spoke of the United States as 

‘Primus inter Pares.’45 Translated as “first, or chief, among equals,” this 

phrase suggests the existence of a form of partnership of equal partners with 

different levels of geopolitical influence. The United States military and 

economic strength provides them with a level of influence that, despite being 

technically equal to other NATO states, affords them greater power among 

NATO partners. This also exhibited itself in turn of the century U.S.-Latin 

American relations. In many cases, and particularly on economic matters, 

																																																								
45	Herfried Münkler, Empires: The Logic of World Domination from Ancient Rome to the 
United States (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007) 7.	



	 21	

Latin American states agreed and implemented ideas proposed by the United 

States, not because they were forced, but because they chose to work within 

the hegemonic paradigm.  

Hegemonic Partnership 
This thesis argues that dynamics of empire can coexist alongside 

another power dynamic. That is, the United States can develop policies 

designed to propel its influence and dominance in the Western Hemisphere 

as well as policies that strive for engagement with its hemispheric neighbours 

as equal partners in regional development. It recognises that empire is not 

static, and that the ‘level’ at which relations operate is fluid. This is evidenced 

in this thesis by the transition between the imperial McKinley era and the more 

flexible and cooperative administration of Theodore Roosevelt. In recognition 

of this fluid state, this thesis is able to bring the ideas of hegemony and 

partnership together. In doing so it argues that the U.S.-Latin American 

relationship was completely unique, taking the form of a hegemonic-

partnership; A hybrid concept that acknowledges U.S. influence in the region 

while also recognising the existence of cooperation. Hegemonic partnership is 

therefore the most appropriate term for U.S. interaction with Latin America at 

this time as it is more akin to that of an unequal partnership, as opposed to 

the imperial model. 

 

Between 1889 and 1907 the foreign policies of the United States 

suggest that they were looking for partnerships to create order in the Western 

Hemisphere. This approach springs from the concept of Pan-Americanism, 

which advocated the political and commercial cooperation of the nations of 
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the Americas. Pan-America was also the collective for the countries of North 

America, Central America and South America, a term which signified their 

coming together in order to collectively better the hemisphere and recognised 

what they saw as a unique relationship. The roots of Pan-American 

progressivism, the various treaties of Pan-American rights, and the Good 

Neighbour policy began with turn of the century diplomacy that encouraged 

partnership.46 

The Historical Context: The Presidents and their policies 
	
American imperialism and hegemony manifested in similar ways in between 

1898 and 1907, but the two presidents behind the U.S. foreign policy had 

significant differences. Both, however, have generated intense scholarly 

debate. 

William McKinley was an imperialist whose politics reflected his interest 

in economics. His presidency offered an opportunity in the period post-

economic panic (1893) that would push the recovering nation toward long-

term solvency.  McKinley’s campaign was run on the back of conservative 

fiscal and monetary policies. His ‘Sound Money’ campaign promised high 

wages and full employment.  He took a great interest in reciprocity and the 

development of the U.S. monetary system, including the controversial debates 

that surrounded bimetallism. McKinley had, what nations such as Great 

																																																								
46	This includes treaties such as the Pan-American Treaty (3 May, 1923) for the avoidance or 
prevention of conflict between American States, as well as the Convention for the Rights and 
Duties of Inter-American States (26 December, 1933) This convention comprised a number of 
articles including, the capacity to enter into relations with other states, a nations political 
independence as independent of recognition by other states, states are seen as juridically 
equal, as well as the conservation of peace-which was the ultimate goal of the initial Pan-
American Conference.  The Good Neighbour Policy, encompassed all Latin American policy 
under President Franklin Roosevelt. It adhered to a non-intervention policy while also 
engaging in reciprocal exchanges.		
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Britain described as, a “narrowly nationalistic tariff policy.”47 His patriotic duty 

to protectionism led him to see industrialists as those who would lead the 

national progress. McKinley, an economic nationalist, used industry and 

commerce to drive the U.S. forward, and sought to increase American power 

through market share and market acquisition. McKinley was also more 

forceful than his successor.48 

Unlike McKinley, Theodore Roosevelt was more vigilant when it came 

to his foreign policy. Instead of acting first, Roosevelt often chose to deliberate 

and favoured arbitration over rash action, despite the popular depiction of 

Roosevelt as a hot-headed and hasty chief executive.49  His cautious 

diplomacy gained him favour on a global scale, which, for example, led to his 

arbitration of the Russo-Japanese War (1905) and Algeciras Conference 

(1906) that staved off a war between France and Germany. Roosevelt, 

despite the popular image of a bombastic expansionist, took less interest in 

acquiring markets and opted for a hegemonic policy with Latin America that 

focussed on security and order.50 However, his earlier advocacy of American 

expansion had already laid the seeds for the impression of him being more 

imperialistic. 

																																																								
47 Margaret Leech, In the Days of McKinley (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1959) 228. 
48 One such example is McKinley’s acquisition of the Philippines, post Spanish-American 
War. 
49	This image has been perpetuated by historians like Henry F. Pringle whose biography of 
Roosevelt has spawned further theories of ‘Crazy Teddy’. See Pringle, Theodore Roosevelt: 
A Biography (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1931) See also Kathleen Dalton, 
‘Changing Interpretations of Theodore Roosevelt and the Progressive Era’ in Christopher M. 
Nichols and Nancy C. Unger (Eds.), A Companion to the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 
(Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2017) 298 and Michael Patrick Cullinane, ‘Performing the 
Presidency: The Image of Theodore Roosevelt on Stage’ in Iwan Morgan and Mark White 
(Eds.) The Presidential Image: A History from Theodore Roosevelt to Donald Trump (New 
York: I.B. Tauris, 2020) for more on how Pringle’s theory has permeated Roosevelt’s image.		
50 Edmund Morris, in the second of his 3 biographies of Roosevelt, noted the president’s 
“lifelong obsession with balance.” See Morris, Theodore Rex (New York: The Modern Library, 
2002) 383.	
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Though 1898 has been marked as the turning point in the history of 

American imperialism, McKinley has often been portrayed as having been 

controlled, rather than the one in control of the U.S. imperial choices. 

Even then, journalists squabbled over whether the president was just 

‘quietly reticent’ or whether he was the puppet of big business or Republican 

Party bosses, such as Marcus Hanna.51 Theodore Roosevelt even famously 

referred to the president as having the backbone of a chocolate éclair or 

something to that effect depending on which source you are reading. These 

contemporary observations seeped into the earliest historiography around 

1898. Early traditional histories commonly quote this, including Charles A. 

Beard and Julius Pratt.52 While Beard referred to McKinley as weak and 

vacillating, Pratt went further to portray McKinley as easily manipulated, 

describing him as “clay in the hands of the little group of men who knew all too 

well what use to make of the war.”53  

With the advent of revisionism in the late 1950s however, came a 

different perspective of McKinley and his role in American expansion. Many 

have since referred to the president as a decisive decision maker who was 

understated and “quietly got his way.”54 Others have noted the president as 

																																																								
51	See for example The Weekly Thibodaux Sentinel and the Journal of the 8th Senatorial 
District (29 January 1898) 6. “Hanna controls McKinley.”	
52	See Charles A. Beard and Mary R. Beard, The Rise of American Civilization (1927); Julius 
Pratt, Expansionists of 1898 (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1936).	
53	Charles A. Beard and Mary R. Beard, Rise of American Civilization (1927) 372; Pratt, 
Expansionists (1936) 327. Pratt further believed that McKinley’s hand was forced by popular 
reaction to events in Cuba and not of his own decision (278) others however have refuted this 
including Lewis Gould who argues McKinley’s exploitation of public opinion to get his way 
made him the “first modern president.”	
54	See Leech, In the Days of McKinley (1959), H. Wayne Morgan, William McKinley and His 
America (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 1963), Lewis L. Gould, The Presidency of 
William McKinley (Lawrence: Regents Press of Kansas, 1980) and also Gould, ‘Chocolate 
Éclair or Mandarin Manipulator? William McKinley, The Spanish American War and the 
Philippines, A Review Essay’ Ohio History No.94 (1985)182-187, Ephraim K. Smith, ‘William 
McKinley’s Enduring Legacy: The Historiographical Debate on the Taking of the Philippines’ 
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calculated and purposeful.55 More recently historians such as Robert Merry 

and Justus Doenecke have argued that McKinley played a huge role in 

American imperial action from 1898. Merry categorically denies that McKinley 

was controlled, arguing that he was fully in control of the inner workings of the 

Republican Party, while Doenecke states the president merely used the 

“unassuming style he was given to achieve his objectives.”56 McKinley’s 

contributions to the American empire arguably come through the development 

of ‘large policy’ and the Open Door notes. The president’s decision to adopt 

the ‘large policy’ extended American jurisdiction beyond the North American 

continent and had the support of many respected figures including John Hay, 

Henry Cabot Lodge, Elihu Root and Theodore Roosevelt.57 The New Left 

beginning with William Appleman Williams argued the importance of the Open 

Door to notions of American empire that are relevant even today. Williams 

																																																																																																																																																															
in James C. Bradford (Ed.), Crucible of Empire: The Spanish American War and It’s 
Aftermath (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1993), Joseph A. Fry, ‘William McKinley and the 
Coming of the Spanish American War: A Study of the Besmirching and Redemption of an 
Historical Image’ Diplomatic History Vol.3 Issue 1 (1979); Leech, In the Days of McKinley 
(1959).	
55	For examples see Richard E. Welch Jr., Response to Imperialism: The United States and 
the Philippine-American War, 1899-1902 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1979), Robert C. Hilderbrand, Power and the People: Executive Management of Public 
Opinion in Foreign Affairs, 1897-1921(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1981), 
John L. Offner, An Unwanted War: The Diplomacy of the United States and Spain over Cuba, 
1895-1898 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1992).	
56	Robert W. Merry, President McKinley: Architect of the American Century (New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 2017) Nick Kapur also argues that McKinley was not controlled by Congress 
using the rapid movement to war with Spain as an example, see Nick Kapur, ‘William 
McKinley’s Values and the Origins of the Spanish-American War: A Reinterpretation’ 
Presidential Studies Quarterly Vol.41 No.1 (March 2011) 18-38; Justus D. Doenecke, ‘Gilded 
Age Presidents’ in Christopher M. Nichols and Nancy C. Unger (Eds.) A Companion to the 
Gilded Age and Progressive Era (Malden MA; Wiley-Blackwell, 2017) 277-279.	
57	See Julius Pratt, ‘The Large Policy of 1898’ Mississippi Valley Historical Review No.19 
Issue 2 (September 1932) who agrees that McKinley adopted a large policy despite being 
critical of the president in other ways. See also Warren Zimmerman, First Great Triumph: 
How Five Americans Made Their Country a World Power (New York: Farrar, Straus, and 
Giroux, 2002).	
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noted the Open Door created an ideology of empire that permeated the 

thinking of policy makers for subsequent generations.58  

Today, McKinley’s foreign policy achievements are better recognised 

by historians. Warren Zimmerman claimed the Open Door established the 

U.S.’ place as a leader of the international community while Michael Cullinane 

added it “exemplified the United States’ coming of age and the nation taking 

its rightful place among world powers.59 Despite his ‘quiet’ approach to 

imperialism McKinley’s foreign policy stood out against his generally steadfast 

conservatism and set the United States on a course that would change their 

way of thinking when it came to foreign policy.60  

Yet, there remain notable gaps in terms of McKinley’s policy approach 

in the Western Hemisphere. While his involvement abroad, for example in 

Cuba and the Philippines, have been well documented, McKinley’s dealings 

with Latin America more broadly have not. This thesis recognises that the 

McKinley administration played a notable role in the development of U.S.-

Latin American relations in the late nineteenth century, often subtly, through 

shifts in economic policy.  These changes have much to tell about the 

developing relationship, which, until now, have largely been ignored. 

“Roosevelt’s rhetorical call to arms between 1901 and 1904,” claims 

Kevin Phillips, was “a clarion he was far better equipped to sound than 

McKinley.”61 Theodore Roosevelt has long been characterised as the 

																																																								
58	William Appleman Williams, Tragedy of American Diplomacy (1959).	
59	See Zimmerman, First Great Triumph (2002) 447; Michael Patrick Cullinane, ‘William 
McKinley and American Empire’ Oxford Research Encyclopedia (September 2019) 9.	
60	David R. Mayhew, Electoral Realignments: A Critique of an American Genre (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2002) 104-105.	
61	Kevin Phillips, William McKinley: The American Presidents Series: The 25th President, 
1897-1901 (New York, Henry Holt and Company, 2003) 128.	
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embodiment of turn of the century imperialism and America’s rise to power.62 

More vocal and ‘bolshie’ than McKinley, Roosevelt has routinely won praise 

for his foreign policy direction among historians. Roosevelt was the man who 

“brought the new imperialist movement to full flower” and for some, like 

William Tilchin, he was “probably the greatest of all U.S. presidents in the 

arena of foreign policy.”63 Similarly to McKinley, public opinion played a part in 

influencing Roosevelt’s foreign policy. Historians such as John M. Thompson 

note that unlike McKinley this was not a result of public pressure but 

Roosevelt’s use of public opinion as a tool for swaying votes.64 Roosevelt 

however, was driven by very different goals. There were a number of distinct 

factors that influenced Theodore Roosevelt’s foreign policy: civilisation and 

race, the progress of the United States, and world order. Ideas surrounding 

civilisation and race can be traced back to the influence of Darwinism in his 

youth. Roosevelt believed that there was a ‘hierarchy of race’ with White 

Anglo-Saxons such as himself topping the pyramid.65 His political life 

demonstrated a softening of the Darwinian views the president once 
																																																								
62	See Serge Ricard,  ‘Theodore Roosevelt: Imperialist or Global Strategist in the New 
Expansionist Age’ Diplomacy and Statecraft Vol.19 (2008) 643 “Roosevelt’s actions…would 
earn him first pace in the historiography of U.S. imperialism. Also David H. Burton, ‘Theodore 
Roosevelt: Confident Imperialist’ The Review of Politics Vol. 24 No.3 (July 1961) “an 
imperialist in his very bones” 357. See also Charles Laderman, ‘Theodore Roosevelt’s 
Statecraft and the American Rise to World Power’ in Christopher R.W. Dietrich (Ed.), A 
Companion to U.S. Foreign Relations: Colonial Era to the Present (New York: Wiley, 2020) 
288- “No American statesman embodied this rise more than Theodore Roosevelt.”	
63	William E. Leuchtenburg, ‘Progressivism and Imperialism: The Progressive Movement and 
American Foreign Policy, 1898-1916’ The Mississippi Valley Historical Review Vol. 39 No. 3 
(December 1952) 487, see also Serge Ricard, ‘Imperialist or Global Strategist’ (2008) where 
he acknowledges the role played by Roosevelt to bring the United States onto the World 
Stage as a major power player; William Tilchin, ‘ For the Present and the Future: The Well-
Conceived, Successful, and Far-Sighted Statecraft of President Theodore Roosevelt’ 
Diplomacy and Statecraft Vol. 19 (2008) 658.	
64	See John M. Thompson, Great Power Rising: Theodore Roosevelt and the Politics of U.S. 
Foreign Policy (Chapter 1), Oxford Scholarship Online (2019) 15. The Perdicaris Affair (1904) 
is a prime example of this whereby his statement ‘Perdicaris alive or Raisuli dead’ was read 
to the republic national convention as a means of swaying votes in his favour. 	
65	For more on hierarchy of race see Michael Hunt, Ideology and U.S. Foreign Policy (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1987).	
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expressed in exchange for Neo-Lamarckism.66 For Roosevelt, the lesser 

races need to be shown or taught how to improve and it was the United 

States’ mission to do just that.67 Roosevelt believed this would further 

contribute to the progress of the United States in their “expansion to a 

masterful people” and, as David Burton observes, the president believed 

“expansion by the Great Powers” was “productive of far more good than 

harm.”68 This established itself in his “progressive paternalism,” through 

which, Roosevelt believed, the United States would guide other less 

developed nations toward progress.  

Yet even Roosevelt’s foreign policy is not without historical 

controversy. For Roosevelt, world order was of the upmost importance and 

																																																								
66	An alternative to Darwin’s theory of natural selection, Neo-Lamarckism is the theory that 
evolutionary change is a direct product of the environment the being/species exists in. This 
explains how species adapt to their surroundings. For Roosevelt this meant that the lesser 
races could be taught to act in such a way, that these characteristics/behaviours would then 
be passed on for the eventual improvement of the races. Essentially this view outlines that 
people are capable of progress and that the United States encourages this. 	
67	A number of historians have highlighted the ideology of race and civilisation that influenced 
Theodore Roosevelt’s thinking. Serge Ricard once referred to him as “the Dr Jekyll of 
international power politics, and the strident Mr. Hyde of the Euro-American civilizing mission 
recognizing how the president treat for example the Latin Americans differently to the English 
or German speaking peoples, Ricard, ‘Imperialist or Global Strategist’ (2008) 641. Others 
include, Burton, ‘Theodore Roosevelt: Confident Imperialist’ (July 1961) who argues that 
Roosevelt justified imperialism as an ‘opportunity for human improvement;’ Also Burton, 
‘Theodore Roosevelt’s Social Darwinism and Views on Imperialism’ Journal of the History of 
Ideas Vol.26 No.1 (Jan-March 1965) 103-118; Frank Ninkovich, ‘Theodore Roosevelt: 
Civilisation as Ideology’ Diplomatic History Vol.10 No.3 (Summer 1986) 221-245; Frederick 
W. Marks III, ‘Morality as the Drive Wheel in the Diplomacy of Theodore Roosevelt’ 
Diplomatic History Vol. 2 Issue 1 (January 1978) 43-62; Jeffrey A. Engel, ‘The Democratic 
language of American Imperialism: Race, Order, and Theodore Roosevelt’s Personification of 
Foreign Policy Evil’ Diplomacy and Statecraft Vol. 19 No.4 (2008); Thomas G. Dyer, 
Theodore Roosevelt and the Idea of Race (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
1980); Paul Kramer, ‘Race Making and Colonial Violence in the U.S. empire: The Philippine-
American War as Race War’ Diplomatic History Vol. 30 (2006) 1280-1307; Kramer, Blood of 
Government (2002); Kramer, ‘Empires, Exceptions and Anglo-Saxons: race and rule between 
the British and United States Empires, 1880-1910’ Journal of American History Vol. 88 Issue 
4 (2002) 1315-1353; Michael Patrick Cullinane, ‘ Imperial “character:” How Race and 
Civilisation Shaped Theodore Roosevelt’s Imperialism’ in Hans Krabbendam and John M. 
Thompson, America’s Transatlantic Turn: Theodore Roosevelt and the “Discovery” of Europe 
(New York: Palgrave, 2012) notes Roosevelt’s desire to develop an “imperial character” which 
encompassed his ideas on race and civilisation. 	
68	Howard K. Beale, Theodore Roosevelt and the Rise of America to World Power (New 
York: Collier Books, 1962) 39; Burton, Theodore Roosevelt: Confident Imperialist (1968) VII. 	
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heavily contributed to the development of his foreign policy. This idea has 

been firmly established in the historiography by those such as Thomas J. 

Knock and Serge Ricard.69 As observed by James Holmes, the president 

hoped that “to bridge the gap between international anarchy and world order 

nations like the United States would exercise a quasi-legal police authority, 

beyond their borders.”70 Roosevelt’s desire for order eventually manifested 

itself in his 1904 corollary to the Monroe Doctrine of 1823, essentially 

establishing the United States as an international police power.71 The 

doctrine’s ambiguity allows for various interpretations and the paradoxical 

nature, in terms of intervention, has essentially made the Monroe Doctrine 

																																																								
69	Thomas J. Knock, ‘Introduction to the Roundtable on John M. Thompson: Great Power 
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Doctrine: Meanings and Implications, Presidential Studies Quarterly Vol.36 Issue 1 (March 
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advancing national strategic and economic interests; Edward Renehan, The Monroe Doctrine: 
The Cornerstone of American Foreign Policy (New York: Infobase Publishing, 2007) which 
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justification for exactly that. Jay Sexton maintains, “The Monroe Doctrine 

evolved in relation to the shifting dynamics and internal politics of the union. It 

was also the product of the larger geopolitical context of great power 

expansion, rivalry, and contraction from which the American nation and 

empire emerged.”72 In this instance, Roosevelt would manipulate the doctrine 

to legitimise U.S. attempts to maintain ‘order’ in the western hemisphere. This 

would take the form of multiple interventions during his time in office.73  The 

corollary became an instrument of intervention through which Roosevelt was 

able to create a sphere of influence in the western hemisphere. H.W. Brands 

notes this instrument gave Roosevelt “the right to act unilaterally and, if 

necessary, pre-emptively.”74 Roosevelt had created a method of maintaining 

order in the Western Hemisphere, which, according to Edmund Morris, the 

president viewed with special importance as “but a whole face of the earth, 

centred on the United States.”  

Yet for many Roosevelt’s corollary is still considered as but another 

imperialist action and a means to gain further control in the Caribbean. Early 

revisionists such as Henry Pringle used these ideas to depict Roosevelt as a 
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74	H.W. Brands, ‘The Rooseveltian Roots of the Bush Doctrine’ in P. Melandri and Serge 
Ricard (Eds.) La Monteé en puissance des Étas-Unis: De la guerre Hispano-Américaine à la 
guerre de Coreé, 1898-1953 (Paris: L’Hermattan, 2004). For more on the Roosevelt Corollary 
see Walter LaFeber, ‘The Evolution of the Monroe Doctrine, from Monroe to Reagan’ in Lloyd 
Gardner (Ed.) Redefining the Past: Essays in Diplomatic History in Honour of William 
Appleman Williams (Corvallis, OR: Oregon State University Press, 1986), Stephen G. Rabe, 
‘Theodore Roosevelt, The Panama Canal, and the Roosevelt Corollary: Sphere of Influence 
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monstrous villain, whilst followers of the Wisconsin School highlight the 

malicious, often economically motivated, intent behind every action.75 While 

historians do not necessarily reject the notion that Theodore Roosevelt was 

inherently imperialist there have been several attempts by post-revisionists to 

rationalise his actions in 1904.  In the 2008 article ‘Theodore Roosevelt: 

Imperialist or Global Strategist in the New Expansionist Age?’ Serge Ricard 

made such a remark. Ricard notes, “today, when his Big Stick has seemingly 

become an inspiration for latter-day imperialists, I tend to view him as a 

master diplomatist, a brilliant geopolitician, and a wise peacemaker.”76 As a 

corollary to a doctrine that deplored European intervention, on many 

occasions Roosevelt surprisingly used it to aid the Europeans. This is most 

clearly demonstrated when considering unpaid Latin American debts to 

European creditors. Santo Domingo is perhaps the best example, in which the 

United States had to take control of customs houses as a means of 

guaranteeing Europeans their repayments.77 These actions led to the 

maintenance of a European trading presence in the Caribbean and indeed 

saw an increase in investments from European creditors. These creditors had 

put their trust in the U.S. to protect their interests. Ricard continues, 
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postulating “the iron hand is better remembered than the velvet glove 

inasmuch as many of his public pronouncements on foreign policy often 

lacked the sophistication of the behind-the-scenes manoeuvrings”, a notion 

that, especially so in the case of debt collection, rings true.78 In this instance it 

appears the forcefulness of Roosevelt’s announcement overshadowed the 

true motivation behind his corollary: to create stability in the region.  Ricard’s 

article goes some way to support this statement claiming, “Oratorical excess 

in the politician concealed and often eclipsed the diplomatic subtleness of the 

statesmen.”79 However, it must be noted, even with these ideas in mind, 

Ricard still asserts that the corollary made the Caribbean an American lake 

and legitimized U.S. aggressions.80 In an earlier article entitled ‘The Roosevelt 

Corollary’ Ricard goes so far as to explicitly call the Corollary a “perversion of 

Monroe’s original intent.”81 Despite this the article maintains Roosevelt’s 

message was “not exactly a cover for imperial designs on Latin America.”82 

Ricard does not refute the idea that the U.S. had hegemonic designs on Latin 

America. In fact, he states, “the Roosevelt Corollary stands as an ideal 

illustration of the United States’ righteous, paternalistic attitude toward Latin 

America.”83 

In contrast, Marco Mariano argues the United States’ motivation was 

not hegemonic.84 Mariano believes “Theodore Roosevelt saw the United 

States waving the ‘Big Stick’ to police the Americas in the common interest of 
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‘civilization’, rather than a tool for regional hegemony.”85 Using the example of 

the Panama Canal, Mariano shows how this ‘highway for civilization’ will be a 

benefit for all world trade and not just that of the U.S.  Trade after all was the 

key to U.S. actions at this time.86 In this way it brings us back to the creditor 

issues in the Caribbean region beginning with the Venezuelan crisis in 1902.  

For the benefit of civilised nations and his ‘civilizing mission’, Roosevelt 

sought to show Latin American countries how civilized nations ought to 

behave, starting with repaying their outstanding debts.87 Yet, while Mariano 

postulates Roosevelt acted for the benefit of all civilization, and more 

specifically in terms of trade, he still maintains the United States had self-

interest at heart. The article claims Roosevelt’s use of the Monroe Doctrine 

was “extensive” and “open-ended” in terms of a sphere of interest in Latin 

America and therefore “was clearly not informed by the principles of the Open 

Door.”88 Mariano’s statement insinuates that while the United States appeared 

to act in the best interests of the major trading powers they were willing to 

manipulate the situation to their own economic advantage. 

Kris James Mitchener and Marc Weidenmier in their article ‘Empire, 

Public Goods and the Roosevelt Corollary’, published in 2005, had already 

noted the link between the Corollary and European relations.  The pair, both 

assistant professors in economics, pointed out that while there was an 

obvious shift in economic and political relations with Latin America, there was 
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also an important shift “between the United States and Europe in the Western 

Hemisphere.”89 Mitchener and Weidenmier highlight the issue of European 

creditors.  According to them ‘the greatest threat to U.S. regional hegemony 

was financial instability” and “as long as European creditors were concerned 

with the ability of Central and South American governments to honour their 

debts, the spectre of European military intervention to enforce creditor claims 

was present.”90  The United States were able to use the Corollary to put these 

creditors at ease, vowing to assist Europe where possible and ensure Latin 

American nations honoured their debts. Mitchener and Weidenmier’s article 

made a significant contribution to the historiography. Their assessment of how 

Roosevelt’s announcement impacted upon the debt market (backed up by 

hard numbers) shows how trade concerns ultimately shaped U.S. foreign 

policy in the region. While their assessment of the Caribbean is to be 

commended it fails to provide us with an overall impact on Latin America as a 

whole though this is not a fault solely of this article.  

Although it is arguable the Caribbean basin was the main focus of 

Roosevelt’s corollary, and has proven particularly valuable in understanding 

the basis for U.S.-Latin American policy, it is evident that there is a real need 

to widen the geographical framework of the historiography. In order to fully 

understand the scope of U.S. policies, major countries to the south such as 

Argentina, Brazil and Chile should also be taken into consideration.91 
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Accordingly, Roosevelt’s policies toward Latin America are worthy of closer 

scrutiny. By considering Rooseveltian policy more broadly, and not solely his 

dealings in the Caribbean, it allows for a fuller view of the developing 

relationship between the U.S. and Latin America that goes beyond the 

imperialist attitudes that so often characterise the 26th president.  

Despite this, many historians continue to maintain a Caribbean focus 

when considering U.S. policy in Latin America.92 In fact when discussing 

Caribbean Policy there is a tendency to refer to it as ‘Latin America’.93 As a 

result the history of U.S.-Latin American relations is heavily focussed on the 

Roosevelt administration, leaving McKinley to play a small role relative only to 

the Spanish-American War.94 Cuba, in particular, received a lot of attention 

due to its central position in the fallout that followed the Spanish-American 

War. 
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In recent years historian Louis A. Perez Jr. has made a significant 

contribution to the historiography that surrounds hegemony and Cuban-

American relations.  Ties of Singular Intimacy, whose third edition was 

published in 2003, remains a significant text.95 Perez moved away from a 

more general political history to provide a social, economic and cultural study 

of the Cuban people and their relations with the colossus of the north. In this 

way he provides a noteworthy input toward the cultural turn in the history of 

U.S. foreign policy with Latin America. One of the most important aspects of 

this monograph is Perez’s choice to focus on the long-term roots of relations. 

Many histories of Cuban-American relations tend to spend too much time 

considering their interaction in terms of the Spanish-American War. Perez 

however uses economic factors based on Cuban trade expansion that date 

back to as early as 1776 to uphold his theory that the Cubans had become 

dependent upon the United States. For Perez, economics was the focal point 

of Cuba’s relationship with the U.S. While he notes the strategic importance of 

the island nation, in regards to the U.S. securing of the Gulf of Mexico and the 

Caribbean, Perez gives particular attention to the U.S. as a principal export 

market long before the conflict.96  

Throughout the text Perez gives evidence to the view that Cuban 

economic development was largely shaped by the United States. That said 

U.S. interaction with Cuba developed as the Cubans developed. Perez notes, 

“In both form and function U.S. policy responded to the changing nature of 

																																																								
95	Perez, Ties of Singular Intimacy (2003).	
96	It is noted, “by the latter third of the nineteenth century, the United States had emerged as 
the principal market for Cuba’s exports and was well on its way to becoming the principal 
source of the island’s imports”(XVI). Perez highlights that this is particularly the case for 
Cuban sugar of which almost 94% was exported to the United States (61). Perez, Ties of 
Singular Intimacy (2003).	
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North American interests in Cuba. These shifts corresponded to changes in 

Cuban society that were often the product of North American hegemony.” 97 

Statements like this provide us with the potential to argue that the 

achievements of the Cubans have been minimized or belittled by intertwining 

their development with the United States. Does Perez claim the Cuban 

achievements were down to the U.S., alone? No. The agency is shared, and 

Perez contends that development occurred organically among the two. 

There is a need to progress beyond the purely political approach to 

adopt a more rounded social and cultural study of the relationship. These 

ideas put forward by Perez in relation to the United States and Cuba have 

shown the benefit of this approach. However, his approach can go much 

further if it is applied across the Americas, providing a fuller understanding of 

the impact of U.S.-Latin American policy on the whole.  

In a similar fashion, Panama initially looked to benefit from U.S. 

intervention and continues to provide historians with a platform to argue the 

existence of U.S. hegemony in the region. Much like Cuba, U.S. involvement 

signalled hope for the citizens of the Colombian province of Panama. U.S. 

interest in the region afforded the opportunity to gain independence from their 

oppressors, this time their own government. In order to gage a general idea of 

the historiography that surrounds U.S.-Panamanian relations it is worth 

considering key works from LaFeber and Julie Greene.  

In 1978, Walter LaFeber contributed to scholarship with his monograph 

The Panama Canal: The Crisis in Historical Perspective. While LaFeber 

admits his work is a survey, it is evident that it does not go into the depth that 

																																																								
97 Ibid., XVII.	
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some of the earlier years of U.S.-Panamanian relations are deserving of.98 

The Roosevelt era, a clear turning point in the existing relationship following 

Panamanian independence from Colombia, though gifted only twenty-three 

pages, provides LaFeber an opportunity to paint Roosevelt as a grasping 

imperialist, seeking to use Panama as a foothold in the Caribbean for the long 

coveted Canal. This work opened up new avenues for historical scholarship 

around early twentieth century relations between the United States and 

Panama, emphasising the need for further assessment.  

One such historian to take up this mantle is Julie Greene. Greene’s 

2009 monograph, The Canal Builders significantly contributed to the historical 

scholarship surrounding the relationship between the United States and the 

Central American nation.99 The text moved away from the more traditional, 

diplomatic approaches and instead adopted somewhat of a hybrid of labour 

and imperialist histories. Greene draws extensively on letters and memoirs to 

emphasise the significance of the canal project and the role it played in the 

																																																								
98 “The book is only a survey. It is to be hoped that scholars will amplify and correct parts of it 
in longer analyses” Walter LaFeber, The Panama Canal: The Crisis in Historical Perspective 
(updated edition) (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989) X. 
99 Julie Greene, The Canal Builders: Making America’s Empire at the Panama Canal (New 
York: Penguin, 2009) Further works include David McCullough, The Path Between the Seas: 
The Creation of the Panama Canal, 18970-1914 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2001) 
which considers the great feat of engineering presented by the canal as well as politics, 
successes and failures in its creation; John Major, Prize Possession: The United States 
Government and the Panama Canal, 1903-1979 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2003); Michael Hogan, Theodore Roosevelt and the Heroes of Panama’ Presidential Studies 
Quarterly Vol.19 (1989) 79-94; Alexander Missal, Seaway to the Future: American Social 
Visions and the Construction of the Panama Canal (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 
2009) which uses writings, journalism and interpretations of officials to demonstrate how the 
reflected popular attitudes to the evolution of the modern world; Noel Maurer and Carlos Yu 
also provide an important, broader study of the Panama Canal in ‘The Big Ditch: How 
America took, built, ran and ultimately gave away the Panama Canal (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2010) More recent texts include that of Ovidio Diaz-Espino who provides a 
Wall Street centered economic approach in ‘How Wall Street Created a Nation: J.P. Morgan, 
Teddy Roosevelt, and the Panama Canal (Primedia E-Launch,2014) considering the 
combination of financial and political interests that drove the Panama Canal project including 
the speculation and fraudulent activity that went with it. Peter James Hudson offers a similar 
view, demonstrating how Wall Street capitalized on the Panamanian Revolution in his chapter 
‘Rogue Bankers’ in Bankers and Empire: How Wall Street Colonized the Caribbean (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 2017). 



	 39	

roots of globalisation. The work provided a new outlook on the scholarship 

that surrounds empire, portraying the construction of the canal as a crucial 

period that had been notably absent to this point. More significantly, rather 

than depicting the act of creating the canal as the “brazen” land grab 

historians of the New Left, like William Appleman Williams and LaFeber so 

often define it, Greene explores how it became “ a positive symbol of 

American power.”100 She uses this notion to present how the United States 

shaped their own perception of their role on the world stage, particularly with 

regard to globalisation and improved commerce. This was particularly the 

case for figures like Theodore Roosevelt, who saw these contributions as a 

form of ‘progressive paternalism.’ The industrial project increased the wealth 

of Panama, modernized the country, injected direct foreign investment, and 

even obliterated malaria. Greene notes the canal project as “a signal moment 

in the building of America’s new empire” which became “wrapped up 

inextricably with idealism and notions of selfless gifts to civilisation.”101 This 

idea of selflessness is also a matter for consideration throughout this thesis. 

U.S. actions in Latin America were often conceived of by the United States as 

a selfless act to benefit others, whilst appearing imperial and self-righteous to 

their southern neighbours.  

The historiographical turn away from “empire-only” interpretations of 

U.S. foreign policy began in the 1990s. This movement signalled the 

departure from theories of hegemony and dependency, put forward by 

LaFeber and Perez, and toward the notion of partnership. In 1995, cultural 

historian Richard Collin diverted from these more common histories 

																																																								
100 Greene, The Canal Builders (2009) 12.  
101 Ibid., 11. 
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surrounding Latin America in his article ‘Symbiosis versus Hegemony.’102 

Collin’s work was a refreshing change from the histories put forward by the 

Wisconsin School who focused on the United States as a hegemon or empire. 

Instead of arguing the U.S. had imperial motives for fostering a stronger 

relationship, Collin postulates that the U.S. in fact sought a mutually beneficial 

partnership, by developing bonds based on cultural similarities to create a 

stronger western hemisphere. Collin uses examples from baseball to art to 

demonstrate how American states shared cultural similarities. He refers to this 

cultural transfer as symbiosis. His idea of symbiosis and using contextual 

inter-cultural relations form the basis for Pan-American exceptionalism. Collin 

believes that what many historians have mistaken as imperialism was in fact 

modernism and that the tensions that existed were simply a result of a clash 

of cultures.103 In addition Collin dismisses Roosevelt’s more commonly 

asserted imperialist characteristic in favour of progressive paternalism, an 

aspect this thesis will consider. Collin made the case that the Roosevelt 

administration was more inclined to assist in Latin-American development by 

using similarities and the exchange of ideas to foster a partnership.  

Other historians have used this cultural transfer as the primary method 

for depicting the changing nature of U.S. foreign relations in the twentieth 

century. David Brody’s Visualizing American Empire explains how Asian 

visual and material culture transformed the way Americans thought about the 

East and thereby transformed foreign policy. Brody’s work, much like Collin’s, 

shows how cultural transfer can provide a nuanced reading on international 
																																																								
102	Richard H. Collin, Symbiosis versus Hegemony: New Directions in the Foreign Relations 
Historiography of Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft Diplomatic History, Volume 
19, Issue 3 (July 1995); Collin’s work also constitutes a move toward studies of South 
American nations, long pushed aside in favour of Central America and the Caribbean. 	
103	See Richard H. Collin, Theodore Roosevelt’s Caribbean (1990).	
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relationships.104 Neither Brody or Collin deny the imperial aspects of U.S. 

policy, but they strive to highlight the ways the United States and Latin 

American nations found common ground, partnership, and cooperation. 

The transnational turn for diplomatic history began in the 1990s just as 

historians like Richard Collin began revising the hegemony paradigm through 

cultural and transnational studies which have since played a role in 

transforming U.S.-Latin American historiography. In 2012 James Knarr 

illustrated the importance of transnationalism in his book ‘Uruguay and the 

United States.’105 By approaching U.S.-Uruguayan relations from a 

transnational perspective, Knarr showed that countries seen to be on the 

periphery were actually producing ideas adopted by imperial countries such 

as the United States. Applying a transnational approach to U.S. diplomacy 

gives agency to Latin Americans and when considering economic progress in 

the Western Hemisphere, demonstrates the reciprocal nature of ideas. 

Knarr provides a compelling study of the relationship that existed 

between the United States and Uruguay, assigning a level of importance to 

the Southern states of Latin America historiography had not yet realised. 

																																																								
104	David Brody, Visualizing American Empire (2010); Other examples include Paul Kramer, 
whose text The Blood of Government (2006) provides an important transnational account of 
the developing relationship between the U.S. and the Philippines in the aftermath of the 
Spanish-American War (1898). Kristin Hoganson provides a different view of empire in her 
2010 work Consumers’ Imperium: The Global Production of American Domesticity, 1865-
1920 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007) giving a compelling argument for 
the impact of transnationalism on consumerist tendencies and its subsequent impact on 
empire. 

105James C. Knarr, Uruguay and the United States: Diplomacy in the Progressive Era (Kent: 
The Kent State University Press, 2012) Although the transnational turn began in the 1990s, 
the start of the twenty-first century spawned a number of important transnational texts 
considering U.S-Latin American relations. Further examples of transnational histories of U.S.-
Latin American relations include Joseph P. Smith, Brazil and the United States: Convergence 
and Divergence (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2010) David Sheinin, Argentina and the 
United States: An Alliance Contained (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2006) Although 
this talks of the exchange of ideas being implemented from 1914 onwards; Lester D. Langley, 
America and the Americas (2010).	
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While Knarr tackled his study from a social perspective he touches on the 

notion of a symbiotic relationship existing between the two nations. Knarr 

argues Batlle y Ordoñez, the Uruguayan president, established his own 

thinking for the development of his country as a direct result of U.S. influence. 

Uruguay and the United States demonstrates this relationship in terms of a 

partnership of ideology as opposed to Uruguay acting as a subservient 

colony. Knarr suggests that the more developed state of Uruguay meant the 

U.S. had no need to “coerce [them]…economically, politically, or militarily to 

achieve its goals.”106 Knarr’s view gives way to the belief that the United 

States aided Uruguay simply by supporting its democracy and growing 

economy. This transnational progressivism and the sharing of ideas 

suggested by Knarr sets the tone for relations as opposed to direct imperial 

intervention. Not all countries in Latin America offer such a ready example as 

Uruguay, but Knarr’s work has set a precedent for the consideration of U.S. 

interactions with Latin American states in a manner that suggest progressive 

partnerships and not imperial dominance. This thesis will consider a similar 

notion for Latin America as a whole. 

Perez, Greene, Knarr, and Collin provide the basis for a cultural and 

social approach to the relationship that exists between the United States and 

Latin America. These historians have taken great strides in establishing 

partnership as the basis for relations. There remains, however, a notable 

absence of the broad economic condition and circumstances that existed 

between the U.S. and Latin America in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century. This thesis will attempt to account for this, studying U.S. commercial 

																																																								
106 Knarr, Uruguay and the United States (2012) 5. 
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policies toward all nations in the Caribbean, Central America, and South 

America. 

Outside of Collin’s controversial study, the idea of a symbiotic 

relationship between the United States and Latin America has largely been 

neglected. The ideas of the New Left have long dominated the studies of 

United States economic foreign policy at the turn of the century and 

essentialise them as generically imperialist. This thesis moves away from that 

view to consider the United States’ attempt at building an American 

partnership.  By going ‘ beyond empire’ this thesis provides a different way of 

understanding U.S. foreign policy in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. This thesis makes an important contribution to existing 

historiography by showing that economic involvement was not always 

motivated by imperialistic desire.  

Methodology 
	
This thesis uses trade and commerce negotiations as a means of 

demonstrating how the U.S.-Latin American relationship developed during the 

presidencies of William McKinley and Theodore Roosevelt. In doing so it 

moves away from the typical New Left application of macro-economics and 

specifically the growth of U.S. trade and trade imbalances as a tool for 

determining empire and hegemony. Instead, it investigates diplomatic 

conferences on inter-American trade, commerce, and infrastructure 

development as an indicator of the intentions of U.S. foreign policy. 

In order to achieve this, this thesis considers a number of different 

aspects of commercial policy that arose during three inter-American 

conferences between 1889 and 1906. By examining these three conferences 
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it allows us to consider how significant personnel changes affected foreign 

policy, and examine the very different policies of not only McKinley and 

Roosevelt but also their secretaries of state. These conferences and their 

subsequent reports provide the most important resources for explaining U.S.-

Latin American policy. In examining these diplomatic summits it demonstrates 

how a desire for transnational cooperation developed an alternative model for 

hemispheric relations. The thesis evaluates how far economic relations were 

developed during the McKinley and Roosevelt presidencies considering the 

way tariffs, debts, and reciprocity treaties were used as diplomatic tools in 

U.S. foreign policy.  

As the thesis considers the intent of U.S. policy, it naturally examines 

U.S. sources. While a study that considers both U.S. and Latin American 

sources in equal measure would have been desirable, this study was 

restricted in terms of financial and time constraints alongside the barrier of 

limited language skills. This work establishes the notion of Pan-Americanism 

as progressive and complex, contributing to the long-drawn out process in 

transforming relations as depicted by this thesis. Further to this, as after 1889 

Pan-Americanism and the idea of a partnership among American nations was 

a U.S. led policy, it provides further reasoning for considering the relationship 

from the United States’ perspective.107 

While Collin uses cultural examples to build his argument, this work 

builds on his central idea by applying it to economics. This thesis explores 

																																																								
107	In a 2016 article, Juan Pablo Scarfi argued that after 1889 Pan-Americanism “was a U.S.-
led policy’ although the values remained “consistent with continental cooperation,” a notion 
that reinforces the idea that U.S. motivation is the optimum place to start for considering 
economic cooperation. See Juan Pablo Scarfi ‘In the Name of the Americas: The Pan-
American Redefinition of the Monroe Doctrine and the Emerging language of American 
International Law in the Western Hemisphere, 1898-1933’ Diplomatic History Vol. 40 No.2 
(2016) 189.	
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how state visits and summits were able to generate similar transformations of 

thought that effect foreign policies, and particularly economic policies that 

have direct implications for how U.S. intentions were perceived. This thesis 

considers whether both U.S. and Latin American influences were combined to 

produce the outcomes of these summits or whether the United States 

remained a dominant force. In doing so it provides a transnational view of the 

Americas at the turn of the century. 

This thesis uses the three inter-American conferences of Washington 

D.C. (1889), Mexico City (1901) and Rio de Janeiro (1906) as milestones for 

assessing the development of relations in the given period. These three 

conferences allow us to consider the beginnings of the movement, the 

contributions of the McKinley administration, and also the key years of 

Roosevelt’s administration.108 Unlike macro-economics the inter-American 

conferences provide a platform in which to assess partnership by 

demonstrating Latin American agency in the conversations and debates that 

took place. This thesis uses these diplomatic summits as events for re-

evaluating the United States’ position as a colossus in the region. In order to 

do so it considers key aspects such as commercial telegraphy, how travel 

transformed distances and how the business of communication influenced 

commercial relations. Here the railroads are a vital element of commercial and 

transport infrastructure, but it also includes shipping. It also assesses 

significant events that happen in the years that pass between the conferences 

in order to understand what propels or hinders the development of U.S.-Latin 

																																																								
108	1901-1906 allows for considering major events in Roosevelt’s administration that are so 
often used to argue the case for imperialism. For example the Panamanian revolution and the 
Dominican Crisis.		
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American relations. Though this work acknowledges that major historical 

events such as the Roosevelt Corollary still play a role in shaping the political 

and military context, by moving away from an all out assessment of 

interventions this work provides a fresh insight into the daily business of trade, 

travel, and commercial transactions that underpin the mechanics of U.S.-Latin 

American relations.  

This project focuses heavily on foreign policy documents and State 

Department papers including conference reports and logs as well as 

telegraphic and personal correspondence. It also considers the private papers 

of key figures, using those of William McKinley and Theodore Roosevelt as a 

natural starting point.  Because McKinley destroyed much of his personal 

papers, this dissertation relies on the archives of his closest contemporaries 

and advisors on foreign policy. These include George B. Cortelyou, who 

served as his personal secretary from 1896 to his assassination in 1901. 

Likewise, McKinley had an estimable secretary of state in John Hay who 

drove the United States foreign policy agenda from 1898 until his death in 

1905. Further to this, a large proportion of the work undertaken toward the 

Pan-American project involved individuals such as William E. Chandler, 

whose papers provide a useful and extensive source of evidence for the 

reciprocal trade and tariff revision that took place during McKinley’s 

administration. 

The vast collection of Theodore Roosevelt Papers and The Letters of 

Theodore Roosevelt housed in The Roosevelt Institute for American Studies 

(formerly the RSC) provide an extensive source of evidence to support the 

notion that the United States’ economic motivation in Latin America was 
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taking a turn toward partnership. This thesis explores Roosevelt’s 

correspondence and the interactions he had in Latin-American relations from 

afar. In addition, this thesis uses this correspondence as a means of re-

evaluating the role played by the president in Latin American affairs. 

Consequently, the papers of other leading figures in U.S.-Latin American 

relations proved invaluable when researching this thesis, affording an angle 

that essentially removes the importance of the presidency from the Pan-

American project altogether. The papers of Elihu Root and John Barrett have 

supplied significant findings to suggest a turn away from the imperial attitudes 

that characterise the existing historiography. Such sources express the ideas 

and the perceived consequences of U.S. foreign policy. Naturally, the thesis 

also makes use of congressional documents and Treasury Department 

papers where necessary. Furthermore U.S. newspapers and journals provide 

a rich source for the consideration of the reception of policy in the United 

States. These have been supplemented in part by Latin American speeches 

and newspapers which provide an insight into how U.S. intentions were 

perceived in Latin America.  

Outline of Thesis 
	
The remainder of this thesis consists of four chapters arranged in a 

chronological manner between 1881 and 1907. The way in which the chapters 

are organised provides a greater emphasis on the Rooseveltian period, 1901-

1907, covered by two chapters, over the McKinley Period, 1896-1901, 

covered in one single chapter. The initial chapter, 1881- 1900, is used to 

contextualise the events assessed in the following three. This lays the 

necessary groundwork for understanding the origins of the Pan-American 
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project and the problems that prevented the relationship from moving forward 

prior to the efforts of the two administrations this thesis will focus on. The 

organisation of the thesis allows for a greater focus on Roosevelt’s 

administration, which has been the predominant focus of turn of the century 

imperial histories. This provides a platform to further emphasise the notion of 

‘beyond empire.’ It also allows for a further demonstration of the secretary of 

states’ impact upon the development of U.S.-Latin American relations by 

comparing the clashing ideas of John Hay and Elihu Root. 

Chapter One, ‘The Vision and the Reality: Determining a New 

‘American’ Dream, 1881-1900’ begins by providing an overview of the United 

States as an emerging power and considering early conceptions of U.S. 

imperialism as viewed by Latin America. This harkens back to the ideas of 

imperialism presented in existing historiography. This chapter contextualises 

the arguments presented in chapters two, three, and four by considering early 

notions of partnership and the Pan-American vision that was the brainchild of 

Secretary of State, James G. Blaine. The early stage of the chapter explores 

how the development of U.S.-Latin American commercial relations was 

affected between 1881 and 1889. It places an emphasis on the role of 

secretary of state and how their changing economic agendas throughout the 

1880s impacted upon the burgeoning relationship.109 Chapter one presents in 

detail the first of three inter-American conferences considered by this thesis. It 

uses this to form a basis for demonstrating the development of ideas relative 

to the improvement of the U.S.-Latin American relationship during the 

presidencies of McKinley and Roosevelt. It also introduces many of the basic 
																																																								
109 This covers the fluctuation of ideas through Blaine’s first term as Secretary of State under 
Benjamin Harrison, the tenures of Frederick T. Frelinghuysen and Thomas F. Bayard, and 
finally Blaine’s second term under Grover Cleveland. 
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ideas that serve as the foundations of the Pan-American project, including the 

Pan-American Railroad, which remains an important and consistent theme. 

Furthermore, the chapter considers the notion that it was not necessarily Latin 

American concerns over U.S. imperial motivation that hindered progress 

between 1889 and 1901. Instead this chapter considers a number of issues 

faced internally by both Latin American nations and the United States that 

played a significant role in delaying the progress of the project. The first 

chapter concludes by considering the United States’ situation and the fallout 

from the economic panic of 1893, suggesting that the panic served as a 

turning point that drove U.S. policy abroad away from Latin America and 

towards the markets of Europe and Asia. 

Chapter Two, “Development, Destruction, and back again: The 

McKinley Years, 1896-1901” focuses on the extent to which relations 

developed under the administration of William McKinley. This chapter begins 

by examining the various changes to trade and economic policies that 

indirectly impacted upon the relationship the United States had with Latin 

America. This includes revisions to the tariff and attempts at currency reform 

in the immediate aftermath of the presidential election. This chapter charts the 

progress of developing economic relations with Latin America under the 

protectionist policies of the McKinley administration. McKinley believed that 

increased tariffs were the solution to growing the United States economy 

following the economic crash. The aforementioned tariffs also provided 

McKinley a legitimate platform for the consideration of controversial treaties of 

reciprocity. This, however, applied on a global scale and was not directed 

solely at developing the U.S.-Latin American relationship. By considering this 
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it allows the thesis to demonstrate the indirect nature of McKinley’s Latin 

American policy. In contrast, currency reform and the bimetallist debates of 

1897 constitute a clear attempt on the part of the administration to appeal to 

Latin American nations, many of whom still operated a silver standard of 

currency. Further to this, this chapter considers the developments being made 

in U.S.-Latin American relations based on reports from the International 

Bureau of American Republics.110 While this report allows us to track the 

extent to which developments were making positive progress, it also 

concedes the overarching difficulties faced by the U.S. in their policy. IBAR’s 

report allows for the demonstration of the problems faced by applying a 

blanket policy to dealings in Latin America. It is evident that the United States 

has categorized the nations of Latin America, acknowledging the differences 

that exist between them that make policy making such an intricate process.111 

The second part of this chapter looks at how the United States took a 

new position on the world stage following the Spanish-American War of 1898. 

The transition toward imperialism is absolutely vital for considering the 

development of U.S.-Latin American relations and why, at the turn of the 

century, these relations took a turn away from partnership. While existing 

histories tend to focus on the imperialist actions alone, this thesis uses this as 

a means of marking a transition period, a bump in the road for the Pan-

American project. In doing so this chapter also considers misconceptions in 

U.S. motivation. These problems become increasingly evident as the United 

States entered the twentieth century, as demonstrated most clearly in Chapter 
																																																								
110	From here on out the International Bureau of American Republics may be referred to as 
IBAR.	
111	This thesis regards this categorization of Latin American states as the existence of three 
categories: The ABC nations of Argentina, Brazil and Chile, the rest of South America, and 
the nations of the Caribbean Basin-including Colombia.	
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Three. The inclusion of the Spanish-American War provides an opportunity for 

a further explanation of the delay in improving relations by taking into account 

the drive toward the China market, the focal point of Secretary of State John 

Hay’s foreign policy. Thus once again demonstrating the significance of the 

role of secretary of state in U.S.-Latin American relations. However, despite 

this undeniable turn toward imperialism, McKinley took the opportunity in his 

second term to rectify the relationship that had been marred by the United 

States’ heinous acts. The most notable attempt came in 1901, when an 

exposition held in Buffalo, New York took the opportunity to herald the 

achievements of Pan-America. The effort applied by the United States for this 

event is used as a means of demonstrating the United States’ desire to use 

their global status to provide the Latin American nations and their 

advancements with recognition on a global scale. This in turn serves to 

demonstrate U.S. intent to work in partnership with Latin America to assist in 

the development of their trade without selfish motivation. 

Chapter Three, ‘One Step Forward, Two Steps Back: The First 

Roosevelt Administration, 1901-1904’ looks at the development of relations 

during the first term of Theodore Roosevelt, a figure synonymous with 

imperialism. It begins by considering this unruly side of the president, 

recognising his heavy-handed manner that shines through in existing 

historiography. Moving on to discuss the second inter-American conference 

allows for a comparison between that of 1889 and 1902, enabling the reader 

to see how the relationship between the United States and Latin America has 

developed over the last 11 years. It also demonstrates further reasoning for 

the delay in progress by considering the issue of arbitration that 
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overshadowed the conference. In addition this section gives insight into public 

attitudes to the development of this relationship. Chapter three recognises 

that the public are not engaged with the issue, giving some legitimacy to the 

lack of focus on the part of the government. The second half of chapter three 

takes on a Caribbean focus, allowing this thesis to tie in and reflect on the 

existing imperial histories discussed in the literature review. It also acts as a 

further marker for reviewing the developing U.S.-Latin American relationship 

and accounts for the slow progress made toward better relations during the 

early years of Roosevelt’s administration. Tackling three major issues 

chronologically, chapter three considers the Venezuelan Crisis (1902), the 

Panamanian Revolution (1902) and the Dominican Crisis (1904). In 

considering these three events, tied so closely to economics, this thesis 

tackles the misconceptions surrounding the progressive paternalism 

demonstrated by the United States that ultimately lead to ‘Dollar 

Diplomacy.’112 It considers how the extension of a helpful hand of friendship 

was so commonly misconstrued amongst Latin American nations as grasping. 

Tying into this, this thesis explores the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe 

Doctrine and the complexities that surround its implementation for the 

development of U.S.-Latin American relations. It considers how its application 

and the ‘Big stick diplomacy’ of President Roosevelt, a direct result of issues 

in the Caribbean basin, resulted in a blanket policy toward Latin America that 

caused more harm than good. This thesis examines whether the motivation 

behind this was imperial or if in fact the Latin Americans had misread an 

action the U.S. believed would help these nations to progress in the long term. 

																																																								
112 NB this phrase was not coined until the Taft Administration but still encapsulates the 
events covered by this thesis. 
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In doing so it also considers a number of Latin American nations who did not 

necessarily view the corollary as a threat, demonstrating that a positive 

relationship was indeed developing. Ultimately Chapter three highlights how 

Roosevelt’s policy, aimed at the nations of the Caribbean basin, was applied 

in a blanket fashion that was detrimental to the relationship they had begun to 

make progress with. 

The final chapter, ‘Root’s Great Triumph: The Rio Conference, 1905-

1907’ examines the contributions of Secretary of State, Elihu Root and the 

work he undertook both before and after the conference for the bettering of 

relations. The chapter also considers the efforts of diplomat, John Barrett and 

his influence in developing a positive relationship with the nations of Latin 

America as complimentary to Root’s efforts. This chapter begins by assessing 

the state of relations at the beginning of Roosevelt’s second term (1905-

1909), following a period of controversial involvement in the Caribbean. It sets 

out the third inter-American conference in Rio as a prime opportunity to 

amend the negative view of the United States that now persisted in Latin 

America. It also demonstrates a period in which Roosevelt evidently steps 

back from foreign relations in the Americas, essentially handing this task over 

to Root. Additionally, during this period the public have become increasingly 

aware of opportunities presented by Latin America. In the months surrounding 

the conference businessmen were clamouring to hear what Root’s plans were 

for increasing trade, as their desire to move into these markets grew stronger. 

This chapter examines how public involvement helped figures like Root and 

Barrett to drive the Pan-American project forward. The final chapter provides 

an assessment of the third inter-American conference by considering how the 
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agenda has developed over the last 17 years and demonstrates the move 

toward greater discussion surrounding the issue of communication.  This 

chapter focusses heavily on the surge toward improved communication and 

frames it as the central issue for the improvement of U.S.-Latin American 

economic relations. A greater emphasis is placed upon the issue of shipping 

subsidies alongside the Pan-American railroad, an aspect of the Pan-

American project that has consistently developed since its conception in 1889. 

Elihu Root would centre his speeches around this issue in the months 

following the conference. This chapter considers in particular Root’s speech 

delivered at the trans-Mississippi commercial congress in November 1906 as 

evidence of this. Furthermore this chapter presents the more personal nature 

adopted by the secretary of state towards the building of this relationship. It 

uses Root’s good will tour of South America that immediately followed the 

conference as the vehicle to demonstrate this, emphasising the positive 

reception he received in each destination and the impact this would ultimately 

have on the pursuit of better economic relations. Ultimately this final chapter 

demonstrates how Root’s work awoke in American business a new surge 

toward the markets of the Latin American Republics, a surge built on a deeper 

understanding of one another and the realisation of the special nature 

afforded to Pan-Americanism. 

**** 

Much like how the ideas of empire and partnership clash in the 

historiography, so did these ideas in reality. Blaine’s progressive vision for 

U.S.-Latin American relations was a long time in the making. So far removed 

from the thinking of the age, it would take almost three decades for his ideas 
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to even be reconsidered by a secretary of state, let alone realised. Blaine had 

to hope that the future would provide a figure with much the same ideals as 

him to bring his vision of partnership into fruition. The timeline of this thesis 

allows us to bring Blaine’s vision full circle in considering the contributions of 

Elihu Root, who believed, as he expressed in 1906, Blaine’s Pan-American 

dream was still attainable: 

“Nevertheless, Mr Blaine was in advance of his time. In 1881 and 

1889 the United States had not yet reached a point where it could turn its 

energies away from its own internal development…nor had the South 

American countries reached the stage of stability in government and security 

for property necessary to their industrial development. Now, however, the 

time has come; both North and South America have grown up to Blaine’s 

policy.”113 

With Root came the recognition that the time had come to fulfil Blaine’s plans 

and the commercial partnership between the United States and Latin America 

could begin. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
																																																								
113 Scott and Bacon (Eds.) Addresses by Elihu Root (1917) 253. 
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Chapter One: The Vision and the 
Reality: Determining a New 
‘American’ Dream, 1881-1900 

	

James Blaine: “The man who succeeded in drawing together Anglo-

Saxon American and Latin America”1 

Dr Ricardo J. Alfonso (1943) 

	

The general image of the United States during the latter half of the 

nineteenth century was one of a grasping nation, seeking to exploit foreign 

relations for their own personal gain. As the U.S. began its rapid stretch 

beyond the confines of the North American continent, republics in the 

Americas increasingly came to believe that it was attempting to dominate the 

hemisphere and bestow a socio-political order that resembled their own. 

Francisco Bilbao, a liberal politician and writer from Chile, expressed 

disappointment in the United States, even going so far as to warn that “the 

disunited states of South America are beginning to sight the smoke of the 

United States encampment…That nation which should have been our star, 

our example, our strength, each day is converting itself into a menace to the 

autonomy of South America.”2 For some American and Latin American 

politicians, the time had come to reverse this view of the relationship. 

 

 

																																																								
1 Edward P. Crapol, James G. Blaine: Architect of Empire (Wilmington, DE: Scholarly 
Resources Inc., 2000) 145. 
2 Robert N. Burr, Our Troubled Hemisphere: Perspectives on United States-Latin American 
Relations (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 1967) 5-6.  
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James Blaine and the Advent of Pan-Americanism 
	
In 1881, Secretary of State, James G. Blaine sought to improve U.S. relations 

with Latin American nations.3 Looking back on his first term Blaine noted that 

his policies for the Western Hemisphere had followed two principles. The first 

principle he prescribed was “to bring about peace” while the second sought to 

“cultivate such friendly commercial relations with all American countries as 

would lead to a large increase in the export trade of the United States.”4 

These principles combined constituted Blaine’s dual track principle. Blaine 

himself was a strong supporter of business. He surrounded himself with key 

players in the burgeoning American economy such as steel magnate, Andrew 

Carnegie and Jay Cooke, a New York financier. Blaine’s successors would 

similarly continue to use commerce as the catalyst for the development of this 

dual track principle. To accomplish peace and trade, Blaine prioritised the 

development of Latin America, noting of his two principles: in order to “attain 

the second object the first must be accomplished.”5 Blaine believed that 

without a good business relationship peace between nations could not be 

attained.  

Although the development of U.S.-Latin American relations under 

Blaine was in pursuit of a stronger commercial footing, the United States also 

saw an opportunity to expand American morals and principles in pursuit of 

commercial partnership. Much has been written on the United States’ 

																																																								
3 Blaine had shown a keen interest in Latin America from his early days as a senator. He 
spent many hours meticulously researching “the resources, needs and possibilities of the 
Southern Hemisphere” aided by those with experience. This included Hon L. Stevens, who 
had served as minister to Paraguay and Uruguay from 1870-1874. See Crapol, Architect of 
Empire (2000) 47. 
4 Walter LaFeber, The New Empire: An Interpretation of American Expansions 1860-1898  
35th Anniversary Edition (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998) 46. 
5 Ibid. 46. 
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presupposed racial ideologies that drove foreign policies. Eric T. L. Love, for 

example, argues that the United States even put race before commerce and 

power in the decade leading up to the twentieth century, devising a foreign 

policy that prioritized the exclusion of ‘lesser’ races.6 Franck Ninkovich and 

Matthew Frye Jacobson argue that the idea of racial hierarchies infiltrated 

notions of civilizational rise and decline, effectively fusing evolutionary 

sociology with a sense of manifest destiny.7 Paul Kramer takes the argument 

further, calling the Anglo-American imperial vision one of a race war.8 

Regardless of the variations in academic studies, a clear case exists for U.S. 

foreign policy relying on racialised notions of foreigners and the implantation 

of American principles, values, customs, and cultures abroad as a means of 

“uplifting” racialised others.9  

For Blaine, the opportune moment to spread the “American Dream” or 

“remake the world,” arose in 1881.10 Between 1879 and 1883 Chile, Bolivia, 

and Peru had been engaged in what is known as the ‘War of the Pacific;’ a 

																																																								
6 Eric T. L. Love, Race over Empire: Racism & U.S. Imperialism, 1865-1900 (Chapel Hill, NC: 
The University of North Carolina Press, 2004). 
7 Frank Ninkovich, The United States and Imperialism (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2001) 
and Matthew Frye Jacobson, Barbarian Virtues: The United States Encounters Foreign 
Peoples at Home and Abroad, 1878-1917 (New York: Hill and Wang, 2000). 
8 Paul Kramer, ‘Empires, Exceptions, and Anglo-Saxons: Race and Rule between the British 
and United States Empires, 1880-1910’ The Journal of American History Vol.88 No.4 (March, 
2002). 
9 A plethora of cartoons exist that highlight the notion of the United States as the tutor who 
would ‘uplift’ inferior races. These images were particularly prevalent around the turn of the 
century and the Spanish-American War. See Appendix A and B for examples. 
10 Emily S. Rosenberg highlights the ideas of the American Dream in her book, Spreading the 
American Dream: American Economic and Cultural Expansion, 1890-1945 (New York: Hill 
and Wang, 1982) noting the ideology as including a “belief that other nations could and 
should replicate America’s own developmental experience” and the belief that “their country’s 
economic and social history became a universal model.” 7. This was not a new sentiment, the 
idea of the United States “remaking” the world has been around since the late 16th century 
through what Tony Smith refers to as ‘pre-classical Liberal internationalism’ in his work A Pact 
with the Devil: Washington’s Bid for World Supremacy and the Betrayal of the American 
Promise (New York: Routledge, 2007).  Smith argues that virtually all the founding fathers 
agreed “the United States would be a model for other peoples, a beacon for the ages.” H.W. 
Brands offers similar views in What America owes the World: The Struggle for the Soul of 
Foreign Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
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result of Chile’s seizure of the Bolivian province of Antofagasta. By the time 

Blaine took office as secretary of state, the United States had reached the 

peak of its interest in the conflict.11  As a result of the war Blaine noted that 

the Latin Americans were “of hot temper, quick to affront, ready to avenge a 

wrong whether real or fancied.”12 This was not such a desirable trait when 

seeking commercial partnership.  Blaine further argued that peace in Latin 

America could only be brought about as a result of external pressure.13 While 

the initial stance of the U.S. government was to remain neutral in the conflict, 

the secretary of state saw this as an opportunity to extend U.S. influence. 

Historian Lars Schoultz believed that this thinking was the catalyst for one of 

his greatest moves in terms of Latin American policy. Schoultz has argued 

that Blaine wished to place the Latin American nations in a situation whereby 

they could observe the United States in an international setting. In Blaine’s 

mind this would have a positive and “moral influence upon the Spanish-

American people” and would have “raised the standard of their civilization.”14 

This in turn would have improved the standing of Latin America in the eyes of 

potential trading partners in the United States. 

During his short presidency, James Garfield worked closely with 

Secretary of State Blaine to bring the United States and the Latin American 

republics together in commercial union. Although Blaine credited the president 
																																																								
11 The U.S. had interests in Peru at this time, notably their supplies of nitrate. When talk of 
territorial cession to Chile arose the U.S. became more actively involved in the hope that they 
could obtain a monopoly on nitrate for some U.S. companies. Blaine ultimately dispatched an 
arbitration mission but once Frelinghuysen was in office he argued that the U.S. could not 
back the policy and recalled the mission. See Kenneth Duane Lehman, Bolivia and the United 
States: A Limited Partnership (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1999) “Washington had 
interjected itself into the middle of the controversy without developing a realistic position” 45.  
12 Lars Schoultz, Beneath the United States: A History of U.S. policy toward Latin America 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998) 94. 
13 See Allan Peskin, ‘Blaine, Garfield and Latin America: A New Look’ The Americas Vol.36 
No.1 (1979) 79-89. 
14 Ibid., 94.  
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for such efforts, history has questioned whether in fact Garfield was involved 

at all. In 1922 the Hispanic American Historical Review claimed, “the 

executive was dominated by the secretary.”15 Blaine had accrued political 

dominance in the Gilded Age, and had become peerless within the 

Republican Party. That he should have such sway within Garfield’s 

administration need not come as a surprise, but regardless of who took 

charge of the project, the administration contributed to one of the largest 

moves toward a greater union between the Americas, and one based on 

socio-political uplift through economic prosperity. This project culminated in 

the first international conference of American States, due to take place in 

Washington, D.C. in 1882.  The conference aimed to discuss the major issues 

that affected the nations of the Western Hemisphere, including peace and the 

prevention of war as well as the commercial ties that existed, or could be 

created, between them.  The invitations were sent out, an agenda was in 

place and then disaster struck. President Garfield was shot on 2 July 1881. 

He died two months later.  

Blaine’s Idea: From Destruction to Rebirth, 1881-1889 
	
Garfield’s assassination proved a setback in the developing relationship with 

Latin America.  The years between 1881 and 1889 exhibited significant shifts 

in the dynamic of the U.S.-Latin American relationship that were in stark 

contrast to Blaine’s vision of partnership.  What resulted was a renewed 

sense of concern amongst the Latin American nations for a United States that 

appeared intent on dominating the narrative of the relationship. 

																																																								
15 A. Curtis Wilgus, ‘James G. Blaine and the Pan American Movement’ Hispanic American 
Historical Review Vol. 5 No. 4 (November, 1922) 669. 
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After the assassination of President Garfield, Blaine found his powerful 

position in the cabinet precarious and his foreign policy initiatives threatened.  

As Vice President Chester Arthur took Garfield’s place, Blaine saw no option 

but to tender his resignation.  

President Arthur chose as Blaine’s successor corporation lawyer 

Frederick T. Frelinghuysen. During his nearly 4 years in office, Frelinghuysen 

worked with the President to overturn much of Blaine’s hard work, starting 

with rescinding the invitations to the international American conference.16 

While both Blaine and Frelinghuysen wanted to cultivate the relationship that 

existed between the United States and the rest of the hemisphere, their 

underlying motivation was somewhat different. Blaine sought to develop 

relations on an equal footing, desiring a symbiotic relationship. Frelinghuysen, 

on the other hand, preferred the power balance to favour the United States. 

Furthermore Blaine believed the nations of Latin America had the capability to 

make their own decisions, making an equal relationship possible. His 

successor, alternatively, was strongly of the belief that the Latin Americans 

																																																								
16 Invitations were officially rescinded on 9 August 1882 following a circular from 
Frelinghuysen to his ministers in Latin America. The Secretary argued that the efforts in 
planning the congress had not been in vain stating: “the fact of such a congress having been 
called has not been without benefit, it having directed the attention of the people…to the 
importance of having a more defined policy, to be satisfactory to all, governing the 
international relations of the republics.” See ‘Circular Note of Frelinghuysen to Ministers in 
Latin America’ 9 August 1882, Papers relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States, 
(Government Printing Office, Washington D.C., 1882) 4. Frelinghuysen and his cabinet, 
particularly his assistant secretary of state, J.C. Bancroft Davis, took upon themselves to 
discredit Blaine’s work. In his defense, Blaine wrote a long letter, originally published in the 
Chicago Weekly magazine (16 September, 1882) explaining the importance of his Latin 
American diplomacy in the development of commerce in the Western Hemisphere. This was 
widely circulated as an article titled “The Foreign Policy of the Garfield Administration’ in 
numerous publications, for example Nation (NY) XXXV (21 September 1882) 233 and San 
Francisco Chronicle (14 September, 1882); The decision to cancel the conference was met 
with some opposition. Senator George F. Hoar submitted a joint resolution to the Senate on 
28 June 1882 proposing the conference go ahead that November as planned, see 
Congressional Record, 47th Congress, 1st Session, 5430. Additionally Representative Zebulon 
B. Vance of North Carolina introduced a similar resolution to the house on 3 July, Ibid 5882. 
Neither made it further than the discussion phase. 
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needed guidance from the United States. Historian Walter LaFeber asserted 

that Frelinghuysen would have desired U.S. control at the conference. This 

dominant role simply did not exist under Blaine’s design. While political 

reasons played a part in Frelinghuysen’s decision, the secretary’s actions in 

withdrawing from the conference were “also on the grounds that he did not 

relish the idea of submitting American hemispheric policy to a group of nations 

in which the United States had only one vote.”17 Peter Smith has offered a 

similar argument, contending that Frelinghuysen “supported the basic idea of 

consolidating a U.S. sphere of influence.” In reinforcing his argument Smith 

quoted the secretary in 1884: “I am thoroughly convinced of the desirability of 

knitting closely our relations with the states of this continent … in the spirit of 

the Monroe Doctrine.” 18 Smith’s argument suggested that Frelinghuysen saw 

the Monroe Doctrine as a tool to create hemispheric authority, or at least a 

means of increasing U.S. influence. The notion of Frelinghuysen’s desire for a 

U.S. sphere of influence in the Western Hemisphere is evidenced further in 

Charles S. Campbell Jr.’s 1976 narrative The Transformation of American 

Foreign Relations. While the secretary of state did not necessarily desire 

territorial expansion, Campbell Jr. asserted that Frelinghuysen saw 

commercial expansion as a worthy substitute.19 The secretary’s desire for 

commercial expansion is clear in his negotiating of an inter-oceanic canal 

through Nicaragua. Though the 1884 Frelinghuysen-Zavala treaty failed to be 

ratified by the U.S. government, the inclusion of provisions to transform 

																																																								
17 LaFeber, The New Empire (1998) 48. 
18 Peter H. Smith, Talons of the Eagle: Dynamics of U.S.-Latin American Relations (2nd 
Edition) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000) 29. 
19 Charles S. Campbell Jr., The Transformation of American Foreign Relations: 1865-1900 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1976) 86. 
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Nicaragua into a U.S. protectorate demonstrated the stark differences 

between Blaine’s policy of hemispheric equality and Frelinghuysen’s policy of 

dominance.20 

Frelinghuysen’s desire for United States dominance over partnership 

can also be deduced from the decision to withdraw from involvement in the 

Pacific conflict. U.S. meddling in a dispute the Latin Americans believed was 

not their business had angered the Chileans. Rather than risk damaging 

relations permanently, the Arthur administration returned to neutrality. 

Furthermore, as a gesture of good will, the administration deployed a trade 

commission to the Pacific coast of South America. The commission ultimately 

offered U.S. diplomatic representatives as friendly advisors to the Latin 

Republics in the event of an emergency.21 In doing so, Frelinghuysen 

essentially raised the status of the United States in the Western Hemisphere, 

regarding them as the power to turn to in times of crisis. Frelinghuysen’s 

policy was everything Blaine’s was not. It was the seeds of empire. 

Not unlike Blaine, Frelinghuysen saw economics as key in the 

development of relations with the Latin American countries. Frelinghuysen’s 

policy in the Western Hemisphere, in particular Central America, focussed 

upon championing treaties of reciprocity. Under Frelinghuysen such treaties 

were viewed as potential to manipulate commercial agreements to the 

advantage of the United States, in stark contrast to the partnership Blaine 

sought. Reciprocity treaties would lower import rates on raw materials in 

																																																								
20 For more on the Frelinghuysen-Zavala Treaty see Thomas M. Leonard (Ed.) United 
States-Latin American Relations, 1850-1903: Establishing a Relationship (Tuscaloosa: 
University of Alabama Press, 1999) 102. 
21 For more on the work of the commission see, U.S. Congress, House, Reports of the 
Commission Appointed Under an Act of Congress Approved 7 July 1884, House Executive 
Document No.50, 49th Congress, 1st Session, 1886. 
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exchange for decreased tariffs on U.S. goods entering Latin American 

markets. The signatories of these reciprocity treaties can help us explain how 

the secretary of state constructed policies to concentrate power in U.S. hands. 

During his tenure the secretary negotiated treaties with Mexico, Cuba, Puerto 

Rico, British West Indies, Santo Domingo, El Salvador, and Colombia.22 In 

November 1884, Mexico and the U.S. agreed to remove duties on numerous 

Mexican products, including coffee, certain sugar and leaf tobacco in return 

for significant concessions on American produce and manufactured goods, 

including iron goods and petroleum.23 The concessions were so great that the 

British Foreign Office expressed concern at the commercial advantages the 

U.S. would gain in the Caribbean.24 This treaty marked significant progress in 

U.S.-Mexican commercial relations. Contrariwise, opposition in Congress 

believed that the treaty in fact, gave greater advantages to Mexico.25 Those 

who supported the treaty argued that without the agreement in place, Mexico 

was at risk of commercial exploitation by major powers such a Great Britain 

and Germany, a fact they saw as repudiating the Monroe Doctrine.26 After 

Blaine halted progress in 1881 citing his grievances regarding the Mexican 

boundary dispute with Guatemala, discussions with Spain surrounding trade 

in Cuba and Puerto Rico became more significant. As a result of the treaty 

with Mexico, the Spanish had grown concerned that the Caribbean islands 

																																																								
22 LaFeber, The New Empire (1998) 48. 
23 Eugene Schuyler, American Diplomacy and the Furtherance of Commerce (New York: 
Charles Scribner and Sons, 1886) 439. 
24 Joseph Smith, Illusions of Conflict: Anglo-American Diplomacy Toward Latin America, 
1865-1896 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1979) 123. 
25 ‘Mexican Treaty of 20 January 1883’ Adverse Report, 25 May 1886. House Report, 2615, 
49th Congress, 1st Session 1-5. Reciprocity repeatedly came under fire, Senator Justin Morrill 
even argued that the executive had no constitutional right to levy tariffs, see Justin S. Morrill, 
All Reciprocity Treaties, So Called, Including that with Mexico, Unconstitutional, Remarks in 
the Senate of the United States, 7 January 1885, Washington D.C. 1884. 
26 ‘Mexican Treaty of 20 January 1883’ House Report, 2615, 16.  
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would lose the market for sugar. This ultimately forced Spain’s hand and led 

to a discussion of concessions. While the basic outcome of the treaties was a 

reduction of duties on U.S. products, Frelinghuysen saw an opportunity to 

ameliorate relations with the Caribbean islands.  The secretary hoped the 

treaty would “strongly tend to restore confidence, establish healthful 

prosperity, and, by removing causes of discontent now only too plainly visible, 

ensure to those provinces the enduring well being which they deserve…”27 

Such rhetoric was no doubt aimed at establishing trust between the United 

States and the people of Cuba and Puerto Rico in order to gain a foothold in 

the Caribbean basin. Diplomat John W. Foster would later describe the treaty 

as “the most perfect reciprocity treaty our Government has ever made” adding 

that the result would be “…annexing Cuba in the most desirable way.”28 It was 

as a result of the Mexico treaty that reciprocal trade talks opened up across 

the Caribbean and Central America. As most of these nations were sugar 

producers, their willingness to enter into negotiations, as with the Spanish, 

was due to the fear that they would lose the sugar market to Mexico. The 

ability for one commercial treaty to incite so many others gave evidence to the 

influence the United States had on trade in the region. Joseph Smith took this 

argument further, calling the implications of the treaty “a clear 

acknowledgement of American power within the Western Hemisphere.”29 

 

Each treaty was strategically chosen to help cement U.S. commercial 

dominance in Latin America in order to put themselves in a favourable 

																																																								
27 Joseph Smith, Illusions of Conflict (1979) 123. 
28 Ibid., 123. 
29 Ibid., 124. 
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position in the Caribbean basin; a favourable position for potentially controlling 

an inter-oceanic canal. LaFeber has argued that rather than attempting to 

annex these nations, the United States chose to carefully design commercial 

treaties in order to “be able to exert necessary control without assuming the 

political burdens of governing such a conglomerate assortment of people.”30 

Essentially, the U.S. sought to establish hegemonic control in the Caribbean 

under Frelinghuysen. Frelinghuysen’s policies, including reciprocity, faced 

opposition from his predecessor, Blaine, who continued to attack 

Frelinghuysen for his decision to abandon the conference.31 Historian David 

M. Pletcher put the secretary’s opposition to reciprocity down to Blaine’s 

absolute devotion to orthodox Republican protectionism, arguing that Blaine’s 

sniping “contributed to their rejection by Congress.”32 Even though Blaine’s 

alternative plans for a hemispheric Zollverein or customs union were sketchy 

at best, reciprocity remained a divisive issue.33 While the ratification of such 

treaties combined with the government backed trade commission have shown 

that Congress actively supported a Latin American policy, the Arthur 

administration was a lame-duck. By the mid-1880s such treaties were pushed 

aside as U.S. policy took a different route.   

																																																								
30 Ibid. 48-49. 
31 Blaine participated in interviews that portrayed Frelinghuysen as incompetent in his 
handling of Latin American relations, including the U.S.-Peruvian relationship following the 
War of the Pacific. See Washington Post 30 January, 1882. Weeks later he wrote President 
Arthur, where he claimed Frelinghuysen had cancelled the conference because he was 
scared of creating “jealousy and ill-will with Europe” resulting in “the voluntary humiliation of 
the United States.” See ‘Blaine to President Arthur’ 3 February 1882 Chester A. Arthur 
Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington D.C., 1882. This letter was 
subsequently printed in the New York Tribune (4 February, 1882). 
32 David M. Pletcher, ‘Reciprocity and Latin America in the Early 1890s: A Foretaste of Dollar 
Diplomacy’ Pacific Historical Review Vol.47 No.1 (February, 1978) 56. 
33 Ibid. 56. 
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By 1885 the Republicans were voted out of office. Under the leadership 

of Democrat Grover Cleveland, foreign policy made a sharp U-turn. Cleveland 

held the notion of reciprocity in distain, heralding such treaties as “the hand-

maiden of high tariffs.”34 The President’s annual address in 1888 shocked the 

nation as he chose to confront the issue of tariffs head on, a complete 

contrast to the traditional “bland, wordy, comprehensive document.”35 As The 

Weekly Floridian put, “Cleveland had nailed the banner of tariff reform to the 

masthead.”36 The address, for historians such as Joanne Reitano, was in 

some sense a declaration of war on protectionism. Cleveland denounced 

protectionism, and claimed “manipulating trade through protective tariffs was 

an error, especially when it resulted in a surplus” as it invited “an unnatural 

reliance in private business upon public funds.”37 This was a strong statement 

in divergence from the previous Republican administration. It also sharply 

contrasted the policy the Democrats had adopted the year before, when 

Cleveland “could think of nothing but the tariff.”38 

																																																								
34 LaFeber, The New Empire (1998) 54; In his dealings with Latin America President 
Cleveland preferred to promote ‘mutual prosperity’-see Grover Cleveland, Fourth Annual 
Message, 3 December, 1888 Accessed via The American Presidency Project, University of 
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presidency.” Others expressed disdain, “In some quarters there is great indignation over the 
communistic and anarchistic sentiment of the president,” See ‘Opinion of the Message, 
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37 Ibid. 9. 
38 See Daily Inter-Ocean, 5 December 1888. 
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Along with his first Secretary of State, Thomas Bayard, Cleveland’s 

administration worked to undo much of the work Frelinghuysen had 

undertaken to encourage treaties of reciprocity in the Americas. Bayard 

himself was less focussed on cultivating relations with Latin America. Looking 

to the east, Bayard was one of many expansionists that pushed the 

boundaries beyond the Western Hemisphere toward the end of the nineteenth 

century. Under the direction of Bayard, the course of the ‘new empire’ would 

be directed toward the Pacific, demonstrated in his countless dealings in 

Hawaii.39 It would be another four years before the focus of foreign policy 

returned to the Latin American republics. 

Blaine’s Return: The First International Conference of American 
States 

	
It was not until 1889 that the development of Latin American relations 

returned to a prominent position in U.S. policy. After a failed attempt at the 

Presidency in 1884, Blaine returned to the forefront of American politics as 

secretary of state to the Harrison administration. Between 1889 and 1892, 

Blaine pushed onward with the Latin American agenda he had initially 

pursued almost eight years previous. Despite Blaine’s absence, relations 

between the U.S. and the nations to the south had witnessed significant 

economic development. This would be continued during Blaine’s second term, 

when the governments of Latin America became a target for United States’ 

tutelage.  

Racialised notions of hemispheric hegemony prevailed and the U.S. 

saw the continued need to provide some friendly assistance to their southern 
																																																								
39 Concerns with Hawaii stemmed mainly from the issue of the Pearl Harbor naval base, 
heightened out of concern for German ambitions in the Pacific (i.e. Samoa) For more see 
David M. Pletcher, Diplomacy of Involvement: American Economic Expansion Across the 
Pacific, 1784-1900 (Colombia, Missouri: University of Missouri Press, 2001). 
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neighbours. For many Americans this was due to the fact that the proximity of 

Latin America to the United States made it a significant target for trade. Most 

Latin American nations were deemed to be economically backward, despite 

recent progress, and thus the idea was cultivated that the Latinos needed 

help to ‘catch up’ to the U.S. in order to establish an economically sound 

partnership. 

The United States was not the only country to come into its own 

following its independence. Many of the newly independent nations to the 

South, in particular Argentina, strengthened under their own rule despite 

being blighted by civil war. 40 However, even the most progressive Latin 

American nations still trailed behind the United States in terms of economic 

prosperity. Land ownership is one way of distinguishing the economically 

weaker Latin Republics from the United States, as “agriculture was the 

dominant sector everywhere.”41 Obstacles to land ownership in the United 

States were far less of an issue than in Latin America as a result of the 

Homestead Act of 1862.42 The more progressive nations of Argentina and 

Brazil introduced “similar changes in the second half of the 19th century…but 

these efforts were much less directed toward providing land to smallholders, 

and were thus less successful.”43For example, records show that by 1895 the 

proportion of Argentine household heads that owned land was at an average 

																																																								
40 A number of the larger nations of the South Americas suffered Civil War following their 
independence: Argentine Civil wars 1814-1880, Colombia 1860-1862, Uruguay 1864-1865. 
Chile would erupt in Civil War in the year following the conclusion of the first conference, 
1891. 
41 D Ferranti et al, Inequality in Latin America: Breaking with History (Washington, World 
Bank, 2004) 118. 
42 The Homestead Act provided widespread access to land by enabling plots of land to be 
freely earned for those who worked and settled on that land for a particular period of time.  
43 D Ferranti et al, Inequality in Latin America (2004) 118. 
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of 19.2%. This was minimal in comparison to the U.S., which boasted 74.5% 

land ownership by 1900.44  

This however, cannot demonstrate the differences between the United 

States and Latin America as a whole. Amongst the nations of Latin America, 

development varied greatly. This is but one of the complexities that arises 

when considering the U.S. relationship with Latin America. It goes without 

saying that comparing a nation to a region is entirely unscientific and the 

propensity to tackle the Latin American republics as one unit makes it all the 

more problematic.  The American tendency to view Latin America as a bloc 

does not consider the vast differences that exist between the Latin American 

republics.45 On occasion, especially when considering economic policy, it 

would be fair to say that the United States splits this ‘bloc’ into two camps: the 

ABC nations of Argentina, Brazil, and Chile as the more ‘economically 

evolved’ and the rest. By the turn of the century, this view would prove 

problematic and would ultimately play into the hands of the dominant imperial 

narrative. 

While nations such as Argentina, Brazil and Chile showed great 

promise, making leaps as developing economies, the United States still 

stormed ahead. In order to establish a trading relationship with these nations 

the U.S. saw the need to promote their own ideals, a challenge that Blaine 

was willing to take up. James Blaine became a pioneer for the strengthening 

of relations between the nations of the Americas. Blaine played a crucial role 

																																																								
44 Ibid. 119. 
45	In 1993 James Cochrane postulated that what many dependency theorists see as 
imperialism “are more reasonably interpreted as the results of the vast disparity in power and 
wealth between the Latin American countries. See James D. Cochrane, ‘The Troubled and 
Misunderstood Relationship: The United States and Latin America’ Latin American Research 
Review Vol. 28 Issue 9 (1993) 234.	
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in organising the first Pan-American Conference, eventually hosted in 

Washington D.C. in 1889, which led to the establishment of the International 

Union of American Republics. The secretary of state’s actions saw him 

heralded by many as the ‘Father of Pan-Americanism’, a title that is arguably 

deserved.   

However, in the years Blaine remained out of office, the conference 

that would become one of his greatest achievements was almost lost. Only 

through the efforts of key public figures, including Senator John T. Morgan of 

Alabama and Chicago newspaper owner, William Eleroy Curtis, did interest in 

Latin America and a notion of an inter-American conference remain. Morgan 

was no fan of President Cleveland and would later refer to him as a “stranded 

mugwump.”46 However, the pair found common ground when it came to a 

dislike of protective tariffs and a shared belief in the importance of Latin 

America. The senator argued the “tariff was aimed not only at foreign 

competition but also at emerging southern industries.”47 Morgan further 

argued, “A high tariff only enabled manufacturers…to crush out all home 

competition” including that of his representative state.48 He believed that trade 

should be expanded across the globe and dubbed Latin America a “kitchen-

garden to the United States.”49 Morgan’s stance was directed toward to the 

flourishing of trade in Alabama, believing that Latin America would serve as a 

much needed export market for the state’s abundance of cotton, coal, timber, 

and iron. Furthermore, Senator Morgan ensured that Latin America remained 

																																																								
46 Congressional Record, 53rd Congress 1st Session (1893), 2634. 
47 Joseph A. Fry, ‘John Tyler Morgan’s Southern Expansionism’ Diplomatic History Vol.9 
Issue 4 (October 1985) 332. 
48 Ibid., 332. 
49 John Tyler Morgan, “Letter to James G. Blaine 16, Dec. 1881” Manuscript Division, Library 
of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
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a topic of interest in Blaine’s absence through his advocacy of the planned 

inter-oceanic canal. The bettering of relations between the United States and 

the Latin Republics would go a long way in making this a reality. For Morgan 

an inter-American conference was a prime opportunity to achieve this.   

While Morgan provided the support for inter-American dialogues and 

commercial partnerships in Congress, Curtis used his newspaper connections 

to spread the word about the benefits of Pan-Americanism. Curtis’ role in the 

movement is often downplayed or even forgotten. Historians such as 

Benjamin Coates, however, have praised his involvement, having stated, “If 

James G. Blaine was Pan-Americanism’s visionary architect, Curtis was its 

marketing agent.” 50 Coates goes on to credit Curtis’s work, arguing “he 

developed a reputation as his era’s foremost “expert” on Latin America and 

shaped attitudes toward the region.51 Curtis’s interest in the improvement of 

relations in the Americas had led to his appointment to Secretary of the South 

American Commission (1884-85) created by President Arthur. The 

commission itself helped maintain ‘the movement for hemispheric unity’ by 

visiting Latin American capitals on official trade business.52 Curtis used his 

newspapers, including the Inter-Ocean, to push a Latin American agenda and 

educate the public on the region.53 He also wrote numerous books on the 

subject including The Capitals of Spanish America in 1888 and Trade and 

																																																								
50 Benjamin A. Coates, ’The Pan-American Lobbyist: William Eleroy Curtis and U.S. Empire, 
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51 Ibid., 25. 
52 Ibid., 25. 
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Transportation Between the United States and Spanish America in 1889.54  

The rhetoric used by Curtis employed the idea that they were all Americans 

but only the United States was civilized. Curtis used this to promote the 

expansion of U.S. influence in the region as “the natural order of things.”55 

Curtis’ work eventually saw him given charge of planning the first inter-

American conference when Blaine appointed him Special Agent of the State 

Department.  

Although his foreign policy focus was elsewhere, Grover Cleveland 

recognised the need for a conference, arguably through the efforts of such 

figures. The ever-growing demand for foreign markets pushed the President 

to organise a U.S. sponsored conference for 1889. A change in administration 

had the potential to scupper plans once again but with Blaine’s return to the 

State Department in 1889, after Republican Benjamin Harrison narrowly 

defeated Cleveland, the conference was secure. The Harrison administration, 

encouraged by Blaine, comprised an optimistic agenda for U.S.-Latin 

American relations using the secretary’s original plans as a foundation. While 

Blaine and Harrison did not see eye to eye, their policies in regards to Latin 

America were remarkably similar.  Like Blaine, President Harrison saw the 

importance of fostering a relationship with their sister republics and thus, 

despite the exchange of power, pushed forward with the conference.  The 

president wholeheartedly supported Blaine in his work with Latin America. In 

																																																								
54 William Eleroy Curtis, The Capitals of Spanish America (New York: Harper & Brothers, 
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	 74	

many cases Harrison left Blaine to his own devices, trusting he would carry 

out his duties to the president’s approval. This was also true of the 

conference. In his annual message on 3 December 1889, Harrison 

demonstrated his trust in Blaine, proclaiming:  “that the opportunity thus 

afforded by promoting closer international relations and the increased 

prosperity of the states will be used for the mutual good of all I can not permit 

myself to doubt.”56 Such comments made evident the President’s pleasure at 

the work Blaine had done in organising the conference. More significantly, 

Harrison highlighted the mutually beneficial character the conference would 

take.  

Between 2 October 1889 and 19 April 1890 the nations of the Americas 

(excluding Canada) were to assemble in Washington D.C. for the long-

awaited conference. At Cleveland’s insistence the topic of the conference was 

changed solely from the prevention of war and promotion of peace initiated by 

Blaine, to emphasise the promotion of inter-American trade. The promotion of 

peace was still to be discussed but as an extension to commercial relations.57 

While the majority of topics for discussion were vast and trade centred they 

were not the only items on the agenda. Throughout the six months the 

delegates discussed matters ranging from an inter-American currency to 

arbitration treaties, each with varying degrees of success.  The act of 

Congress in 1888 that allowed for the organization of the conference defined 

the event: 
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“for the purpose of discussing and recommending for adoption to their 

respective Governments some plan of arbitration for the settlement of 

disagreements and disputes that may hereafter arise between them, 

and for considering questions relating to the improvement of business 

intercourse and means of direct communication between said 

countries, and to encourage such reciprocal commercial relations as 

will be beneficial to all and secure more extensive markets for the 

products of each of said countries.” 58 

The fact that arbitration rather than trade is mentioned first when defining the 

event raises questions about the overarching purpose of the conference. 

Perhaps the U.S. deemed peace and order a more significant outcome than 

commercial expansion, but it is more realistic to say that diplomats in the 

Americas recognised the need for order to facilitate trade and commerce. 

Also, the decision to state ‘reciprocal’ commercial relations rather than just 

commercial relations could have been interpreted as a premise designed to 

strengthen the notion of a mutually beneficial conference. Careful wording 

throughout the conference would have been key to building trust among 

nations. Indeed, the initial phrasing ‘for the purpose of recommending’ 

appears to indicate that it would be the United States doing the 

recommending. This is all the clearer with the use of the word ‘their’ as 

opposed to all, which harkens back to the idea that U.S. standards were 

superior to that of the Latin republics. 
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Ultimately, the Conference hoped to bring the countries that resided in 

the Western Hemisphere into a closer commercial union. The Conference 

received strong bi-partisan support and Congress heavily backed its principal 

motives. This was evident in Congress’ decision to help fund the event, 

allocating $75,000 “for expenses incidental to the conference.”59 Congress, 

however, in permitting President Cleveland to call the conference, stipulated 

eight key points that must be discussed. The points were relatively broad but 

ensured that the main concerns of the United States were addressed.  

The first of these considerations was the preservation of peace and the 

promotion of prosperity. This was more closely in line with the aims of Blaine 

when he first envisioned the conference back in 1881. The original invitations 

extended by the Arthur administration proposed a conference “for the purpose 

of considering and discussing the methods of preventing war between the 

nations of America.”60 Perhaps, as Arthur highlighted in his 1881 annual 

address, the “serious misapprehension of the position of the United States” in 

Latin America resulted in commercial relations being pushed aside for fear of 

the United States appearing grasping.61 The 1881 invitations were very clear 

that “the attention of the congress shall be strictly confined to this one great 

object”: peace.62 Further to this was the stipulation that the controversial issue 

of an official arbitration process, pushed by the United States, would be 

discussed. While the promotion of peace can never be a bad thing, the 

arbitration issue had potential to be construed as hegemonic on the part of the 
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United States.  It is undoubted that the Latin American republics would expect 

the U.S. to put themselves forward as the main arbitrators, given their belief 

that the United States’ level of morality was far superior to their neighbours. 

Such control brings to mind the image of a puppet master whose puppets 

would bend to their will all in the name of ‘peace’. 

The potential for a customs union for all of the Americas was also to be 

addressed. This would be an arduous task but provided a prime opportunity 

for the United States to show the Latin Republics they wished to have equality 

in commerce. This tied in with the discussion of the establishment of a system 

of customs regulations that would be uniform in each of the American nations. 

This uniformity would also be extended to weights and measures and laws of 

copyright and trademarks. This again provided the U.S. with an opportunity to 

prove they wanted a symbiotic relationship rather than hegemony in the 

region.  

With a customs union on the cards, generic monetary policy was also 

to be addressed when the delegates met in Washington. The stipulation that 

the delegates must engage in discussion about the adoption of a common 

silver coin was given precedence in consideration of monetary policy. Silver, 

at this time, was the subject of debate in U.S. Congress. The willingness of 

the U.S. to discuss such a controversial matter would have gone a long way in 

proving that they were ready to make big sacrifices in order to better relations 

on equal terms.63  

																																																								
63 The Silver debate caused commotion in the United States but would not come to a head 
until after the economic panic of 1893. The topic of a Silver/Gold standard would play a key 
role in the election of 1896. 
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Better communication took a central position at the conference. All 

present recognised that this was of vital importance, and would impact the 

outcome of almost all topics of discussion. Without the establishment of 

regular and improved systems of communication across the Americas any 

recommendations made by the conference could prove difficult to put into 

practice. Although improved communications could be construed as 

somewhat hegemonic, in that the United States wanted easier access to its 

sister republics for the purpose of meddling, closer ties would also be 

instrumental in the improvement of Latin American infrastructure.  

Furthermore, with their issues attended to, Congress included an 

additional point to allow for the consideration of other subjects that took into 

account the welfare of the states being represented.64 

On 13 July 1888, during the previous administration, Secretary Bayard 

had sent out invitations to ministers across Central and South America to be 

forwarded to the respective governments.  The invitations highlighted the 

mood of the conference, noting, “in the disposition of questions to come 

before such conference, no state shall be entitled to more than one vote, 

whatever be the number of delegates it may send.”65 Such a notion hoped to 

reassure the Latin Americans that all nations were on an equal footing. No 

one country would receive preferential treatment; this included the United 

States.  
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One by one the replies came in. Subsequently 38 delegates 

representing 18 nations were in attendance of this historic event.66 As the 

host nation, the United States presided over the conference, placing Blaine in 

the role of president. Two vice presidents, Felix Zegarra of Peru and Matias 

Romero of Mexico assisted Blaine in his duties.67 The decision to appoint vice 

presidents from nations other than the more wealthy, prosperous ABC nations 

was no doubt strategic in showing the equality between nations at this 

conference. The importance of the conference shines through in the choice of 

delegates sent to undertake this task. Amongst the Argentine delegation were 

two prominent politicians, Roque Saenz Peña and Manuel Quintana who had 

no qualms in voicing their wariness of U.S. intent. Both delegates would later 

serve as President of Argentina.68 The Chileans sent José Alfonso. Alfonso 

had served as the Minister of Foreign Affairs and Minister of Finance and thus 

had plenty experience of international negotiations. Sitting on the Colombian 

delegation was Climaco Calderón, ex-Colombian President and future 

Minister of Foreign Affairs. Each of these delegates was held in high regard 

within their respective countries and had proven themselves to be serious 

politicians. In sending such figures, in particular an ex-president, it was clear 
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	 80	

that this conference was of great significance to the American nations and 

thus required the most competent of representatives.  

The conference broke off into committees in order to more easily 

discuss individual issues. These issues were debated, reported, and the 

outcomes recommended to the conference as a whole. The issue of weights 

and measures was the first to reach a resolution. This session hoped to tackle 

the problems that arose from nations operating on different units of 

measurements.  This would mainly work as a time saving measure. It was 

unanimously agreed that the time spent converting units of measurement was 

impractical and could cause issues with over and under-charging should this 

be carried out incorrectly. It is especially true when you consider that many 

port duties were applied to goods on the basis of ‘tonnage’. The conference 

recommended that all nations should adopt the metric system if they had not 

done so already.69 The adoption of a common unit of measurement 

demonstrated a sense of unification in the Americas, as all nations would 

operate in the same way. This was particularly imperative on the part of the 

United States who preferred the use of imperial measurements.70 This 

willingness to make a sacrifice is indicative of a partnership rather than a 

nation with hegemonic aspirations. The adoption of the metric system also 

presented a sense of equality in the use of one system rather than converting 
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between imperial and metric. It also served to prevent some nations 

benefitting from rounding up, namely the U.S.  

Communications: The Inter-American Railroad 
	
Arguably, the most significant resolution to come from the first gathering of 

American states, tackled the question of improved communication through the 

creation of an inter-American railroad system. In creating a railroad system for 

all of the Americas it would provide the biggest step forward in improving the 

transportation system in the Western Hemisphere. The numerous benefits 

each nation would reap as a result of its creation have provided substantial 

evidence toward the existence of a partnership between the U.S. and Latin 

America.  

The railroad was of particular interest to the United States; it was no 

coincidence that they chose both Andrew Carnegie and Ex-Senator for West 

Virginia, Henry Gassaway Davis as delegates. Carnegie’s interests in railway 

linked directly to his business interests and, of course, the Carnegie Steel 

Company. Davis also had deep-seated interests in railway networks, having 

founded his own company in 1866: the Potomac and Piedmont Coal and 

Railway Company. 

However, the proposal to create an inter-American railroad fits with 

existing narratives on U.S. hegemony in the region. An inter-American railroad 

would provide the perfect opportunity for U.S. businesses to expand in Latin 

American and therefore have the potential to push for a controlling stake in 

trade in the region. Historian Frederick Pike makes note of this in his text, The 

United States and Latin America: Myths and Stereotypes of Civilization and 

Nature. Pike states “those Americans, including J.P Morgan who…dreamed of 
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building a New York City to Buenos Aires Pan-American railway, believed that 

the iron horse could be just as effective a money maker below the border as it 

had proved to be while facilitating conquest of the American West.”71 The 

comparison with the American frontier adds fuel to the fire that the exploits of 

the United States in Latin America had imperial, expansionist motive.  Yet, it is 

evident that this joint project realised a significant development in securing a 

partnership with the Latin American nations. It provided not only new links for 

U.S. traders into Latin America but also actively encouraged trade and 

communication between the nations of Central and South America.  

Additionally, the generosity shown by the United States by pumping 

money into the project demonstrated a good will gesture to secure the 

improvement of commerce and transportation in their sister republics. 

Numerous existing railways in Latin America were in a state of disrepair, and 

often proved unreliable. It is therefore clear that such a vast railway network 

would not just benefit transport to and from the United States but would 

greatly improve the internal system and thus improve trade on both an 

international and national level.  

The notes of the U.S. delegation to the conference reported that it was 

agreed such a feat of engineering “will contribute greatly to the development 

of cordial relations between said nations and the growth of their material 

interests.”72 The intention of the railroad system was to connect, insofar as 

was possible, the principal cities of the Americas that lay in the vicinity of the 

route. At the time the railway was proposed a number of cities were 
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disconnected due to poor railroad links, often discouraging trade. More 

reliable and accessible railroad connections hoped to reverse this. The 

resolution for the railroad to begin construction was adopted by all nations 

present on 26 February, 1890.  This was actioned almost immediately by the 

creation of an inter-American railroad commission who were to meet at the 

earliest convenience to begin an assessment of the existing networks.73 In 

order to afford each nation equal representation, the commission comprised 

of a specific number of delegates from each nation, in this case three 

engineers. 

Additionally, in the hope that costs could be reduced, the conference 

recommended railway networks already in existence would be used to create 

the mammoth line.74 In recognition of its importance the conference showed 

that the railway system was for all of the Americas by scrapping duties and 

taxes. This would apply to any materials or work used in the construction of 

the railway. Scrapping of duties was a controversial move by the conference, 

as it would initially appear as a huge loss of revenue. This move, however, 

would ensure that nations were on an equal footing, with neither benefitting 

more from duties along routes that were more regularly frequented than in 

other nations. Furthermore, the conference encouraged the governments to 

promote land grants and subsidies for the great network they were going to 

build. A report from the United States Consul Edward L. Baker, released in 
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December 1889 had already heavily praised the Argentine Republic for their 

support in the expansion of their railway network. Baker went so far as to 

declare: “so great are the number of new concessions granted by the National 

Congress and by the different provincial legislatures that I find it impossible to 

name them all.”75   

Moreover, in display of the friendship the nations hoped to build, the 

conference maintained, “the railroad should be declared forever neutral for the 

purpose of securing freedom of traffic.”76 In establishing the route’s neutrality, 

the conference recognised a means of increasing trade while also maintaining 

peaceable relations. The railroad received the full support of President 

Harrison, who addressed the issue before Congress on 19 May 1890. The 

president highlighted that too much of a focus had been placed upon 

steamship lines when rail was also possible. Harrison noted that “the opening 

of railroad communication with these friendly states will give to them and to us 

facilities for intercourse and the exchanges of trade that are of special value,” 

subsequently recommending that surveys were carried out and that 

commissioners and a detail of engineer offices be appointed to conduct said 

surveys.77 The report of the U.S. delegation to the inter-American conference 

presented to Congress on the state of their railway network shared similar 

concerns in terms of the value that an inter-continental railway network could 

bring.  In tying in with the theme of creating a union the report emphasised the 

commercial divide that existed: “Although united geographically, close 

																																																								
75 Report of the International American Conference Relative to an Intercontinental Railway 
Line’ (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1890) 16. 
76 Ibid., 13. 
77 Benjamin Harrison, ‘Message to Congress Transmitting a Report of the International 
American Conference Recommending a Survey of a Route for an Intercontinental Railroad’ 
(19 May, 1890) The American Presidency Project, University of Santa Barbara. 



	 85	

commercial relations do not exist; neighbours though we are, yet for want of 

prompt and regular transportation facilities we are widely separated,” citing 

the physical body that prevented their closer union: the Atlantic.78 The 

connection made between the United States and Mexico after they were 

joined by rail was used as a powerful argument in the ensuing report: 

“The opening of direct rail communication between the United 

States and the city of Mexico took place in April 1884. From that day it 

began to be felt that all influences and all other modes of 

communications combined could not exert such powerful an effect in 

drawing these countries together and extending their trade.”79 

In order to further their agenda, the commission used the Mexico example, 

highlighting that since the railway union was implemented commercial traffic 

has increased six-fold, from $2,164,414 in 1883 to $13,955,764 in 1889.80 

This astronomical increase is undoubtedly down to the reduced transit times 

that came with the introduction of a railway union. Prior to this a lot of 

commercial traffic between the United States and Mexico was via shipping 

lanes through the Caribbean basin. Easier transit would encourage trading 

between nations in larger volumes. It was no doubt that such an example 

would further promote the importance of the railroad and assist in the securing 

of subsidies and grants to ensure a speedy start to the gargantuan project. 

The reports of the commission found that while there was a lot of work 

to do, it was most definitely doable. For example, the Argentine Republic only 

had 6,152 kilometres worth of railroad in operation by 1886; Brazil held 
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1,0174 kilometres in operation at the time of the conference and Colombia 

had nothing “corresponding to a railroad system.”81 However, a letter from the 

Chairman of the Committee to James Blaine dated 18 April 1890, portrayed 

the positivity of the commission towards the creation of an inter-American 

railroad. The Chairman, Juan Francisco Velarde declared that he entertained 

“the conviction that the day is not far distant when the great work of a 

continental railroad will become a fact, and that the recommendation made by 

the conference will have contributed powerfully towards its realization.”82 

Ultimately, the creation of the railroad provided a physical representation of 

the union that the American nations were attempting to solidify at the 

conference.   

Communications: Steamship lines and Telegraphy 
	
Much like the discussion that surrounded the creation of an inter-American 

railroad system, the further consideration of greater communication, through 

steamship lines and telegraph cables, was deemed to be of particular 

importance. Increased methods of communication provided benefits to 

nations other than the United States. In providing direct links to the U.S. the 

push to create new steamship routes and telegraph cables provides evidence 

to the fact that the U.S. sought a line of partnership with the Latin Americans 

by enhancing the opportunities for two-way communication and therefore 

increased reciprocal trade. 
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The discussion was split into three key sections, communication 

between the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean, communication along the 

Pacific coast, and communication across the Atlantic. By the time the 

conference convened there were numerous undersea cables in existence 

connecting the countries of Latin America to their commercial partners. These 

cables, however, only provided direct links to Latin American trade partners in 

Europe. The cables linked the republics with the United States indirectly. Such 

cables were vital in assisting the growing trade that stemmed from the global 

industrial boom. Most significantly they were indispensable in “reducing price 

and supply uncertainties and much facilitating the transfer of commercial 

credit.”83  In order to gain the greatest possible benefits from increased trade 

in the Americas, the United States needed to invest in direct links in order to 

facilitate easier and speedier commercial communications.   

In order to create these links, the conference pursued the 

advancement of shipping lines. In terms of the Gulf of Mexico the conference 

recommended that nations who bordered the waters of the Gulf and the 

Caribbean grant government aid “in the establishment of first-class steam-

ship service between their several ports.”84 It was agreed that the countries of 

the Pacific should decide upon the promotion and establishment of postal and 

telegraphic communication in the Pacific. However, they were “to subsidise 

one or more lines of steamships of the first class, which shall make regular 

voyages” between San Francisco and Valparaiso, Chile.85 These voyages 
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would be “bi-monthly round trips, at least, to each port.”86 Valparaiso was one 

of Chile’s busiest ports, but also lay far to the south, often discouraging 

frequent business. Allocating more frequent steamers hoped to offset the 

unappealing journey times and made increased trade more probable, and 

indeed practical. Members of the committee on Pacific trade recognised the 

importance of improved communications on their coast, arguing that without 

“frequent, regular, and cheap steam communication” the trade between the 

U.S., Mexico, and the Central and South American republics on the Pacific 

could not be maintained.87 The Committee estimated that “a first-class line of 

steam vessels running weekly up and down the west coast of the American 

continent… could soon quadruple the present business done there.”88 In 

recognition of this importance the conference recommended that such a 

programme be subsidized by the government. The details of which were to be 

decided amongst the nations accordingly. The project received $93,800,000 

worth of government aid with the United States contributing an enormous 

$65,000,000.  The Mexicans provided the next greatest contribution, setting 

aside $12,000,000 whilst Colombia, Peru and Chile provided between $3-

$4,000,000 each.  Even some of the smaller nations recognised the benefits 

of expanding their systems of communication. Costa Rica, for example, 

allocated $250,000 for subsidies.89  The conference held this convention in 

place for ten years and recommended that at its expiration it should be 
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reviewed and extended demonstrating the importance of enhanced 

communications. 

The startling figure contributed by the United States, almost 70% of the 

total cost, plays to the hegemony narrative.  By providing such an enormous 

amount of money it demonstrates the U.S. desire to control the situation, and 

potentially make it ‘their’ project purely based on who has contributed the 

most. Essentially money serves as the ante for retaining influence. This 

project was undoubtedly not the only case in which this has happened, not 

least in Latin America. Even today debates exist around U.S. motives in their 

generosity, most notably in organizations such as the United Nations and the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization. The notion of overawing the competition, 

or in this case the Latin American republics, is applicable to the 

aforementioned communications project, in the sense that there is no way 

they can compete with the United States’ funding capabilities. This therefore 

provides the United States with the opportunity to secure themselves a form 

of hegemony and control in the region.  A controlling monetary stake in 

projects such as these allows for a bargaining chip in the U.S.’ favour. 

However, the contributions made by the United States also align with the view 

that the U.S. was working toward a partnership. As the pacific coast was 

made up largely of less economically developed nations, particularly Central 

America, it is entirely evident that the aid was all relative. Each nation appears 

to have allocated a fair percentage based on their GDP. This is once again 

suggestive of a mutual partnership, where nations are placed on an equal 

footing.  
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While the conference highlighted the importance of the Gulf and 

Caribbean region, greater emphasis was placed upon Atlantic 

communications. This was directed at the two dominant powers of South 

America, Brazil and Argentina, whose nations posed a wealth of potential in 

trade growth. Whilst the argument can be made that the United States stood 

to profit the most from improving communications in the Atlantic region, the 

lines would also benefit Latin American nations along this route. Bypassing 

European lines would cut costs for all involved, whilst also providing faster 

links to their American partners. These steamship lines would provide the 

U.S. with direct access to the larger, wealthier trading nations of Latin 

America. This has aided the argument that the vast expansion of U.S. exports 

to the area could grant them a controlling stake in Latin American trade. 

However, this argument has failed to recognise the position of respect granted 

Brazil and Argentina among the Latin American nations. Using these shipping 

lanes to create closer relations between the United States and two of the ABC 

nations, promised a greater chance of improving their image in the Americas. 

Formulating a better relationship that showed these influential powers that 

they wished to work together in partnership, aimed to create trust among the 

other observing nations.  

The first recommendation proposed called for “the aiding of one or 

more lines of steam navigation between ports of the United States and those 

of Brazil and Rio de la Plata.” The three central ports were Rio de Janeiro, 

Montevideo and Buenos Aires whom already had a wealth of steamship lines 

in existence between Latin America and Europe. The conference 

recommended that government aid programmes should support the creation 
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of additional steamship lines. As per the recommendation those companies in 

receipt of government aid “shall establish a fast bimonthly service of steam 

navigation” between the aforementioned ports and the United States.90  From 

the outset the conference wanted this to be a successful venture and not just 

implemented to look like they were doing something to improve 

communications. This is evident in the demands that “the speed of the fast 

steam-ships shall be at least 16 knots per hour”, showing that the government 

had put great thought into even the smallest details of the project.91 The fast 

service itself received aid contributions from the larger governments present. 

The United States contributed the most, providing 60 per cent of the aid; 

Argentina and Brazil offered 17.5 per cent respectively, while the Republic of 

Uruguay offered 5 per cent contributions to the project.92 In addition, the 

conference desired to create a further steamer line of freight ships to 

compliment the fast-service that were to run on a bimonthly basis at a speed 

“not less than 12 knots an hour.”93 This resolution was adopted by all nations 

present on 24 March 1890. 

How to Encourage Trade 
	
In addition to the creation of new measures, the conference considered how 

to make increased trade more appealing in general. This covered the day-to-

day monotonous measures that commercial enterprise faced. The conference 

reviewed the formalities of the import/export market and concluded that the 

sheer volume of unnecessary measures had to be dealt with in order to 
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encourage expansion. The resolution concluded, “excessive formality in 

administration is a serious evil, for the reason that it introduces expense, risk, 

and uncertainty in commercial transaction in such a degree as to discourage 

commercial enterprise.”94 Within this wider notion fell the topic of fines and 

penalties. Fines and excessively imposed duties had a negative impact on 

trade, leaving exporters with a sour taste that discouraged further trade. While 

it was recognised that such regulations were in place with good reason there 

were many instances where it was unjustified. The conference resolved: 

“against the imposition of fines and excessive duties there should be granted 

the right of appeal to some tribunal which would promptly investigate all the 

facts.”95  

A further attempt to simplify the existing trade regulations came 

through a discussion of port duties. Port duties, in particular those that were 

unnecessarily high, had the potential to put businesses off trading in those 

areas. In some instances, the duties themselves have been almost equivalent 

to the worth of the goods. Port duties have also been applied at a higher rate 

for goods travelling a particular route or for stopping at certain ports before 

reaching their final destination. Moreover, duties could be applied on an 

individual product basis and as such provided an opportunity to discriminate 

against countries by placing higher duties on their biggest exports.  

The conference concluded that in order to make duties easier to 

calculate they were all to be merged into a ‘tonnage’ measurement.  This 

meant that from thereon duties would be paid based upon the vessel’s 
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carrying capacity rather than assessing various factors such as individual 

products.  The duty however, would not be universally decided amongst the 

American nations, but passed on to their respective governments to fix. With 

this in mind the conference recommended that this be done with “due regard 

to the general policy of the Conference upon the subject, which is to facilitate 

and favour navigation.”96 Such a recommendation worked toward the pursuit 

of partnership by imposing preventative measures that aimed to stop 

discrimination in duties.  

Reciprocity 
	
Once Blaine returned to office, he reinstated the notion of reciprocity into the 

conference agenda.  The pursuit of such treaties directly links with the pursuit 

of partnership, actively working in conjunction with other nations so that each 

nation benefits from the treaties imposed.  

The nations present were fully aware of the differences that lay 

between them, be it in the size of their territory or their national wealth. In 

consideration of this fact it was agreed that their influence could not be taken 

on this basis. In interpreting a customs union as meaning free trade the 

delegates saw reciprocity as an acceptable method to ensure that all 

countries would receive favourable results relative to their needs. Due to the 

differences between nations and the work maintaining such a treaty would 

entail, the conference concluded: “such a union is at present impracticable on 

a continental scale,” arguing: 
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“import duties levied on foreign trade constitute the main source 

of revenue of all the American nations, and such of them as are 

not manufacturing countries would thus lose more or less of 

such revenue, on which they depend in a great measure to 

defray their national expense.”97 

Such a statement made it evident that the conference wanted to maintain 

equality among the states, even the smaller Central states, rather than 

favouring the larger nations such as the U.S., Argentina and Brazil. Internal 

competition would also prove to be an issue. This was highlighted during 

talks, which observed that if a reciprocity treaty were extended to “all as a 

continental system” problems could arise “as the products of many of the 

American republics are identical in kind”.98 One such example would be the 

agricultural products of both the United States and Argentina. The Inter-

American conference fully supported reciprocity but believed that it should 

initially be approached at a bilateral level rather than multilateral. The final 

resolution was hopeful that a universal system would one day be achievable 

as relations developed.  It was perceived possible however the committee 

overseeing the matter argued they did not think “that it would be easy to attain 

at once to unrestricted reciprocity, it does believe that the end should be  

approached by gradual steps.”99 
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Advisory Topics 

Sanitation 

Between major topics of discussion a number of advisory issues were 

outlined. This included continued talks on the adoption of a universal sanitary 

procedure. As Latin America inserted itself into the international economy, 

more and more external forces played a role in shaping policies of hygiene 

and sanitation. These forces ranged from overseas charities to government 

commissioned missions and U.S. philanthropic foundations.100 By tackling the 

issue amongst the republics of the Americas it had the potential to minimise 

foreign interference and promote healthier trade.  

Sanitation and health issues had long affected commercial interests 

within Latin America. Brazil for one was concerned after epidemics had hit its 

ports. “Commercial interests in Brazil, anxious that foreign ships would alter 

their schedules to stop only at Uruguay and Argentina, welcomed the 

imposition of sanitary reforms.”101 The issue had already been discussed in 

great depth at both the 1887 International Sanitary Convention held in Rio de 

Janeiro, as well as the Sanitary Convention of the Congress of Lima, held 

between 1887 and 1888.102 The Washington conference continued 
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discussions and advised that the countries present adopt the measures 

already resolved at the aforementioned convention. The conventions hoped to 

improve sanitary regulations for ports, in particular in South America, to 

prevent the spread of disease, cut down on time spent dealing with 

quarantines, and more generally, promote a healthier and safer trade. The 

resolution claimed “that if these were duly observed in all America, they would 

prevent, under any circumstances, the conflict which usually arises between 

the obligation to care for the public health and the principle of freedom of 

communication between countries.”103  While only a few South American 

nations were present at the conferences prior, the Washington Conference 

recognised the importance of their work and recommended that Central 

America, North America, and the remaining South American nations apply the 

same regulations accordingly. By applying universal sanitary reform the 

conference promoted the idea of partnership and equality by helping to 

ensure that no one country’s trade was overlooked by outbreaks of illness. 

Nor were any countries prioritised for having higher standards of health.  

Patents and Trademarks 
	
A similar discussion was held on the topic of patents and trademarks. With the 

expansion of trade and commercial activity in the Americas it became a 

concern that rights of property should be protected. The protection of property 

was already celebrated earlier in 1889 at the South American Congress of 
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Montevideo at which nations signed the American trademark treaty; the first of 

its kind. The conventions were signed by Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, 

Paraguay, Peru, and Uruguay although they failed to be ratified in Brazil and 

Chile.104 This was a big step forward as the treaty provided for reciprocal 

treatment for those who owned trademarks in contracting countries. The 

convention also provided one year of priority for patent holders. It was the 

recommendation of the Washington Conference that all other American 

countries should adopt the conventions laid out at Montevideo. In adopting the 

treaty it gave all American nations equal protection of their goods, once again 

placing on them on a level footing that promoted partnership.  

 

All of these issues discussed at the Washington Conference served the 

purpose of promoting equality among the nations of the Western Hemisphere. 

This notion of equality among states and the prospect of nations working 

together in support of the bigger picture or ‘greater good’ acted as a 

forerunner for future organizations. Whilst Pan-Americanism at this stage had 

been little thought out, the underlying ideal of supranational equality that 

transcends the individual states has come to realise itself in prominent 

multilateral organizations such as NATO and the UN. The constant concern 

that the United States wished to promote their ideals over other nations, even 

within these so called ‘equal’ organisations, went on to manifest itself in 

Wilsonianism. Historian Joseph Tulchin has argued this remained prominent 

in U.S.-Latin-American relations as a result of the Wilsonian assumption that 

“…our system, our way of life, was perfectly exportable and that all right-
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thinking or responsible Latin Americans shared our values and our view of the 

world.”105  These problems still exist decades later and contribute to narratives 

that argue for U.S. hegemony even within these ‘equal’ organizations.  

Selling United States’ Industry: The Tour of the United States 
	
Further to the main event, the conference adjourned for a special event that 

Blaine had planned for the delegates. Over a six-week period the 

representatives of the Latin Nations were taken on a near six thousand mile 

tour around the industrial centres of the United States.106 It was hoped that as 

a result of the tour the Latin Americans would be further inclined to engage in 

greater commercial partnership with the United States, having seen first hand 

what they had to offer.  

No expense was spared on the transportation. Delegates travelled in a 

state of the art Pennsylvania Locomotive No. 1053, boasting six Pullman cars 

complete with drawing rooms, library, barbers saloon and dining car. 107 The 

tour included visits to schools and colleges, factories including rubber, print 

works, knit and silk goods, a number of manufacturer’s associations, farms, 

iron-ore docks, shipyards and included a visit to Standard Oil Company in 

Cleveland.108 With the concern for ‘teaching’ the Latin Americans in mind, 
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Blaine saw the Conference as an opportunity to parade the economic might 

and industrial advancement of the U.S. hoping that it would inspire Latin 

Americans in their quest for modernity.109  

Latin American delegates certainly reacted positively on the tour, giving 

speeches that recognised how important the conference was to the 

developing relationship between the United States and Latin America. Señor 

Zelaya of Honduras said, “they believe that it will result in an increase of 

prosperity for all the countries concerned. And that, as a sequel, feelings of 

good-will and sympathy will re-echo throughout the whole western 

continent.”110 Additionally Señor Velarde of Bolivia “expressed the sentiment 

that this congress would have great and unforeseen influence upon the 

commercial and economic affairs of the two Americas.”111 Velarde further 

expressed the hope that “the North Americans would in turn travel to see the 

countries of the South and accept their hospitality.”112 Perhaps most 

surprising was the reaction from an Argentine delegate, whose nation was 

often quick to criticise the United States. Consul-General Calvo, at a banquet 

hosted by the New Haven Chamber of Commerce, declared, “if I could gather 

all the words of praise and esteem in the dictionary I would fling them all to 

you as an expression of my feelings, we have been received everywhere with 

splendid hospitality and I am grateful for it.”113 
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The Aftermath of the First Conference 
	
As the conference and the subsequent tour spawned great hope for a closer 

relationship, outside of political and business circles interest in the matter was 

minimal. While Blaine, amongst others, saw the conference as a significant 

achievement for U.S.-Latin American relations, the conference failed to 

receive the attention he had hoped.  Even in the build up, United States 

newspapers failed to address the issue to the extent that it deserved. More 

often than not journalists merely included sweeping comments about which 

delegates had recently accepted their invitations.  It was not until the 

conference had almost concluded that newspapers such as the Washington 

Evening Star ran stories that highlighted the issues discussed. This most 

notably surrounded the decision to erect a Pan-American building in the 

capital and the creation of an international coin.114 The St. Paul Daily Globe 

ran a story on 11 April, which highlighted the desire for free trade that 

stemmed from reciprocity talks. The Minnesota newspaper reported, the 

committee “believes that commerce could be extended greatly by facilitating 

direct exchanges between the money markets of the countries represented n 

the conference.”115 Whereas in the public sphere the conference was deemed 

to be of little importance, within the halls of Congress the conference was 

heralded a great success. 

During his 1890 annual address, President Harrison reiterated the 

opinion of Blaine and the United States’ delegates that the conference was a 

triumph. Harrison proclaimed the “ties of good will and common interest that 

bind us to the states of the Western Hemisphere have been notably 
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strengthened by the conference held in this capital.”116 Despite the general 

view that the conference was effective in strengthening relations not everyone 

was pleased. Unsurprisingly a number of Argentinians took the opportunity to 

say their piece, of which two stand out in particular. The first is Spanish-

American merchant and United States resident, Señor Fidel G. Pierra whose 

review of the conference published in La Nación was so scathing it was 

deemed worthy of presentation at a Senate meeting. Señor Pierra concluded 

“the United States Government utterly failed to see the importance of the 

convention” further arguing “Blaine and his colleagues in the Government 

looked on it as merely an every-day gathering of traders, and though that 

ordinary American business men, rich in worldly goods but in nothing else, 

would be well worth of the honor [sic] of sitting beside the mediocre men who 

would be sent as delegates from Spanish-America.”117 The merchant 

continued, taking the opportunity to personally attack a number of United 

States delegates, including but not limited to, Andrew Carnegie and Henry 

Davis of which he described the former as a “nonentity.” Such remarks went 

far in showing that the conference had done little to negate the anti-American 

feeling among the Argentines. Secondly came Argentine delegate, and future 

president, Roque Sáenz Peña who complained that Blaine “wished to make 

Latin America a market, and the sovereign states tributaries.” Peña doubted 

the motives of the United States, choosing to believe the U.S. would use Latin 

Americans for their own personal gain.  The Argentine attacked the Monroe 

Doctrine, proclaiming that it “commands one hemisphere in the name of 
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another hemisphere; gives orders to Europe in the name of our America; and 

ends up creating a new world chancellery without the authorization of the rest 

of the states, which neither ask for nor need protection…”118 Even the British 

reiterated this view. Observers reporting in the London Times charged, “that it 

was a thinly disguised attempt to ‘dictate from Washington the external and 

even internal policy of the most important South American states.”119 Despite 

their efforts, the United States had failed to shake the notion that they desired 

control of the hemisphere. 

1890s: The Faltering of Progress 
	
In spite of the sentiments expressed by the nations present at the conference, 

the progress they made lost pace in its immediate aftermath. Arguably the 

most successful outcome was the pursuance of an inter-American railway 

system. It was deemed important enough to warrant a special message to 

Congress in which Harrison claimed the trade the conference opened up was 

of “special value.”120While works such as the construction of the railway 

continued, many of the issues were pushed aside including the idea of a 

customs union, which was deemed too complex.   

While complexities were an issue, other factors played a pivotal role in 

postponing action with regards to improving trade in the Americas. 

Throughout the 1890s numerous Latin American nations struggled with their 

own internal turmoil that resulted in inter-American trade relations taking a 

back seat. 
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In the summer of 1891 Chile faced civil war.  Whilst a provisional 

government was quickly established the internal re-building of the 

establishment took priority over international relations. Not only were they 

focussed on their domestic situation the Chileans were also noted to have 

been angered by U.S. actions during the conflict.  Notable incidents included 

the impounding of the ship Itata that was carrying weapons and ammunition to 

the rebels and the cutting of the insurgent’s international telegraph cable. This 

had resulted in the labelling of the United States as sympathisers of the 

Balmaceda government. Relations were only soured further when not two 

months later an incident occurred in Valparaiso between Chilean nationals 

and the U.S. Navy. On 16 October unarmed U.S. sailors from the USS 

Baltimore were brutally attacked, leaving two dead and several others 

seriously wounded. U.S. Minister Patrick Egan demanded “prompt and full 

reparation proportionate to the gravity of the injury inflicted.”121 President 

Harrison himself referred to it as “so serious and tragic” an event and called 

for government action.122 It is not entirely clear who incited the incident, with 

both sides laying blame on the other. After much deliberation the Chilean 

government issued an apology and compensation for the incident. As a result, 

for much of the remaining decade tensions between the two nations remained 

high. 

Unlike Chile, relations with Brazil took a more positive turn. In the years 

following the conference great advances were made in trade between the two 
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nations, arguably as a result of the 1890 McKinley Tariff.123 During his annual 

message President Harrison observed commercial agreements relating to 

reciprocity had been made with numerous nations. Notably, Brazil was the 

only South American with which negotiations had been concluded.124 

Changing tariff laws created an extensive free list that included articles such 

as wheat, coal, agricultural tools and railway construction materials. Further to 

this a number of articles received 25% reductions on their existing tariffs. 

These included items such as canned meats, lumber and manufactures of 

rubber. However, while foreign relations flourished, Brazil’s internal relations 

started to crumble.  

In September of 1893 Admirals Custodio José de Mello and Luís Fillipe 

de Saldanha da Gama, unhappy with the centralisation of power, led a naval 

revolt against Peixoto’s Republican government. The revolt ultimately led to 

the blockade of Rio de Janeiro, which remained in place until March 1894 

when the rebels were quashed. Although the blockade ended the revolt 

continued.  The Federalist Riograndense Revolution continued well into 1895 

resulting in heavy casualties before the eventual defeat of the Federalists. 

Much like with Chile, in the aftermath of the conflict foreign affairs took a back 

seat. Brazil remained in a state of civil unrest for many years, requiring the full 

attention of the government and therefore contributing to the prolonged delay 

in the progress of economic policy in the Americas.  

Despite their inaction in international relations the Brazilians moved to 

ensure the United States that their relationship was still a friendly one and that 
																																																								
123 While the McKinley Tariff increased import duties to near 50 % as part of the Republicans 
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opportunity for progress was not forgotten on their part. In November 1894, 

word reached Washington that the Brazilian Government, working with a 

committee of citizens known as the Monroe Monument Committee, were to 

erect a monument in honour of President James Monroe in Rio de 

Janeiro.125The monument was for the purpose of demonstrating American 

solidarity, something they believed Monroe chiefly represented.126 Such an 

act was critical in understanding the developing relations between the United 

States and Brazil especially as Monroe’s namesake doctrine remained 

divisive among the Latin American Republics. Ministers from across the 

Americas were invited to attend the laying of the cornerstone as well as to 

bring “a small memento of your country to be inclosed [sic]...”127 This request 

is indicative of the key role Brazil played in pushing for closer relations with 

the United States for the purpose of uniting the Americas. United States 

General, J. W. Avery further highlighted the desire for friendly relations across 

the Americas in his speech at the corner stone ceremony, noting that the 

monument “will strengthen the already close bond of fraternity between our 

two great nations.”128 

Venezuela also faced its own difficulties that took precedent over the 

Pan-American project. In the years following the conference, Venezuela saw 

tensions with Great Britain escalate significantly over their disputed boundary 

with British Guiana. Even as the conference took place Britain moved to stake 

its claim while the government was occupied. In December 1889, just two 
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months into the gathering of American nations, the British colonial 

government took “formal possession of the principle mouth of the Orinoco 

River.” 129 The Orinoco served as the main trade artery for almost a quarter of 

the South American continent; its capture therefore enraged the 

Venezuelans.130 As a result the improvement of economic relations within the 

Americas began to slide down Venezuela’s list of priorities.   

By 1895 the on-going dispute had reached boiling point. The conflict 

had stemmed from the Dutch reception of borders when the British purchased 

the land in 1814. The Schomburgk line, as marked out by explorer Robert 

Schomburgk under British employ, was held for a number of years, though 

contested by Venezuela after the discovery of gold in the border region. As a 

result of this discovery Britain’s greed got the better of them, leading to an 

extension of the line in 1875. This extension encroached upon the Orinoco 

River. The British also staked claim to a rich mining area of Yuruani. This was 

not only a concern for Venezuela but for the United States. Should Britain 

have control of this rich mining area they would have the power to restrict U.S. 

trade should their dominance feel threatened. During this time a number of 

U.S. politicians were emphasizing the threat to trade, unsurprisingly given the 

economic climate. Representative Leonidas F. Livingstone of Georgia was but 

one who stressed the threat of British control of the Orinoco River. Livingstone 

worried that the British “would revolutionize commerce and political institutions 

of at least three South American republics” concluding that as there was 

potential for further losses in South America “our trade and other relations 
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with these people are involved in this settlement”.131 Although the United 

States concerns for trade were heightened by the increasing involvement of 

Great Britain, the U.S. repeatedly denied Venezuela assistance. It was only 

when the Venezuelans called upon ex-minster to Venezuela, William Scruggs 

that America finally responded. 

Scruggs caught the attention of the United States when, through his 

1894 pamphlet entitled British Aggressions in Venezuela or The Monroe 

Doctrine on Trial, he argued that Britain was in violation of the Monroe 

Doctrine. Scruggs contended, “the persistent aggressions of the stronger 

power upon the territory and jurisdiction of the weaker, have reached a point 

which directly threatens the dismemberment of one of the Spanish American 

republics, and indirectly menaces the sovereignty and territorial integrity of at 

least two others”.132 In the aftermath of the economic panic of 1893 this was 

something the United States could not disregard, given their desire to extend 

their trade in Latin America. The efforts of Scruggs were finally realized when, 

in July 1895, Secretary of State Richard Olney dispatched a note to London 

asking Britain to accept U.S. arbitration of the matter. The crux of the note is 

abundantly clear; as Scruggs had wanted, the United States had cited the 

Monroe Doctrine as a means of defending Venezuela against an encroaching 

colonial power. The U.S. eventually asserted its authority when Olney stated 

quite plainly to British Prime Minister Salisbury that “today the United States is 
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practically sovereign on this continent, and its fiat is law upon the subjects to 

which it confines its interposition”.133 

U.S. involvement in the crisis was not only important for its relationship 

with Venezuela but also for its relationship with Europe. By using the Monroe 

Doctrine as argument for assisting the Venezuelans the United States’ actions 

directly attacked Great Britain and by extension, Europe itself. Using the 

Doctrine as a means of improving trade with Venezuela did nothing to 

dampen the feeling in Europe that the United States was seeking hegemony 

in Latin America.  With the Europeans concerned over the United States’ 

dealings in the region it did little to quell any doubts that remained in the mind 

of the Latin Republics.  

Although the U.S. could not risk avenues of trade in the America’s 

closing to them, their invoking of the Monroe Doctrine once again disrupted 

the growing relationship with the sister republics. While it was undoubtedly, in 

the United States’ view, their strongest tool in assisting Venezuela, the 

Doctrine remained taboo for many in the Latin American states.  The 

boundary crisis carried great significance; it would be the first time since the 

conference that the United States had used the Monroe Doctrine to argue its 

case.  With the conference pinned as a move towards equality, the use of a 

tool that essentially expressed U.S. power in many ways went against what 

they had worked towards in Washington. What may have began as an 

attempt to strengthen the friendship between Venezuela and the United 
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States ultimately looked like the U.S. expressing their control. This played a 

role in the delay of further talks until early in the next century. 

In addition to larger internal matters, a number of minor disagreements 

between the United States and certain Latin American countries contributed to 

a delay in talks.  These incidents directly attributed to topics of discussion 

raised at the conference and go far in showing that despite calls for equality in 

trade and communication, the Latin Americans still had control over their 

individual situations. Each altercation was an opportunity to prove to the 

United States that they would not always have the upper hand. Should the 

U.S. step out of line the Latin Americans made it clear that they too could 

make things difficult.  

One particular incident occurred between the U.S. and Colombia in the 

early part of 1890. This involved the seizure of a number of U.S. vessels 

along the San Blas coast for violating Colombian customs laws. Laws 

regarding coastal trade in Colombia required that vessels proceed via 

Cartagena in order to pay duties. However, the law does not cover San Blas, 

which resulted in complications. While such issues could have been dealt with 

swiftly, the Colombian government denied any knowledge of seizures bar one, 

which angered the United States.134   

Secretary Blaine, recognizing the complexities of Colombian custom 

laws and the problems it could cause wrote Minister to Colombia, John T. 

Abbott instructing him to discuss the matter with the government. Blaine 

charged Abbott to “… impress upon the Colombian Government the necessity 

of clearly making known its requirement, in order that the officers of Colombia 
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may properly do their duty and that the shipping of a friendly neighbor may not 

be annoyed and interfered with as a consequence …”135 While an incident 

such as this should have prompted discussion around clarification of customs 

laws, or indeed their revision, this was not the case. It only resulted in further 

tensions between the two nations. 

To the east of Colombia, the United States were also facing difficulties 

with the neighbouring Venezuelans. Prior to the boundary crisis, Venezuela 

had complicated relations with the United States. Much like Colombia, 

customs laws were detrimental to the building of a better relationship. One 

particular act of Venezuelan Congress, imposed in 1881 remained intact even 

after the conference. This act imposed a “duty of 30 percent on all 

merchandise imported to the Republic which had been trans-shipped at any of 

the ports of the West Indian islands” affecting both U.S. and European 

commerce.136 A modification issued by the Venezuelan government on 30 

December, 1892, intended to amend the duty to only include trans-shipments 

at Curaçao. This amendment only affected U.S. commerce. This 

discriminatory duty caused concern in the United States and was questioned 

whether or not the move was intentional. The imposition of such tariffs would 

slow down the process of economic improvements exponentially should the 

U.S. believe there was malice in Venezuela’s actions. 

Furthermore, in Brazil where relations with the United States were the 

strongest, a number of actions still caused anguish.  Communication and 

telegraph lines, an issue that arose at the conference, remained a priority for 
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the United States. Prior to the conference, the Brazilian government had 

granted the American Dom Pedro Segundo Company a concession to lay 

cable between Brazil and the United States. This concession guaranteed “an 

exclusive monopoly of cable and communication between the two 

countries.”137 On 13 April 1889 after the cable failed to be laid, the concession 

lapsed, prompting the Brazilian government to advertise proposals for a new 

one. The cable, however, was advertised to run between the village of Vizen 

and the U.S. Coast without the permission of the United States’ 

government.138 While security was also an issue, the U.S. addressed the 

matter, stating, “it has always been contrary to the policy of this government to 

allow a cable to be landed upon our shores which possessed from a foreign 

country exclusive privileges with respect to cable communication between that 

country and this.”139 Failure to provide equal privileges in this matter caused 

upset in the U.S., having gone directly against the equal relationship they 

sought to develop following the conference. 

Economic Panic 
	

In addition to direct disagreements with the U.S., the weakened and 

struggling economies of Latin America unknowingly caused worldwide havoc, 

with the United States’ biggest critic right in the centre of it all. The ensuing 

economic downturn led to a decrease in priority of a U.S.-Latin American 

partnership as each nation battled with the fallout.  

Mere months after the conclusion of the conference Latin America 

caused upset on a global scale as a result of its unstable economy. The 
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incident, which became known as the Baring Crisis, was first felt in the city of 

London in November 1890 when prominent financial house Barings Brothers 

and Co. faced insolvency following excessive risky investment in Argentina.  

The crisis took on a global dimension, though avoided being a crisis on a 

global scale. This dimension stems from the fact that it took place in “a core 

industrial country” but was triggered by financial woes in an emerging 

economy.140 

Throughout the 1880s Argentina had received a large influx of capital 

from foreign investors. These investments were for the purpose of “financing 

of railroads and land improvements” that “aimed at promoting internal 

development, exports, and economic growth.”141 Investors had taken a great 

risk pouring money into Argentina as they were essentially “backing a credit 

boom…financed by the issuance of new paper currency.”142 This risk was 

heightened even further by the existing Argentine budget deficit. The deficit 

had resulted in “as much as 40 percent of foreign borrowing going toward 

debt service.”143 The events that unfolded as a result of the Argentine failure 

to meet its obligations created international financial distrust that impacted 

other Latin American nations. This included Uruguay and Brazil, of which the 

latter had witnessed an inflating economy over the past decade. This, 

combined with a rise in demonstrations and numerous military coups in Latin 

American in previous years, did little to encourage investors to hold securities 

in these countries.  
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As a result of the Baring Crisis, Latin America indirectly contributed to 

the United States’ economic problems that came to a head in 1893. British 

lending took a sharp decline in the aftermath, contributing “strongly to the 

economic crisis in South Africa, Australia, and the United States.” 144The crisis 

only added to the draining of gold from the Federal Reserve as British 

investors “sold good U.S. stocks to carry bad Latin American loans.”145 With 

the Latin American economy already struggling and the United States own 

economy on the brink of collapse, opportunities for increased trade amongst 

the nations of the Americas were too great a risk until all nations became 

more economically stable.  

Whilst Latin American problems undoubtedly contributed toward the 

failure to keep inter-American relations as a priority, the United States were 

also preoccupied with their own domestic issues. Between 1893 and 1897 the 

U.S. was struck by economic depression. As a result of bad weather and 

overproduction the nation witnessed a reversal of the agricultural prosperity 

they had seen in recent years. Despite the desire to expand outwards, as 

portrayed by their extensive participation in the Inter-American conference, 

economic woes forced the United States to switch its focus closer to home. 

Both political and social upheaval occurred to an enormous degree as citizens 

suffered wage cuts and indebtedness that saw many families fall below the 

poverty line. Strikes became a daily occurrence. The most notable, however, 

occurred in the summer of 1894 in which the Pullman Railroad Company 

faced off against the American Railway Union and railroad workers. This 
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incident led to the closure of most freight traffic in the western United States, 

heavily affecting not only domestic trade, but also trade at an international 

level.  Furthermore, the panic of 1893 resulted in the failure of major railroad 

companies, including Northern Pacific Railway and Union Pacific Railroad. 

The routes operated by Union Pacific especially, played a key role in the 

structure for the new Pan-American Railway. This resulted in complications in 

the development process. Such closures and delays heavily impacted the 

transportation of goods to and from Latin America thus placing strain on 

developing trade. 

By the time 1893 drew to a close sixty-nine national banks had failed 

along with many others at local level.146 Businesses were collapsing and the 

number of investments made had plummeted as a result of high interest 

payments. The decrease in the number of people and businesses investing 

was no surprise.  One particular aspect of U.S. economic policy in the 1890s 

has remained at the forefront of debate over what caused the panic: the 

Sherman Silver Purchase Act of 1890. Foreign investors, especially those in 

Europe, grew concerned with American investments.147 Operating a bimetallic 

monetary standard (as stipulated by the act) required that silver and gold 

bullion would be maintained at parity, despite gold being the more expensive 

metal.  This was no easy task. Europe, suffering its own depression, did not 

want to face the possibility of diminished return should the United States pay 

them in silver dollars. Consequently, by April 1893, the New York Stock 
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Exchange was in a state of panic as “British investors repatriated American 

securities to obtain funds.”148 

Much to the detriment of the U.S., the government allowed the free 

export of gold. As a result the “U.S. mint became the preferred source for gold 

purchases” leading to a drain on the Federal Reserve.149 Withdrawals and 

withholdings of foreign capital since the passage of the silver law in 1890, and 

the beginnings of a heavy gold outflow in 1893, have been estimated at 

various amounts but never less than $500,000,000.150 Statistics have shown 

that in fiscal 1893 redemption stood at $102 million, three times as much as in 

the previous eleven years, with $108 million worth of gold exports.151Fiscal 

1893 witnessed an estimated $108 million worth of gold exports which saw 

the Federal Reserve crash below its $100 million safety zone as early as 

April.152 By this point the call for the repeal of the Sherman Act was deafening.   

The introduction of the Sherman Silver Purchase Act had initially been 

an attempt to aid farmers and miners suffering with crippling debt as a result 

of overproduction. It was hoped that introducing silver dollars into circulation 

would spark inflation and allow debt to be paid with cheaper dollars. Key 

government figures, however, argued that bimetallism could serve a greater 

purpose. Secretary of State James G. Blaine had “earlier observed that the 

increased use of silver would be necessary in view of the ‘increasing 
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commerce of the world’”.153 In reality, this was not the case. The decision to 

operate a bimetallic system only served to push the United States further 

away from the great trading powers of Europe, its largest export market, 

risking grave consequences for future international trade.  

Grover Cleveland, on urging the repeal of the Sherman Silver Law, 

called for a special session of Congress so that “present evils may be 

mitigated and dangers threatening the future may be averted”.154 The 

president knew that measures had to be taken quickly in order to stabilise the 

economy and the repeal of the act seemed the most logical step. Cleveland 

had already been forced to borrow money from banker J.P. Morgan and from 

the Rothschild family. This was an embarrassing action to undertake when 

trying to encourage business among the Latin American nations. The mass 

withdrawal of foreign capital allowed for a sturdy gold platform in a foreign 

market obsessed environment, providing a swift passage for the repeal.  On 4 

December 1893 during his annual message, the president proclaimed, “The 

recent repeal of the provision of law requiring the purchase of silver bullion by 

the government…has made an entire change on the complexity of currency 

affairs. I do not doubt that the ultimate results of this action will be most 

salutary and far reaching.”155 Cleveland was hopeful that returning to the gold 

standard would help to stabilise the U.S. economy. Yet, with other factors at 
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play the United States would remain in a depression for a further three years, 

resulting in the return of the Republican Party to power.  

That the Sherman Silver Purchase Act was implemented shortly after 

the Inter-American Conference concluded gives rise to the notion that Latin 

American trade was a factor in its creation.  Most Latin American nations at 

this time operated a silver standard. In an attempt to appeal to their sister 

republics, operating a similar standard of currency would surely have been 

attractive when promoting increased trade. This certainly would have helped 

to ease complications that surrounded debate over the introduction of a 

common silver coin. It is therefore ironic that an attempt to encourage trade 

instead brought it almost to a standstill.  

The economic situation of the United States caused immeasurable 

political upset that affected not only economic but foreign policy. In order to 

recover, the people of the United States wanted change, a change that would 

be manifested in the upcoming election. 

The 1896 election only served to push Latin American relations further 

down the list of priorities. The Republican campaign ran on the argument that 

Europe’s markets were absolutely vital to creating economic stability in the 

U.S. This ‘Sound Money’ Vote would remain central to William McKinley’s 

campaign, promising to bring America back to prosperity. Whilst the 

Democratic candidate, Populist William Jennings Bryan, continued to hammer 

the argument that remaining on the gold standard would drag the United 

States into a deeper depression, the need for a strong presence in foreign 

trade prevailed.  
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Conclusion 
	

Ultimately, as the Nineteenth Century drew to a close, the ideals put 

forward at the first Inter-American Conference were pushed aside. Internal 

struggles that had always blighted the landscape of Latin America erupted. 

Even the United States found itself embroiled in war following the liberation of 

Cuba from its Spanish rulers.156 The U.S. government undoubtedly showed 

the greatest dedication in the years immediately following the conference. The 

United States continued to work toward better relations through arbitration 

and the implementation of reciprocity agreements. Furthermore, the United 

States, for the most part, officially remained out of the affairs of its sister 

republics unless explicitly asked. The U.S. government opted for near 

neutrality, perhaps an attempt to change the common perception that they 

wished to make gains from the problems that arose in the south. 157 

Depression however, saw the United States opt for markets elsewhere. The 

Union they wished to create was neglected for more favourable trade with 

Europe and opportunities to advance into the coveted China market.  

Although his own tariff directly improved the relationship that existed between 

the United States and Latin America, McKinley would spend most of his 

second term focussed, albeit reluctantly, on Eastward expansion.   
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11 years would pass before the nations of the Americas would meet 

again in conference. All it would take was an assassination and a new cabinet 

for the U.S. to realise the potential that still existed for a mutually progressive 

relationship in the Americas. 
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Chapter Two: Development, 
Destruction, and back again: The 
McKinley Years, 1896-1901 

“The	period	of	exclusiveness	is	past…A	policy	of	good	will	and	friendly	trade	

relations	will	prevent	reprisals.	Reciprocity	treaties	are	in	harmony	with	the	spirit	

of	the	times,	measures	of	retaliation	are	not.”1	

William	McKinley	(1901)	

	

By 1896 the environment by which an equal partnership could be 

created in the Americas was less favourable. The nations of Latin America 

were embroiled in their own domestic problems, while the United States 

attempted to regain its economic strength in the aftermath of the panic of 

1893. With an election just around the corner a new government brought the 

potential for a fresh foreign policy that could be advantageous to U.S.-Latin 

American relations.  

The election campaign of 1896 saw the United States divide over the 

issue of free silver as the bimetallism debate came to a head.2 On the 
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Democratic ticket was William Jennings Bryan, populist and representative of 

Nebraska, running his first of three presidential races on the back of free 

silver. His opposition: Ohio Senator and supporter of the gold standard, 

William McKinley.  

McKinley’s stance on gold showed the U-turn the party had made since 

the Harrison administration when the Republicans had openly supported 

bimetallism. President McKinley viewed the gold standard as a means to 

create a strong presence in Europe that would help to stabilise U.S. markets. 

This was in contrast to James G. Blaine who had once used the bimetallist 

argument to push for trade in nations that operated a silver standard, namely 

Latin America and Asia. These contrasting monetary policies immediately 

demonstrated the difference in focus when it came to foreign markets, 

emphasising a de-prioritisation of Latin American markets that the president 

needed to rectify in order to pursue a trading partnership.  

While Blaine observed that the increased use of silver would be 

“necessary in view of the ‘increasing commerce of the world’” the act did not 

lead to an increase in the value of silver as was originally hoped. 3 As a result, 

despite initial arguments that silver would aid expansionism, the Republicans 

chose to de-emphasize silver. Instead they had to opt for other means of 

entering foreign markets, namely the improvement of their merchant marine.   
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The introduction of the Sherman Silver Purchase Act (1890) hoped to 

increase the U.S. presence in global markets and assist in removing debts by 

artificially inflating prices and creating cheaper dollars. The act required the 

government to purchase “silver bullion to the aggregate amount of four million 

five hundred thousand ounces, or as much thereof as may be offered in each 

month” adding “some $50 million annually to monetary circulation” that would 

rely on the gold reserve to maintain parity. 4 The failure of the Sherman Silver 

Purchase Act to increase the price of metal in the United States combined 

with the outpouring of gold as a result of the repatriation of securities left the 

reserve unable to maintain parity between the two metals. In fiscal year 1893 

there were an estimated $108 million worth of gold exports, which saw the 

Treasury’s gold reserve crash below its $100 million safety zone.5 

Furthermore the Sherman Law had left the United States with a huge surplus 

of silver deposits that were virtually worthless. Between 13 August 1890, 

when the law came into effect, and 1 June 1893, the government had 

purchased 152,413,793 ounces of silver, at a cost of $143, 591, 569.6  Not all 

of this silver was coined and resulted in a treasury surplus of 123,911,185 

ounces of $114,299,757 worth of silver which should they try to sell, “would 

break the market and cause a serious fall in the price of the white metal.”7 On 

8 August, President Cleveland called a special session of Congress so that 

“…present evils may be mitigated and dangers threatening the future may be 

																																																								
4 Congressional Record, 51st Congress, 1st Session (14 July 1890) 289; Douglas Steeples & 
David O. Whitten, Democracy in Desperation: The Depression of 1893 (Westport, 
Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1998) 30. 
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averted,” alluding to the public hatred of the act in the present economic 

climate.8 

Though legislation to repeal the Sherman Silver Purchase act came 

into effect in October 1893 populists like Bryan continued to argue that it was 

necessary for prosperity. While McKinley saw the reinvigoration of 

protectionism as the priority, Bryan’s free silver stance provided the 

Republican nominee with a platform to directly counter his opponent. 9  

The basis for McKinley’s support of the gold standard rested upon the 

failings of the Sherman Act and its devastating impact upon trade and 

investment.  In 1894, the Quarterly Journal of Economics published an article 

which claimed, “such withdrawals and withholdings of foreign capital have 

been variously estimated at no less than $500,000,000 between the passage 

of the Sherman Silver Law in 1890 and the beginning of the heavy export 

movement of gold in 1893.”10 Such statistics supported the need for a sturdy 

gold platform in a foreign market obsessed environment.   

Unfortunately for Latin America, McKinley’s platform also rested heavily 

on the need for a strong presence in Europe, its largest export market. The 

markets of Latin America therefore took a backseat while the United States’ 

																																																								
8 Grover Cleveland, Message on the repeal of the Sherman Silver Purchase Act (8 August, 
1893) University of Groningen (http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/documents/1876-1900/grover-
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Accessed 11.01.2018. 
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economic nationalism. This Listian ideology (from the thinking of German-American 
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protectionist Richard Cobden) who believed in free trade and a non-interventionist foreign 
policy. For more see Marc-William Palen, The “Conspiracy” of Free Trade: The Anglo-
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economy moved to recover its former strength. In order to maintain its 

presence in the markets of Europe, supporters of the gold standard argued 

that the United States’ currency needed to be “as sound as the British 

pound.”11 This would require operating a gold standard as Europe remained 

concerned about the instability of silver.12 The Republican nominee heralded 

silver as the downfall of the United States economy and railed that it would 

“destroy confidence” and invite ruin to every enterprise in the land.”13 On the 

back of this, McKinley ran the rest of his presidential campaign on a ‘sound 

money’ platform and a promise of a “full dinner pail” that would bring America 

back to prosperity. McKinley would use this slogan to push his agenda for 

protectionism. The Republican nominee would also use his namesake tariff to 

argue that protection would bring prosperity back to the United States, 

maintaining that times were economically better when the tariff was in place. 

 McKinley’s campaign was fought on the back of stability. Unlike Bryan 

and the radical changes advocated by the Populist Party, the Republicans 

promised to tinker with the already existing system. Robert Durden argues 

that the overwhelming majority of American citizens “believed deeply that the 

issues involved [in fixing the United States’ economic predicament] were 

fundamental ones.”14 The populists offered the unknown, a notion that did not 
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sit well with the friends of the status quo and as a result many “rallied behind 

the comfortable conservatism of William McKinley.”15  

This comfortable demeanour extended to the way McKinley handled 

his general campaign tactics. His front porch campaign, held on the 

governor’s porch at Canton, Ohio, gave the Republican campaign a relaxed, 

personal feel in comparison to the traditional rallies. These tactics went 

against the advice of McKinley’s campaign manager, Marcus Hanna who 

advocated traditional tactics of speeches and whistle-stop tours of the nation. 

Such a move came as a surprise to many who felt that Hanna was in control 

and demonstrated that the presidential candidate was more powerful and 

organised than he was given credit for.16 John Hay later mocked those who 

believed the nominee would allow Hanna to control him stating, “I spent the 

day with the Majah [sic]…and there are idiots who think Hanna will run him!”17 

The ‘front porch campaign’ made the election McKinley’s own, giving him 

more control and the ability to deliver targeted speeches and remarks to the 

crowds he invited to Canton. Karl Rove holds that these tactics played to 

McKinley’s strengths of “discipline, preparation, and personable courtesy” and 

worked toward ensuring he was less likely to be caught off guard.18 By the 

time Election Day arrived more than 750,000 people had made the journey to 

McKinley’s front porch.19  

																																																								
15 Ibid. 1 
16 See Robert Merry, President McKinley: Architect of the American Century (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 2017). 
17 Rove, Triumph of William McKinley (2015) 373, also debunks the notion of McKinley as 
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18 Ibid., 311. 
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On 3 November 1896 William McKinley won a comfortable victory. With 

51% of the vote, a national Republican voter swing of 3.9% and 271 Electoral 

College votes, McKinley’s election established the dominance of the 

Republican Party for the next sixteen years.20  

The Dingley Tariff, 1897 
	
The inauguration speech of William McKinley gave precedence to two major 

topics of interest that worked toward the improvement of U.S.-Latin American 

relations. The president talked of peace and professed arbitration, the central 

topic to the 1889 inter-American conference, as the “true method of 

settlement of international as well as local or individual differences.”21First and 

foremost, however, the president gave priority to tariff legislation and 

reciprocity, so abhorred by the outgoing president. The reintroduction of 

duties opened Latin American nations up to opportunities to gain a price 

advantage in U.S. markets, while reciprocity gave Latin America the chance to 

negotiate favourable tariffs that they and the United States could benefit from. 

This aimed to establish the ultimate goal of increasingly friendly relations 

based upon trade relationships that provided the greatest benefits to all 

parties. 

In his first inaugural address McKinley asked that “especial attention 

should be given to the re-enactment and extension of the reciprocity principle 

of the law of 1890, under which so great a stimulus was given to our foreign 

trade in new and advantageous markets.”22 In preparation for the expansion 

																																																								
20 Harvey L. Schantz, ‘Sectionalism in Presidential Elections’ in Harvey L. Schantz (Ed.) 
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21 William McKinley, ‘First Inaugural Address’ (4 March, 1897) Yale University: The Avalon 
Project (http://avalon.law.yale.edu/19th_century/mckin1.asp) Accessed 15/01/2018.  
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of trade, the president also pushed for immediate attention to be given to the 

“restoration of our American merchant marine.”23 McKinley’s first speech as 

commander-in-chief not only made clear that getting the United States back to 

economic prosperity was top of the agenda, it also suggested the prioritisation 

of trading partnerships through the principle of reciprocity.   

In his first major act as president, McKinley chose to call Congress to a 

special session that would highlight just how important tariff revision was to 

the new administration. When Congress convened on 15 March 1897, the 

president made no mistake in letting the members know that the time had 

come for change. Quoting hard numbers McKinley demonstrated the 

diabolical state of the U.S. economy. By the end of the fiscal year prior to his 

election the president noted, “the total receipts for the three fiscal years 

ending 30 June 1896, were insufficient by $137,811,729.46 to meet the total 

expenditures,” putting this down to a severe lack of revenue from duties.”24 

McKinley continued urging Congress to enact a new tariff law that would raise 

the duties levied upon foreign products as a means to “preserve the home 

market.”25 The president finished his message stating “the imperative demand 

of the hour is the prompt enactment of such a measure” giving evidence that 

protectionism was the ultimate priority.26  

Prior to the inauguration, measures had been put in place to ensure the 

tariff was given priority upon the opening of the session. A relatively 

unchanged House Ways and Means Committee chaired by Nelson Dingley 
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Jr., the Representative from Maine, allowed work on the tariff to continue 

during the holdover session, a highly unusual occurrence. The 55th Congress 

had barely been in session for three days when the bill was reported to the 

House. The Quarterly Journal of Economics published an article later that 

year that recalled the procedure of the tariff bill as “doubtless not in accord 

with the theory of legislation after debate and discussion.”27 By going against 

general procedure it demonstrated just how desperate the committee was to 

get the bill through Congress. By 31 March the bill had passed through the 

House with ease, but the same could not be said once it was in the hands of 

the Senate.  

Unlike McKinley whose protectionist stance was not unknown, the 

Senate tended toward lower duties than those proposed by the original bill. 

Upon receipt, the bill was swiftly passed on to the Senate Committee on 

Finance who went through the proposal with a fine toothcomb, unrestrained in 

its amendments. It took the committee around two months to complete its 

amendments, which contained 872 changes. The bill was passed on 7 July.28 

Surprisingly the bill that the Senate settled on was more resembling of the 

initial proposal brought by the House Committee.  

The Act, signed into law on 24 July 1897, was billed as “an Act to 

provide revenue for the government and to encourage the industries of the 

United States,” a bid to discourage opposition by portraying it as necessary 

for economic stability.29 It served as a direct counter to the Wilson-Gorman 
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Tariff of 1894 that had reduced tariffs and placed many items on the free list. 

The Dingley Tariff overturned the main feature of the 1894 tariff by removing 

wool from the free list and applying hefty duties. While this was a direct bid to 

farmers who “had aligned themselves to the silverites during the 1896 

election” it also worked toward the development of U.S.-Latin American 

relations.30 The tariff maintained duties that were imposed on items such as 

sugar. This helped to placate foreign sugar growers, particularly in Latin 

America, who had previously suffered at the hands of the Sugar Trust.31 By 

reintroducing duties Latin American nations had an opportunity to gain a price 

advantage in the U.S. market, in turn creating better trade relations.  

Sugar, however, had historically proven to be a producer of enormous 

tariff revenue. Scott Reynolds Nelson even goes as far as to claim it “lay at 

the heart of American industrialisation.”32 The revision of the tariff had the 

potential to slash the treasury deficits and therefore McKinley doubled the 

duty on sugar. Overall the tariff saw the United States take a turn back to 

protectionism by significantly increasing the duties on foreign products. This 

move prompted the support of many Republicans, including Mr. Every of the 

Supreme Court of Louisiana, who regarded Free Trade as “ruinous to the 

country”.33 The average duty under its predecessor had been 40 per cent, 
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Dingley increased this to an average of 52 per cent in its first year but an 

average of 47 per cent overall.34 This rate “under the first full fiscal year of the 

operation of the Dingley Tariff, was the highest on dutiable” in United States 

history until the introduction of Smoot-Hawley in 1930.35 

The most notable feature of the Dingley Tariff Act, however, was the 

reintroduction of reciprocity provisions. McKinley’s ideas of protectionism had 

broadened since the introduction of his namesake tariff in 1890. H. Wayne 

Morgan has argued that McKinley saw protectionism give way to reciprocal 

internationalism in order to “keep America great.”36 Reciprocal agreements 

that benefitted both parties ensured good will among nations and provided the 

United States with a greater opportunity to trade across the world and indeed 

the Americas. Morgan believes that it is through this changing vision of 

internationalism that McKinley became “the first truly modern president.”37 

Back in 1890, reciprocity was a very divisive issue with many unable to see 

the benefits as the future president did. Speaker of the House, Thomas B. 

Reed had noted at the time, “Congress was far behind [McKinley] on 

reciprocity and still viewed the whole plan as “commerce on paper.””38 The 

Dingley Tariff, however, served to show just how influential the president was 

in order to push forward with the reciprocity he so strongly believed in. 
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Senator from Illinois, Shelby Cullom even went as far as to say, “we have 

never had a president who had more influence with Congress than Mr. 

McKinley.”39 

The final tariff provided for three types of reciprocity. The first allowed 

for the president to negotiate agreements with European nations on certain 

products, including wine, liquor and art. The second provision directly targeted 

the nations of Latin America. The article noted the production and export 

“directly or indirectly to the United States coffee, tea, and tonquin, tonqua, or 

tonka beans, and vanilla beans” by nations whose duties the president “may 

deem to be reciprocally unequal.”40 These items, which were currently placed 

on the free list, would then be subject to duties for such a time as the 

president deemed just. The aforementioned items were all heavily exported 

by the nations of Latin America and thus provided the perfect leverage to 

encourage trade deals between the nations. Latin American officials were 

upset by the heavy duties placed upon their products and would undoubtedly 

hike up duties on American goods in retaliation. By providing for reciprocity 

treaties the United States pre-empted such a retaliation and thus opened 

avenues for bettering trade that may not have been provided for without such 

clauses.  Further to this, the Tariff provided another clause that allowed for the 

president, with the approval of the Senate, to enter into commercial treaties 

within two years of the passage of the act if they were deemed to be  “for the 

interests of the United States.”41 This enabled the president to negotiate 
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agreements that could reduce the duties imposed by the act by “not more 

than twenty per centum,” a large enough reduction to encourage friendly 

commercial relations.42   

The tariff’s reception varied across the United States. The industrious 

states of the north welcomed its introduction, heralding, “Good times are here” 

and that “confidence had been restored.”43 Members of the National 

Association of Manufacturers saw the tariff, in particular its reciprocity clause, 

as “a natural compliment of the conservative, suprapartisan concept of “sound 

money”” that would unite the parties in the name of “commercial expansion.”44 

Newspapers in the capital on the other hand were not so pleased. The 

Washington Times noted that it was “obnoxious and oppressive in character” 

while the Evening Star claimed that by 1898 it would be “more signally 

condemned…than was the McKinley Act in 1892.”45 Senator Roger Q. Mills, a 

free trade Democrat from Texas was one of many who railed against the bill 

proclaiming it as a “stupendous system of legislative rapine and robbery.”46 

Elsewhere newspapers believed that the tariff would help the economic 

situation but “scarcely so much as many expect.”47 If the tariff was receiving a 

mixed reception in the United States, there was no doubt the reception would 

be frosty in Latin America for the reintroduction of reciprocity marked a turn 

toward imperialism on the part of the United States. 
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Historians have argued over whether Latin America played a role in the 

creation of the Dingley Tariff. Brian Loveman, for example, argues that Latin 

America was merely an after thought and quite possibly not even thought 

about at all.48  Loveman however does concede that there were exceptions, 

such as Cuba and Central American nations based purely upon the desire for 

an inter-oceanic canal. This, in turn, demonstrates the divisions that existed 

within the Latin Republics in the American mind. In contrast, Marc William 

Palen maintains that they were considered from the start, noting the United 

States’ focus on both Latin America and Europe as reason for promptly 

replacing the Wilson-Gorman Tariff. 49 Despite academic differences over 

their role in the creation of tariffs, it is clear that the economic policy had an 

impact upon already tense relations with the Latin American republics. In 

Europe questions were raised about the role of reciprocity in American policy. 

Cornelius Torp contends that the provision was “a policy of blackmail dressed 

up” and was merely an instrument to target Latin American states who were 

highly dependent on exports to the U.S.50 For Torp reciprocity is nothing but 

an opportunity to push out market competition from the likes of Germany and 

Great Britain. Mark Duckenfield further argues that reciprocity was a tool by 

which the United States could increase their influence on the commercial 

stage. Duckenfield argues that reciprocity is merely a method used to force 

open foreign markets, enabling security at home from the high tariff wall as 
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well as benefitting from extended free trade abroad.51 Such interpretations, 

when considering the symbiotic relationship the United States was 

supposedly seeking with Latin America, were not conducive to an equal 

partnership. Whilst reciprocity agreements had the potential to build a better 

trading partnership by negotiating deals that both parties could benefit from, 

the influence of big business in tariff creation only served to demonstrate the 

American desire to conquer markets.  Reciprocal deals invited the nations of 

Latin America to construe such policy as exploitation, depicting agreements 

as forced deals, only accepted in order to maintain business with the export 

market they desperately relied upon.  While such tariff legislation enabled to 

United States to get back on its feet in the aftermath of economic crises, the 

high tariffs and subsequent exploitation encouraged by reciprocity made 

recovery more difficult for Latin American nations. Unless all nations had a fair 

chance to rebuild their economy the ideal of an equal trading relationship 

seemed further away than ever.  

Bimetallism and The Wolcott Commission 
	

While Congress got to work on the tariff, McKinley made arrangements 

to discuss the silver question, the central topic of the 1896 election, and a 

further means of improving trade relations in the Americas.52 By encouraging 

the introduction of silver into the markets of the United States and Europe, 

they sought to provide a more level, and stable, playing field for Latin 

American nations in global markets. This in turn would result in greater 
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possibilities for increased trade between the U.S. and Latin America that were 

more representative of an equal partnership. 

On 3 March 1897 Republican Senator for New Hampshire and 

supporter of bimetallism, William E. Chandler pushed an appropriation 

through Congress of $100,000 that financed U.S. participation in an 

international conference.53  While McKinley’s campaign had used the  ‘sound 

money’ vote to win the election, the nation’s problems with silver were exactly 

that, a national problem.54 McKinley’s first obstacle was the negative reaction 

to silver coinage by business and Republican economists. Even members of 

his own party did not expect him to address the silver question on the basis 

that the current monetary system was “all right” and worked in an acceptable 

manner.55 A vast range of figures from Senators such as Orville Platt to 

attorneys including L. W. Haberoom expressed concern about the impact 

silver would have on bonds and markets.56 Such negativity stemmed from 

anger at the supposed broken promises of McKinley and his sound money 

campaign. These attitudes however, were not clear-cut. Whilst numerous anti-

silver groups existed in opposition to bimetallism, studies like that of Milton 

Friedman and Anna Schwartz of the Chicago School of Economics, have 

argued that many of these groups did not oppose bimetallism on an 
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international level.57 The administration had not ruled out the notion of an 

international bimetallist agreement and in 1897 actively encouraged the 

widened use of silver.58 This complex monetary policy aimed to provide a 

“safe method of expanding the currency” by relieving the global demand for 

gold and defending the United States Treasury which had crumbled in 1893 

as a result of gold redemption.59 It also hoped that as more countries used the 

metal in their monetary systems it would help to stabilise the value of silver. 

Furthermore, the increased use of silver in currency would be beneficial to 

opening up the markets of Asia and Latin America, of which many 

incorporated silver into their monetary policy. 

In April 1897, President McKinley appointed a commission to work 

toward an international silver conference with the nations of Europe. The 

Commission, headed by Republican Senator Edward Wolcott of Colorado 

along with bimetallist, and former democratic vice-president, Adlai Stevenson, 

approached the British and French governments to assess the prospects of 

an international monetary reform.60  Between June and July 1897 the Wolcott 

Commission met with representatives that included Lord Salisbury and Arthur 
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Balfour who were notably open to the idea of bimetallism.61 For the rest of 

Great Britain however this was not such an appealing move. Many influential 

British figures had expressed joy at McKinley’s victory based upon his 

dedication to gold and sound money. Civil servant and ex-secretary to the 

Board of Trade, T.H. Farrer had said of the election: “it is a great victory for 

common sense,” whilst William Harcourt, leader of the Liberal Party had 

expressed his “relief at the defeat of Bryan,” claiming “it would have been a 

great disaster if he had won.”62 

British attitudes towards bimetallism were vital to the success of the 

commission.63 While other European nations such as Germany and France 

were still important, the Wolcott Commission’s proposal rested upon the mints 

of India, of which Great Britain was still sovereign. The proposal itself was 

broken down into four parts, the first “that the Indian mints be reopened” 

having closed to silver in 1893; secondly, “that one-eighth of the reserves of 

the Bank of England be kept in silver; thirdly, “the gold half-sovereign be 

withdrawn and replaced by a silver half-sovereign” a notion that did not sit well 

with the British; and finally that “the legal tender of silver be raised from £2 to 

£5.”64 The Commission further suggested that the Bank of England agree to a 

																																																								
61 ‘Letter from Edward O. Wolcott to President William McKinley, 6 August, 1897’ in William 
E. Chandler Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington D.C. (1897). 
62 Murney Gerlach, British Liberalism and the United States: Political and Social Thought in 
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63 As early as December 1896 the Bimetallic League of London had expressed desire to 
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fixed annual purchase of silver reminiscent of the Sherman Silver Purchase 

Act. Such a suggestion, given the failure of the Sherman Act, was not well 

received.65 The final blow came when the question arose of the proposed 

ratio of the two metals. The Americans held that silver would receive a full 

return of 15.5:1, a ratio the French had supposedly agreed to in advance of 

the meeting.66 Historians such as Ted Wilson have argued that should the 

British have been aware of such an inflationary ratio they most likely would 

not have even attended a meeting.67 

Despite their efforts, the attitude to the silver question remained 

overwhelmingly negative. Supporters of international bimetallism had begun 

to believe that nothing would come of the commission, a blow to proponents 

of Latin American trade expansion. An article that appeared in the London 

Daily Chronicle addressed this, quoting the Secretary of The Treasury, Lyman 

Gage, as saying “he does not look for any very definite results to follow from 

Senator Wolcott’s mission.”68 The London Times reported Arthur Balfour as 

having said America must “procure it for herself at her own risks” illustrating 

																																																																																																																																																															
Protectionism” in R.E. Dumett (Ed.) Gentlemanly Capitalism and British Imperialism: The New 
Debate on Empire (London: Longman, 1999) 44-67. 
65 An article in The National Review referred to the idea as a “questionable suggestion” (665) 
and argued that it was “the settled policy of this country not to interfere with the gold 
standard” (661). See F.J. Faraday, ‘British Interests and the Wolcott Commission’ The 
National Review, London Issue 29, 173 (July 1897). 
66 Morning Post, London (23 October 1897); British Newspapers noted this pre-agreed ratio 
made it difficult before proceedings had even begun, see London Daily News  (23 October 
1897), Acton Gazette (28 January 1898), London Tablet (29 January, 1898). 
67 Ted Wilson, Battles for the Standard: Bimetallism and the Spread of the Gold Standard in 
the Nineteenth Century (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate Publishing, 2000) Chapter 5 (No page 
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Vol. 105, No.415 (April 1990) 377-391. 
68 ‘The Daily Chronicle’ London, 16 July 1897. 
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the loss of British support.69 It became evident that the Wolcott Commission 

was essentially a fishing expedition. It had served as an opportunity to gauge 

how other major powers felt about bimetallism and whether it would be a 

viable means of securing other markets, like those of Latin America.  

 Even as early as October 1896 friends of Chandler worried that the 

project would fail due to the Republican outlets who “harp entirely too much 

on the single gold standard.”70  By early September the Wolcott Commission’s 

cause was all but lost. Confidence in silver was frequently called into question 

mainly due to the continued fall of silver in markets as well as the question of 

Latin American nations’, such as Mexico’s, ability to pay debts off in gold.71 

The Viceroy of the Indian Government, Lord Elgin categorically rejected the 

proposal stating that India did not want to see the recrudescence of a silver 

monetary policy. The Indian Government argued that should they fail to 

stabilize the gold: silver ratio they did not have large enough holdings of gold 

to survive the impact, unlike the United States or France who still had sizable 

gold holdings.72 The British Government already sought to stabilise the Indian 

rupee against sterling, something that would be increasingly difficult once 

silver was put back into circulation.73 Shortly after India rejected the proposal 

the British followed suit with no further discussion.  

																																																								
69 ‘London Times’ 14 April 1897. 
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Critics of bimetallism such as T. H. Farrer believed that the British were 

merely humouring the United States. A series Farrer published in The Times 

alluded to this idea, having claimed that the British Government only wished 

to appear willing “to do something for silver.”74 Liberal politician George Shaw-

LeFevre contended bimetallism would never prove to be of any long-term 

benefit to Anglo-American relations and so was never seriously considered. 

Shaw-LeFevre continued to claim that international bimetallism would only 

raise the value of silver in cases of temporary speculation, something that 

could prove to be dangerous in a volatile economy.75 Further to this, the 

notion that Great Britain had no intention of doing anything about silver was 

brought to question in a number of American newspapers. The Salt Lake 

Herald for one claimed that “there was no invitation from Great Britain, implied 

or other” alluding to the idea that Britain did not wish to discuss the subject in 

the first place.76 Across the United States the Commission was regarded as 

being a waste of time and funds. As early as October the Los Angeles Herald 

railed against Mr. Wolcott and his colleagues for accomplishing “a gross 

achievement or net result of zero with a pronouncedly big Z.”77 With 

bimetallism a lost cause, the United States had to find other means of enticing 

the Latin American markets. 

The failure of talks in 1897 essentially sounded the death knell for 

international bimetallism in this period. The hardships faced by the economic 

crises of the early 1890s had almost ended when McKinley took office. More 

and more countries were turning to gold to ensure their currency remained 
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stable, thus resulting in an increased gold production. The discovery of more 

gold in areas such as Alaska, Colorado and the vast wealth of gold found in 

South Africa also contributed to its heightened production. A study undertaken 

by French economist Paul Leroy-Beauliue showed between 1894 and 1897 

global gold production had risen from 939,0 million francs to 1,211,7 billion 

francs.78 Between 1896 and 1913 world trade increased from less than $8 

billion to more than $18 billion caused largely by the increase in gold 

production.79 Steven Reti and David M. Pletcher have both contended that the 

discovery of gold was a key factor in silencing the bimetallism debates at the 

turn of the century.80 Others including Richard McCulley have asserted the 

failure of international bimetallism to be the result of the plunging price of 

silver during fiscal 1897, pushing popular feeling toward the more stable 

yellow metal.81  By 1897, it was evident that the president was “fast moving 

toward the conviction that an unconditional declaration for the gold standard 

was indispensible to his aspirations for American prosperity.”82 The security 

gold provided naturally decreased the United States’ chances of using silver 

as a means of developing a trading partnership with Latin America. It also 

made it more difficult for the Latin Americans to join in financial partnerships 
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with the United States due to concerns over the instability of the metal in their 

currency.83 

Much improved economic conditions and the decline in hardships in 

the years succeeding the economic crisis have shown that monetary reform, 

regarding the inclusion of silver, was neither necessary nor desirable. In his 

first annual message McKinley admitted the bimetallist cause had suffered 

defeat. The President recognised the difficulties that operating a bimetallic 

system imposed upon the government noting the “great cost to the 

Government of maintaining the parity of our different forms of money” namely 

by ensuring they are “at par with gold.”84 The fate of silver was sealed when 

McKinley referred to the burden of maintaining parity as a “dangerous menace 

to the National credit.”85 

Although talks failed to bring international bimetallism to fruition the 

efforts of the United States go a long way in demonstrating an attempt to 

improve trading relations with Latin America. As previously mentioned many 

Latin American countries operated monetary systems that were bimetallic. 

Declining prices of silver against the much stronger gold affected their ability 

to have a truly prosperous trade with powerful nations such as the United 

States and Europe. By pushing for an international bimetallic agreement, the 

United States had hoped to provide an equal playing field for trade that was 

inclusive of the republics of Latin America. Advocating for a global 

incorporation of silver into monetary systems showed that the United States 
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were willing to make a concession to include Latin America in a climate that 

was so heavily in favour of gold.  

At the turn of the century most Latin American nations still operated a 

silver monetary system. These were notably silver producing countries 

including Mexico, Bolivia, Peru and Chile. Larger and more industrially 

developed nations, for example Argentina, Brazil and Venezuela, still used fiat 

money as domestic currency but chose to make foreign payments based on a 

gold premium.86 This created a ‘partial gold-standard’ mechanism and so 

further encouraged foreign trade by removing the hassle of conversions when 

dealing with issues such as customs duties.87 After the failure of international 

bimetallism the United States sought to encourage the Latin American nations 

to switch to the gold standard. This seems to have been the next logical step 

in helping to improve Latin America’s standing in global trade. An international 

gold standard would improve the environment for trade and investment by 

using a metal that was “more predictable and less risky.”88 For Argentina, 

Brazil, Chile and Mexico, the big players who would be most effected by 

monetary reform, assurance that they would reap the benefits of joining the 

international gold standard was of the upmost importance. Most crucially this 

was to include “reduced interest rates on the financing that governments and 

businesses received in London.”89 The benefits of the shift to gold amongst 

Latin American nations were most obvious in the 1899 adoption of the ‘Law of 

Conversion’ in Argentina. The Argentines did not adopt a complete gold 
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standard but revised their monetary policy to provide gold reserves and fixed 

exchange rates based on a gold peso. This was fixed at a rate of 2.27 paper 

pesos per gold peso.90 Almost immediately after its adoption “the gap 

between British and Argentine interest rates decreased rapidly.”91 Such 

decreases “made it possible to restructure at lower interest rates the loans 

these nations had secured in the 1880s and 1890s.”92 Lower interest rates 

and more stable money in circulation would help to prevent the repetition of 

crises such as that of Baring Bank in 1890. It would also encourage foreign 

investment in Latin America as the promise of gold payments made them 

lower risk. While Argentinian Senator Carlos Pellegrini had pushed through 

the law, many in economic circles in Argentina were sceptical of convertibility 

and fixed exchange rates.93 With both Mexico (1905) and Brazil (1906) 

following suit and adopting the International Gold Standard the existence of 

such scepticism pointed toward U.S. encouragement as being partly 

responsible for the switch to gold, given Argentina’s sceptical approach. The 

United States had already demonstrated the benefits of a gold standard 

before they had even incorporated it into their own laws. Although the United 

States had been operating a de jure gold standard since the passage of the 

Coinage Act of 1873, it would not become de facto until the Gold Standard Act 

was introduced in 1900. Such a notion gives rise to the idea that even in 

Blaine’s absence the United States still sought to create an equal footing for 

Latin America, both in terms of their own relations with the Latin Republics 
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and on a global scale. Safety and Security went hand in hand with gold 

standard at the dawn of the twentieth century and whilst efforts to create an 

international bimetallic agreement are undeniable the desire for the imposition 

of a gold standard across the Americas seems to have been the ultimate goal. 

Not only would this benefit the United States, whose business’ would be more 

likely to engage with these nations with reduced risk but would also greatly 

benefit Latin America by affording them a level of stability that would be 

economically advantageous to their overall development. Many American 

newspapers recognised the McKinley administration as being “unquestionably 

controlled by the gold influence,” but in either scenario the United States 

looked determined to keep the Latin Americans on the same footing.94  

IBAR and Trade potential in the late 1890s 
	

Although serious discussion surrounding the expansion of trade in the 

Americas had typically slowed down at this time, the International Bureau of 

American Republics (IBAR) was still working to unearth trade potential in the 

region. While the United States worked on currency and tariff reform, IBAR 

frequently cited transportation and communication as the main issue to be 

addressed. Following the conference of 1889 the main area that had 

continued to develop, in spite of all other issues, was the Pan-American 

railroad. In 1897 IBAR chose to emphasise this railway expansion as the 

building block for improved economic relations. The Bureau recognised the 

feat of engineering as evidence that the American Republics had already 

began uniting “in a great scheme of cooperation for developing facilities of 
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transportation by land.”95 They believed that the Pan-American railroad could 

be used as an example for the next phase of friendly commercial expansion: 

maritime trade.96  

Further to this, much like how the U.S. broke down the countries of 

Latin American into sub-regions, so too did IBAR in considering commercial 

potential at this time. In late 1897 the Bureau released updates of the current 

trade situation and commercial opportunities presented by each region. 

Firstly, were the countries of Central America, the island nations of the West 

Indies and Mexico, long considered a separate entity altogether. Trade with 

Mexico had undoubtedly been taken more seriously in recent years as their 

relationship grew increasingly friendly. By 1897 the United States supplied 

“about one-half of the imports” and received “three-fourths of the exports of 

Mexico.”97 IBAR noted that as a result of “steadily developing facilities of 

transportation…this exchange” could be “vastly augmented.”98 The Bureau, 

however, recognised the need to develop this into a more equal partnership, 

through reciprocity and transport development. This was down to the fact that 

Mexico took “a great majority of her imports from European countries,” an 

“unequal exchange” for the United States and a “needless waste in 

commerce.”99 The Bulletin reported that Porfario Díaz, the Mexican president, 
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was “understood to be inclined to some effective form of reciprocity” and 

therefore in line with IBAR’s plans.100 While Mexico had great potential for an 

equal relationship, this appeared problematic in Central America and the West 

Indies. The report claimed that by 1897 many of these countries were 

“practically dependent upon the United States for the necessaries of life.”101 

While the bulletin argued, “reciprocity would insure the sale to them of many 

articles of manufacture which they now buy in Europe” it is hard to imagine 

this being equal. With countries like Honduras, whose “dependence on the 

United States was well-nigh absolute,” what could they offer the U.S. on an 

equal return?102  

The nations that lay along the northern coast of South America were 

also deemed to be of special importance to the United States due to their 

geographical position on the Caribbean basin. As a result of this Colombia, 

Venezuela, Curacao, Trinidad and the Guyanas are often considered in 

conversation surrounding Caribbean commerce. IBAR, in its mission to 

improve transportation and communication outlined the potential for very clear 

cut steamship lines that would connect major ports like New York with 

Cartagena and Caracas.103 Its main focus, however, was the relationship 

between the United States and Colombia. The coastal state housed a wealth 

of minerals and had the capability of an immense output of coffee, cacao, 

tobacco and agricultural products that would do well in the U.S. markets.104 

Yet, in 1897 the United States was only the third biggest export nation, behind 
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France and Great Britain respectively. Hoping to overtake the aforementioned 

nations, the Bureau used Colombia as another example of the benefits of 

reciprocal trade. Data was released showing the increase in exports and 

imports on major articles including coffee, hides and skins. Between 1894 and 

1896 imports from Colombia had more than doubled, increasing from 

$2,234,887 to $4,843,256 while exports rose from $2,784,634 to 

$3,382,588.105 This was mainly a result of recent tariff changes but arguably 

could be further augmented through reciprocal trade deals and new 

steamship lines.  

On the west coast lay three very important ports for consideration: 

Guayaquil in Ecuador, Callao in Peru, and Valparaiso in Chile. In 1897 each 

of these ports reflected the importance of the isthmian canal being considered 

for construction in Nicaragua. The Bureau of American States regularly 

pushed the canal as a means of highlighting the importance of transport in 

developing relations. A Nicaraguan canal would cut both costs and time 

significantly. In comparing this new route with that via Cape Horn it was 

argued that steamers travelling from New York could cut the distance to 

Guayaquil by 7,073 miles, Callao by 5,896 and Valparaiso by 3,426.106  Unlike 

the ABC nations of Argentina, Brazil and Chile, Peru and Ecuador were 

deemed to be underdeveloped. The December 1897 bulletin openly 

addressed this issue, noting that because of this their wealth of natural 

resources could not “offer tempting prizes for enterprise and capital.”107 In 

addition, Ecuador’s prospects for development were hampered by their 
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insufficient transport system, a further argument for the importance of 

transportation in this developing relationship.108  Chile, unlike its other west 

coast neighbours, was already on the radar of the United States trade 

legations. The U.S. recognised, “economically, as well as politically, Chile is 

one of the most progressive of all South American republics,” therefore 

increasing their worth as trading partners.109 Much like Colombia, the United 

States was only the third biggest exporter to Chile, behind Great Britain and 

Germany.110 IBAR noted the South American nation was “more nearly 

assimilated in her industrial and business methods to the United States than 

any of them” making Chilean trade, and a closer relationship, much more 

desirable. 111  

In addition to these coastal nations was Bolivia. Despite having some 

of the richest silver mines in the world and an abundance of raw materials, 

minerals and timber, the prospect of a trading partnership looked bleak. At the 

turn of the century Germany remained in control of the management of the 

import and export trade of the land locked nation making trade deals difficult. 

In the fiscal years of 1896 and 1897 records show that the United States had 

failed to import anything from the Bolivians, while exports were insignificant.112   

With the existence of problems like this it only served to reflect the 

importance of the work that IBAR was continuing despite the slow 

circumstances. Regular reports showed that change was happening but that 
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more must be done to really get the wheels in motion.113 In addition to this an 

1899 conference was held comprised of the diplomatic representatives of 

IBAR to discuss how it would move forward for the benefit of all nations 

involved.114 The fact that such conferences were taking place alongside in 

depth reports coming out of Washington were telling of the desire that still 

existed for a closer relations. This, in addition to tariff reform and attempts at 

monetary modification, only added to the notion that the U.S. wished to 

develop a trading partnership with Latin America at this time.  

Despite IBAR’s efforts, the positive perception that the United States 

wished to bring Latin America into global trade on an equal footing would not 

last. By 1898 the United States had taken a sharp turn toward imperialism that 

would negatively impact their relationship with the sister republics as they 

entered a new century.  However, when the United States declared war on 

Spain on 25 April 1898 the people of Latin America could still have viewed 

their actions positively. During the 1896 election both party platforms had 

brought to the attention the events taking place in Cuba whereby the people 

sought liberation from their Spanish rulers. 115The United States had 

displayed compassion to its neighbour, denouncing the inhumane treatment 

of the Cuban people under the control of Spanish General, Valeriano Weyler. 

Weyler, or ‘the Butcher’ as he became known, had developed a policy of 
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Reconcentrados that provoked outrage throughout the U.S. The policy, 

created in order to separate civilians from the Cuban insurgents, was 

effectively a method of mass extermination that led to the deaths of 

approximately 240,000 Cubans.116 In June 1897, Secretary of State John 

Sherman had reached out to Spain to express his disgust at Weyler’s actions. 

In a letter to the Spanish Ambassador Enrique Dupuy de Lôme, Sherman 

proclaimed: “no incident has so deeply affected the sensibilities of the 

American people or so painfully impressed their Government,” railing against 

what he believed to be a “deliberate infliction of suffering on innocent non-

combatants.”117 Public support for the Cubans would no doubt have sent a 

positive message across Latin America, having demonstrated that the United 

States did not condone the violence and mistreatment that came with Spanish 

rule in the region.118 This notion was highlighted as one of the reasons the 

United States declared war on the Spanish. President McKinley, upon asking 

Congress to declare war, pointed to the “exercise of cruel, barbarous, and 

uncivilized practices of warfare,” pushing for intervention on humanitarian 
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grounds.119 While this may have demonstrated to Latin America that the 

United States wished to protect the region, the post-war shift toward the 

Philippines, the formal transfer of control of Puerto Rico to the United States 

and the subsequent occupation of Cuba pointed to other motivation.120  

A further means of demonstrating that the U.S. did not desire 

hemispheric control was the introduction of the Teller Amendment as 

supplement to McKinley’s war message. The Amendment, proposed by 

Senator Henry M. Teller of Colorado, was imposed to quell any anxiety over 

the potential for annexation of the island in the aftermath of the war. Support 

for the amendment came most notably from businessmen, particularly those 

in the sugar industry who feared competition from an incorporated Cuba.121 

However Teller ultimately demonstrated the anti-imperialist sentiment in 

Congress. The amendment stated that the United States “hereby disclaims 

any disposition or intention to exercise sovereignty, jurisdiction, or control over 

said Island except for the pacification thereof, and asserts its determination, 

when that is accomplished, to leave the government and control of the island 
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to its people.”122 This notion would have sat well with the other nations of Latin 

America who feared that, in the event such an opportunity arose, the United 

States would have grabbed the chance to gain territory in the Caribbean. 

However, although the resolution referred to Cuba as an independent nation, 

it was written so as to avoid the official recognition of an independent 

government of the Republic of Cuba.123 This deliberate failure to recognise a 

government negatively effected relations with Latin America, having appeared 

as a slight on the ability of another Latin American nation to govern itself.  

While in Congress, the subject of recognising the Cuban government had 

been hotly debated. The Turpie amendment that dealt with the issue had 

originally read, “The United States hereby recognised the Republic of Cuba as 

the true and lawful government of that island.”124 Concern over the ability of 

the existing Cuban government to rule led to the clause being stricken out. 

The Turpie amendment was subsequently replaced with the words, “the 

people of the island of Cuba of right out to be free and independent” allowing 

the United States room for interference in the development of government 

following Spain’s defeat.125 The administration, in particular the president, was 

not fond of the Teller amendment. This was widely reported across the United 

States where The New York Sun claimed some of his friends had insisted that 

prior to the approval of the amendment the president had considered allowing 

“the resolutions to become law without his signature.”126 As the president’s 
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disdain at losing the potential for annexation became public knowledge it is 

highly unlikely that the Latin Americans were unaware. With expansionist 

aims on the president’s agenda Latin America would have been wary of U.S. 

dealings in the hemisphere. Even with the amendment in place, the State 

Department continued to refer to Cuba as “territory transiently ours by 

conquest.”127 Discussions around their role in Cuba in the aftermath of the 

War mentioned that the United States “...could hold Cuban territory in trust 

until, with restored tranquillity a government could be constitutionally 

organized which we could formally recognize.”128 Such rhetoric emphasised 

that the United States had placed no time frame on their occupation of the 

island and would only leave if they were satisfied with the government; in 

other words they would leave when a government operating to United States 

standards was imposed.   This, combined with McKinley’s views, would have 

had a significantly negative impact on the budding relationship. It appeared as 

though the potential for progress would only negate once the McKinley 

administration left office or made a U-turn on their policy.  

The Spanish American War and the Emerging American Empire 
	

In the aftermath of the Spanish-American War the United States 

emerged as an imperial power. Following Commodore Dewey and the Asiatic 

Squadron’s defeat of Spain at the Battle of Manila Bay, the United States 

came to acquire the Philippines.129 The Treaty of Paris that formally ended the 
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war also signed over to the U.S. the Spanish islands of Guam and Puerto 

Rico.  This was an out and out display of imperialism that, to the nations of 

Latin America, would easily be construed as a U.S. grab for control in the 

Caribbean basin and beyond.  

While the territorial acquisition alone was enough to threaten the 

chances of developing an equal relationship amongst the nations of the 

Americas, the United States actions in the Philippines made it much worse.  

This was particularly important as the Philippines played a key role in the 

United States’ search for foreign markets, something they were also seeking 

in Latin America. The question therefore remained, if the U.S. could do this in 

the Philippines would they also do this in the Americas? Between February 

1899 and July 1902 the United States found itself embroiled in another war, a 

continuation of the Filipino struggle for independence. The prolonged U.S. 

military presence on the Philippine archipelago had resulted in a violent 

retaliation from the Filipino people. Much like in Cuba, the United States were 

reluctant to leave the island until they could establish a strong, stable 

government. The United States used the violent backlash of the Filipinos as a 

means of defending their decision to remain in the archipelago. An article in 

the New York Times defended the U.S. government quoting, “The Filipinos 

have chosen a bloody way to demonstrate their incapacity for self 

government.”130 The U.S. claimed that they desired to help the Filipinos create 

their own government, a claim that has been acknowledged by a wealth of 

historians including Michael Hunt. Hunt in his 1987 work Ideology and U.S. 
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Foreign Policy acknowledged the belief that “to leave the Filipinos to their own 

devices would be irresponsible and dishonourable.”131 Although the United 

States maintained they had the best interests of the Filipinos at heart their 

actions demonstrated a more sinister side. Violent assaults, controversial 

methods of warfare, and reports of torture including the ‘water-cure’ 

characterized the occupation of the Philippines.132 The actions of the United 

States toward the Filipinos were based upon their so-called barbarous nature. 

A characteristic they had supposedly developed or maintained after years of 

Spanish misrule. If this was indeed the case, the Latin Americans had a case 

to mistrust the United States, as they too were previous Spanish colonies. If 

this applied to the Filipino people why not them? It would surely give the Latin 

Republics cause to question whether the U.S. really desired equality.  The 

Philippine-American War demonstrated the United States as a power hungry, 

racially motivated nation who saw fit to treat people differently based upon the 

colour of their skin. McKinley spoke of the U.S. as “absolute and supreme,” 

rhetoric that appeared in stark contrast to the benevolence they professed.133 

A direct order from the Secretary of War stating, “The president directs that 

there must be no joint occupation,” gave evidence to the view that the United 

States prioritised control above all else.134 At this stage the United States had 

clearly demonstrated a desire for domination over partnership, a characteristic 
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that could easily spill over into their relationship with Latin America. The 

rhetoric of imperialism compromised racism, and in the case of the United 

States, the self-affirmed superior race, would be prominent in its quest for 

empire. If this was the path the United States had chosen, inaction regarding 

an improved economic-friendship between them and Latin America was 

understandable.  

Further to this the Philippine-American War went a long way in 

demonstrating the desperate desire of the United States to move into the 

China market, leaving Latin America to wait. The Secretary of State, John Hay 

gives a prime example of the U.S. fixation on China and his papers are 

testament to this. This collection is bursting with manuscripts and letters 

dedicated to the China market, whilst Latin America is barely mentioned, if at 

all.135 The rise of imperialism, orchestrated by major characters such as 

Theodore Roosevelt, Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, John Hay and Alfred 

Thayer Mahan, led to the development of ‘Large Policy’ and the prioritization 

of Pacific trade.  Pacific Trade, and most importantly trade in China were 

argued to have the potential to provide a fiscal stimulus to the United States’ 

economy, relieving the stress on the already saturated home market. Latin 

America had once been placed at the forefront of solutions to the growing 

surplus in the U.S. but by 1898 they had been set aside for a more favourable 

market. The United States was by this time embroiled in a struggle between 

Great Britain and Germany over the Samoan Islands. The acquisition of the 

eastern islands as a result of the Tripartite Convention of 1899 provided the 
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U.S. with naval stations in the Pacific that would prove vital to Asiatic trade.136 

The threat of economic stagnation drove the United States toward China and 

away from the American Republics. Senator Albert Beveridge expressed his 

desire for Pacific territories proclaiming: “the power that rules the Pacific, 

therefore is the power that rules the world.”137 He was not alone in this belief. 

Theodore Roosevelt, during a speech in Boston in October 1899, expressed: 

“the master of Manila can make terms with every power in the East, and those 

vast markets must be held open in the interest of our industry and our 

commerce.”138 The 7,107 sprawling islands of the Philippine archipelago 

provided a most favourable position in the pacific in terms of trade, naval 

bases and coaling stations; A position that served as a stepping-stone to the 

China market. By 1898 the United States had $1,231,482,330 worth of export 

goods and nearly half a billion dollars worth of excess, necessitating new 

large markets of which Latin America seemingly would not suffice.139 John 

Barrett, who had served as a war correspondent working alongside Admiral 

Dewey, predicted the potential from China to consume around 

$1,500,000,000 worth of American goods in the foreseeable future.140 Calls 

for the government to take action in the China trade were deafening 

particularly from farm leaders who saw “the basic solution to the problem (of 
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overproduction) to be Asiatic markets.”141 These notions, combined with 

sentiments expressed in publications such as Journal of Commerce and 

Commercial Bulletin that China was “simply invaluable” added to the push for 

China trade, taking precedence over the markets of Latin America.142 In 

addition the United States attitude toward China would have done little to 

encourage economic relations with Latin America. The equal trade the United 

States talked about was swapped for an aggressive, U.S. first attitude in Asia. 

U.S. Minister to China, Charles Denby discussed the export trade in terms of 

“giving the U.S. preferential treatment.”143 How could the United States be 

trusted to develop an equal trade relationship with Latin America when they 

were behaving in such a way in other markets? It certainly appeared that they 

could not. Growing concern for access to the China Market meant any 

progress for U.S.-Latin American relations was low priority. Spheres of 

influence were already being carved out in China and the United States 

worried that if they did not act fast they would lose the market altogether. 144 

Theodore Roosevelt had pointed out that “no power was strong enough to 

implement a Monroe Doctrine in China” so in order to get ahead of the game 

the United States had to put all of its energy into the pursuit of the China 
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market.145 In this case it necessitated the creation of the Open Door notes in 

order to thwart European ambitions. 

U.S. policy toward China at the turn of the century epitomised the 

protective policies that characterized the McKinley administration. It also 

served an important role in the development of U.S.-Latin American relations 

by giving the Latin Americans a demonstration of what may come as a result 

of foreign commercial exploitation. Secretary of State John Hay worked 

tirelessly in penning what became known as the Open Door notes that 

essentially sought free trade in China through forced reciprocity. The notes 

were an informal agreement between the United States and the great powers 

that allowed for equal access to ports so as to provide a benefit to all nations 

trading in China.146 Unsurprisingly due to the demand for the China market 

this new policy received widespread support. Politicians including Democrat 

and Ex-Representative for Tennessee, Josiah Patterson declared the move to 

be one of progress.147 The European powers alongside the United States had 

grown concerned that the spheres of influence being carved out were 

strangling trade. The first of the Open Door notes, presented in September 

1899 spoke of the desire for equal commercial access to China and the 

prevention of discrimination in trade. While providing unrestricted foreign 

access to the market, the notes recognised the need to “preserve the integrity 

of the Chinese Customs Service,” a crucial source of funding for the struggling 
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Chinese Government.148 Despite the first note defending the integrity of 

Chinese commerce the Boxer Rebellion, an anti-foreign insurrection that 

received the support of the Qing court, followed its release.149 The Open Door 

ideology was but one example of foreign meddling that caused discomfort 

among Chinese nationalists. While the American occupation with China 

undoubtedly affected the improvement of relations with Latin America simply 

by diverting attention elsewhere, actions in the wake of the Open Door notes 

also gave rise to the question of motivation. Although the notes called to 

protect China, the subsequent anti-foreign sentiment surely raised suspicions 

of foreign motive in China. Were they, Europe, as well as the United States, 

exploiting Chinese trade for their own gain while claiming to defend China? 

Historians such as David Ryan have argued this to be the case. Ryan 

postulates the “Open Door notes facilitated continued U.S. expansionism 

despite the social rejection of formal colonialism.”150If the United States were 

willing to disguise support for the government in China to reap the benefits 

what would stop them from doing something similar in Latin America. With the 

Open Door viewed by nationalists in China as foreign meddling it begged the 

question of whether the U.S. would potentially impose similar measures in 

Latin America. It’s trade rivalry in the region, which included many of the same 

nations that were in contention in China, had the potential to result in the 

carving up of Latin America into spheres of influence.  China had willingly 

engaged in treaties with the nations of Europe but this had not been 
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satisfactory for the United States. Should the independent nations of Latin 

America engage in treaties akin to those in China or would the U.S. seek a 

similar ideology in the Western Hemisphere to protect its business interests? 

The imposition of an Open Door policy in China was somewhat of a 

risk to take, especially when you consider the potential loss of revenue should 

the United States have developed its own sphere of influence. Concessions 

would also result in a loss in revenue although a reciprocal agreement on 

other trade matters, for example port duties or items being added to the free 

list, would appease this loss. If the United States could risk everything in 

China, why were the reciprocal Kasson treaties rejected?  

The Kasson Treaties 
	
The creation of the Dingley Tariff in 1897 had imposed provisions for the 

creation of a reciprocity commission. President McKinley appointed as special 

commissioner plenipotentiary, a former Representative from Iowa and 

experienced diplomat, John A. Kasson. Kasson was to head the commission, 

overseeing the negotiation of reciprocal treaties with nations across the globe. 

As the commission concentrated heavily on the development of treaties within 

the Western Hemisphere, in particular the Caribbean region, the treaties had 

an impact upon the progress of relations between the United States and Latin 

America.  

Overall, the commission negotiated seventeen treaties most of which 

were reported before Congress in 1899. Unfortunately the majority of the 

treaties were unsuccessful. Yet, even when treaties were not necessarily 

developed, the Kasson Commission showed that interest in increased trade in 

the Americas still existed. The Venezuelan treaty, for example, encouraged 
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discussion of renewed attempts at reciprocity in Venezuela. Further to this, 

businesses and commercial groups approached the commission to discuss 

whether work would be done in certain other countries. For example the 

Chamber of Commerce of San Francisco went to great trouble to push for 

reciprocal treaties between the United States and Bolivia. The Chamber 

argued that Bolivian merchants were keen to do a deal that impacted the 

import of flour, wine and canned goods from California but were struggling 

due to the existing advantages enjoyed by France and Chile.151 Attempts had 

been made in early 1898 to develop a reciprocal treaty with Peru. This was 

rejected on the grounds of the “difference in productive power” that led to an 

“enormous advantage for the United States.”152Despite the United States 

clearly seeking the upper hand in this trade negotiation, Peru made it evident 

that they were interested in developing the treaty further. The Peruvian 

legation made a point of stating that the “government of Peru earnestly 

desires to draw closer in commercial relations with the great republic” but that 

the existing proposition would deal “a fatal blow to industries.”153Kasson had 

hoped that the original, rejected treaty would “lend also to the enlargement of 

steamship communication between Peru and the United States” 

demonstrating that the special commissioner hoped to use his position to 
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further commerce in every possible way.154By 1899 a reciprocal treaty with 

South America was finally brought before the Senate. Kasson and his team 

had worked tirelessly to negotiate a treaty with their greatest Latin American 

sceptic, Argentina. The proposed commercial convention provided the United 

States with generous reductions on exports to the Argentine Republic. The 

Argentine Customs Tariff Law authorized concessions to “a reduction of not 

exceeding fifty per cent of the duties prescribed” a reduction they were willing 

to provide to the United States on many goods.155 The U.S. agreed a 20% 

reduction on numerous principal imports, including, but not limited to, sugar, 

hides and wool. In return the Argentines would impose a 50% reduction on 

items including canned goods and dried fruits, a 20% reduction on items 

including cereals and cotton rope and finally a 15% reduction on certain 

woods.  Although the United States had secured the greater reductions, the 

treaty faced serious opposition once it reached the Senate floor. This came 

from both protectionist members of the Congress and from organized 

business groups who committed themselves to high tariffs.156 Despite the 

Dingley Tariff allowing for reductions up to 20% the Senate felt that the 

Argentine treaty was too high. The proposed tariff also faced opposition from 

woolgrowers in the United States who feared competition as a result of the 
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reduction on wool.157 The Argentine treaty was not the only one to receive this 

heavy opposition. Tariffs proposed by the commission between France, 

Ecuador, and Jamaica were also deemed to contain too high concessions, 

whilst the Jamaican treaty was seen as competition to the fruit growers of 

California.158 The proposed imposition of these treaties caused major issue 

and resulted in the Senate withholding the vote. The situation in the Senate 

infuriated Mr. Kasson who attributed “the present agitation to ignorance of the 

terms of their treaties and their effect.”159 Further treaties were met with 

similar disdain. The Commission had negotiated a further four treaties with 

Great Britain for Barbados (18 July 1899), British Guiana (21 July 1899), the 

Turks and Caicos Islands (22 July 1899) and Bermuda (24 July 1899).160 

These were subsequently rejected by the Senate despite being in line with 

Section four of the Dingley tariff which allowed for the creation of such treaties 

without further Congressional action if they were made within two years of its 

passage. President McKinley was not happy with the outcome and pressed 

the Senate to approve the treaties during his annual message. McKinley 

argued that despite opposition from some business groups the failure of the 

Senate to act upon the proposed treaties had “caused much disappointment 

to the agricultural and industrial interest of the country, which hoped to profit 

by their provisions.”161 The president continued, noting that reciprocity “has 

been so repeatedly approved by the people of the United States that there 
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ought to be no hesitation,” essentially telling the Senate their actions went 

against the will of the people.162 While the president appeared firm in his 

language he did not press much further on the issue. Historians such as 

Douglas Irwin have argued that despite his continued desire for reciprocal 

trade the upcoming election caused McKinley to worry about splitting the 

Republican Party over such a divisive issue.163 The Kasson treaties were 

perceived as a departure from the reciprocity first professed in the McKinley 

Tariff. Reciprocity in the early 1890s had sought reductions on goods not 

produced in the United States whereas the Kasson treaties included goods 

that were in direct competition with U.S. industry.164 By allowing them the 

opportunity to present themselves as competitors it gives evidence to the 

notion that the United States wanted to give the Latin Americans an equal 

footing in trade in the Western Hemisphere. Although Kasson and the 

commission promoted the opportunities for market expansion for U.S. 

products, the Senate continued to hamper proceedings for fear of “disturbing 

an improving economic situation by troublesome agitation over the 

tariff.”165The Kasson treaties provided the United States with the opportunity 

to progress in their challenge for improved and equal economic relations 

between themselves and the nations of Latin America. Mr Kasson’s laborious 

task was met with earnest protest, which claimed that the reductions on 

foreign products would be “injurious, if not ruinous.”166 The North American 
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Review in 1905 would note that these protests had resulted in “Mr. Kasson’s 

arduous work” going down into “history as a failure.”167 The National 

Association of Manufacturers (NAM) proved to be one of McKinley’s greatest 

advocates for reciprocity even after the Kasson treaties failed. They, like 

McKinley, had pressured the Senate to approve treaties for commercial 

reciprocity but to no avail. As a result the NAM took it upon themselves to 

organise a National Reciprocity Conference for 1902. The NAM “sought to 

champion tariff reduction and to send a clear message to Congress that 

business as a group supported this position.”168 Unfortunately their efforts 

were hampered by the American Protective Tariff League who overran the 

conference and pushed discussion away from the original resolution and 

instead toward Chinese wall protection. Although attempts to goad the Senate 

into approving treaties by showing the support that reciprocity had in business 

circles did not go as planned, it gave evidence to the fact that United States 

business’ wanted to work with Latin America in commercial partnership. This 

was also true of the administration itself that had initially created the 

Reciprocity Commission. Whilst the treaties proved unsuccessful they 

demonstrated that the McKinley administration was still committed to 

improving relations with Latin America. McKinley continued to push for a 

reciprocal relationship but was defeated at the final hurdle by the Senate who 

seemed intent on preventing any deals from being struck.  
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Vice President Roosevelt 
	

As the new century dawned it was time for the United States to take to 

the polls once more. In the aftermath of war the United States had emerged 

as a world power, a fact that immensely helped maintain the popularity of the 

sitting president. Despite his popularity in his home country, McKinley had 

done very little to improve the relationship between the United States and 

Latin America.  

A difficult, protectionist Senate prevented much of what the president 

had planned. By far his most obvious act in pushing for a better relationship 

with Latin America is demonstrated through the Kasson treaties. The 

influence of business and mainly the growing power of trusts had prevented 

their success and had shown the president that trusts, operating through 

advocacy groups like NAM, were a growing threat. The president saw them as 

restrictive to trade and competition and outwardly supported the Sherman Anti 

Trust Law of 1890.169 In early 1899, McKinley told Charles Dawes, his 1896 

campaign manager and Comptroller of the Currency, that, “He would ask 

Congress for Anti-Trust legislation in the near future.”170 The timing of his 

proposed attempts to stop the trusts demonstrated his irritation at their 

influence in stopping the passage of the Kasson treaties. An attack on the 

trusts would ensure the administration had the ability to finally pass reciprocal 

legislation and exhibit a commitment to better commercial ties in the western 

hemisphere. 
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 Furthermore, the U.S.-Latin American relationship was to be 

unexpectedly affected by the vice-presidential nomination. While McKinley 

never publicly advocated a candidate for the nomination the public showed 

overwhelming support for Governor of New York, Theodore Roosevelt. Given 

Roosevelt’s anti-trust sentiment he would have been an ideal running mate 

should McKinley choose to pursue anti-trust legislation. The 1900 election 

however ran on the major issues surrounding the United States’ imperialist 

status and its expansion abroad. Roosevelt was a keen advocate of 

imperialism and had played a role in the Spanish-American War, both as 

Assistant Secretary of the Navy and as a member of the Rough Rider 

regiment. The citizens of the United States were still revelling in victory and 

the hero Roosevelt was just what they wanted. The Governor, although 

sceptical of the role himself, had the support of many Republicans in 

Washington and a majority of Senators and Representatives believed him to 

be “the logical candidate of the party for Vice President.””171Newspapers 

glorified Roosevelt, enhancing public support for his candidacy. The El Paso 

Daily Herald proclaimed the McKinley-Roosevelt ticket “will lead the grand 

Republican Party to glorious victory.”172 In addition Roosevelt already had a 

good relationship with many members of McKinley’s cabinet including 

Secretary of State John Hay, but his outspoken character displeased Mark 

Hanna. Upon Roosevelt’s nomination for the vice-presidency Hanna famously 

erupted, railing, “Don’t any of you realise that there’s only one life between 
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this madman and the Presidency.”173 While Hanna’s ‘madman’ remark was 

somewhat over the top it is not untrue that Roosevelt was a man who knew 

his own mind and would not allow himself to be controlled. One area of 

politics where he would not budge at the time was his staunch support for 

imperialism.   

Roosevelt was very passionate when it came to the arena of foreign 

policy and international strategy and while he supported imperialism he did 

not support empire for empire’s sake.174 What he did look for was, as William 

Tilchin and Charles Neu put it, strategic “real estate” that would provide the 

opportunity for U.S. progress.175 As previously mentioned he was an advocate 

of large policy and relished the opportunity to expand U.S. power, especially 

when considering foreign markets. This was a cause for concern amongst the 

governments of Latin America. Roosevelt had never spoken fondly of the 

Latin Americans and as was commonplace in his time, referred to them as 

dagoes.176 Howard Beale has argued that this was not because of their Latin 

origin but was “provoked by the weakness and inability of these particular 

Latinos to rule themselves effectively.”177 The inability to self-govern directly 

links to the views of the United States at the time when it came to Cuba or the 

Philippines. To have such a character in high office that had the potential to 

vastly influence the president would naturally be a worry. If his thoughts on 
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Latin American government were as such what was to stop him bending the 

president’s ear and pushing to expand a large policy in order to teach the 

Latinos how to govern properly. Moreover, Roosevelt was an avid supporter 

of the Monroe Doctrine, a controversial issue in Latin America. Roosevelt’s 

attitude toward the doctrine, accompanied with his jingoistic tendencies, was a 

potential threat to Latin America. The idea of such a man in a position of 

power that could drag them into war would not be particularly appealing. On 

the other hand Frederick Marks contends that Roosevelt the jingo, was not 

always a crazy, warmonger and had a distinct ability to combine “patriotic 

fever with an equally broad concern for international peace and progress”.178  

While the doctrine professed support it had always been viewed as a way for 

the United States to gain a controlling influence in the region. On the other 

hand it had the potential to be used as a tool for peace. However, within the 

first month of his appointment to the vice presidency, Roosevelt had already 

expressed his distrust with Germany and their motives in Latin America and 

the Caribbean. His public profession that “Germany was the only country with 

which the United States was likely to go to war with” in the near future was no 

doubt alarming.179 

Inter-Oceanic Canal: The United States in the Caribbean 
	
With Roosevelt by his side William McKinley won a comfortable victory in the 

1900 rematch against William Jennings Bryan. Although the turn of the 

century had been marred by controversy surrounding the Philippines, the 

United States was an ever-prosperous nation, flourishing on the world stage. 
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The United States’ influential status in the western hemisphere itself was 

changing too. While talk of an inter-oceanic canal had been on going since 

the mid nineteenth century it was only in the last few years of the first 

McKinley administration that it really gained momentum.180 An American 

controlled canal suggested two potential paths for U.S.-Latin American 

relations: Domination or partnership. 

The canal would play a major part in the development of the United 

States’ global status at the turn of the century. By 1900 talk of a Nicaraguan 

canal had spurred Great Britain into action due to the fact such a route would 

completely disregard the existing Clayton-Bulwer Treaty (1850).181 Talks 

surrounding the Hay-Pauncefote Treaty began in early 1900 between the 

secretary of state and Lord Julian Pauncefote, the British Ambassador to the 

United States. Hay was a noted Anglophile and worked hard to maintain a 

good relationship between the United States and Great Britain. Despite 

backlash from the Senate, Hay agreed with Pauncefote that the United States 

would not move to fortify any canal that would be created. This was an 

attempt to appease Great Britain who had allowed for the nullification of 

Clayton-Bulwer, giving up its shared role in the creation of an inter-oceanic 

canal. The final ratified treaty however, “implicitly gave the United States the 
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sole right to fortify a canal” and therefore a potential base in the Caribbean.182 

The trade potential for such a canal amongst the American nations could 

hardly be forgotten. Its prime position meant that the immediate impact would 

be felt from New Orleans to the west coast of South America. Major products 

such as coffee and cocoa from Central America, minerals and nitrates from 

the west coast of South America, and grain from California would be more 

accessible to the world market. The canal would open the Americas up to the 

world in terms of trade expansion, as “prices largely reduced by the cheaper 

transportation afford by the canal” would result in “a greater demand for these 

products.”183 As a result of the burgeoning canal, Caribbean relations took 

precedence in terms of the developing Latin American policy. But while an 

inter-oceanic canal would understandably impact the relationship between the 

United States and Latin America, the development of relations with Great 

Britain as a result of the treaty appear far more influential. The upcoming 

transition of power in the United Kingdom played a key role in how the treaty 

played out. With Lord Salisbury already ceding power to his nephew Arthur 

Balfour, a closer bond was imminent. As Ambassador Pauncefote moved to 

set up the British legation as the foremost in Washington it demonstrated the 

importance of relations between the two great powers. By placing themselves 

at the forefront in Washington foreign affairs, the British were essentially 

recognising the new power status of the United States. Balfour had already 

expressed that he believed America could be a faithful partner and thus 

demonstrated a trust in them by conceding exclusive control of the Canal. 
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Balfour was said to be eager for an agreement. Balfour’s desire for the 

Canal’s existence was so strong in early 1905 he remarked he was content 

that “with England at Suez and the US at Panama we should hold the world in 

a pretty strong grip;” A clear demonstration of want for a growing Anglo-

American partnership.184 The repudiation of the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty 

demonstrates a ceding of power to the United States, allowing them to have 

more of a leading role in the Caribbean. This gives rise to the idea of the 

United States becoming a dominant force in the Caribbean basin. The 

seemingly grasping of power in the region gives evidence to hegemonic, if not 

imperial designs on the behalf of the United States that would negatively 

impact the already precarious relationship that existed between the colossus 

of the north and the republics of Latin America. If this seed of doubt was in the 

minds of the Latin Americans the United States needed an opportunity to 

change this. This opportunity fortunately was just around the corner. 

The Pan-American Exposition, 1901 
	
From the mid-nineteenth century expositions were becoming a popular way of 

displaying a nation’s achievements. Expositions provided an opportunity to 

showcase developments such as advancements in the field of technology. 

They also served as a platform for the demonstration of partnership through 

the celebration of success of their fellow nations. In 1901 it was the United 

States opportunity to showcase Latin American achievements to the world. 

 Expositions were lauded as “manifestations of the industrial revolution” 

and displays of the “global collisions between western civilization and other 
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cultures.”185 These events had proved particularly popular in Europe following 

the large exhibition at Crystal Palace, London in 1851. Paris followed suit in 

1889 with the Exposition Universelle, which drew crowds in the tens of 

millions. The United States joined the exposition scene in 1893 with the 

World’s Columbian Exposition, held in Chicago, Illinois between May and 

October. The Cotton States and International Exposition, hosted by Atlanta in 

1895, swiftly followed the World's Fair. This was the first United States 

exposition that openly cited the encouragement of trade with Latin America 

amongst its purposes.  

During the Cotton States Exposition the decision was made to develop 

a further conference that would prioritize the U.S.-Latin American relationship. 

John M. Brinker, a railroad speculator from Buffalo put forward his home city 

as the prime location to host the exposition, which met the approval of the 

Exhibitor’s Association.186 Buffalo, New York was one of the most easily 

accessible cities in the United States. While the population of Buffalo alone 

was 350,000, it was calculated by Brinker that around 40 million people lived 

within a 12-hour journey of the city. The potential for an increased footfall was 

a major factor in the cities selection.  The site was seen as an area that had 

the facilities for displaying the new electric age that the world was about to 

enter.187 Its proximity to Niagara Falls provided further appeal not only as a 

tourist attraction but also as a means of displaying North American 

advancements in hydroelectric power. The Committee hoped that by making 
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the fair as extravagant as possible it would be unlike anything ever seen 

before and thus create greater public appeal. Even before the exposition 

opened newspapers across the United States heralded Buffalo’s “unparalleled 

display.”188 Historian Robert Rydell has asserted that “never in the history of 

expositions has there been a more carefully conceived and wrought-out 

fundamental plan that that of the Pan-American exposition.”189 The thought 

process and immense planning that went into the project goes far in 

demonstrating the importance of improving relations with Latin America. To 

ensure that the exposition was serious in terms of building a relationship they 

employed ex U.S. foreign minister to Argentina, William I. Buchanan to the 

post of Director General of the Fair. It was hoped that Buchanan’s previous 

post would serve them well when it came to understanding what Latin 

America wanted, or what would attract them to such an event. At this time the 

U.S. was enjoying friendly relations with Argentina, something that may play 

to their favour under Buchanan’s watch.190  Buchanan and his team had 

received the acceptance of many Latin American nations by September 1901, 

namely: Mexico, Brazil, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Peru, Venezuela and 

Argentina.191 The exposition brought together ideas around race and culture 

that assisted in the overarching theme of inclusion amongst the nations of the 

Americas. On the subject of uniting the western hemisphere, Rydell has 

further argued that the exposition was initiated as a “utopian fantasy about 
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peace and progress” that they hoped would last far into the future.192 The fair 

exhibited inventions, discoveries, and advancements in many different fields 

from all countries in the Americas. Many buildings and facades were done in 

the Spanish style as a gesture of good will. This was used as a tool to 

emphasize Latin American resources and therefore show its potential as a 

new market. Furthermore, U.S. weekly magazine The Nation claimed details 

such as these were a way for the United States to atone for its ‘commercial 

neglect’ of Latin America.193 In July 1898, the U.S. government were so 

confident of what was being created at Buffalo that they adopted a resolution 

stating: “A Pan-American exposition will undoubtedly be of vast benefit to the 

commercial interest of the countries of North, South, and Central America.194 

A further architectural demonstration of the union they hoped the exposition 

would encourage came in the form of a bridge. Known as ‘the Bridge of the 

Three Americas,’ it was symbolic of a connection between all of the American 

continents, or rather the special connection the United States believed 

existed. The cultural aspects of the exposition, combined with this utopian 

idea demonstrate the desire for a heightened understanding of their 

neighbours as a means to foster peaceful and prosperous relations within the 

Americas.  

Whilst many attributes of the exhibition point towards a positive, 

friendly gesture, other historians have chosen to view the fair in a negative 

light. Thomas Leary and Elizabeth Sholes are two such historians who have 

shared this view. They argue that the United States took this as an 
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opportunity to assert their dominance in the western hemisphere. Leary and 

Sholes believed that whenever the opportunity arose exhibitions were utilised 

to “make clear that the United States was now the hemispheric, if not the 

world’s imperialist leader.”195 With the consequences of the Spanish-American 

War still fresh in the minds of Latin American leaders, should these exhibits 

have been construed the wrong way, the repercussions would have resulted 

in the exact opposite of the fair’s purpose. With the exclusion of any nation 

other than that present in the Western Hemisphere, the fair could have been 

mistaken as an exploitation opportunity.196 The acquisition of former Spanish 

colonies by the United States as a result of the Spanish-American War gave 

rise to the notion that their northern neighbour wished to extend their reach 

throughout the Americas.  For some the Pan American Exposition merely 

served as a platform to display the advancements and trade opportunities 

available for exploitation by U.S. business.  

Excitement had built up in the months leading up to the opening of the 

exposition. Most newspapers, ranging from local publications such as the 

Warren Sheaf and Wichita Daily Eagle to prominent titles such as the New 

York Tribune, encouraged people to attend.197 Full page spreads 

encompassing all aspects of the event from the buildings to travel and 

accommodation appeared daily. The New York Tribune even printed a 

separate Pan-American supplement the fortnight beforehand.198 The 
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Exposition received a mostly positive response, especially in the United 

States, throughout its six-month run.199 Popular weekly magazine Puck used 

images to demonstrate the equal position of both the United States and Latin 

America at the fair. One image showed two women, representative of the U.S. 

and Latin America, riding toward the exposition on a Buffalo (See Appendix 

E). The image, published a week after the exposition opened, demonstrated 

the notion that both parties, the United States and Latin America, were 

presented equally. The feeling surrounding the exposition demonstrates its 

importance to the U.S. It served to spark conversation around Latin America 

and the relationship that existed between the Americas; A useful tool to get 

the public behind any action that the United States may be looking to take in 

Latin America in the near future. The increased chatter around the exposition 

drew the interest of influential figures looking to get in on the action for fear of 

missing out. Many important politicians and prominent businessmen visited 

Buffalo at various points during the course of its operation. The Pan-American 

exposition at Buffalo was deemed to be of such great importance that even 

the president himself wished to attend. The organisers of the exposition 

arranged for a special “President’s Day” event in honour of the chief 

executive’s visit, originally scheduled for 13 June. Unfortunately, Ida McKinley 

had fallen ill and the president would not leave his wife behind. While the 

president’s visit was rescheduled for early September, McKinley sent John 

Hay and Elihu Root to attend the exposition on the originally planned date. 

Their presence was significant, given Hay’s status as secretary of state and 
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Root’s well-known desire for improved relations between the United States 

and Latin America.  

President McKinley set out from Washington to Buffalo to participate in 

a number of events the organising committee had arranged for his 5 

September visit. On that day, after touring the site and having the opportunity 

to take in many of the exhibits, the President appeared before the crowds at 

the Esplanade to give what would be his last address.  The speech praised 

the conference and reiterated the desire for a stronger relationship between 

the United States and Latin America. McKinley made a point of praising all 

involved including “the republics of Mexico, and of Central and South 

America” for contributing to the expositions “interest and success.”200 The 

president noted that the conference had demonstrated the massive 

advancements made by the Western Hemisphere as a whole, referring to it as 

“the progress of the human family.”201 McKinley, the champion of reciprocity, 

argued that tariffs might no longer be necessary for trade in the Americas. 

The president used this as a means to argue that reciprocity was the way 

forward in improving trade relations in the Western Hemisphere. For the 

president the exposition provided the perfect platform to discuss reciprocity, 

an attempt to demonstrate the efficacy of reciprocity in transforming relations 

and sway traditional Republicans. McKinley argued that tariffs could be 

“employed to extend and promote our markets abroad,” in other words 

altering tariffs to make trade more appealing between nations.202 Turning to 

issues discussed at the first Pan-American Conference back in 1889, the 
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president noted the need to combine these tariffs with a better steamship 

service between the ports of the Americas, direct commercial lines between 

producers and consumers, and the creation of a Pacific telegraph cable.203 

The president’s comments made it clear that very little had happened in the 

12 years following the conference but that everything discussed remained 

relevant. Increased U.S. power in the Caribbean meant that there was greater 

opportunity to see through these desires, most especially the consideration 

that an Isthmian Canal should be built.204  McKinley told the crowd that the 

exposition was instrumental in making these happen. The president argued 

that the Pan-American exposition “would have touched the heart of that 

American statesmen whose mind was ever alert and thought ever constant for 

a larger commerce and a truer fraternity of the Republics of the New World,” 

harkening back to James Blaine, whose name was now permanently aligned 

with the Pan-American movement.205 In the president’s view, the exposition 

would have a lasting impact on the relationship between the nations of the 

Americas, having remarked that though “these buildings will disappear; this 

creation of art and beauty and industry will perish from sight…their influence 

will remain.”206 

Not hours later President William McKinley was shot twice at point 

blank range while greeting members of the public. McKinley remained calm 

and the damage appeared minimal, however the impact the second bullet had 

upon the president’s pancreas proved to be fatal. By 14 September the 

president took a turn for the worse and passed away. Vice-president 
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Roosevelt subsequently headed back to Buffalo where he would quietly take 

the oath of office in the home of friend and scholar, Ansley Wilcox. 

Conclusion 
	

McKinley’s assassination shook the very foundations of the Pan-

American Exposition. The exposition opened as normal the Saturday morning 

following the shooting but “both attendance and enthusiasm had waned.”207 

McKinley memorabilia on sale at the fair rocketed in price even before the 

President died and the site eventually became famed as the site of McKinley’s 

assassination rather than the site of a victory for Pan-Americanism. When 

Theodore Roosevelt took the oath of office he chose to use the ceremony to 

honour the late president. The new chief executive proclaimed to the small 

audience present: “…in this hour of deep and terrible national bereavement, I 

wish to state that it shall be my aim to continue absolutely unbroken the policy 

of President McKinley for the peace and prosperity of our beloved country.” 

Whether he intended to follow this through or was merely making such a 

statement to help calm the shaky financial markets was yet to be seen. If he 

truly wanted to maintain McKinley’s policy of peace that would include the 

work the late president had begun on U.S.-Latin American relations. 

The years 1897-1901 have hardly gone down in history as monumental 

in terms of U.S.-Latin American relations. In fact, despite McKinley’s efforts, 

on the surface, very little had been achieved at all. Potentially impactful 

measures were blocked or fell short. However, the ideas and sentiments of 

this period, whereby we see the Latin American relationship remain in the 
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minds of the McKinley administration, have told us a great deal about the U.S. 

desire for partnership. Reciprocity remained a key policy throughout 

McKinley’s four and a half years in office. This notion provided the United 

States with an opportunity to negotiate a favourable commercial relationship 

with Latin America that would be beneficial to all parties. Unfortunately for the 

administration their greatest efforts in Latin America, in terms of reciprocity, 

were set up for failure. Despite all the hard work put in by Special 

Commissioner Kasson, the so-called Kasson treaties fell flat. While no 

commercial progress was officially made, the sentiment was there and 

although they were rejected by Congress it demonstrated to the heads of 

state of many Latin America nations that the administration was actively 

seeking a better, more equal, trade relationship.  

Although the reciprocal Kasson treaties were undoubtedly the ‘grand 

gesture’ toward an equal commercial partnership, the McKinley 

administration’s tariff revision indirectly made positive steps in the relationship 

with the other nations of the Americas. By reversing the low duties of the 

Wilson-Gorman Tariff, the increased duties imposed by the Dingley Tariff 

allowed for the inclusion of Latin American countries into the competitive 

market. This was especially true now that items heavily exported by Latin 

American countries, including sugar, had been removed from the free list. A 

number of revisions directly targeted Latin America for example duties on 

coffee, tea, vanilla beans and Tonka beans that hoped to provide better 

leverage for trade deals between these nations and the United States. 

Furthermore the fact that the United States pushed for an international 

conference on silver was a further demonstration of the U.S. hope to include 
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the nations of Latin America in growing global trade. Although ultimately a 

failure, much like Kasson, the move was seen as a positive gesture for the 

potential improvement of U.S.-Latin American relations.  

While the smaller, positive deeds never came to fruition, the negative 

aspects of the McKinley era were hard to forget. The aftermath of the 

Spanish-American War heavily impacted upon U.S. relations with its 

neighbours in the Western Hemisphere. The conflict and its subsequent 

territorial gains for the United States could not help but unnerve the minds of 

leaders throughout Latin America who worried they would be next on the U.S.’ 

expansionist agenda. As the United States gained hemispheric control in the 

Caribbean and real prospects of an inter-oceanic canal threatened to spread 

that control into Central America, the Latin Americans undoubtedly questioned 

U.S. motives in the region. Attempts to deflect negative feeling and negate the 

idea that the United States wanted full hemispheric control failed to do any 

good.208  

America’s emergence as an imperial power at the turn of the century 

set back the gains they had begun to make in 1889. All parties still recognised 

that work must be done to build positively on the relationship that existed 

between the nations of the Western Hemisphere but the imperial attitude 

demonstrated by the McKinley administration merely caused the process to 

falter. With the next inter-American conference imminent, the new president 

was handed a vital opportunity to improve relations from the early days of his 

administration.  
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Chapter Three: ‘One Step 
Forward, Two Steps Back: The 
First Roosevelt Administration, 
1901-1904 

“I think President Roosevelt has the greatest opportunity of any president in 

American History” 1 

Porfario Díaz, 1901 

 

In September 1901 Theodore Roosevelt unexpectedly found himself sitting in 

the highest seat of power in the United States government. This in turn left 

him to take up the mantel of the developing Latin-American policy. Roosevelt 

had been reluctant to take on the role of vice president but the untimely death 

of William McKinley presented the New Yorker with a plethora of 

opportunities. Roosevelt was a controversial politician. He had gained favour 

in the hype of war whereby jingoism provided him some form of platform and 

legitimacy. With the war now behind them Roosevelt had to prove himself in 

other ways. However, Roosevelt’s Caribbean policies that dominated his first 

term have played to the imperialist narrative so often aligned with the twenty-

sixth president. It is through a deeper evaluation of the president’s 

progressive paternalism that we are able to uncover a motivation toward 

partnership in the Americas. 

The early stages of his presidency were plagued with doubt as a 

number of politicians and public figures speculated against his suitability for 
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such a high office. As previously mentioned, Mark Hanna, close friend and 

advisor to the late president, had a frosty relationship with Roosevelt. Hanna 

had already disapproved of Roosevelt for the position of vice president 

alongside other Washington officials. In addition to Hanna, Roosevelt had a 

rocky relationship with many figures from the McKinley administration. 

Historian Eric Rauchway argues that this was down to Roosevelt’s notion that 

they were nothing but brutally selfish “money-getters” who have “combined to 

prevent us from doing our duty.”2 For Hanna, Roosevelt presented a threat to 

his influence in Washington. Yet it was not just in Washington that the new 

president was brought under scrutiny. Newspapers across the nation printed 

stories that questioned whether he was the appropriate man for the role. One 

such example is the Nebraska Independent who harshly criticised him against 

the late president. The Independent praised McKinley for his “fire capacity for 

patiently receiving advice and suggestion” in contrast to their view of 

President Roosevelt who they noted, despite the fact “he does what is at hand 

with tremendous energy…his career shows neither deep thought nor long-

headed judgment.”3  Not all views towards the new president were negative. It 

was reported that the initial attitudes from the cabinet were fairly positive. A 

Washington Times article wrote that they were impressed with him from the 

moment of his inauguration. The article, published on 15 September, barely a 

day after the passing of McKinley, portrayed the cabinet officers as being in 

awe of him. The newspaper described the moment Roosevelt “lifted his head 

from the attitude of prayerful consecration to his new duties” where he “met 

the eyes of the cabinet officers who surrounded him, a new and fuller 
																																																								
2 Eric Rauchway, Murdering McKinley: The Making of Theodore Roosevelt’s America (New 
York: Hill and Wang, 2003) 13. 
3 Nebraska Independent (26 September 1901) 1. 
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appreciation of his qualities as a man.”4 Despite the negativity coming out of 

Washington, Roosevelt was said to have gained public support in many 

different areas of the United States. One example was Senator Pritchard of 

North Carolina who was reported to have declared, “the south will give him 

hearty support.”5 The senator further expressed that Roosevelt’s accession to 

the office of the president “would be satisfactory to the south” who felt that he 

“had occupied every position he has been called upon to fill with credit, both 

to himself and to his constituents.”6 The support of the Southern States would 

be vital in the quest for a Latin American trade partnership. Any increased 

trade with Latin America had the potential to pose competition, particularly to 

cotton growers and sugar plantations. Roosevelt would need to garner 

southern favour in order to appease any objections to future reciprocal trade 

deals.  

McKinley and Roosevelt were very different. The president’s promises 

to continue the peaceful policy outlined by McKinley had raised questions. 

While in principle the vice president should represent the views of the 

president even following their death, Roosevelt did not fit the model McKinley 

had left behind.  The “Republican strategy during the campaign of 1900 had 

practically ignored American imperialism,” according to David Burton. 7 

However, in recent years, historians such as Michael Cullinane have argued 

that this was not exactly the case. While McKinley had continued to pursue 

his policies of benevolent assimilation, internal Republican pressures, 

																																																								
4 The Washington Times (15 September 1901) 1.  
5 The Evening Star (D.C.) (18 September 1901) 2. 
6 Ibid. 
7 David H. Burton, Theodore Roosevelt: Confident Imperialist (Pennsylvania: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1968) 61. Roosevelt’s preoccupation with the Philippines during the 
early days of his presidency provided him an opportunity to channel his imperialist nature but 
proved controversial and very much against the former administrations promises of peace.  
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resulting from mounting support of anti-imperialism, caused McKinley to 

moderate his plans.8 This placed the new, foreign focussed president in a 

difficult position. One prospective similarity however, was their contribution to 

the relationship between the United States and the sister republics to the 

south. Progress in U.S.-Latin American relations was set up for failure under 

McKinley. It appeared the same would be said for the Roosevelt 

administration. This was largely due to the president’s view that Latin 

Americans were “too racially inferior to be entrusted with the responsibility of 

self-government.”9 The upcoming second Inter-American Conference 

provided a vital and immediate opportunity to reverse this view and improve 

relations under Roosevelt’s administration.  

The Second International Conference: Mexico City 

The Second International Conference of American States, like that held in 

Washington D.C. in 1889, began with American initiatives. By the time the 

nations of the Americas met again in conference, 11 years had passed since 

their representatives had sat down together. In 1899, President McKinley 

alluded to the prospect of a second conference, this time suggesting the 

honour should be given to “one of the countries other than the United 

States.”10 Given that the first conference had made no express provision for a 

further congress this was a positive development for U.S.-Latin American 

relations. The president highlighted the importance of a second conference at 

this time, noting, since the Washington Conference the Union of American 

																																																								
8 Michael Patrick Cullinane, Liberty and American Anti-Imperialism, 1898-1909 (New York: 
Palgrave, 2012) 65. 
9 Gary Gerstle, American Crucible: Race and Nation in the Twentieth Century (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2001) 16. 
10 William McKinley, ‘Third Annual Message to Congress’ (5 December, 1899) U.S. 
Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States (Washington D.C., 1899) XXXIV. 
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Republics now represented all of the nations of South and Central America.11 

McKinley spoke positively of the work that was already in motion as a result of 

the 1889 conference: 

“The purely international character of work being done…and the 

appreciation of its value are further emphasised by the active cooperation 

which the various governments of the Latin American Republics and their 

diplomatic representatives in this capital are now exhibiting and the zealous 

endeavours they are making to extend in field of usefulness, to promote 

through it commercial intercourse…”12 

These comments only served to demonstrate the view that the United States 

wished to continue in this partnership, working toward the active promotion 

and cementing of strong commercial ties. Historians, such as Stephanie 

Dennison, have argued, by the second conference in 1901, “it at least 

appeared that more convincingly diplomatic and cultural connections were 

also being sought.”13 

The selection process for the conference host city proved to be a 

simple task. Mexico had seen its world ranking swiftly elevated following their 

invitation to attend The Hague Conference that same year and thus seemed 

the most suitable.14 An exchange between Mr. Hay and the Mexican 

Ambassador to the United States gave evidence of the U.S.’s desire to have 

Mexico host the next conference. 15 The relationship between Mexico and the 

																																																								
11 Ibid., XXXIII. 
12 Ibid., XXXIV. 
13 Stephanie Dennison, Joaquim Nabuco: Monarchism, Pan-Americanism and Nation-
Building in the Brazilian Belle Époque’ (Oxford: Peter Long, 2006) 163. 
14 Of all the countries in the Americas the only countries present at The Hague convention in 
1899 were the United States and Mexico. 
15 Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Division of International Law. The 
International Conferences of American States, 1889-1928: A Collection of the Conventions, 
Recommendations, Resolutions, Reports, and Motions Adopted by the First Six International 
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United States had seen steady improvements. The president highlighted that 

no incidents of note had taken place, while commercial intercourse had 

thrived. McKinley’s comments were suggestive of the positive impact that 

maintaining peaceable relations had on trade. This tied in well with aims of the 

previous conference, the promotion of peace, as advised by Blaine in 1889, 

and demonstrated that a level of progress was being made.16 1899 exhibited 

a “constant increase in the intimacy of our relations…and the magnitude of 

mutually advantageous interchanges.”17 Any tension between the two nations 

had almost ceased to exist, with Mexico omitting “no opportunity to show its 

strong desire to develop and perpetuate the ties of cordiality now so long 

happily unbroken.”18 As the United States once again took a leading role in 

proceedings, a close relationship with the host nation would provide them with 

a platform to see their ideas pushed through.   

Before the conference even began concerns were raised about the 

volatility of the event due to the current state of affairs throughout Latin 

America. A number of Latin American nations were in turmoil after a spate of 

civil unrest. This included many of the key nations involved in the 

development of U.S.-Latin American relations. Argentina was facing 

disturbances thanks to an unpopular bill to consolidate public debt, while 

Brazil also dealt with unrest in the capital, Rio de Janeiro, over increased 

																																																																																																																																																															
Conferences of the American States, and Documents Relating to the Organization of the 
Conferences (New York: Oxford University Press, 1931) 51. 
16 Relations between the United States and Mexico were on such a good footing at this time, 
that when Galveston, TX was badly affected by storms in September 1900, that the Mexican 
Government sent $30,000 appropriation for relief. ‘Señor Azpíroz to Mr. Hay’ 2 October 1900. 
Document 909, U.S. Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States 
(Washington D.C., 1900). 
17 William McKinley, ‘Third Annual Message to Congress’ (1899) XXV. 
18 Ibid., XXV. 
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street rail fares.19 In addition Chile, much like the United States, had recently 

suffered the loss of a president.20 President Errázuriz was a staunch 

supporter of arbitration, a fact that would have proved useful during planned 

discussions for compulsory arbitration. His support was likely a result of his 

successful attempt to avoid war with Argentina, having submitted the conflict 

to arbitration by King Edward VII.  Meanwhile toward the north, Colombia and 

Nicaragua were at loggerheads. The two nations had clashed during an 

insurrection led by Colombian General Rafael Reyes that resulted in 

Colombia taking control of the Mosquito Territory for a time. When the U.S. 

president called for a conference in 1899 these issues remained unsettled. In 

addition, the smaller nations of Central America were having problems. Santo 

Domingo had undergone revolution as a result of the poor economic decisions 

of President Lilís Heureaux. In this instance the United States were asked to 

intervene.21 Moreover general issues between the Latin American nations 

were a cause for concern. On-going boundary disputes raised many 

questions about the volatility of the conference. This was, in many respects, 

due to divisions around whether the conference should lead a discussion on 

arbitration of these disputes and not just the disputes themselves.22 U.S. 

newspapers would play on the historically volatile nature of the Central and 

South American republics throughout the conference, raising questions about 

																																																								
19 ‘Mr. Lord to Mr. Hay, 5 July 1901,’ U.S. Department of State, Foreign Relations of the 
United States (Washington D.C., 1901) 2-5; ‘Mr. Bryan to Mr. Hay, 3 July 1901’ U.S 
Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States (Washington D.C., 1901) 30. 
20 President Federico Errázuriz had died suddenly on 12 July 1901 after suffering a stroke. 
21 President Heureaux pushed Santo Domingo to the brink of bankruptcy, lending copious 
amounts from European and American creditors. Hyperinflation as a result of the mass 
printing of unsecured money ruined many companies/merchants in the country. Heureaux 
was ultimately murdered in July 1899 and replaced following an election by Juan Isidio 
Jimenez. The economy of Santo Domingo was more or less placed under the control of the 
United States after they formally recognized the new government. 
22 See Evening Star (Washington D.C., 4 September 1901) 6. 
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their ability to rationally make unilateral decisions when they could not control 

their own affairs.23  

While Latin American nations struggled with internal issues, 

relationships with the United States were incredibly varied and raised doubt 

as to how the conference would proceed. Despite their developing 

relationship, the U.S. and Mexico clashed occasionally over some minor 

issues. In early 1901 a problem arose surrounding the imprisonment of 

several railway employees who were American citizens. While the matter was 

eventually resolved the incident brought into question the rights and safety of 

U.S. citizens working abroad.24 While tension with Mexico was minimal, this 

was not the case when it came to Venezuela. Venezuelan officials in the 

Orinoco River spotted the U.S.S. Scorpion, a steam patrol yacht based in 

Central America, in early 1901. The then Minister to Venezuela, Francis B. 

Loomis sent word to the United States that “the Venezuelan Government 

protests most strongly against the presence…without having asked 

permission to enter.”25 Venezuela claimed the port was “not open to foreign 

commerce” and that the U.S. would have been aware of this.26 The issue of 

commercial access to certain rivers and tributaries was the cause of 

numerous disputes in Latin America and brought to the fore the question of 

free trade, or at least restrictive trade, in the Americas.  

																																																								
23 The Washington Evening Star (24 October 1901) was one such example who referred to 
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John Barrett and the Problem of Engagement 

Despite the recent loss of McKinley, by the time the conference came around 

the United States were doing well economically following the Spanish-

American War. This placed them in a good bargaining position.  The nations 

of Latin America were thoroughly engaged in the upcoming conference, taking 

a great interest in the role the United States would play.27 Unfortunately it 

cannot be denied that John Hay, and indeed Roosevelt himself, at this time 

were more concerned with China and the Far East.28 Yet many other 

Washington officials, businessmen, and prominent figures looked forward to 

the conference and the opportunities it could bring. This was especially true of 

businessmen along the west coast who regularly passed ideas for the 

conference through numerous Californian chambers of commerce.29 

Delegate, John Barrett, a well-respected diplomat, commercial publicist, and 

more recently American minister in the Far East, had long been fascinated by 

the ideas put forth by Blaine for a union of the nations of the Western 

Hemisphere.30 His role in U.S.-Latin-American affairs would prove 

indispensible in shaping the relationship toward partnership in the early 

twentieth century. 

 In the build up to the conference he had sought counsel from his 

contemporaries, including Albert Shaw, the editor of Review of Reviews. 

																																																								
27 See Saint Paul Daily Globe (Saint Paul, Minnesota, 31 March 1901) 1. 
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29 A letter from Chairman M.J. Newark of the L.A. Chamber of Commerce to the Board, even 
invited delegates to visit the pacific coast “so that they may see the importance of our 
possibilities” 22 May, 1901, in John Barrett Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, 
Washington D.C., 1901.  
30 Salvatore Prisco III, John Barrett, Progressive Era Diplomat: A Study of a Commercial 
Expansionist, 1887-1920 (Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama Press, 1973) 1-2; Barrett 
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Shaw presented Barrett with rather conflicting advice. Firstly, he iterated that it 

must be the primary goal of Barrett to cultivate goodwill amongst the nations 

of Latin America. Secondly, Shaw advised that Barrett must remember, “in the 

Western Hemisphere the overshadowing principle must be the paramountcy 

of the authority of the United States.”31 His advice gave evidence to the fact 

that many outside of central government were still uncertain of the aims of the 

conference. Shaw’s response also confirmed that there remained the notion 

that the U.S. should have control in the Western Hemisphere. Barrett 

recognised that there was generally little understanding of the Pan-American 

project and sought further engagement on the topic with influential factions. 

The minister displayed the level of importance he applied to the conference 

through a distribution of letters. These letters asked the recipient for a range 

of both business and political concerns to be raised when the American 

nations met. Barrett saw the need to garner as much business support as 

possible in order for the Pan-American project to be a success. Many of the 

replies raised concern over the necessity of a court of arbitration.32  Another 

response expressed concern over how the United States was perceived at 

this time, namely its growing reputation as the ‘behemoth to the north.’ The 

letter conveyed the idea that Latin Americans “…fear that nearness to us 

means the peril of being swallowed up into our great wide gaping throat.”33 

Given recent events, this was the exact view the United States wished to 

																																																								
31 Albert Shaw to John Barrett, 4 September 1901, John Barrett Papers, Manuscript Division, 
Library of Congress, Washington D.C. 
32 ‘J.B Henderson to John Barrett,’ 6 September, 1901 in John Barrett Papers, Manuscript 
Division, Library of Congress, Washington D.C, 1901; ‘ Orville H. Platt to John Barrett,’ 10 
September, 1901 in John Barrett Papers.   
33 ‘John Ireland to John Barrett,’ 20 September, 1901 in John Barrett Papers, Manuscript 
Division, Library of Congress, Washington D.C. 1901 (Ireland is possibly the Roman Catholic 
Archbishop of Saint Paul, MN).  



	 195	

stamp out, using the conference as the platform to do this. The letter 

suggested that the constant threat of imperialism on behalf of the U.S. had led 

the development of relations to fail up to this point, stating, ‘make them feel 

that there is no such peril and you will succeed.’34 

The public, unfortunately, were not substantially engaged with the 

conference. John Barrett, who had long hailed the importance of a strong 

relationship between the nations of the Americas, professed concerns that the 

conference and the issues it sought to solve were not taken seriously by the 

American public.  An article that appeared in the San Francisco Call 

documented Barrett’s concerns. The minister commented, “The general public 

at the present moment does not appreciate the nature and importance of this 

international conference.”35 Barrett believed that so little attention was paid to 

the cause that the conference was often “confused with the Pan-American 

exposition in Buffalo and is described as a South American exposition to be 

held in Mexico instead of a Congress.”36 In Barrett’s view, lack of public 

attention and support could not be allowed to belittle the importance of the 

conference and everything it stood for.  Barrett hoped that drawing attention to 

this matter would spur the delegates on, as any achievements would hopefully 

garner public support in Latin-American affairs. This in turn would provide 

them with more backing in their quest for an inter-oceanic canal. 

 

While Barrett researched the nation’s concerns, invitations to the 

conference were being distributed from the Office of the Mexican Minister of 

Foreign Relations to all nations of the Americas. Curiously the invitations 
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made note of the fact that John Hay recommended Mexico as the host 

nation.37 The ever-growing relationship between the United States and the 

Republic of Mexico played a role in the inclusion of this piece of information. 

By making it known that the United States selflessly passed on the honour of 

hosting the Inter-American Conference, the U.S. hoped to appear as though 

they did not want a controlling position. Additionally, as the U.S. was a 

powerful nation, this minor piece of information, served to demonstrate how a 

burgeoning relationship with the United States would stand you in good stead 

and provide you with a favourable position; Mexico’s recommendation and 

subsequent role as host being an example.38  The invitation pressed the 

nations to work in harmony and played on their inherent desire to be globally 

recognised powers, claiming their work would make Pan-Americanism an 

example for the world.  The proposed conference claimed they could reap 

great benefits if they worked together using “true and pure ideas of human 

brotherhood.”39 Furthermore, the invite played on the Latin American desire to 

be seen as ‘important.’ It noted, “We may be permitted to recall that in 

America there are special and closer bonds among its inhabitants” essentially 

pushing the concept that they were a unique collection of countries.40 Their 

job was indeed a unique one, uniting a continent to the benefit of all involved. 

Would this conference be more successful than the first? This was in doubt 

given the current concerns and volatile landscape. The nations had a hard 

road ahead to build the foundation for a lucrative partnership. 
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Between 22 October, 1901 and 31 January, 1902, representatives from 

almost all Latin American nations gathered in Mexico City.41 The conference 

sought to alleviate tensions that had heightened in the years since 1889. This 

was a result of both conflict and indeed the concern for the United States, who 

had taken the form of an imperialist agitator. With this in mind the conference 

noted, “peace is the first requisite for the well-being and progress of the 

nations.”42 Perhaps worthy of note was that on signing up to the conference 

the USA (along with Paraguay and Nicaragua) agreed to sign Ad 

Referendum.43 This meant that their power at the conference was subject to 

agreement by others in contrast to the other representatives who had plenary 

powers. While this power is marginal, the gesture was not. By allowing the 

other nations to have unrestricted power that was not up for review, the U.S. 

demonstrated its willingness to reign in its position as a growing power and 

relent more control to the Latin American nations. Further to this the report of 

the U.S. delegates noted, “translations into English were made in the office of 

the secretary-general of the conference” unclearly suggesting that any 

translations from the conference had to be made in the aftermath of 

meetings.44 Spanish was chosen as the official language of the Mexico 

conference in contrast to Washington that was read in both Spanish and 
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English.  A second report in direct contention with this claimed that article 13 

of the rules required “interpreters of the Conference, shall at once make, 

orally, a synopsis of the substance of the speech.”45 This was significant as 

the lack of clarity in the document communicated by Hay could have impacted 

upon how the United States’ attitude toward the developing relationship were 

interpreted within the U.S. Should it have been believed that the conference 

was read only in Spanish it would have been taken as a demonstration that 

the conference was not there purely to cater for the United States. 

Furthermore it would have been construed as a slight on the United States, 

who had designed their previous conference to be inclusive of all nations. This 

demonstrated that the conference were generally less willing to pander to the 

U.S. It is unclear whether the U.S. took this in a negative way. Additionally if 

the key elements of the conference were spoken in Spanish it provided 

another means to improve the relationship with Latin America. It would have 

demonstrated a willingness to engage with Latin America and their culture by 

participating in their native language.  

The delegates chosen to represent each nation demonstrated the 

desire to form a partnership with the United States. The vast majority of 

nations present chose to send delegates who were either envoy extraordinary 

or minister plenipotentiary to the United States, Mexico or both. This decision 

demonstrated that many of the delegates sought favour from the two great 

powers present. These delegates hoped that they could use their existing 

relationships to expedite mutually advantageous outcomes or simply make 

the debates easier. In addition, the decision to appoint Señor Lic. Don Ignacio 
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Mariscal, the minister of foreign affairs to Mexico, to the role of honorary 

president alongside Secretary of State John Hay, placed the two most 

developed nations in a position in which they could control the conference.  

The delegates of each nation in many ways demonstrated the level of 

importance each country had assigned to the conference. Argentina for 

example sent Señor Bermejo, an esteemed professor of international law 

while Venezuela sent Señor Fortoul. Fortoul had filled several non-specific 

roles in diplomatic posts. Peru even freed up their vice president, Señor 

Doctor Don Isaac Alzamora in recognition of the importance of the event. 

Representing Colombia was General Rafael Reyes, a formidable character 

dubbed the next president. He served as the commander in chief of the 

Colombian army and so was a high-ranking delegate. Despite this, it was 

Reyes extensive knowledge of South American river systems that made him a 

useful tool for the conference. One of the most high profile issues raised at 

the first conference in 1889 appeared to be the basis for the selection of 

delegates from the host country. Mexico chose to send not one but two 

members of the Permanent Tribunal of Arbitration at The Hague, Señor Lic. 

Don Genaro Raigosa and Señor Lic. Don Alfredo Chevaro, who had been a 

senator and a deputy to Congress respectively. Arbitration would once again 

be a key issue for discussion. Much like Mexico, the United States lined up 

delegates based on key issues they wished to tackle. Henry Gassaway Davis, 

who had been present back in 1889, was once again sent to push the issue of 

the Pan-American Railway system. He, alongside John Barrett, a long serving 

diplomat to numerous Latin-American nations, and William I. Buchanan, the 
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Director general of the recent Pan-American Exposition, provided the United 

States with a strong team.  

The conference agreed to the appointment of 19 committees to work 

on various issues highlighted by the delegates present. By the time the 

conference drew to a close in late January 1902 it had resulted in a total of 29 

protocols, treaties, conventions, resolutions or recommendations. These 

ranged from conventions on literary and artistic copyrights to much larger 

issues such as a resolution providing for an inter-American customs congress.  

Moreover, discussions were not always open to those outside of the 

conference. Plans were implemented so as to allow for ‘secret,’ press-free 

committee meetings. Those who were “present at these sessions were 

obligated to keep secret whatever may have occurred.”46 The question 

therefore arises why was secrecy allowed to be an option? The report of the 

conference does not provide reason as to why a delegate could chose to hold 

a motion to keep the session secret. The report instead cites that any such 

motion “should be given the preference and be voted upon without any 

discussion.”47  The possibly that delegates would concede control of 

discussions on particular topics to the United States certainly seems the more 

probable reason for maintaining secrecy. Any public knowledge, should this 

have happened, would have caused outrage in Latin America. This also 

suggests why this option was agreed before the conference began, with the 

nations pre-empting U.S. attempts to manipulate the conference. Given that 

the Latin Americans were suddenly dealing with a new U.S. administration, at 

whose helm was a known imperialist, they could not fail to have doubts.  
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While the conference considered a wide range of matters five key 

issues stood out from the rest: Arbitration, the issue of a customs union and 

monetary policy, bettering communications, international sanitation and 

statistics and openness.  

Arbitration 

When the conference met 11 years prior, the big issue on the table was that 

of arbitration, namely compulsory arbitration. After extensive and gruelling 

talks very little came of it and thus it reappeared when the nations met again 

in 1901. Arbitration, for the preservation of peace and the promotion of 

prosperity, was an issue for all nations present. This was particularly true 

given the volatile relationships that existed and had came to a head since the 

last conference.  With this in mind, concern that a lack of peace and order 

would jeopardise trade and commerce in the long term, pushed the issue of 

arbitration back to the forefront of the conference agenda.  

The desire to continue discussions on arbitration was one of the most 

positive issues to come out of the conference. It was also part of a broader 

trend globally. Showing willingness to put trust in each other to arbitrate one 

another’s conflicts in a fair manner clearly demonstrated a positive change in 

the relationship between the countries of the Americas. This was especially 

true given the hot-tempered debates that had ensued during its last 

discussion at the Washington Conference. The United States report on the 

conference even referred to it as a “possible danger to the success of the 

conference.”48 The Washington Evening Star recognised the importance of 
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these discussions in an article printed on 24 October 1901 just days after the 

conference convened: 

“The backwardness of the Central and South American republics is 

ascribed in large part to the instability of their governments. They are off with 

the old and in with the new in a jiffy. You retire at night under one government 

and wake up next morning under another. And of course people so swift and 

excitable in dealing with their domestic differences are liable to a manifestation 

of the same spirit in the manner of foreign affairs.”49 

The article continued stating, “by agreeing to submit differences between 

states to arbitration, our southern neighbours will take a long step toward 

banishing revolution in the matter of domestic disturbances.”50 Such a 

comment hinted at the notion of partnership and working together while also 

outwardly insulting them as uncontrollable nations, unfit to run their own 

country let alone negotiate the affairs of others. 

 While the committee on arbitration was unable to reach an agreement, 

the decision to sign a protocol adhering to The Hague Convention of 1899 

was a huge step in the right direction.51 The committee recognised that 

“permanent peace…will be the forerunner and harbinger of their national 

development and of the happiness and commercial greatness of their 

peoples,” again noting the clear links between peace and commerce as 

outlined by Blaine.52 This was signed by all nations present with the exception 
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of Chile and Ecuador. Compulsory arbitration only received the signatures of 

ten delegations, whom were not disclosed in the official document. The United 

States’ report however named the signatories as the Argentine Republic, 

Bolivia, Santo Domingo, El Salvador, Guatemala, Mexico, Paraguay, Uruguay 

and Venezuela.53 Further to this the conference also demonstrated that 

everyone present was to have an equal say in the process of arbitration going 

forward. The president of Mexico was requested to carefully investigate “the 

views of the different governments represented in the conference regarding 

the most advanced form in which a general arbitration convention could be 

drawn that would meet with the approval and secure the final ratification of all 

the countries in the conference.”54 However, despite the fact that they were all 

given an equal opportunity to have their say, the United States and Mexico 

were chosen as recipients of an important role above all others. They were 

given the power to negotiate with the other signatory powers to the 

Convention for the Peaceful Adjustment of International Differences, as 

outlined in The Hague Convention, on the behalf of the American nations who 

were not signatories to said convention.55 Reminding these nations that their 

views were important, despite the fact that they were not deemed worthy of 

representation at The Hague caused some sour feeling.  It was not, however, 

the United States that caused upset during the discussion of arbitration, but 

Chile. Newspapers across the United States noted their disappointment and 

anger at Chile for attempting to bolster the efforts of the conference in coming 

to an agreement. This was of particular annoyance given the difficult nature of 
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the task at hand. While the Washington Times argued that the Chileans 

wished to prevent the outcome based on the premise that they wished to “get 

credit for initiating the Hague movement” other newspapers such as The 

Wichita Daily Eagle proclaimed a more sinister motive.56 The article, which 

ran on 16 January 1902, spoke of Chile’s actions as an attempt “to delay the 

matter indefinitely and in the meantime work for the withdrawal of more 

central and South American delegations until in that way they may wreck the 

conference.”57 The United States and the other nations of Latin America were 

agreed on the issue of arbitration. As the U.S. had not asked for any 

stipulation that would disproportionately favour them it raises many questions 

as to Chile’s motives. As the United States and Mexico were signatories to the 

Hague Convention, getting the other nations of Latin America to agree to it 

was essentially a victory for them. Unfortunately U.S.-Chilean relations were 

still tense following the Baltimore Crisis. Chile had questioned whether the 

U.S. had incited the incident at Valparaiso. As a result of their scepticism they 

did not wish to see the United States revel in the glory of this accomplishment. 

As a side, this incident demonstrated that problems with the U.S.-Latin 

American relationship may not always be the fault of the United States. It has 

established that there were times when Latin American nations were 

deliberately difficult so that successes of the Pan-American project would not 

be tied to the United States. Despite Chile’s actions, U.S. participation in what 

was a significant leap forward in arbitration talks is a clear demonstration of 

the United States working in a partnership with Latin America. This is 
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evidenced by the fact that the potential outcome of adherence to the 

convention was deemed to be equally in the best interests of all parties.58  

An ‘Open’ Trade Relationship 

Further issues showed development in the trade relationship that existed 

between the republics of the Americas in the years that had passed since the 

Washington Conference. The notion of a customs union and the general issue 

of monetary policy remained an arduous task.59 However, advancements 

were made surrounding the topic of the sharing of information. The ‘resolution 

providing for the collection and publication of more complete information 

regarding the sources of production and statistics of the American republics’ 

demonstrated a desire for a more open trade relationship.60 The United States 

as a signatory to this resolution demonstrated a desire to be open about their 

trade dealings. This in turn demonstrated an improved relationship. Clearly 

laying out U.S. statistics would give the Latin American nations the knowledge 

to come to the table with information they may require to broker the best deal. 

The resolution stated that it would result in “the fraternal intercourse of the 

nations represented in it, founded upon a better knowledge of their resources; 

of their tendencies, and even of their representative men, which intercourse 

will produce among them the security of a lasting peace.”61  

																																																								
58 The records of the conference referred to the arbitration convention as “most advanced and 
mutually advantageous” and would “meet the wishes of all the Republics.” The International 
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Francisco Chamber of Commerce, 2 October, 1901, John Barrett Papers, Manuscript 
Division, Library of Congress, Washington D.C. 1901.  
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Other advancements made by the conference on the matter of a 

customs union were made in the decision to provide for a meeting of an inter-

American customs congress. The negotiation of a level playing field, 

especially with the United States as the host country to this congress, 

undoubtedly demonstrated a willingness on the behalf of the United States to 

enter into trade with the Latin Republics as equals. This congress was to meet 

in New York within the year.  Delegates were to be made up of “chief customs 

officers, consuls, presidents, members of the chambers of commerce, 

prominent merchants or other persons known to possess technical and 

special knowledge in all customs matters.”62 The congress was to consider 

issues such a regulating uniform methods of customs house procedures and 

charges, and adopting common nomenclature on products and merchandise 

of the American Republics.63 This included how to undertake clearance of 

vessels engaged in international commerce and ensuring the same wording 

was used when completing the manifests of vessels.64 This would address 

many of the concerns of U.S. businessmen surrounding general trade. This 

included the issue of complex Latin American revenue laws that currently 

necessitated merchants essentially knowing individual tariff laws inside out, as 

well as disproportionate tariffs for goods not loaded at customs houses.65 It 

also hoped to make trade a much simpler process, especially in the wake of 

complaints from U.S. businesses such as Goldberg, Bowen & Co. who noted 
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many Spanish invoices contained “a lot of rubbish which no longer prevails in 

other countries.”66  

Communication 

Improved communication by means of railway, steamship and telegraph was 

another factor that demonstrated the Latin American nations working together 

toward the common goal of improved trade. The long sought after inter-

oceanic canal was looking increasingly likely as the United States pushed 

ahead toward this objective. It was recognised by many Latin American 

nations to be of immense value for the development of trade and commerce in 

the western hemisphere. Cutting across the continent would provide for 

speedier communication by steamer, removing the necessity to traverse all 

the way around Cape Horn. The conference unanimously endorsed the 

construction of the canal by the government of the United States, however it 

must be noted that this did not include control of the canal by said 

government.67 Further to this discussion surrounding the Pan-American 

railway provided more positive news in the development of better 

communication links in the Americas. The nations present at the conference 

maintained that the railroad would “develop the natural resources, increase 

the commerce and wealth, and add to the general prosperity of the countries 

traversed by them.”68 The decision by the conference to continue working 

together on this project despite the increased cost for construction is another 
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sign that the improvement of trade between their nations was priority.69  So 

great was the support that the conference reported, despite increased costs 

they would have “no great difficulty…in funding such a project” as it would be 

beneficial to all nations.70 The importance of the railway is so heartily 

recognised that very few changes are made to the plans for its construction, 

resulting in the ratification of the resolution made 11 years prior in 

Washington.  

Sanitation 

Much like at the first conference, international sanitation remained a serious 

issue. Sanitation is a perfect example of the nations of the Americas working 

together to improve an issue that impacts all of them equally. It is undoubtedly 

true that increased trade brings with it the risk of increased contact with 

disease. The nations recognised that the introduction of good sanitation 

measures at all ports would increase the desirability of trade by cutting the 

risk of infection.  

The conversation in Mexico was pushed by the United States who, as 

a result of the Spanish-American war had been exposed first hand to tropical 

disease. The opening of an inter-oceanic canal in an area where tropical 

disease was rife would prove to be problematic if sanitation measures were 

not implemented. This was especially due to the potential for disease to 

impact trade not only within the Americas but also the global market. The 

supervising surgeon general to the United States, Dr. Walter Wyman, had 

proposed a plan of seacoast sanitation, which the U.S. delegates agreed to 
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present at the conference. The plan demonstrated the urgency of 

implementing uniform measures in major ports across the United States, 

Mexico and Central and South America.71 This included provisions for harbour 

cleanliness, sewerage systems and paving to name a few. In 1889 quarantine 

was imposed as the most serious measure to tackle the issue of disease but 

was not preventative in the long term. The second conference proposed that 

sanitation would take the place of quarantine and that quarantine be 

restricted.72 It was agreed that each nation must declare to their consular or 

diplomatic representative of the other republics when there were outbreaks of 

major disease, including but not limited to cholera, bubonic plague and small 

pox.73 Further to this the conference actioned that within the year of its 

closure, a convention of representatives from the health organisations of the 

different republics were to meet in Washington to further discuss the issue.74 

The importance of maintaining the relationship that existed, and was 

developing between the republics of the Americas as a result of the 

conferences, was recognised by those present in Mexico City. In the 11 years 

that stood between the conferences of Washington D.C. and Mexico City so 

much had changed that it made continuity in any resolutions quite difficult.  

With this in mind on 29 January 1902, the conference resolved that the 

nations must meet again in conference within a period of five years from the 

closure of the Mexico conference.75 Such a time frame would allow for 

developments to be made in a significant manner so as to be discussed at the 
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next conference. In addition the representatives were called upon to complete 

a report that encompassed everything that their respective nation had done in 

line with the recommendations of both the 1889 conference in Washington 

and the 1901 conference in Mexico City. These reports were to be brought to 

the table at the following conference to discuss how matters were 

progressing. 76 

 

Unlike the Washington conference, in which we can see clearly James 

Blaine pushing the notion of the United States as the teacher and the 

benchmark by which all other American nations should aspire to, this is less 

evident during the conference in Mexico. At this time the inter-oceanic canal 

was of the highest priority to the United States. However, with the American 

republics wholeheartedly supporting the project this was not an agenda that 

needed to be pushed. If anyone had an agenda to push at this conference it is 

arguably Chile. Their handling of the matter of arbitration is a clear indicator 

that they wished to attain greater recognition. They certainly demonstrated 

their wish to be taken more seriously as a diplomatic power, having taken 

credit for the suggestion of ideas especially in a case that had proven to be so 

troublesome in the past.  Ultimately, the overall feeling surrounding the 

conference gave rise to the impression that relations were developing on a 

much friendlier footing in the new century.  

The Venezuelan Crisis 

Not long after the conference concluded, the discussion around arbitration 

and its importance came into fruition.  Events in Venezuela had begun to 
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shape U.S. policy toward Latin America as early as 1901, portraying 

Roosevelt as a diplomat and showing the president the need for a 

reassessment of the Monroe Doctrine.   

In the late nineteenth century, Venezuela took on a hefty amount of 

debt from Germany, Great Britain and Italy. The tumultuous landscape of the 

Latin American nation made for a very difficult economic climate and by the 

late 1890s payments to the European creditors were irregular and ultimately 

halted.77 The vast majority of complaints came from nations who had invested 

in the Great Venezuelan Railroad.  German bank, Disconto Gesellschaft were 

one such creditor who had helped to finance the railroad under a concession 

granted jointly to Krupp of Essen and another English company.78 When the 

Venezuelan Government failed to honour the guarantee of a minimum return, 

the railway company and its foreign investors accepted government bonds to 

satisfy their claims.79 Not long after these bonds also went into default. 

Numerous countries were aggrieved by the situation, the mounting defaulted 

debt and the poor attitude of President Cipriano Castro. By the time the 

situation came to a head the total principal and unpaid interest had reached 

around $12,500,000.80 This ultimately resulted in the blockading of Venezuela 

by Germany, Great Britain, and Italy from December 1902 until February 

1903. 

In the summer of 1901 the Venezuelan government released a decree 

in relation to their unpaid debts. The government declared that they were “at 
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present short of cash” and would refer the matter to the next Congress.81 This 

infuriated those concerned who saw this as another way of saying that they 

would not receive their money. In the coming months Germany decided to 

take action. German Chancellor Bernhard Von Bülow called for intervention 

following much pressure from disgruntled businessmen, exporters and right-

wingers who saw no other means of collecting their outstanding claims.82 

Nancy Mitchell argues that aside from internal pressure part of Bülow’s 

motivation was the belief that successfully coercing Castro into an agreement 

over the payment of debts would in turn strengthen the position of the Reich in 

Latin American markets.83 Mitchell believes that Bülow had no concerns that 

the United States would object to the Germans strengthening their foothold in 

the Americas.84  

The United States found itself in an uncomfortable position at this point. 

The U.S., and Roosevelt especially, wholeheartedly upheld the view that no 

nation should shirk its obligations and that any debts must be paid. However, 

though they believed the Germans and the British were right to seek to obtain 

what they were owed and in many ways sympathised with their predicament, 

they also feared a German intervention would affect the power position of the 

United States in Latin America.85 Historians such as Dana Munro have argued 

that the United States had “no reason to suppose that the German Foreign 

Office had any motive more sinister than to protect the German investments 
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and to show that Venezuela and other disorderly countries could not safely 

mistreat German interests.”86 Others however have argued that the United 

States had a very real cause for concern when it came to German ambition in 

Latin America, especially in the Caribbean basin. Mitchell notes that the U.S. 

were receiving numerous reports that indicated a German plot to buy the 

Danish West Indies, sinister designs on Haiti and news that they were 

contemplating taking the island of Margarita from Venezuela.87 Anti-German 

feeling was rife in the United States at this time, with many newspapers 

reporting concerns, especially in relation to the Monroe Doctrine. Germany 

continued to deny claims that they had bore any ill-will toward the U.S.88 The 

fact that Germany controlled much of central America and that “the shipping 

trade also along the Central American coats is to a large extent, in German 

hands” gave the United States even further cause for concern.89 Germany, 

who by now were well aware of the negative attitude taken by the average 

American toward their nation, issued a promemoria in December 1901 in an 

attempt to negate ill feeling. The promemoria stated that Germany considered 

it “of importance to first of all let the government of the United States know 

about our purposes so that we can prove that we have nothing else in view 

than to help those of our citizens who have suffered damages.”90 Given that 

the press were regularly printing news of German desire for territorial 

aggrandizement the promemoria continued by declaring especially “that under 

no circumstances do we consider in our proceedings the acquisition or 
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permanent occupation of Venezuelan territory.”91 Although the Germans were 

clear that they did not have any territorial desires on Venezuela, this was 

something the Americans found very hard to believe. Admiral Henry Clay 

Taylor laid out the possible steps for the events unfolding in Venezuela and 

maintained his suspicions of the Germans. Clay noted that Venezuela, having 

no money, could offer one of two things: territory, or “she could mortgage her 

revenue in such a way as to place herself in complete political dependence on 

Germany.”92 Neither of which would sit well with the United States as they 

both encapsulated a gaining of power in the Caribbean be it hegemonic or 

territorial. The mistrust of Germany to fulfil its declaration not to attain territory 

was also evident in their commitment to Britain in the blockade when they 

noted that they “would consider the temporary occupation on our part of 

different Venezuelan harbour places.”93 This sentence reminded the president 

of the temporary occupation of Kiachow in China in 1898 by Kaiser Wilhelm; a 

temporary occupation that somehow was transformed into a ninety-ninety 

year lease. 

The United States’ image in Latin America was still very closely linked 

with imperial intentions. Any sign of involvement on the part of the United 

States was carefully scrutinised.  As newspapers pushed the idea that 

Germany had designs in the Caribbean, the idea that the United States saw 

the crisis as a threat to their position was increasingly evident. It would be 

hard for the observing Latin Americans not to be concerned that the United 

States saw itself as ‘the power’ in the region, jeopardising the road to 

partnership.  
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At this point in the crisis the United States were merely a concerned 

outsider, pondering the course of action should the events unfold into an 

imperial act by Europe. It was not until early December 1902, when the 

blockade turned violent that the United States were officially involved.94 

Despite continued anti-American feeling in Venezuela, who supported Cuban 

independence in the wake of the Spanish-American war, the Venezuelans 

sought United States assistance.  President Castro made the decision to call 

on Roosevelt to arbitrate the situation as it became increasingly out of hand. 

Britain were happy to approve arbitration but their doing so before the 

Germans showed the cracks in their alliance. Roosevelt, whose nation had 

been so involved in The Hague Conference and its subsequent convention, 

made the decision to pass the issue on to The Hague to be considered by the 

Courts of Arbitration. Their decision to send the matter for arbitration stayed 

true to the outcomes of the Mexico Conference. This would have garnered the 

favour of Latin American nations, who no doubt were waiting for the U.S. to 

default on the agreement, and undertake military action under the guise of the 

Monroe Doctrine.  

On 16 December, Henry Taylor made the decision to shut out the 

public from the events, alerting all naval intelligence to communicate only in 

cipher, as he believed it was no longer a “proper subject for public 

discussion.”95  With this in mind, it is said that much remains unknown of the 

events as material and papers have either mysteriously disappeared, have 
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been destroyed or were never recorded at all.96 While this can only be 

conjecture it does arouse suspicion as to whether the actions and those 

things up for discussion were above board.  

On 13 February 1903 U.S. Minister to Venezuela, Henry Bowen signed 

protocols with the blockading powers and the blockade was lifted. Discussions 

called for a percentage of customs receipts to be put aside to pay the 

unsettled claims through a mixed commission but it was The Hague who 

would ultimately decide whether the blockading powers received preferential 

treatment.97 

While the United States did not necessarily have to become involved in 

the proceedings regarding the Venezuelan crisis, the instinct driven by the so-

called progressive paternalism of the Rooseveltian era could not have let 

them do otherwise. Although historians such as Nancy Mitchell believed the 

United States were not in fact “the smug protector of the status quo in Latin 

America,” their actions in this instance make it evident that they believed they 

were.98 Mitchell argues that much like Germany, the United States was an 

imperial power using this as their “arena” in which to “size each other up.”99 

Yet even so any imperialist motives, most especially in the Caribbean region, 

have been driven by a desire to keep Europe out, thus maintaining the current 

status quo of the western hemisphere as ‘American.’ In this case U.S. 

involvement in preventing European occupation could be construed as 

imperialist in the sense that they were saving the western hemisphere solely 

for their control. However, Roosevelt’s decision to step in and look for an 
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alternative way to assist all parties involved is also a way of displaying their 

desire to work together with the Latin Americans. Roosevelt, in recommending 

the arbitration process to The Hague, followed the conventions set out during 

the second conference. The United States involvement in the Venezuelan 

crisis demonstrated a humanitarian side, whereby they protected foreign 

interests while also protecting Venezuela. The president did not arbitrate and 

place himself in a position in which he could manipulate the situation to his 

advantage. Instead Roosevelt sought the best outcome for all concerned.100 

Roosevelt’s decision not to arbitrate began to shape a new view of the 

president across Europe. In France for example, foreign policy experts who 

had dubbed him “the strongest international personality since Bismarck” 

began to wonder whether he might be “a man of peace.”101 Roosevelt’s more 

peaceable diplomacy also provided him the opportunity to change the views 

of Latin Americans in the not so distant future. While the events in Venezuela 

do not quite constitute an equal partnership, having the United States as 

someone to turn to in times of crisis, still demonstrated a form of partnership 

with the Latin American nations. This was a clear step forward in the 

development of the relationship.  

President Castro, however, would continue to be a thorn in President 

Roosevelt’s side for many years to come. The president and Castro had an 

infamously rocky relationship that put strain on the United States’ relationship 
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with the Latin Republic, with Roosevelt once privately referring to the dictator 

as an “unspeakably villainous monkey.”102  Historian Judith Ewell claimed 

Castro’s attitude stemmed from his misunderstanding of the shifting situation 

in the Americas at the turn of the century. Ewell argues that, “Castro, like his 

contemporary, Nicaraguan [President and Dictator] José Santos Zelaya, did 

not fully appreciate how much the Spanish-American War had changed the 

power equation in the Caribbean.”103 The balance of power in the Caribbean 

had shifted hugely in favour of the United States who sought to spread U.S. 

values into Latin America. Roosevelt hoped that the intervention of the United 

States “to suppress President Castro…would show those Dagos that they will 

have to behave decently” an attitude that was typically adopted amongst 

Washington officials in the early 1900s.104 Such an attitude shows that while 

the United States were willing to protect their fellow American republics, there 

was a ‘gentleman’s code’ that Roosevelt took very seriously. When it came to 

debt Roosevelt fully expected them to honour that code. While the United 

States desired to work together with Latin America to aid them in their 

financial troubles, at this stage it was still heavily intertwined with imperial 

characteristics. In order to come to an arrangement with the European 

creditor nations, the United States formally took charge of Venezuelan 

customs houses. This was a monumental change in policy, which favoured 

arbitration and careful diplomacy over military intervention. It also marked a 

decided change in Roosevelt’s thinking, moving away from his warmonger 

image to cautious diplomat. This policy served as the forerunner for future 
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events in the Dominican Republic and became the catalyst for Roosevelt’s 

Corollary. The U.S. carefully monitored the taxes collected by Venezuela to 

ensure that debts were paid, whilst also avoiding making the nation bankrupt. 

At this time the Venezuelan economy was essentially at the will of the United 

States. Roosevelt’s need to show the Venezuelans how to behave when it 

came to debt is another display of the United States leading by example. It is 

also further evidence of where motive and outcome do not always align within 

the existing narrative. United States’ tutelage, in which they demonstrate the 

ways in which their thinking has proved beneficial to progress, is often 

depicted as a form of hegemonic control. The image of a ‘teacher’ harkens 

back to existing imperial narratives, demonstrating a position of control in 

which the U.S. told the republics of Latin America how they should behave. 

However, controlling the customs houses was also a way of helping 

Venezuela to manage its debts for their own security. Aiding them to pay back 

their loans would in turn stand them in good stead for the pursuance of future 

economic relations with Europe. Additionally, improving the Venezuelan 

image had the potential to encourage new avenues of trade with the United 

States.  

Roosevelt’s attitude throughout the event was that of a calm, collected 

diplomat. Henry Pringle even went as far as to claim that the president 

essentially acted as his own secretary of state.105 Naturally not everyone was 

impressed with the president’s conduct. Populist Nebraska Representative, 

William Jennings Bryan criticised Roosevelt for letting the crisis reach the 

point that it did. While he supported arbitration he condemned the president 
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for, “delaying, and thereby endangering Venezuela” arguing, “immediate 

arbitration should have been undertaken when Great Britain, Italy, and 

Germany approached Roosevelt with their intentions.”106 However, Roosevelt 

had been faced with a moral dilemma. European intervention in Latin America 

naturally went against the Monroe Doctrine and with this in mind the United 

States would usually have considered it right to kick the Europeans out. 

Publicly the administration held that the Monroe Doctrine was not threatened 

in an attempt to quell the public, who were often quick to call for aggressive 

action.107 Such an event has shown the change in temperament of Roosevelt, 

a man who prior to this would have gone on the offensive. In an exchange 

with French Minister Théophile Delcaseé, the French Charge D’Affairs, Pierre 

de Margerie, presented the dilemma the president had shared with him, 

noting, “we can’t, on the one hand, tolerate permanent seizure of territory by a 

European power…I, on the other, can’t let them hide behind the doctrine in 

order to shirk obligations.”108 Prior to the crisis, in late 1901, Roosevelt had 

already expressed his conundrum with Latin America to historian Edward 

Everett Hale. The president had wrote, “in South America, it is positively 

difficult to know just how far it is best to leave the nations alone and how far 

there must be interference, and also how far we can, with justice, prevent 

interference by others.”109 Roosevelt’s decision not to arbitrate and remain in 

the background of a major event playing out on his doorstep led to a serious 
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change in the European perception of the President. The Venezuelan crisis 

was one example of Roosevelt stepping up and taking charge of foreign 

policy. Serge Ricard noted that “few chief executives in American history 

have, like him, consistently been their own secretaries of state.”110 The 

president’s role provided him an opportunity to demonstrate his “political 

sophistication” and diplomatic skill, which led to a change in his perception 

abroad.111 This included Latin America. John M. Thompson has further 

argued that the maintenance of peaceful relations was a priority for Roosevelt, 

again moving away from traditional perceptions of the president as an 

imperialist.112 Maintaining peace through diplomatic channels, again, 

demonstrated Roosevelt’s commitment to the Pan-American cause. After all, 

the basic principles of the Pan-American union were the preservation of 

peace. Following the crisis he was hailed by French foreign policy experts as 

“the strongest international personality since Bismarck’ and yet they 

questioned whether in fact he was truly “a man of peace.”113  

The Panamanian Revolution and the Panama Canal Treaty 

As events unfolded in Venezuela, the long sought after isthmian canal was 

about to be realised. Decades of deliberation, commissions and treaties, 

centred on the perfect Central American location were drawing to a close as 

events decided its fate. While Nicaragua had long been considered the most 

practical country to build a canal, in 1902 Panama ‘offered’ to become the 

home of this great feat of engineering. Many historians, from Julie Greene to 
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David McCullough, have already trawled over the issue of the Panama 

question but its importance is such that it is worth considering, albeit briefly, in 

the context of the developing of trade relations in the Americas.114  

From the outset, Theodore Roosevelt recognised the importance of 

such a canal to the American people and their place in the global trading 

community. During his first message to Congress, Roosevelt declared, “No 

single great material work which remains to be undertaken on this continent is 

of such consequence to the American people as the building of a canal across 

the Isthmus connecting north and south America.”115 The importance of the 

project to trade in the Americas had long been agreed upon by all of the 

American Republics. The Inter-American Conferences of both Washington 

and Mexico City had all continually declared their desire for such a feat of 

engineering to become a reality. Roosevelt’s message of 1901, however, 

upheld the idea that the United States, and only the United States were 

worthy of undertaking the task. The president stated that the building of the 

canal “is one of those great works which only a great nation can undertake 

with prospects of success.”116Such a statement made it evident that the 

United States did not wish to undertake the canal as a ‘group project,’ in 

partnership with the rest of the Americas. In time they would even come to 

reject Great Britain’s aid, nullifying the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty of 1850.117  

Historian David McCullough has upheld these ideas surrounding the United 
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States status in his work ‘The Path Between the Seas.’ McCullough maintains 

that Roosevelt had but one issue at the forefront of his reasoning for building 

the canal, anything else would always be secondary. He has argued that for 

Roosevelt, “first, last, and always, the canal was the vital- the indispensable- 

path to a global destiny for the United States” that were all part of the 

presidents “vision of his country as the commanding power on two oceans, 

and these joined by a canal, built, owned, operated, policed and fortified by 

his country.”118 In his quest for the canal, the imperial characteristics of the 

president were on display for all to see. To make matters worse, not only did 

they see themselves as the superior nation, in direct contention with the 

partnership they were supposedly working toward, they would cause 

problems for a fellow republic in pursuit of their goal.  

According to Stanley Lebergott there were two major events that led to 

the Americans intervening in Panama. One was the resumption of the 

Panamanian revolution in 1902.119 The other was a sequence of volcanic 

explosions covering Nicaragua, Martinique and St Vincent that essentially 

nullified the Nicaraguan alternative to the canal.120 With the approval of the 

government to move the proposed canal from Nicaragua to Panama, a result 

of the Spooner Amendment to the Hepburn Bill, the government ramped up its 
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efforts to secure the assets of the original French Canal Company.121 

Roosevelt was able to purchase these assets for the bargain price of $40 

million and in turn began negotiations with the Colombian government. The 

Colombians, however, were less than accommodating.122 Colombia 

demanded “at least as good a deal” as they had been given by the French or 

as good as “the Americans had previously offered Nicaragua.”123 A tentative 

agreement of $10 million for the purchase of the strip of land that would 

surround the canal was manipulated by Colombia who recognised they had 

the monopoly on canal routes. The Colombians pushed the U.S. for a further 

$5 million on top of the agreed price to which they were met with a firm no.124 

Roosevelt was enraged by the behaviour of Marroquin’s government who had 

hoped to drag talks out until November 1903.125 This would have allowed 

Colombia to demand of the United States the full $40 million once the rights of 

the French Canal Company had expired.  

Delays, and the subsequent rejection of the treaty, enraged Roosevelt. 

The president was overheard on a number of occasions berating Colombians. 

Roosevelt referred to them as “inefficient bandits” and “a corrupt pithecoid 

community.”126 As time wore on and the Colombians continued to deliberate 

over the treaty, U.S.-Colombian relations became icy. An article that appeared 
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in the New York World on 14 June 1903 subtly highlighted the changing 

relationship, noting a discussion between Roosevelt and prominent New York 

Lawyer, William Nelson Cromwell. The newspaper revealed that Roosevelt 

had told Cromwell if Colombia rejected the treaty “he would “strongly favour” 

dealing with the new republic.”127 While such a report added fuel to the fire in 

the belief that the United States was backing a Panamanian revolution, it 

could also have been shared purposefully. As Edmund Morris notes in his text 

Theodore Rex, Cromwell himself had leaked this conversation to an aide. This 

opens it up to the idea that Roosevelt had this publicised in order to scare the 

Colombian government into accepting Hay-Herrán. That Roosevelt may have 

had to resort to such measures sheds light onto the desperate state of affairs 

that existed between the two nations at this time. The U.S. and Colombia 

were about as far apart from a partnership as they had ever been.  

As 1903 drew to a close, the Roosevelt administration’s relationship 

with Colombia was at its lowest point. The persistence of the Colombian 

Government in pushing the United States, and their failure to willingly 

negotiate a fair deal, would ultimately be their downfall in the Panamanian 

situation. In his 1904 special message to Congress, the president repeated 

the United States position on the Colombian Treaty. Roosevelt stipulated that 

the Hay-Herrán Treaty had been overly generous toward the Colombian 

Government, something the United States believed to be an error.128 The 

president further noted that the treaty had not been an attempt to cede 
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authority from Colombia and that it had “expressly acknowledged, confirmed 

and preserved her sovereignty” over the canal strip.129 In this message, 

Roosevelt in many ways called out Colombia for being ungrateful and greedy 

and threatened them on the basis of their behaviour. Roosevelt declared “we 

would give the terms that we had offered and no others; and that if such terms 

were not agreed to we would enter into an arrangement with Panama 

direct.”130 The message, although constituting a veiled threat to Colombia, can 

still be argued to be in keeping with the Pan-American ideals outlined in 1889 

and 1902. This is on the basis that Roosevelt continually argued that the 

canal must go ahead for the benefit of all nations, including the 

Americas.131Roosevelt took the stance that Colombia were being difficult. The 

president painted the Latin American nation as a threat to Pan-American 

progress by holding up the development of the canal. Theodore Roosevelt 

ultimately carried out this threat, turning to the new Republic of Panama to 

begin canal proceedings.132 Going behind the back of their fellow American 

public for personal gain demonstrated a clear diversion from the ideas of 

partnership they sought. The two nations, who should have worked together 

in order to improve trade in the hemisphere, had in the end made it evident 

that they were unable to set aside their own desires to work together as 

partners.  Additionally, their failure to negotiate such an important deal had 

subsequently caused damage to future partnership potential.  
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On 6 November 1903, barely a day after the Panamanians had taken 

Colón and declared themselves an independent nation, the United States 

formally recognised Panama as its own country.  The United States motives in 

assisting Panama became evident in this action. Colombia naturally pointed 

the finger at the United States, accusing them of aiding the revolution. This 

accusation did not come as a surprise to the U.S. government. Roosevelt 

himself, on numerous occasions, had voiced his desire to see an independent 

Panama. In private correspondence with Hay in the weeks leading up to the 

revolution, Roosevelt had privately stated, “I should be delighted if Panama 

were an independent state, or if it made itself so at this moment; but for me to 

say so publicly would amount to an instigation of a revolt and therefore I 

cannot say it.”133 It was no secret that an independent Panama would make 

canal negotiations easier for the United States, who found the Panamanians 

to be far more tolerable than Colombia.  The U.S.’ growing relationship with 

Philippe Bunau-Varilla, soon to be Panama’s ambassador to the United 

States, also aided negotiations.134 In Panama in particular, the U.S. had 

outwardly shown they were sympathetic to the rebels cause, for example the 

commander of the Panamanian army, General Esteban Huertas, had openly 

been escorted into Panama City by U.S. Consul Felix Ehrman.135 Further to 

this, it was a U.S. major who hoisted the Panamanian flag over Colón on the 
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morning of 6 November.136 The United States appeared to be working well 

with Panama in the immediate aftermath of its revolution. On 18 November, 

not two weeks after the United States formally recognised the new republic, 

did they sign the Hay-Bunau-Varilla treaty, otherwise known as the Panama 

Canal Treaty. This treaty provided the U.S. with a deal comprising of the 

payments they had initially offered Colombia. In addition the U.S. received a 

four-mile extension of the Canal Zone, from six to ten miles. In a private letter 

to his son Kermit, Roosevelt had told him, “any interference I undertake now 

will be in the interest of the United States and of the people of the Isthmus,” 

seemingly putting the interests of the Panamanians firmly on his agenda.137 

Through the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty the U.S. had already ensured Panama 

against the Colombian threat, having guaranteed that they “will maintain the 

independence of the Republic of Panama.”138 What appeared to be the United 

States protecting Panama, however, was not quite as it seemed. The Hay-

Bunau-Varilla Treaty outwardly looked positive to observing Latin Americans 

but the reality of it was a lopsided partnership heavily favouring the United 

States. The Panamanians saw very little benefit from this other than their 

separation from Colombia. This view has been upheld by a number of 

historians such as John Lindsay-Poland who argued that the “devastation or 

war and the interventionist role played by the navy” had allowed for this 

disproportionate arrangement, giving the Panamanians an unnecessary 
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reliance upon the United States.139 The United States had essentially 

asserted themselves as a hegemon from the first day of their republic. Further 

to this, the constitution adopted by Panama practically sealed U.S. power. It 

left them open to U.S. intervention and made them, much like Cuba, a U.S. 

protectorate. John Major has argued for the U.S. control in the wake of 

Panamanian independence to be revealed. Major argued that by “scrapping 

the Hay-Herrán convention, they [the United States] had stripped away the 

window dressing which it had draped over the reality of American power and 

left Panama with barely a shred of independence.”140 In another imperial 

move the United States was able to use the treaty to gain another foothold in 

the Caribbean basin. Upon its creation the U.S. Naval Department had 

stipulated that Panama was obligated to either sell or lease land on both the 

Caribbean and Pacific coasts to be used as coaling or naval stations.  

Moreover, while the president is known to have proudly proclaimed that he 

‘took the Panama Canal,’ even using it as a plank for his election campaign in 

1904, this positive attitude was not reflected across the U.S.  One example 

was anti-imperialist Moorfield Storey who declared Roosevelt’s actions in 

seizing the canal as immoral. Storey believed, “it teaches the weaker 

republics of this hemisphere to distrust and fear us.”141 From many a 

perspective the United States had seized the opportunity presented to one 

nation struggling against its oppressive master in Bogota and merely took that 

power for itself.  Samuel Flagg Bemis went as far to say that the actions of the 

President constituted “the one really black mark in the Latin American policy 
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of the United States.”142  Many newspapers railed against Roosevelt and Hay 

for their actions. The New York Times referred to the Canal Zone as “stolen 

property” while the Chicago American described the incident as a “rough-

riding assault upon another republic over the shattered wreckage of 

international law.”143 The historiography surrounding the Panama Canal has 

almost been entirely condemnatory of Roosevelt.  Even historians deemed 

more sympathetic to the president, David McCullough for example, have 

denounced his actions in Panama. Additionally Richard Collin argued that 

Roosevelt used the Panama Canal as a means of displaying his strength.144 

The revolution served to show that the United States was willing to do 

whatever it took to further its own interests. Numerous historians, including 

Dexter Perkins, who noted that in these circumstances legal principles 

essentially went out the window, upheld this view.145 A November 1903 issue 

of the journal Public Opinion, upheld such views, having claimed that because 

of the desperate desire for “an isthmian canal above all things” it would 

overlook issues of law and morality and tackle it as “a business question.”146 

With business in mind, the Panama Canal Convention, with a little push from 

the United States, saw the new Republic of Panama agree to “the 
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establishment of a gold standard of value.”147 Not only did this demonstrate 

the United States pushing their ideals on other nations but it also suggested 

that a common silver coinage was no longer being legitimately considered by 

the U.S. The clear favouring of gold was an indication that the notion of a 

bimetallic agreement, an agreement that could have brought the nations of 

the Americas into closer economic partnership, was no longer an option. What 

had appeared to be partnership was in fact a clever rouse on the part of the 

U.S. to gain the trust of the Panamanians and manipulate the situation to their 

own benefit. In this instance Panama’s gain was also their loss. Historians 

Noel Maurer and Carlos Yu have even gone as far as to say that in this 

instance “Theodore Roosevelt managed to make imperialism pay.”148 Maurer 

and Yu noted the reduced payments the U.S. had made as a result of using 

Panamas existing geographic assets in the building of the canal, along with 

their success in getting Panama to subsidize some of the overheads from 

construction through the taxpayer.149  

While the resulting protectorate, coaling stations and reduced 

payments in part are a considerable win for the United States the cost of their 

imperialism here was indeed high. Not only the United States, but also 

Roosevelt himself, had gone to great lengths to develop this colossal feat of 

engineering. Moreover, Roosevelt put aside some of his beliefs to achieve it. 

In government the president had sought to topple the trusts, fighting against 
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the monopolies in businesses such as J.P. Morgan and Standard Oil.150 In 

Panama Roosevelt colluded with them in order to gain the United States 

recognition as the most powerful nation; the nation that built the Panama 

Canal.  Furthermore not only had they jeopardised the relationship that 

existed with the sister republics in Latin America by encouraging and even 

assisting a division in one nation, they failed to rake in the monetary rewards 

they had pledged the canal would bring. Early supporters of the canal 

preached the enormous profit the United States would gain through opening 

and controlling and interoceanic canal. Even in 1903 an estimate delivered to 

Congress concluded that the canal would “produce benefits which when 

capitalized would be worth $1.2 billion, or 4.7 percent of U.S. GDP.151 The 

initial payment of $10 million to the New Panama Canal Company proved to 

be of little benefit to Americans as the majority of stockholders were 

French.152 It appeared that actually, the greatest beneficiary was Colombia, 

who, as another major stockholder, took their share in the company as well as 

a further $25 million they would receive in 1921 by way of apology.153 

Additionally, the U.S. only leased the land. The United States did not own it 

and therefore millions of dollars were spent on a portion of land that 

technically was not theirs. Yet their act of imperialism worked as a global 

benefit, with the United States fronting all of the work and all of the costs. In 

agreement with Stanley Lebergott, it must be said, “the gains are hardly 
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obvious.”154 In this case it is evident that imperialism was not for economic 

gain and merely a show of their prowess. By pushing themselves to the 

forefront to prove they were at the very least the most powerful nation in the 

western hemisphere, the trust that was being built between the U.S. and the 

other Latin Republics would be brought into question. 

In addition to United States moves in the Caribbean, Roosevelt’s subtle 

shifts in departmental organisation at this time speaks volumes. Since the turn 

of the century the U.S.’ display of imperialism was very much an economic 

one. If the U.S.’ recent actions, with respect to Panama, were not enough to 

demonstrate the overwhelming desire for increased foreign trade, Roosevelt’s 

decision to reshuffle the commercial departments was also a clue. In 1903, 

the president gave his trusted secretary, George B. Cortelyou a promotion, 

elevating him to the role of Secretary of the newly created Department of 

Commerce and Labour.155 What is significant is that in creating this role 

Roosevelt gave the Bureau of Foreign Commerce a new home: The State 

Department. By moving the Bureau to the State Department, it sent the 

message that Foreign Trade was of increased importance. It also opened 

them up to heightened concern amongst the other republics that the United 

States would embark on a new quest of economic imperialism.   

 

The relationship between the United States and the South American 

countries of the Caribbean basin would continue to be tempestuous in the 

years following the Panamanian revolution. Whilst Colombia understandably 

took issue with the northern republic, a particular recipient of U.S. aid also 
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chose to sour their relationship with the United States. Despite the United 

States providing assistance to Venezuela during the blockade of 1902, Castro 

and his government continued to be a thorn in President Roosevelt’s side.156 

The Venezuelan president had adopted a manipulative way of dealing with 

creditors and foreign companies in his country that were not looked upon 

fondly by the United States. In the spring of 1904, The New York and 

Bermudez Company, a subsidiary of New York based General Asphalt, faced 

the challenge of the vindictive Castro. The Company held a concession for the 

exploitation of a Venezuelan asphalt lake but, with the help of various charges 

and legal proceedings, Castro orchestrated the sequestration of property in 

plain sight. Castro used his army to seize the lake in July 1904 and began 

shipping asphalt to the companies competitors in the U.S. Minister Bowen 

reported that the Venezuelan Government had threatened a law suit against 

them unless they paid them $10,000,000, using national newspapers to 

slander the company and pressure them into a pay-out.157 It appeared that 

blackmail was the chosen policy of President Castro, threatening legal action 

if payment is not made and even going as far as to expose the company for 

aiding the Matos revolution.158 Minister Bowen reported that in the time since 

news of the New York and Bermudez company had reached the U.S., Castro 

had imposed further demands on a number of foreign companies This 

included the British railway company at Puerto Cabello and the French 
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Telegraph Cable Company. It was also reported that Castro had made steps 

towards blackmailing the British company that owned the railway line between 

Caracas and La Guairá.159 It appeared Castro was under the impression that 

he would not face any backlash from the U.S. government for his actions. The 

Venezuelan leader had stated in early June that “he has been assured that 

the Department of State in Washington will not interfere in this controversy.”160 

This, however, was not the case. Roosevelt, whose feelings toward Castro 

were quite clear, threw the United States into the issue in defence of the 

French Cable Company. By the summer of 1904 Castro had even gone as far 

as to demand a recall of the French Minister in Caracas, who in Minister 

Bowen’s terms had “done nothing except protect French interests with due 

energy.”161 The importance of the United States to the stability of the 

Caribbean must have been evident to even the Europeans as France 

eventually sought U.S. help to take over charge of their interests. The actions 

of Castro in this period go a long way in showing that the Venezuelan 

President had failed to understand the changing power balance in the 

Caribbean. His insolence and desire to manipulate foreign business was also 

not indicative of a nation that wished to work with their fellow republics to 

create a better economic partnership.  
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The Dominican Crisis 

Across the Caribbean in the Dominican Republic the United States assistance 

appeared to be much more greatly appreciated than in Venezuela.  Debts 

owed to European creditors were proving to be a continual issue in the 

Caribbean and Latin America due to their mismanagement of debts. In a 

speech given on 27 April 1900, then Secretary of War, Elihu Root, declared, 

“the American people will within a few years have to either abandon the 

Monroe Doctrine or fight for it.”162 The Dominican Crisis, beginning in 1904, 

was the moment Roots foreshadowing became a reality. Yet, working with the 

Dominicans to maintain a level of peace worked in favour of partnership. It 

encouraged friendly relations between the Dominican Government and the 

United States and created a stable environment in which commercial 

partnerships could be fostered. 

The crisis itself stemmed back to 1888 when President Ulises 

Heureaux “took out a loan of three quarters of a million pounds sterling from 

the Dutch banking house Westendorp.163 When the Dutch bank went bankrupt 

in 1892 the New York based Santo Domingo Improvement Company bought 

it, taking on the existing railroad contracts and the claims of European 

bondholders. The exchange of European claims came at a price to the 

Caribbean republic, forcing them to take on two loans, one of $1.2 million 

another of 2 million pounds sterling.164 To ensure the stability of his country 

and the development of Dominican infrastructure, Heureaux continued to take 

loans from the Santo Domingo Improvement Company knowing they could 
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not afford to pay them back. With the country on the brink of bankruptcy, a 

period of civil unrest led to the assassination of the president, leaving behind 

the loans that would plague his successors amidst mounting European 

pressure.  

In 1903 the Dominican Republic was in a political mess, their situation 

had been unstable since Heureaux’s assassination with the country now split 

into two factions, the Horacistas and Jimenistas.165 Rebels had even begun to 

destroy foreign-owned property and were interfering with the Clyde Passenger 

Line and cargo vessels along the north coast, causing concern not only for the 

United States but other nations who had property and investment in the 

Dominican.166 The country had now racked up so much debt that payments 

would have amounted to most of their national income and Europeans 

creditors were threatening to use force.167  By early 1904 France, Germany, 

Italy and the Netherlands had dispatched warships to the island in order to 

press their claims, causing alarm in the United States.  

Increased European activity in the circum-Caribbean threatened the 

United States position in the region; a repeat of Venezuela was the last thing 

they needed. It also threatened further instability that would impact on the 

progress of the Pan-American project. Problems faced by the Latin Americans 

had already halted progress in the late nineteenth century.  With the 
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conferences aimed at the creation of peace, and a stable environment in 

which to cultivate relations, the U.S. could not allow these problems to get out 

of hand. The events of the Venezuelan crisis only increased concern for the 

Dominican issue following The Hague’s ruling that European intervention was 

justified. With The Hague’s backing, the United States worried that it would 

only encourage further European military ventures in the Caribbean and other 

parts of Latin America. Many historians, including David Burton, who 

asserted, “Civil unrest was the rule”, have described the state of the 

Dominican Republic at the turn of the century.168 This was not something that 

sat well with Theodore Roosevelt, especially when it contributed to 

dishonouring debts, essentially inviting foreign intervention. Disorder and 

mismanagement were not to be tolerated. Such disorderly conduct made it 

difficult to attract U.S. business to the region in order to establish new 

commercial partnerships. With these instances becoming more frequent, the 

Roosevelt administration had to act. Not only would control of the situation 

help to establish order, it also helped to negate the risk that this conduct 

would become aligned with the Latin American character and subsequently 

hurt the Pan-American project. Roosevelt reiterated this idea in a letter to 

journalist, William Bayard Hale in February 1904, stating it was the United 

States “duty, when it becomes absolutely inevitable, to police these countries 

in the interest of order and civilization.”169 In a private letter to his eldest son, 

Theodore Jr., the president railed at the Dominican government, baffled at 

how “after a hundred years of freedom [the Dominican Republic] shows itself 
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utterly incompetent for governmental work.”170 An initial attempt to appease 

creditors through a repayment protocol had been implemented.  The protocol 

arranged for the Dominican government to make payments of $40,000 a 

month to the Santo Domingo Improvement Company, This however, came 

with the condition that if the Dominicans defaulted a company representative 

would take over control of the customs houses of the republic’s northern 

ports. Roosevelt already knew intervention was imminent by April and come 

late October 1904 the Dominicans had defaulted.  A U.S. agent had taken 

control of the customs house at Puerto Plata and France was threatening to 

do the same at Santo Domingo.  Following talks with the Santo Domingo 

Improvement Company, the U.S. government became directly involved in the 

collection of customs and management of Dominican debt.  In January 1905, 

an agreement was drawn up known as the Dillingham-Sanchez Protocol. This 

gave the Dominican Republic a guarantee from the United States that their 

territorial integrity would be maintained. Meanwhile the United States would 

supervise customs collection, allocating 45% to the Dominican Government 

and the remaining 55% towards creditor payments. The collections would be 

turned over to the government however “if there was a deficiency, the agent 

was to assume similar control of the remaining northern ports.”171 Further to 

this the United States stationed naval vessels to discourage any revolts 

against the government, giving the republic a greater sense of security 

against further civil unrest. For President Morales, U.S. fiscal control could not 

come quick enough and was seen as “welcome rather than an alarming 
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protest” due to the danger of rebellion being considerably lessened.”172 The 

Senate who did not approve of U.S. intervention ultimately delayed the 

protocol to prevent it passing. Roosevelt however, recognised its importance 

to security and used his position to impose the protocol by executive 

agreement, creating a modus vivendi with the Dominican President Carlos 

Morales that would last for two years.173 In a private letter to Hay, 2 April 

1905, Roosevelt heralded the success of the protocol, and claimed the 

“solution worked so well that the public is paying no heed to the matter 

whatsoever.”174  

President Roosevelt had initially been reluctant to take on the customs 

receivership, turning down President Morales’ calls for help. As events 

unfolded it became increasingly difficult for Roosevelt to shy away when many 

American investors were affected by the goings on in the Dominican Republic. 

In January 1904, A.F. Suárez of the Central Ansonia Sugar Company wrote to 

John Hay questioning why the U.S. had not yet become involved, wondering: 

“surely it cannot be the purpose of the United States to abandon its citizens 

and their interests much longer to such a condition as exists in Santo 

Domingo.”175 A further request was made by property owner J. L. Robertson 

who in a letter to Assistant Secretary of State, Francis B. Loomis asked the 

United States for “reasonable assurance of protection.”176 As was the case in 
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Venezuela, American businesses were once again taking a hit on the back of 

poorly managed debt resulting from disorganised governments. Roosevelt’s 

desire to maintain order in the western hemisphere was the deciding factor in 

U.S. involvement at this time. Historians have upheld the idea of order as a 

central idea in Rooseveltian policy. Michael Cullinane is but one who argues 

that it was “a key ingredient in Rooseveltian Statecraft” and is particularly 

observable in the events of Venezuela and Santo Domingo.177 Lack of order, 

in the Caribbean especially, was too great a risk to let lie, given the increased 

prospects of European intervention as a result. While the creation of order 

provided Roosevelt with a means to express his belief in the superior status of 

his race, it also allowed him to demonstrate his commitment to the 

establishment of peaceable relations in the Western Hemisphere. This again, 

somewhat aligned with the aims of the conference, for the promotion of 

peace. 

 On some level, the crisis in the Dominican Republic and the way the 

United States dealt with this situation was a form of symbiosis or partnership. 

Both countries gained something from the experience. For one the Dominican 

Republic got the Europeans off their backs and devised a system to manage 

their debts, while also significantly increasing the amount in their treasury. In a 

speech before the Harvard Union in February 1907, Roosevelt reiterated that 

fact noting, “We collected more money than [the Dominicans] ever got when 

they collected one hundred per cent themselves.”178 Moreover, Roosevelt’s 
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declaration of assistance saw “risk premiums fall on all sovereign debt issues 

across the circum-Caribbean” therefore ensuring that European investment 

continued in the region.179 While existing narratives have suggested the U.S. 

wanted Europe out of the Caribbean, ensuring the continuance of investment 

aligns more with a notion of partnership. The United States had worked 

closely with the Dominican Republic to ensure that they remained stable, 

recognising that European investment played a part in the Caribbean nation’s 

stability. If the Dominican Republic’s economy remained stable it served the 

best interests of the aims outlined by the Pan-American conference. 

Additionally it placed the Dominican Republic in a safe position to increase 

trade with, not only the United States, but with the rest of Latin America. 

Finally, the United States trained a Frontier Customs Guard, so that in time 

the Dominicans could assume control of the customs houses. The Republic 

would remain politically stable and on mostly harmonious terms with the 

United States until 1911 when the assassination of President Ramón Cáceras 

plunged the nation into turmoil once more.  Roosevelt genuinely believed his 

involvement had given the Dominican people an opportunity to evolve by once 

again taking on the role of ‘teacher’ and showing them how they should 

behave. In his fifth annual message to Congress, Roosevelt reiterated this 

having stated, “American policy will give the people of Santo Domingo the 

same chance to move onward and upward which we have already given to 

the people of Cuba…If we fail to take advantage of this chance…it will be of 
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incalculable damage to Santo Domingo.”180 The president’s choice of 

language unmistakably suggested that the United States saw themselves as 

liberators. The U.S. had came to believe if they were to adopt similar policy 

across the Caribbean and indeed Latin America, it would raise these nations 

up to a respectable standard, using the United States as the example to live 

by.181 This way of thinking served as idealistic progressivism, a notion that 

Roosevelt wished to encourage on a global scale. Collin has gone further, 

having argued that this progressivism was Roosevelt’s symbiotic commitment 

to civilization.182 For the United States they were able to reassure the 

Europeans their interests would be respected, keeping them from intervening 

in the Caribbean, and therefore maintaining the power balance that was so 

favourably tipped toward the U.S. On numerous occasions President 

Roosevelt pressed the idea that the United States had no territorial or imperial 

designs on the Dominican Republic. One instance was in an exchange with 

Joseph B. Bishop, an American newspaper editor and later Secretary of the 

Isthmian Canal Commission, in February 1904 in which the question of 

annexation arose. The president was quite clear in his response asserting he 

had “about the same desire to annex it as a gorged boa constrictor might 

have to swallow a porcupine wrong end to.” On another occasion in a private 

letter to Robert Bridges, the assistant editor of Scribner’s, the president 

asserted that there was no underlying malice behind the U.S. decision to 

establish a customs receivership.  Roosevelt instead insisted that the offer 
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was made in “a perfectly friendly spirit.”183 For Theodore Roosevelt, he 

believed that the underlying goal of his policy in the Dominican Republic, and 

in turn throughout the Caribbean was peace.184 The events of 1904-1905 

showed the president that “preventative medicine” was the best way for 

dealing with these issues and he would be the one to prescribe it.185  

The Roosevelt Corollary 

The Dominican Crisis was a major turning point in United States’ policy in the 

Caribbean. This idea is widely upheld by historians, including Richard Collin 

who emphasized Roosevelt’s use of the Dominican crisis to develop the 

Caribbean policy he would eventually enunciate in 1904.186 Not only was it the 

first major instance in which the United States established a financial 

protectorate over a Latin nation, it was a significant event in the defence of the 

Monroe Doctrine.187  

On the most basic level, the rationale for the Monroe Doctrine was to 

keep Europe out. The fiscal irresponsibility of the nations in the Caribbean 

basin were jeopardising this, inciting Europe to become more and more 

involved in Caribbean affairs. Historians such as G. Pope Atkins and Larmon 

C. Wilson have argued that in the instance of the Dominican Republic there 

are two main objectives. These objectives are directly linked to the defence of 

the doctrine. Atkins and Wilson postulated the main objectives in Roosevelt’s 
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Caribbean policy as “the prevention of further foreign influence and the 

maintenance of political stability in the sub-regional states.”188 While 

Roosevelt recognised that European influence, particularly the injection of 

capital, was key to the maintenance of stability in the Caribbean region, he 

also recognised that this influence must be maintained at its current rate. At 

the heart of these issues lies the social Darwinism that drove Roosevelt’s 

foreign policy, pushing the Anglo-Saxon race (in the form of the United States) 

to the top of the hierarchy where they would police and influence the lesser 

races (in this case the Latin Americans).  While, as previously mentioned, the 

United States saw it as their duty to ‘civilise’ these races and teach them to 

self-govern to the standards the U.S. held, they also had the challenge of 

maintaining their power. The instability of these nations put this power in 

jeopardy. In reiterating the Monroe Doctrine it acted as the ‘preventative 

medicine’ Roosevelt desired, while teaching the Latin American nations how 

to behave. Preaching the doctrine, in a fashion, bought them time to put in 

place longer term measures that would mean Europe would no longer have 

need to intervene.  

The Argentine Precursor: The Drago Doctrine 

During his annual message to Congress on 6 December 1904 Theodore 

Roosevelt declared his own corollary to the Monroe Doctrine that would 

become the central feature of his Caribbean policy and a chief part of his 

presidential legacy.  The United States, however, was not the first to act in 

proposing a new means of tackling European actions in the Western 

Hemisphere.  On 29 December 1902, Señor Luis Maria Drago, the Minister of 
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Foreign Relations of the Argentine Republic sent a despatch to the U.S. 

government outlining what would become known as the ‘Drago Doctrine’. 

Drago’s doctrine was ultimately one of non-intervention and stemmed from 

the Argentine perception of the Venezuelan crisis.189  The Argentine minister 

believed that there should never be force used in dealing with incidents such 

as collecting international debt.  Drago argued that forcible collection of debt 

would “cause the independence and freedom of action of the respective 

governments to disappear.”190 The minister told Señor Martin Garcia Mérou, 

the minister of the Argentine Republic to the United States, that his doctrine: 

“…is intended merely to preserve the dignity of the public 

international entity which may not thus be dragged into war with 

detriment to those high ends which determine the existence and 

liberty of nations” but that just because violence could not be used to 

collected debts did not “…render valueless the acknowledgements of 

the public debt, the definite obligation of paying it.”191 

The Doctrine outlined the Argentine view of “the collection of loans by military 

means” as implying “territorial occupation to make them effective”, which they 

could not allow.192 Drago’s doctrine sought to abolish the right of intervention 

under international law. However it was not readily admissible as international 

law as this right of intervention received a special legal extension as a 

consequence of Venezuelan arbitration.193 It was however agreed that the 
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principle of non-intervention by Europe as outlined in the 1823 Monroe 

Doctrine would be upheld, stating, “there can be no territorial expansion in 

America on the part of Europe, nor any oppression of the peoples of this 

continent.”194  The doctrine was highly praised in Argentina but the United 

States failed to properly address the message and instead skirted around the 

subject. Drago’s dogma was an outward expression of Latin American 

resentment of U.S. intervention, a notion upheld by Mark Gilderhus.195 

Furthermore, Lester D. Langley refers to Roosevelt’s rejection of the Drago 

Doctrine as a “rejection of hemispheric unity”.196 Langley notes that Drago 

“unintentionally transferred an economic question into a political issue,” which 

the U.S. never seriously considered.197 This is perhaps, as Stefan Rinke has 

argued, down to the fact that the U.S. poorly understood Drago’s argument.198 

In John Hay’s response he iterates, “we do not guarantee any state against 

punishment if it misconducts itself.”199 Hay further, reiterated the December 

1902 message of the president in which Roosevelt asserted, “it behooves 

each one [nation]…to discharge its just obligations to foreigners.”200  This 

suggested that the U.S. interpreted Drago’s note as letting any nation who 

fails to pay their debts get away with this. The secretary of state, did however, 

somewhat agree with Minister Drago, stating that force and violence were not 
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preferable. Instead the United States would like to see the solution “left to the 

decision of an impartial arbitral tribunal, before which the litigant nations…may 

stand as equals.”201 Drago’s actions, however, clearly resonated with the 

United States resulting in Roosevelt responding, although delayed, with his 

Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine. 

The 1904 Address to Congress: Roosevelt’s Corollary 

Unlike Drago’s doctrine, the Roosevelt Corollary epitomised the president’s 

thinking surrounding law and order and its necessity for the civilised world. 

For Roosevelt, the Monroe Doctrine should no longer be used as a shield for 

the Latin Americans to hide behind in order to shirk their obligations.  

Roosevelt ultimately made it clear that the sole purpose of his corollary 

was to bring about peace. In the president’s eyes peace was the ultimate goal 

that could be achieved if order was maintained, not just in the western 

hemisphere but also on a global scale. Roosevelt almost immediately stated 

that his aim, and that of the United States, was “to strive to bring ever nearer 

the day when there shall prevail throughout the world the peace of justice.”202 

However, he strongly believed that peace would have to be maintained 

through the ending of barbarism and ensuring that nations behaved in a 

civilized manner; issues that, for him, were still evident in many Latin 

American nations. David H. Burton, in his 1968 text, Theodore Roosevelt: 

Confident Imperialist, succinctly outlined the motivation of the message, 
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namely that “law and order must be maintained.”203 Burton’s statement is 

evidenced when Roosevelt affirms:  

“…it follows that a self-respecting, just, and far-seeing nation 

should on the one hand endeavour … to provide substitutes for war, 

which tend to render nations …more responsive to the general 

sentiment of humane and civilized mankind; and on the other hand 

that it should keep prepared, while scrupulously avoiding wrongdoing 

itself, to repel any wrong, and in exceptional cases to take action…”204 

Roosevelt’s statement epitomizes what has become known as his ‘Big Stick 

Diplomacy’, which demonstrated his desire for peace but also the need to use 

force if necessary.205While the corollary is often seen as an imperialistic move 

on behalf of the president, Roosevelt used the opportunity to reach out to 

Latin Americans and ease their minds. The corollary itself, expressly stated “it 

is not true that the United States feels any land hunger or entertains any 

projects as regard the other nations of the Western Hemisphere,” only that the 

U.S. wishes the nations of Latin America to be “stable, orderly, and 

prosperous.”206 It is understandable how historians continue to argue that 

imperialist motives lie beneath the corollary. In many instances Roosevelt 

appeared to push for U.S. intervention in Latin America for the good of the 

peoples to the south. This is somewhat evident when the president argued: 

“if every country washed by the Caribbean Sea would show 

the progress in stable and just civilization which, with the aid of the 

Platt amendment Cuba has shown since our troops left the island,… 
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all question of interference by this Nation with their affairs would be at 

an end.”207 

Such a statement implied that the United States’ involvement in Cuba had 

done nothing but improve the lives of the Cuban people and showed them 

how to behave as a civilized nation. Moreover, it further implied that unless 

other Latin American nations were able to learn to behave in the same 

manner, their only hope of becoming a stable, progressive country was in the 

hands of the U.S. Yet, combined with the previous statement avowing that the 

U.S. had no desire to acquire any land, it serves to show, though 

demonstrating arrogance on the part of the United States, they did have good 

intentions with regards to improving their sister republics.  

The Latin American Reaction 

It is in such a way that it is understandable many Latin American nations may 

have misconstrued Roosevelt’s comments. The president even made the 

claim, “our voice is now potent for peace, and is so potent because we are not 

afraid of war,” which in itself could be interpreted as threatening.208 Most 

notably, the corollary, as an extension to the Monroe Doctrine, remained a 

unilateral statement. While Drago had directly addressed the United States 

outlining his doctrine, the U.S. had not been so courteous and had not sought 

the approval of any Latin American nation before making the announcement. 

The corollary in turn left a sour taste with the nations to the south, particularly 

with competitor for international trade, Argentina.  The conservative Argentine 

newspaper, La Prensa declared in an article published two days after 

Roosevelt addressed Congress, that the Corollary was “the most serious and 
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menacing declaration against South American integrity which has come out of 

Washington.”209 This attitude is likely to have stemmed from the U.S. notion 

that Latin American nations were progressing and becoming increasingly 

civilised as a result of contact with the United States. The newspaper 

continued to lambast the United States in the wake of the Corollary; 

questioning what right Roosevelt had to “declare himself the conqueror of all 

South America.”210 La Prensa was not alone in sharing its anger towards the 

United States. Buenos Aires based, weekly satirical magazine, Caras y 

Caretas railed against President Roosevelt through a front-page cartoon (See 

Appendix F). ‘El Peligro Yankee’ or ‘The Yankee Peril’ portrayed a monstrous 

giant in the form of Roosevelt, stretched out across the Americas. The sheer 

size of Teddy demonstrated clear links to the view of the United States as the 

colossus of the north and implied that this feeling was still prevalent in the 

Argentine Republic. The general idea surrounding the ‘colossus’ is one of 

imperialism, which the magazine exhibited by placing Roosevelt in a crown. 

This served to convey the belief that the U.S. president was power hungry 

and longed for control. The words ‘Doctrine De Monroe’ stamped across 

Roosevelt’s hand expressed the view that the Monroe Doctrine (and his 

subsequent corollary) was the tool through which he attempted to gain such 

control. The text at the bottom of the image only served to strengthen these 

ideas, roughly translated as ‘I speak of South America and plainly say to the 

world, nobody puts their hands here but me.’ The language depicted the U.S. 

as a bully, who threatened anyone who would prevent them from expanding 
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Argentina. La Prensa (8 December 1904). 
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their empire; in this case, in territory they deemed to be theirs to control. 

However, the Uncle Sam-esque attire may have been an inference to the view 

that dominating the western hemisphere was not just an idea of President 

Roosevelt, but of the United States as a whole.  

Not all Latin Americans shared in this attitude. Huge divisions existed 

within Argentina.  La Nacîon, one of the largest daily newspapers circulated in 

Argentina disagreed with the views disclosed by fellow conservative 

newspaper La Prensa. In fact, La Nacîon published an article defending the 

United States, declaring the Roosevelt Corollary merely “constituted a 

salutary warning to the unruly states of the New World which ignored their 

obligations.”211 For the United States, Argentina was to be carefully observed. 

Maintaining a positive image would be vital given that beliefs existed in the 

U.S. that Argentina could soon “be a great rival of our own country.”212 

Outside of Argentina coverage of the Roosevelt Corollary was minimal 

in comparison. Even in Uruguay, discussion remained surprisingly limited. 

While Elite members of the Colorado Party desired close relations with the 

United States, it was not long since a number of Uruguayan newspapers has 

railed against the opportunistic imperialism of the U.S.213 Popular newspaper 

La Tribuna, in January 1901, had gone as far as to warn the Bolivians against 

giving concessions to the U.S. after they had gained control in Puerto Rico 

and Cuba. The newspaper claimed that the United States “was to continue 
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the conquest” using economic infiltration rather than overt imperialism.214 

Under President José Batlle y Ordóñez however, a friend and admirer of U.S. 

values, Uruguay sought closer relations with their fellow republic.  

Other Latin American nations such as Brazil, Chile and Peru received 

the corollary fairly well. The Brazilian newspaper Diario de Pernambuco 

merely released a bulletin announcing the meeting of congress, in stark 

contrast with their Argentine neighbours.215 Monroe Doctrine historian, Dexter 

Perkins argued, “it would be sheer romanticism to assume that it created a 

new hostility to the American government.” Perkins evidenced the Argentine 

Foreign Minister in order to refute the notion of renewed hostility. He noted 

that in October 1905 Minister Laretta publicly stated in congress that the 

Monroe Doctrine was nothing but a “doctrine of friendship”.216 Minister 

Epifanio Portela would go even further and endorse the Roosevelt 

Corollary.217 Additionally, Jay Sexton noted the changing relationship between 

the U.S. and Mexico as a result of the corollary. Díaz had begun to view their 

neighbour as a threat. This was due to growing United States’ control in the 

Caribbean which Mexico claimed, “tightened the U.S. grip” around them.218 

Even the more traditionally pro-American newspapers, such as the Mexican 

Herald printed articles that suggested a U.S. threat. “It is unpleasant, to say 
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the least, to hear the knock of the officious policeman on the front door,” the 

Herald printed.219 

On the contrary, historian Frank Neiss believes that “whatever its 

benefits, [the corollary] went far beyond the politically acceptable.”220 The 

majority of historians, while continuing to follow mainstream arguments for 

imperialism and sharing Neiss’ view that the U.S. had overstepped the mark, 

characterize this as ‘progressive paternalism’.221 This ties in with arguments 

surrounding civilization and the U.S. desire to end ‘barbarism’ and share their 

values. For historians such as Serge Ricard however, ‘progressive 

imperialism’ does not have to be tied to the negative connotations that come 

as part and parcel of imperialism. Ricard argues that the Roosevelt Corollary, 

in fact, “stands as a ideal illustration of the United State’s righteous, 

paternalistic attitude toward Latin America.”222 Furthermore Ricard 

characterised the Corollary as aiming to do “away with the causes of foreign 

interference by forestalling them and enjoying sound economics.”223 Such 

arguments seek to portray the United States as having a positive impact on 

Latin America and demonstrate the U.S. aim to assist fellow American nations 

with their social, political and economic progress. 
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Conclusion 

The first term of Roosevelt’s presidency proved to be a period of unrest 

for the nations of the Caribbean. As a result the president’s Latin American 

policy became very much a Caribbean policy with his corollary forming the 

central feature. The corollary, combined with the interventionist tactics the 

United States had displayed in Venezuela and the Dominican Republic 

created much negative feeling among the Latin states. The actions of the 

United States only served to cement their imperialist status, behaving as a 

hegemon in the Caribbean basin. While they removed or prevented the 

control of the other great powers, they simply grew their own. Historian Harold 

Davis succinctly addresses this stating, “In the eyes of most Latin Americans, 

this policy was simply the substitution of one imperialistic interventionist for 

another.”224 Noel Maurer even went as far as to claim the Roosevelt Corollary 

was a declaration of hegemony over the Americas.225 This assertion of control 

boiled down to three main things for Roosevelt: the defence of the Monroe 

Doctrine, the protection of the approaches to the Panama Canal and the 

prevention of unfriendly regimes being established in the western 

hemisphere.226 All of these features would assist the United States in 

maintaining their powerful position in the western hemisphere. While there 

were clear instances in which the actions of the United States supported 

Caribbean nations, particularly the Dominican Republic, the balance was 

always tipped in the favour of the United States. More often than not, and 

whether or not it was intended, these nations were at the mercy of the U.S. 
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The fear the Latin Americans had felt as a result of the territorial gains made 

by the U.S. following the Spanish-American war were, for some, becoming a 

reality.  

Though Theodore Roosevelt’s policy was mainly aimed at the nations 

of the Caribbean and Central America, his blanket application of it did not sit 

well amongst the nations of South America in particular. While some nations, 

like Brazil and Uruguay appeared to be neutral towards the goings on in the 

Caribbean, the general negative consensus amongst Latin states was hardly 

conducive to a better relationship among the nations of the Americas. It 

certainly did not bode well for any notion of mutually beneficial partnership. 

Moreover, these years can quite clearly demonstrate that Latin America 

cannot simply be taken as a whole. Events in this period have shown how a 

blanket policy, be it a generic policy like the Roosevelt corollary, or a specific 

trade policy, is simply too difficult and too divisive to be applied without 

consequence to one nation or another. While the United States had taken to 

viewing the Americas in different sections, namely the Caribbean, the ABC 

nations and others, they failed to apply their policies to reflect this.  

Ultimately, America’s growing strength in the Western Hemisphere 

failed to calm any doubts the Latin Americans had begun to feel under 

McKinley. The president’s death and the subsequent inauguration of 

Theodore Roosevelt, who came armed with imperialist prowess, were a major 

concern for the nations of Latin America. While the immediate concern was in 

the Caribbean, there was no doubt that apprehension existed that eventually 

the United State’s reach would extend to the republics of South America. 

However, Roosevelt’s second secretary of state, following John Hays’ death 
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in 1905, brought new hope for U.S.-Latin American relations. The fresh ideas 

that the more open minded Elihu Root brought to the table had potential to 

unite the nations of the Americas.   

 

At the turn of the century the United States were developing 

increasingly friendly relations with Brazil, a growing power in Latin America.  

The decision to host a conference in the Brazilian capital, Rio de Janeiro in 

the summer of 1906 presented another opportunity to finally turn things 

around. With Root at the helm, the United States had the potential to create a 

future whereby the American Republics could really work together in 

partnership.  
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Chapter Four: ‘Root’s Great 
Triumph’ Elihu Root’s contributions 
and the outcomes of the Rio 
Conference, 1905-1907 
	

“This was the psychological moment for him to go…it is one of those 

journeys of great sentiment which are of real importance.”1  

Theodore Roosevelt (1906) 

 

In the years that passed between the second Pan-American 

Conference in Mexico City and the third Pan-American Conference hosted in 

Rio de Janeiro the relationship that existed between the United States and the 

other Latin American republics changed drastically. Any headway that the 

United States had made became plagued by accusations of imperialism. U.S. 

ventures in the Caribbean basin had given their sister republics cause for 

concern, especially so in the wake of President Roosevelt’s corollary. Their 

actions did not appear to the Latin Americans as one of partnership and 

instead simply served the interests of the United States. Harold Molineau has 

argued that these interventions were essentially the establishment of “a habit 

of treating the region as an arena where there were no restrictions on U.S. 

power” and where the U.S. could “presume the right to control the internal 

developments of those states.”2 This was especially evident in their dealings 
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in Panama, whereby the U.S. manipulated the situation to the final completion 

of the long coveted canal. It was, however, the creation of protectorates as 

evidenced in the Dominican Republic that the Latin Americans found most 

repugnant.  

Despite the continuing development of Roosevelt’s controversial 

imperial character, the president won a convincing victory in the 1904 

presidential election. His election was of the utmost importance to the 

president who once referred to himself as ‘a political accident’.3 Consequently, 

the election cemented his position on his own merit rather than on the 

misfortune of William McKinley. While Roosevelt remained popular with the 

public, his standing amongst Republican Party leaders was less favourable. 

He still had the issue of Mark Hanna to contend with, a man who openly held 

distain for the president and who may well run for office himself.4 The 

president’s dealings with Northern Securities had not sat well with many 

members of the party.5 Historian Michael Wolraich notes “traditionalist 

Republicans did not believe that a company could be too large” or that the 

government “had any business telling private corporations how to manage 

their affairs.”6 In addition Roosevelt’s trust busting was an early display of his 

changing attitudes, away from the traditionalist republican values toward the 

																																																								
3 Theodore Roosevelt quoted in Betsy Harvey Kraft, Theodore Roosevelt: Champion of the 
American Spirit (New York: Clarion Books, 2003) 114. 
4 Rumour of Hanna running for office would be unfulfilled. In January 1904 Hanna grew ill 
from typhoid and eventually led to his death on 15 February 1904.  
5 The Northern Securities Company, a railroad trust set up in 1901, under Roosevelt’s 
instruction was sued in 1902 on the basis of the Sherman Anti-Trust Act of 1890. It was 
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business. 
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more progressive approach to politics that would shape his second term.  

Despite internal party grumblings, Roosevelt went into the 1904 election in a 

strong position. Regardless of numerous domestic issues such as the 

breaking up of trusts and the anthracite coal strike of 1902 the president could 

maintain he had kept the economy strong in light of these issues. To the 

American people he could also proudly boast of his international dealings, 

including the basis for his impending Corollary that encompassed his work in 

the Caribbean and the fact that he ‘took’ the Panama Canal. His impressive 

record made him enormously popular with the voters of America.  

On 9 November 1904 his popularity revealed itself in his landslide 

victory. While his opponent, Democrat, Alton B. Parker won 37.6 per cent of 

the vote; Roosevelt attained an enormous 57.4 per cent. The president had 

also gained a total of 336 Electoral College votes to Parker’s 140. At this time 

Theodore Roosevelt held the record for the highest percentage of the popular 

vote.7 

 

Now that Roosevelt had firmly established himself in the White House 

in what he deemed a ‘legitimate’ capacity, it was straight back to business. In 

terms of their relationship with Latin America, much work was still to be done 

and another conference was fast approaching. The business with the 

Dominican Republic was still on going and the president had the fall out from 

his corollary to deal with. The president had much to contend with and 

following the death of John Hay on 1 February 1905, this only escalated as he 

was left without a secretary of state.  
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Enter Elihu Root, prominent lawyer, ex-secretary of War, friend of the 

president and now successor to Hay.8 Historians have generally paid Root 

little attention outside his former role as secretary of war, which is surprising 

given the role the secretary would play in U.S.-Latin American relations in the 

years immediately following his appointment. Root was already fully immersed 

in the world of foreign affairs having helped design policies for both the 

Philippines and Cuba and strongly advocated for the Panama Canal and the 

open door policies of trade with China.9 The upcoming Conference of inter-

American States in Brazil would provide Root with a platform by which he 

could cement himself in the history of U.S. foreign relations.   

In spite of the many detrimental incidents to U.S.-Latin American 

relations, developments, however small, were being made.  In the early years 

of the twentieth century, it was John Barrett who had worked tirelessly to 

accelerate the relationship in a positive direction. Barrett had urged President 

Roosevelt to “give South America more credit for its actual progress…in 

generally striving under adverse conditions to reach a higher standard of 

civilisation.”10 A range of Latin American publications including Jornal de 

Commercio, El Mercurio and La Prensa recognised the inroads the minister 

had made in developing a better relationship.11 La Prensa even noted, “no 
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other American Minister…has won the sympathies of the Government and 

people…. So quickly and completely as Mr Barrett, nor…ever seen or learned 

so much of South America.”12  Barrett had made surprising headway with 

Colombia who received him well, even believing Barrett would have 

maintained relations during the initial canal treaty.13 By late 1905 the minister 

was of the belief that “there was never a time in the history of the relations of 

the United States with South America that afforded such conditions as the 

present for the development…of…our commerce and trade.”14 Now that 

Barrett had laid the groundwork, it was Root’s turn to take up the mantel. The 

tense relationship between the United States and Venezuela, regarding the 

New York and Bermudez Company claims were still on going. The 

Venezuelans had proven to be very difficult to negotiate with following a 

number of attempts that had been made to find common ground upon which 

to accept terms. A further attempt was made to resolve the issue in November 

1905 which Root believed, up till now, had been dealt with in “an exceedingly 

harsh manner.”15 The company now sent Mr Clyde Brown to Caracas for the 

“purpose of settling differences with the Venezuelan Government if 

practicable.”16  The State Department in this way demonstrated their ever 

growing diplomatic approach to settling disputes rather than their well known 

tactic of wielding their big stick in order to satisfy the claims of American 
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business’.  A further example comes with regards to the Pan-American 

railroad where advances had been made along the Colombian-Panamanian 

stretch. While the Mexican conference had cemented the idea that free 

transport would be provided for those working on official government business 

this was subject to abuse if it was not kept in check. In a positive step toward 

better relations, the Colombians had accepted terms that ensured all 

Panamanians using the network on government business were issued with 

annual passes providing them free passage.17 This not only ensured 

smoother running of the railway network, along with the assurance that 

correct fees would be collected, but it was also a step toward acknowledging 

better relations with the recently separated Panama. In addition work was 

carried out to create smaller treaties regarding reciprocity and subsidies. One 

such example can be seen in a note from Robert Bacon, the acting secretary 

of state, who discussed the implementation of subsidies for a coffee 

valorisation scheme drawn up by the Brazilian Government.18 Further 

examples include a conversation between Elihu Root and Minister to Brazil, 

Edward Bowen who were working to impose a postal subsidy along the 

Brazilian shipping line. Root, demonstrating his desire to improve relations 

with Latin America, had promised to do “everything I can to bring it about.”19   

Moreover, Root used the conversations he had with his ministers to ensure 

that they had spread the word that the Monroe Doctrine was not something 
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the Latin Republics need fear. The secretary of state entrusted the numerous 

ministers to “explain in an effective way how utterly free we are from any idea 

of interfering with the independence of any South American country.”20 By 

using these tactics to erase the fears these nations had of the United States, 

Root had hoped to relieve any tensions that existed prior to the Inter-

American conference. 

In the build up to the conference the United States’ greatest challenge 

appeared to be appeasing certain disgruntled groups, particularly in 

Argentina. A number of historians have stated that this stemmed from the 

Roosevelt Corollary on the grounds “that no state should intervene in the 

affairs of another for any reason.”21 In order to avoid upset and run the risk 

that the image of the Roosevelt Corollary may become distorted, the United 

States used the opportunity granted to them in the summer of 1906 to 

strengthen their relationship with the Latin republics. 

Public and Business Engagement 

This time around the conference appeared to be more prominent to the public 

than the preceding meetings. It seemed that the conferences importance had 

finally reached the publics attention and the press were all too aware they had 

to give them what they wanted. Newspapers across the country made note of 

the conference, however briefly, which was not as before. One particular 

article appeared to have been rolled out across the United States for 

publication. The article explained what was going on in terms of the 

movements of key figures arriving at the conference in Rio to then encompass 
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a brief history of the conferences, right down to its birth in the mind of James 

Blaine. Such an article suggests that the conference is now of public interest, 

most likely in the wake of the Roosevelt corollary, with the intention of 

catching the American public up by giving them an overview to date. These 

articles appeared in newspapers from the Atlantic to the Pacific coast, 

ensuring that the whole nation was up to speed with the historic goings on.22 

Masses of journalists and photographers clamoured to be a part of Roots trip, 

with numerous letters arriving at his office daily requesting to accompany 

him.23 Many people, including the American public, however, were still caught 

up in the hype of empire. A letter to Root from Chancellor John Allison of 

Nashville highlighted this. Allison expressed his concern for “cultivating their 

confidence and friendship, and in paving the groundwork now to secure 

strong trade and commercial relations with, and to acquire a controlling 

influence of their affairs.”24 U.S. actions of late had blurred the lines of what 

they were trying to achieve in Latin America. Both members of the public and 

indeed politicians struggled to shake their imperialist tendencies despite their 

efforts. Whether it was their intention or not, the United States, at this time, 

had developed a desire for control that they now needed to keep in check. 

Historians such as Gordon Connell-Smith noted U.S. imperial actions, 

particularly the “force admissible for the collection of public debts” have 

“overshadowed in interest all other topics before the conference,” notably 
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Venezuela.25 With such issues threatening the success of the conference 

Root had to take action in order to quash the imperialistic tendencies before 

they damaged the Pan-American project altogether. Root’s task would not be 

an easy one especially given many Americans strong support for the Monroe 

Doctrine, a doctrine regarded as imperialist in the eyes of numerous Latin 

Americans. A gentleman named Willard French even wrote Root in which he 

proclaimed the doctrine as having served “an important purpose in the 

preservation of peace among American republics.”26 With rumours circulating 

the Argentines were to propose the Drago Doctrine at the conference, 

ordinary Americans were concerned about the Monroe Doctrines defence.27 

This was heightened even more so in the build up to the conference when it 

came to light that the United States “government is not opposed “ to Drago’s 

alternative.28  

While the defence of the Monroe Doctrine was a worry for some, most 

correspondence with Root consisted of suggestions for the extension of trade. 

These were predominantly calls for developing communication, namely 

railroads and shipping lines. Grenville M. Dodge, President and Chief 

Engineer of a number of railroad companies throughout the 1880s and 90s 

argued the U.S. needed to further pursue the issue of the Pan-American 

railroad. Dodge believed that the lines they had begun building through the 

southern U.S. states to Mexico were not fully appreciated in their 
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potential.29He further argued, “if we had that line of road completed 5,000 

miles through the center [sic] of all those South American states there is no 

telling what an advantage it would be to them and us.”30 Dodge’s concerns 

however were unwarranted in comparison to some of the other issues facing 

the inter-American trade relationship. Since the first conference the 

development of the Pan-American railroad had been consistent. Those at the 

top of U.S. government were fully aware of the great purpose this railroad 

would serve in the commercial development of the Americas. President 

Roosevelt declared he was “fully awake to the importance of the All-American 

railway” while Root, in acknowledging a letter from the chairman, agreed with 

him as to the “immense importance and value of railroad communication.”31 

On 15 June 1906, prior to the conference, the Permanent Pan-American 

Railway Committee published a report outlining the great progress that had 

been made. The desire for the railroad to be developed upon equal terms was 

reiterated by Andrew Carnegie at a committee dinner held the previous 

March. Carnegie “advocated that the United States should give 

$100,000,000…conditioned upon the Spanish-American Republics pledging 

their credit for an equal sum.”  By each nation providing an equally 

proportionate sum it would maintain the relationship on an equal footing in the 

hope that no nation would seek to gain greater credit for its creation than 
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another.32 People could not fail to recognise the enormity of the project and 

the good it would bring to the growing friendship. The Honourable S. B. 

Elkins, chairman of the Senate committee on inter state commerce, had 

spoken of the railroad project as “a beneficent labour” that would “be of 

enormous utility to all the countries.”33 While the fact remains that the railroad 

provided a new connection to the great markets of the United States it also 

benefitted the development of commerce between the Latin-American states 

themselves. This mammoth line provided Latin republics further avenues for 

trade development that once realised would profoundly assist in the 

development of the Latin-American relationship with the United States. The 

report made note of this benefit, noting “substantial results already have 

accrued to several of the republics by interesting capitalists in their railway 

enterprises and enabling the different countries to strengthen their own credit 

and procure the financial means necessary for carrying on railway 

enterprises.”34 The fruits of the Pan-American railway provide evidence of the 

United States having worked in partnership with the Latin Americans to the 

equal benefit of all parties. While the U.S. was able to develop their 

relationship with the Latin- Americans, the Latin- Americans were able to 

develop the relationships that existed among themselves. The committee 

received progress reports from all nations in South America, excluding 

Paraguay, each showcasing the positive inroads that had been made. 

Colombia was expanding lines to connect Bogota to the Pacific Coast, whilst 

Ecuador’s once poor railroad system was now “handling considerable 
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traffic.”35 Many untouched and less developed areas also benefitted from 

railroad construction. In Peru, 90 miles of railroad along the Oroya and Cerro 

de Posco line were “developing the mineral wealth of the republic,” while her 

government had recently passed a law to establish “a permanent guaranty for 

railroad construction.”36 Brazil also saw similar developments for its vast, 

underdeveloped interior regions, which now had access stretching from the 

Atlantic ports to “the foothills of the Andes.”37 Some of the smaller, less-

developed nations were able to participate thanks to financial assistance from 

U.S. companies. Bolivia, for example, saw its railway expansion as a “direct 

development of the Pan-American project” supplemented “by capital raised in 

the United States” by “important New York financial interests.”38 A further 

report gives evidence to the idea that the Latin-Republics could benefit from 

the development of their own relations as a result of the Pan-American 

railroad. Reports sent from Argentina proclaimed “…the railway developments 

indicate the union of the railway lines of Argentina, Bolivia, and Peru within a 

few years.  

By June 1906, “…of the 10,400 miles between New York and Buenos 

Ayres along the line of the proposed Pan-American railway…there are not 

more than 3,700 miles…not specifically provided for.”39 The railroad is 

unquestionably the most successful aspect of the Pan-American Project as a 

whole at this time. The development of the railroad showcases U.S. support of 
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Latin-American development that was not necessarily for their direct benefit. 

This gives rise to the notion that the United States had participated in the 

project for the equal benefit of all involved.  

Further to this there was much desire for additional shipping lines, 

particularly between New York and the ports of Rio de Janiero and Buenos 

Aires. A letter from Joseph Reid of Life Insurance Co. expressed to Root the 

notion that additional lines would result in “the share of South American trade 

on the east side that properly belongs to us and which the Brazilian and 

Argentine merchants are anxious to give us.”40 Such desires give evidence to 

the fact that there was widespread belief in the United States that unless 

communication was developed, trade and commerce would be unable to 

progress at the rate they craved.  

The Third Inter-American Conference: Rio de Janeiro 

The third international conference of American States ran between 22, July 

and 27, August 1906, the shortest of all the conferences so far. The 

conference sought to build on the resolutions of the Mexico conference and 

ensure their maintenance for the continuation of growing friendship between 

the United States and the Republics of Latin America.  By this stage the 

greatest sticking point of the initial conferences, arbitration, had been 

thoroughly considered. Charles M. Pepper, U.S. Ambassador to Mexico had 

noted the benefit of this to Root in December 1905, essentially stating that 

with the major questions out of the way there was more time and opportunity 

“for establishing a continuous and permanent policy on the part of the United 
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States.”41 What Pepper had failed to realise was the vast import handed to the 

issue that saw it passed on to The Hague at the opening of the Rio 

conference. This did however leave more time for assessment and 

establishment of permanent policies in other important economic matters.42   

Between 1902 and 1906 the conference agenda had changed very 

little. The major, overarching issue was that of communication, taking the 

place of arbitration as the central topic. Better communication is the 

foundation for the improvement of all other trade issues. Without good 

communication trade deals are effectively useless, as they cannot be 

managed efficiently. Methods of communication, and their overall importance 

fed into almost all topics of discussion at Rio. In order to enhance 

communication, the conference recognised that the institution at the centre of 

the Pan-American project needed to be reviewed. The conference resolved 

that the International Bureau of American Republics therefore necessitated 

reorganisation on a more permanent basis. On 7 August it was agreed that 

“enlarging and improving the scope and efficient of the institution” was a 

priority.43 To aid this improvement the decision was made to provide IBAR 

with a permanent home. This was to be housed in a building the conference 

would commission in Washington D.C. (later the Pan-American Building) with 

the purpose that it would “permit it to properly fulfil the important functions 
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assigned to it by this conference.”44 The conference further believed that the 

resolution to create a building for IBAR would serve as an expression of “its 

gratification that the project to establish a permanent centre of information and 

of interchange of ideas among the republics of the continent…has been 

realised.”45 A permanent building in many ways provided the Pan-American 

project with an air of seriousness and legitimacy. On 16 August, the 

conference further resolved to expand IBAR so as to include a special sector 

particularly focussed on the enhancement of trade between the American 

republics.46 The section of Commerce, Customs, and Commercial Statistics, 

would undertake a special study of customs legislation, regulations and 

statistics across all American republics to ensure that trade information was 

properly communicated.  To make certain these were kept up to date so that 

any necessary changes could be considered and implemented, the 

conference decided this was to be reported to the governing body of the 

bureau “at least one year before the meeting of the next international 

American conference.”47 In addition to this new sector being introduced in the 

bureau, the conference recommended the creation of departments within the 

individual nations departments of foreign affairs. These departments would 

work alongside IBAR, contributing reports to the end that the Bureau, “shall be 

furnished with all information necessary for the preparation of its work.”48 

Such basic changes would aid the general functionality of the bureau and 

therefore the nuts and bolts of the Pan-American project as a whole.  
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With improved communication IBAR could get to work on developing 

commercial relations. The delegates highlighted and resolved on 23 August, 

the need to stimulate “as far as possible, a rapid service of communication by 

railways, steamer, and telegraphic lines.”49 The Pan-American railroad project 

embodied this and had been operating steadily since this was put in place 

back in 1889. The aforementioned report of the permanent railway committee 

was considered by the conference who were pleased with the on-going 

results.50 Although the projects achievements were clear the conference still 

called for the nations present to seek further investments and other sources of 

funding to see it through to completion. Further to this it was agreed that 

telegraphic communications still needed to be considered and as per previous 

conferences this was to be considered on a local level with support from 

central government.51  In addition, this was complimented by a push for the 

development of steamship lines, long considered, in particular between New 

York and the east coast ports of Latin America. Unlike previous conferences, 

the conference resolved that IBAR should embark on a project to define a 

basis for a contract with “one or more steamship companies for the 

establishment or maintenance of navigation lines.”52 Concerns had already 

been raised about the lack of lines between the U.S. and Latin America in 

comparison to the nine existing between Europe and the latter.53 Railway 

lines, steamship routes and telegraphic lines were a means of bringing 
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nations into closer contact. By taking measures to make this a reality it was 

symbolic of the desire to bring the countries of the America’s together in a 

closer economic relationship.  

While communication was proven to be at the heart of the Pan-

American project, the Rio conference had slowly begun to recognise further 

steps that needed to be considered in preparation for the achievements of 

improved communication.  This included recommendations for public debts to 

be examined by The Hague, an IBAR study of the monetary systems of all 

nations present and more significantly the consideration of improved 

sanitation measures.54 The conference agreed to adopt the International 

Sanitary Convention of Washington as a general rule and to obtain “as far as 

possible a better knowledge and greater observance of hygienic and sanitary 

principles.”55 It was also proposed to establish and regulate in each American 

country “a committee comprised of three medical or sanitary authorities to 

constitute an international sanitary information committee of the American 

Republics.”56 The Centre of Sanitary Information, an institute set up by the 

1906 conference, to be based in Montevideo charged with maintaining up to 

date sanitary measures, would oversee these authorities.57  Better sanitary 

measures would encourage increased trade, which could often be 

discouraged by outbreaks of disease in particular small pox and yellow fever. 

If the Latin American nations could demonstrate they were working to improve 
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and prevent such outbreaks this would act as an incentive for businesses to 

either increase or even encourage brand new trade partnerships.  

Secretary Root’s Tour of Latin America 

The Build Up  

Whilst the topics addressed by the conference itself were undoubtedly 

important, for the United States, the good will tour of Secretary Root was of 

immeasurable significance. When Secretary Root announced that he, 

personally, would be attending the conference, his decision was met with 

rapturous applause. While most excitement stemmed from American 

businessmen, Latin American ministers, including Ambassador Joaquim 

Nabuco of Brazil expressed their gratitude. Nabuco became a strong ally, and 

struck up a good friendship with Root prior to the conference. A positive 

relationship with Brazil would stand the United States in good stead for the 

development of relations. Its geographical position in South America had 

made Rio de Janeiro a seat of power, where at all times diplomatic 

representatives of all Latin American nations could be found.58 A solid and 

welcomed United States embassy in the Brazilian capital would serve them 

well. Historians including Connell-Smith have recognised Nabuco’s supportive 

stance, describing him as “very strongly pro-united states in sympathy” and a 

supporter of the Roosevelt Corollary and Pan-Americanism.59 In a letter dated 

25 November 1905 Nabuco wrote to Root, “your visit to Brazil, coming soon 

after the creation of your embassy there and of ours here, would, in fact, be a 

manifesto without words, that could not fail to draw our two nations closer 
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together and to impress the imagination of the rest of the continent with the 

high and noble ideals that attract them to each other.”60 Nabuco recognised 

the importance of Root’s attendance as a symbol of U.S. friendship. His 

attendance would demonstrate Root’s belief that the conference was of vast 

importance to the United States, causing Nabuco to trust that such an action 

would greatly assist in the development of relations with other Latin American 

nations.  Root’s attendance led to the hope that a personal touch would be 

advantageous to the development of relations. This is evidenced in a letter 

sent to the Argentine Minister whereby Root proclaimed “personal 

acquaintance and good understanding as the truest means of promoting real 

friendship between nations.”61 Future president, William Howard Taft would 

further support Root’s argument in a letter to Roosevelt whereby he noted, 

“the personal touch and presence…are of much more importance among 

Latin Americans than they would be Anglo-Saxons.”62 

Root’s visit to South America not only marked a step forward in the 

pursuit of better U.S.-Latin American relations, but it was the first time a sitting 

Secretary of State had left U.S. soil on official business.63  The secretary of 

state understood that he had a mammoth task ahead of him. In a 
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conversation with South Carolina Senator, Benjamin Tillman, Root noted: 

“The South Americans now hate us, largely because they think we despise 

them and try to bully them.”64 His trip to South America would provide the 

opportunity to change that. Root had long since desired to conceive a strong 

relationship with the Latin Americans, making this very clear when he told 

Tillman: “I think their friendship is really important to the United States, and 

that the best way to secure it is by treating them like gentleman. If you want to 

make a man your friend, it does not pay to treat him like a yellow dog.”65 

Writing to the President on 3 July, just weeks before his trip, he further 

highlighted his understanding of the importance of the trip by placing it above 

one of the key issues behind the Roosevelt Corollary. Root told President 

Roosevelt that he believed “Venezuelan affairs should be allowed to rest until 

the Rio Conference is over” arguing that while “…we have a lot of claims to 

make…I do not think it is wise to press them at this moment.”66 Continuing to 

press such claims could risk raising questions about U.S. integrity in Latin 

America. 

Figures across business, politics and law recognised the work that 

Root was doing in South America and backed him all the way. Chancellor 

John Allison of the Chancery Court Chambers, Nashville, wrote to Roosevelt 

to express his thoughts on the Latin American question. Allison told Roosevelt 
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“We are greatly concerned in cultivating their confidence and friendship, and 

in paving the ground work now to secure strong trade and commercial 

relations with, and to acquire a controlling influence in their affairs.”67 While he 

supported the idea of a friendship, the motives of Mr. Allison are evidently 

imperialistic. This is made especially clear when he spoke of a “controlling 

influence”.68 Allison’s comments do not specify what aspect of their affairs the 

U.S. would control. The chancellor went on to ask the president “how can we 

do this without encountering opposing influences, or arousing their 

characteristic suspicions?” highlighting that such a move would not gain the 

approval of Latin Americans.69  

Secretary Root was overwhelmed with interest in his upcoming trip. He 

received an abundance of requests from journalists and photographers, to 

people with general interests in Latin American relations who wished to 

accompany him to Brazil.70 It seemed that Root was not the only one who 

believed good things would come from his tour and everyone wanted to 

participate in a potentially historic event. While not everyone could 

accompany Root, the secretary of state personally sought out president of the 

‘American Exporter,’ W. J. Johnson to join him in Rio.71 In a correspondence 

with Root in March 1906, Johnson professed to Root the importance of his 

visit to Latin America, telling the secretary: “I look upon your visit to South 

America as an event which cannot but have an important bearing upon our 
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future relations with South American countries.”72 Johnson continued by 

stating, “no class of Americans will be more benefitted by or interested in the 

trip than our manufacturers engaged in foreign trade,” no doubt the key 

reason why Root invited him along for the duration of the conference.73 Other 

groups, including the American Reciprocal Tariff League, had taken an 

interest in the conference and were desperate to meet with Root prior to his 

departure.74 Additionally the Latin American Club and Foreign Trade 

Association were so impressed and interested with the work Root proposed 

that they awarded him an honorary membership.75 

While the United States looked forward to Root’s trip and the 

impending results, the man himself was less enthused. While the secretary of 

state knew what good could come from the trip south, he did not look forward 

to the pomp and ceremony that came with it. In an exchange with prominent 

businessman and owner of Carnegie Steel, Andrew Carnegie, Root shared 

that he was “…expecting to have a dreadful time…but I think it will be of some 

use.”76 In a further conversation he held with Judge William J. Wallace, Root 

disclosed that he hates “banquets and ceremonial calls and drinking warm, 

sweet champagne in the middle of the day.”77 Root further commented to 

Wallace that this was “the fate of an honoured guest in Spanish America” 
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raising the question of whether or not it was just the Latin American hospitality 

that he detested. While some aspects of the trip did not appeal to Secretary 

Root, he showed in many ways why the trip was invaluable to U.S.-Latin 

American relations. In his biography of Root, Philip Jessup, biographer and 

friend of the secretary, noted the trip was not cheap and “the expense was 

Root’s personally.”78 To spare no expense on a costly trip lasting almost three 

months surely demonstrated how important the trip was to Root, be it for the 

furthering of his own career or for the future of the United States and their 

standing with their sister republics. 

Root Addresses the Inter-American Conference 

The secretary of state departed New York on 4 July aboard the protected 

cruiser, U.S.S. Charleston.79 Twenty-three days later, on 27 July, Mr. Root 

arrived in the Port of Rio de Janeiro to a nineteen-gun salute, where members 

of the U.S. Embassy and Joaquim Nabuco among others received him.  After 

meeting with the Baron do Rio Branco, Brazil’s Minister of External Relations, 

Root barely had a moment to himself.80 The secretary of state partook in a 

number of receptions, hosted countless dinners and was ferried around the 

touristic sites of the Brazilian capital, including the Corcovado mountain, with 

the familiar statue of Cristo Redentor at its peak. 
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In a correspondence with the President, Root described his stay as 

“being driven like a battery of light artillery.”81 Root joked with Roosevelt that 

he had given “almost as many speeches as you [Roosevelt] sometimes do 

when on the warpath,” but went on to advise that it was an interesting 

experience and he had “a strong feeling that it is really doing some good.”82 

Before Root had even addressed the Pan-American Conference he 

had made an impact. The evening after his arrival in Rio, the Baron do Rio 

Branco addressed Root noting that “the enthusiastic and cordial welcome you 

have received in Brazil must certainly have convinced you that this country is 

a true friend of yours.”83 Root’s reply was succinct and highlighted the friendly 

motives that drove his trip. This is most evident when he states:  

“I have come here as your guest; not because the fertile or 

ingenious mind of some ruler has deemed it judicious or convenient, 

but because my visit naturally represents the friendship which the 

eighty million inhabitants of the great Republic of the North have for 

the twenty million people of Brazil; and it is a just interpretation of that 

friendship.”84 

In claiming that his trip was not at the command of “some ruler”, Root 

essentially expressed that he was the driving force of this good-will tour; that it 

was his brainchild, rather than that of President Roosevelt. Root further 

highlighted the trip is not just because of his personal desire for a renewed 

friendship but “in the name of all the people of my country.”85 Joaquim 
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Nabuco even expressed his thanks to the secretary of state making the claim 

that “the meeting of this conference is thus to a great extent your own work.”86 

Nabuco further demonstrated Root’s commitment to the strengthening of 

relations with the Latin American republics noting that, “In nothing else since 

you came to your high post have you taken a more direct and personal 

interest.”87 

His initial speeches were merely warm-up acts for the great speech 

that he would give to the Third Conference of American Republics, of which 

he was honorary president. The speech defined his desire for a closer 

relationship between all the American republics and the need to work together 

to create a stronger western hemisphere. Root used instances of subtle 

flattery to address the delegates and more generally, the Americas as a 

whole. Root marked progress as the key component of his speech, and that of 

the overall conference. This was evident from the off. The secretary was 

careful to use terminology so as to ensure he was not seen to portray the 

nations of Latin America as beneath the United States. Instead he spoke 

generally, noting: “nor can we fail to see that the world makes substantial 

progress toward more perfect popular self-government.”88 In claiming 

“nowhere in the world has this progress been more marked than in Latin 

America,” Root made it clear that U.S. has been following their progress and 

in some ways explained why the United States had chosen this as the 

moment to pursue closer relations. However, Root continued by stating: “out 

of the wrack of Indian fighting and race conflicts and civil wars, strong and 
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stable governments have arisen” of which are far more applicable to the 

United States than any other republic in the western hemisphere.89Yet, his 

speech went on to argue that the conference will be beneficial to all and not 

just particular nations. Root defined the function of the conference to be the 

promotion of “…mutual interchange and assistance between the American 

republics, engaged in the same great task, inspired by the same purpose, and 

professing the same principles.” He continued to provide assurance that the 

nations all had a common goal; and that “there is not one that will not gain by 

the prosperity, the peace, the happiness of all. This served to highlight the 

need to work together in order for all nations involved to benefit from the 

progress they sought to make at the conference. The secretary of state 

stressed that each nation must resign itself to the fact that this would be a 

long and arduous process but it would prove fruitful in the long run, especially 

in terms of peace and justice.90  

As Root concluded his speech he addressed the main issue that was 

concerning the nations of Latin America: United States’ imperialism. With the 

announcement of the Roosevelt Corollary in 1904 the Latin nations were 

naturally concerned about U.S. engagement in affairs of nations south of its 

border. Perhaps the most important few lines of his speech were those that 

addressed this. Root told the conference:  

“We wish for no victories but those of peace; for no territory 

except our own; for no sovereignty except sovereignty over ourselves. 

We deem the independence and equal rights of the smallest and 

weakest member of the family of nations entitled to as much respect 
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as those of the greatest empire: and we deem the observance of that 

respect the chief guaranty of the weak against the oppression of the 

strong. We neither claim nor desire any rights or privileges or powers 

that we do not freely concede to every American republic.”91 

The secretary wanted to make it clear that the U.S. desired to work together 

with Latin American nations through partnership, rather than as a means of 

suppressing their authority.  Root, however, conceded that the U.S. still 

desired to expand its trade and wealth but to a common prosperity that would 

allow the republics of the Americas to “become greater and stronger 

together.”92 So momentous was Root’s speech, it earned itself the title, ‘The 

Root Doctrine’ among his contemporaries.93 

The speech was extremely well received amongst the delegates and 

set the tone for the remainder of the conference. The U.S. were generally well 

received and in a number of instances initial negative feeling toward the 

colossus of the north subsided. President Roosevelt even quipped, “Root 

going there was a great stroke!”94 The Rio based newspaper, Jornal do Brasil, 

noted for its dislike of the United States, could not deny that Root had 

impressed. One particular article, published the day of Root’s departure from 

the Capital, praised the secretary at length:  

“Perceiving the profound respect of his audience, he never 

stoops to attain its good graces by means of appeals or flattery. He 

irradiates dignity and decorum, which, however, does not prevent him 
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from indulging in frequent flashes of humour. No emphasis, a total 

disdain of dramatic effects, without excluding heat and force when 

necessary…Nothing exaggerated; nothing transposed to suit the hour. 

Perfect exactness of thought, always opportune and adequate. He 

never failed to hit the mark aimed at, and never overshot it. And with 

this consummate intuition of the susceptibilities of his audience. Never 

an unsuitable or unapt word.”95 

While evidence such as this suggests a thawing of relations, Latin American 

feeling toward the United States would not transform overnight. In his 2000 

publication, The Second Century, Mark Gilderhus highlighted this fact. While 

the nations made big steps towards a greater partnership, their past 

relationship, including the heavily criticized Roosevelt Corollary, was still fresh 

in the minds of Latin American delegates. Gilderhus noted “Latin American 

resentment of U.S. intervention appeared at a succession of Pan-American 

conferences (Including Rio 1906).”96 However, for the duration of Theodore 

Roosevelt’s administration, relations continued to improve under the careful 

guidance of Root.  The United States delegates to the Third Conference of 

American States recognised this trip as a turning point in the relationship that 

existed between the U.S. and the Latin States. In their report, published in 

1907 the delegates proclaimed “the reception accorded the secretary of state” 

as “one of the most notable political events that has taken place in our 

relations with Central and South America, and manifested the feeling of good 

fellowship and sympathy that exists between the American republics.”97 
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Onward through Latin America 

This sentiment continued throughout the conference and Root’s subsequent 

trip through numerous Latin States. Each country the secretary visited only 

served to cement the idea that better relations were possible and were not 

just a unilateral desire. Even in countries where relations were decidedly 

strained, it was evident that the governments wished to erase these tensions 

and come together into a mutually beneficial union. The Latin Republics 

welcomed Root and his party as friends and heaped praise upon the United 

States.  

The Batlle administration in Uruguay welcomed the secretary as the 

representative of the republic they modelled themselves upon. The 

government went as far as to declare the day of his arrival a national 

holiday.98 Batlle himself, in his speech to Root, spoke of the “radiant example 

of your republican virtue, your industrial initiative, your economic 

development…as a noble and victorious example…in our dark days of 

disturbance and disaster.”99 The Batllista’s main newspaper, El Día 

nonsensed the notion that the United States posed any “threats and 

dangers.”100 Even Argentina, who arguably mistrusted the U.S. the most, 

demonstrated good will and even described the United States as a “proud and 

shining example to its sister nations.”101 Minister Beaupré believed that the 
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Argentine invitation alone was “in itself an international act and one, in my 

judgment of inestimable significance.”102 

Upon arrival in Santiago, the Chilean people graciously welcomed 

Root, even in the aftermath of a devastating earthquake. However, in a 

speech given by Minister of Foreign Affairs, Antonio Huneeus, the Chileans 

made it evident they would not be used by the United States for their own 

personal gain. While the Chilean government welcomed a strengthened 

relationship, most especially in terms of commerce and mercantile relations, 

they clearly stated they would only “proceed as far as is mutually beneficial to 

us.”103This was in stark contrast to the other Latin American nations he 

visited, whose speeches only praised the United States for making such bold 

moves to create a better relationship between the U.S. and its sister republics.  

Root’s reception in Lima was much the same of that in Montevideo. 

There was no sense that their relationship had a limit, but that they more than 

welcomed the opportunity presented to make their relationship with the United 

States stronger.  President Barreda, during a banquet in honour of the 

secretary of state’s visit, was nothing but full of praise and thanks for the U.S. 

Barreda went so far as to declare that the “founders of the great 

republic…strengthened us from the first days of our independent life…”104  

Secretary Root’s trip culminated in a visit to Cartagena, Colombia, a 

major coastal city on the Caribbean basin. Root’s visit here was brief and yet 

showed the potential for the thawing of relations with the Colombian people, 
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which remained frosty after Panama gained its independence in 1903. In an 

exchange over a breakfast for the secretary, the Colombian Minister for 

Foreign Affairs, Vásquez-Cobo talked of “loyalty” and “frankness” between the 

two American nations.105 While understandably, the Colombians are not as 

open as other Latin nations to this renewed friendship, the minister went on to 

“pray that a happy outcome may crown your efforts” and somewhat 

affectionately referred to the United States as their “sister to the North.”106 

None, however, spoke as highly of the United States as Panama. 

While they shared similar sentiments in regards to strengthening their 

relationship, the Panamanians went one step further. Naturally the 

announcement of the Roosevelt Corollary but two years earlier had left many 

Latin American nations concerned.  Moreover, the continued actions of the 

United States in the isthmus had not helped the situation. In a speech given to 

the National Assembly on 21 September, Secretary of Government and 

Foreign Relations, Ricardo Arias moved to dispel bad feeling towards the U.S. 

Seemingly thanking the United States for their recent assistance in dealing 

with the disgruntled Colombian Government, Arias declared that Panama was 

“desirous to cooperate in the aims you have in view and with the hope of 

dispelling certain existing misunderstandings concerning the motives and 

intentions which originated our present pleasant relations.”107 Arias’ speech 

sought to portray the United States in a more positive way in light of recent 

events. Through the address of the Panamanian secretary they sought to 
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show that from now on the U.S. only desired to help in the advancement of 

the Latin republics rather than acquire and control. 

A Triumphant Return 

Even before his feet were firmly planted on home soil, Root received immense 

praise for his work in the South. From politicians to businessmen, people 

across the United States understood the great steps taken by the secretary of 

state that would change the course of U.S.-Latin Americans relations for the 

better.  John Barrett, in an address before the National Geographic Society in 

November 1906, exclaimed, “too much emphasis cannot be laid upon the 

character and significance of Mr Root’s tour of South America.”108 Alex 

McClure of the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania congratulated Root on his 

“obvious beneficent results” whilst New York Lawyer Joseph H. Choate 

proclaimed that his trip had “done much to bring the two Americas into closer 

union.”109 Mr G. Wallace exclaimed “it was a clever move of the president in 

sending you south.”110 Leslie’s Weekly acknowledged that this was a pivotal 

and significant moment in Root’s political career. The publication noted that 

while John Hay had cemented the Anglo-American Another, and the Open 

Door policy; “it now remained for Root to initiate an effective Latin American 

Policy.”111 Nicholas Murray Butler, President of Columbia University, wrote 

Root congratulating the “distinguished success of his trip”. His note however, 
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more importantly stated that the actions of the secretary were not just the 

concern of the United States but of Europe too, noting that during his stay that 

summer his work had “been followed most closely by everyone.”112 While the 

Baron do Rio Branco had sought to assure the Europeans, it could not be 

contested that a stronger union of American republics would be of great 

interest to the nations of Europe.113  

It was reported that following the secretary’s visit Latin American press, 

in particular Argentine, appeared “to be bright for closer bonds of respect, 

friendship and commerce.”114Root’s mission had been to dispel the bad 

feeling of imperialism that had plagued relations thus far and the U.S. press 

were reporting there was “just cause to believe that he [had] succeeded.” 

The efforts of Root had raised the profile of South America and started 

much conversation surrounding its trading potential. Questions were asked as 

to why the wealth of Latin America had not yet been tapped by the United 

States, whose commercial partnership with the Southern republics was 

minimal. In the October following the conference newspapers, including The 

Daily Capital Journal, printed, “Latin America is worthy of our best efforts.”115  

In fiscal 1905 Latin American trade had totalled over $1,700,000,000, 

$700,000,000 of which were imports, a further demonstration of the trading 
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potential to the south.116 Figures showed that the United States were 

responsible for thirty-five per cent of sales and twenty-seven per cent of 

purchases in Latin America but proper analysis of these figures show that 

much of the region was untapped by the U.S.117 The ABC nations are 

indicative of this with the United States only making up 11 per cent of 

Brazilian imports, 9 per cent of Chilean imports and most disappointingly 14 

per cent of Argentina’s.118 United States trade with the ‘enormous commerce’ 

of Latin America was dubbed, “comparatively insignificant.”119  

On his return, Root took every opportunity afforded him to discuss the 

South American question, particularly emphasising the issue of shipping 

subsidies. Interested parties also sought opportunities for the secretary to 

open up discussion on issues that were important to them regarding trade in 

the Latin American countries. Henry Bowman, the president of the Springfield 

board of trade in Massachusetts, wrote Secretary Root asking that he address 

a meeting “called by the Representative Commercial Body of Western 

Massachusetts.”120 Bowman insisted that Root’s recent trip had “provoked a 

great deal of interest in this part of the country.” Joseph Foraker suggested 

Root give a speech on his “observations on your recent trip to South America” 

to the Cincinatti Commercial Club in 1907 while commercial writer, Robert L. 

Ardrey proposed he could push “important business interests in the west” and 

“give you [Root] the glad hand” if he were to give precedence to “Latin 
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American or continental reciprocity.”121 The importance of Root’s work was 

also formally recognised by American universities, including Colombia whose 

president approached him to commission a text from IBAR. President Butler 

believed, given the growing interest “stirred up in the minds of very many,” 

there was a necessity for “a carefully classified bibliography of South 

American history, institutions, literature and commerce.”122 Butler hoped that 

by distributing these texts in public and university libraries across the United 

States, the people could “gain a more accurate knowledge regarding South 

America,” something John Barrett had long acknowledged the citizens of the 

United States were lacking. 

The Trans-Mississippi Commercial Congress 

In November 1906, one particular invitation provided Secretary Root the 

opportunity to begin to push the specifics of his Latin American agenda. 

Between 20-23 November, businessmen gathered in Kansas City, Missouri 

for the 17th Annual Trans-Mississippi Commercial Congress. This comprised 

of delegates from every state and territory east of the Mississippi River 

representing all classes, professions and business interests. This was 

essentially an advisory board for the promotion of commercial welfare of the 

region. The congress would then recommend to the national government 

where it saw fit. Fred Fleming, the chair of the Congress, had approached 

Root in early October to make known a growing desire that the secretary 

“should address the congress on the subject of American commerce with the 
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South American republics.”123 Fleming noted this was “regarded by the 

executive committee as being one of the very important topics for discussion 

at this years meeting,” his obvious agreement led him to press Root to centre 

his speech around the issue.124 Root’s attendance gave the congress a 

greater air of importance. Knowledge of his presence was widespread and 

with the subject of his speech centred on their commercial relations, Latin 

American diplomats were to make the journey north. This included 

representatives from Bolivia, Peru, Colombia and Argentina, as well as the 

Charge D’affairs from Chile and Brazil, Mr Yoacham and Mr Amaral 

respectively.125 John Barrett informed Root that in a further gesture of good 

will, he had arranged a dinner for all Latin American delegates prior to the 

conference. Barrett’s actions were but a further demonstration that the U.S. 

was beginning to seriously recognise the importance of their presence and 

involvement in commercial affairs.  

President Francis “characterised the present convention as the most 

important in the history of the congress, mentioning particularly the 

international scope that it had assumed this year,” acknowledging the United 

States’ growing presence in the global market.126 This presence however, 

also highlighted the concerns over international competition. As was often the 

case when discussing relations with Latin America, the Congress reiterated 

the importance of the Monroe Doctrine in the context of building a commercial 
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relationship. Those present interpreted the doctrine as the opposition to 

European government “acquiring any additional territory of jurisdiction in the 

western hemisphere.”127 They viewed the commanding position nations such 

as Germany had in trade with the Latin Americans as a threat, and a form of 

control that must be stopped. The Congress recognised the potential to the 

South and agreed they could not let the Europeans have it all. For too long 

the United States had spoken of building this relationship; the Congress 

recognised now was the time for action. “We must put our words into deeds, 

we must do something” cried one speaker, no doubt music to the secretary’s 

ears who already accepted that past inaction had set the Pan-American 

project up to fail.128 

Elihu Root spoke at great length about the next steps in the United 

States’ relationship with Latin America. He once again reminded those 

present of the great opportunities presented to them by the Latin American 

markets and what was to be done to obtain their wealth. The secretary took 

the chance to champion the issue of communication, reiterating his belief that 

this was the way forward in developing relations to the south. This time, 

however, Root spoke enthusiastically of the impact shipping subsidies would 

have on trade. 129 Prior to the congress, Root had been approached by a 

number of manufacturers about ways in which to develop the relationship, 

including the introduction of shipping subsidies. A letter from an A.C. Faust, 

the treasurer of the Stuart and Peterson Co. in New Jersey detailed a 
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conversation he had had with a Chilean representative in New York. Faust 

noted that the gentleman had revealed “ship subsidizing countries were 

enabled to offer such low rates of freight as to make further business in the 

bulk of our [the U.S.] goods absolutely prohibitory.”130 Another letter 

highlighted a growing belief that “the United States are wrong in their present 

policy” toward subsidies.131  Without subsidization, United States shipping 

routes were significantly reduced in comparison to European nations, in turn 

prohibiting any significant growth in trade.  During his speech Root noted that 

while “there are five subsidized first-class mail and passenger lines between 

Buenos Ayres and Europe; there is no such line between Buenos Ayres and 

the United States.”132 What was more astonishing were the discrepancies in 

steamers entering the port of Rio de Janeiro in fiscal 1905. Great Britain 

registered 1786 steamers, Germany 657 and France 349.133 Even smaller 

nations such as Austria Hungary registered 120 and 142 respectively.134 The 

United States had zero. The Secretary noted that beyond the Caribbean basin 

steamship lines were limited to non-existent. While the Brazilians were looking 

at starting their own line between Rio and New York, alongside a few “foreign 

concerns running slow cargo boats,” this was the sum total of American 

communication beyond that point.135 To further emphasise his point, Root 

recalled, in his whole South American tour that summer he saw one ship 

																																																								
130 ‘A. C. Faust to Elihu Root’ (22 November,1906) in Elihu Root Papers.  
131 ‘G. Wallace to Elihu Root’ (14 November 1906) in Elihu Root Papers. 
132 ‘How to develop South American Commerce’ Elihu Root’s address before the Trans-
Mississippi Commercial Congress, Kansas City, Missouri, 20 November 1906 in Bacon and 
Scott (Eds) Latin American and the United States Addresses by Elihu Root (1917) 257. 
133 Ibid., 257. 
134 Ibid. 
135 Ibid., 258. 



	 296	

besides his own cruiser flying the American flag.136 Minister John Barrett had 

further highlighted these issues in an article for The North American Review in 

September 1906, which emphasised the severe delays that had hampered 

trade communications. Barrett observed that a letter to Europe would receive 

an answer in “two-thirds the time needed in average communication with the 

United States,” branding the issue a “heavy handicap.”137 If the United States 

wished to increase trade with South America, introducing subsidized shipping 

lines would, in Root’s opinion, be the best way forward. With funding, the 

opportunity would arise to grow the U.S. merchant marine, which at this point 

the secretary described as ‘feeble.’138 Subsidies would provide another means 

of encouraging business ventures in the Western Hemisphere and in turn 

provide the potential to develop a partnership with the sister republics of Latin 

America. With his speech hoping to rouse support for the issue, Root advised 

the conference that measures were now before Congress in the hope of 

making these subsidies a reality. The House committee on merchant marine 

and fisheries had successfully passed the subsidies bill to the Senate. If 

successful, George Cortelyou, in his role as post-master general, would pay 

varying rates of compensation to American steamships providing a regular 

service between the U.S. and Latin America. For example a monthly 

steamship service between an Atlantic port and Brazil would expect to receive 

$150,000 per annum while those running further afield to Uruguay or 
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Argentina would expect $187,500. 139Subsidies would also be applicable for 

weekly services running between Gulf ports and Central American countries, 

as well as the Isthmus of Panama. These services would expect to receive a 

subsidy of $75,000 per annum.140 Cortelyou’s own report in 1905 gave 

support to this bill, acknowledging “the unprecedented expansion of trade and 

foreign commerce” which in turn “justifies prompt consideration of an 

adequate foreign mail service.”141 It also had the unwavering support of 

President Roosevelt, who, in his 1905 address before Congress, verbalized 

concerns exclaiming, “Our merchant flag is now threatened through the liberal 

aid bestowed by other governments on their own steam lines.”142 In 1907, 

Roosevelt reiterated his support, even remarking, “My only objection to it is 

that it does not go far enough.”143 For the president “a great and prosperous 

merchant marine is indispensable” and by late 1906 the secretary of state was 

drumming up support to take action.144 

Root’s Call to Action 

While Root specifically championed shipping subsidies at the Trans-

Mississippi Commercial Congress, it also marked a major starting point in 

Root’s ‘call for action.’ Root reiterated that now is the time for progress, for too 

long talk had prevailed over action and the United States and Latin America 
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were now ready to move forward in relations. The Latin Americans 

themselves had made such progress that they had moved from “a stage of 

militarism into the stage of industrialism,” which, according to Root, has made 

the people “eager for foreign capital to develop their natural resources.”145 

Root shared the latest trade statistics showing exports from South America 

were a sizeable $745,530,000, while their imports were up to $499,858,600,” 

emphasising that the United States should not fail to act on this opportunity.146 

It was also the belief of the secretary that the two America’s were a natural fit 

for trade. He believed that they complimented each other having noted, “that 

continent is weakest where North America is strongest, as a field for 

manufacturers.”147 The natural and material resources of Latin America, 

including the coffee and rubber of Brazil, the wheat, beef and hides of 

Argentina and the copper and nitrates from Chile would be best served by the 

industrial might of the United States.148 Others including James Blackson of 

the U.S. customs service, agreed with Root, arguing “of all other places South 

America is our natural market, as that country raises everything that we 

cannot raise and yet need, and vice versa.’149 At this point Root, along with 

other members of the Roosevelt Administration, had come to the realisation 

that “the typical conditions exist for that kind of trade which is profitable, 

honourable and beneficial to both parties.”  Root knew that U.S. businesses 

must become pro active, and argued, “for the most part things must be done 

by a multitude of individual efforts.”  
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The secretary encouraged the listening businessmen to “learn what the 

South Americans want and conform his product to their wants.”150 For Root 

standardised articles would not bring about enhanced trade: “you must have 

two standards or lose one market.”151 He impressed upon them the need for 

agents who spoke Spanish and Portuguese as a way of developing a more 

personal relationship and not a continuation of the existing ignorance toward 

the Latin American people.152 Root even followed up on the issue of banking, 

pressing the need to have American banks in principal cities so as to provide 

a “source of information” and divert transactions away from Europe.153 Such 

suggestions give rise to the idea of partnership by encouraging manufacturers 

to work to each others needs and not just those of the United States. This 

would be complimented by ensuring a greater line of communication exists 

throughout the process, without, in the case of banking, using third parties.  

The government could not do this work alone. Without stirring 

individuals into action, the government could only provide them with the tools, 

businesses had to do the work. With interest in South American commerce at 

a high following the Rio conference it provided Root with the perfect 

opportunity to travel the United States as an ambassador to the cause and 

rally for action. Just days after his speech U.S. newspapers were echoing his 

stance: “now for organisation and action.”154 The general manager of the 

National Cash Register Company in Ohio even reached out to Root to 
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impress upon the secretary his thoughts on his speech. The letter stated the 

company “thought so much of it that we reproduced it in a pamphlet” which 

was then distributed to all “ten thousand people connected with our 

organisation.”155 Even more importantly they told the secretary that while they 

already did business with South America his speeches had “aroused us to 

greater action” giving him reason to believe his call to action was working.156  

 

While Root pursued a Pan-American partnership through his own 

methods, John Barrett drew on his years of ministerial experience to explain 

the obstacles the United States faced in achieving this goal. The duo 

simultaneously spread the word of the problems and the solutions and 

emphasised that it was now the turn of the people, not the government, to 

act.157 Barrett explained that the Latin Americans had reached a point where 

they are intent on building a relationship with the United States. The issue 

was that U.S. attitudes towards them were historically negative and had 

resulted in the United States adopting a “holier than thou attitude toward 

everything Latin American.”158 Much like Roots suggestions regarding the 

adoption of standards of manufacture for the Latin American market, Barrett 

acknowledged the insistence of North Americans to ignore the Latin point of 

																																																								
155 ‘Hugh Chalmere to Elihu Root’ (21 December 1906) in Elihu Root Papers.   
156 Ibid. 
157 Barrett was also invited to speak to audiences following the conference. One such 
example included a trip to Portland, Oregon to address their commercial club and 
businessmen of the North West. See ‘John Barrett to Mr. Daggett’ (December 11 1906) in 
John Barrett Papers, Manuscript Division.; The role that Barrett played in the development of 
relations alongside Root was being realised among Americans. A letter from a friend of 
Barrett’s, a Mr. Heimké, who had spent a significant portion of his life living in Latin America, 
noted that Barrett was “ an immense and, at the same time, invaluable aid to Mr Root.” See 
‘Mr Heimké to Mr. Barrett’ (December 25 1906) in John Barrett Papers, Manuscript Division, 
Library of Congress, Washington D.C. 
158 John Barrett, ‘The United States and Latin America’ The North American Review (1906) 
478. 
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view in favour of their own, even “where they are not acceptable.”159 What 

Barrett argued is that the Latin Americans would like to build a partnership 

with the United States, if they receive “ a better estimate and opinion than we 

have given them in the past.”160 For the minister there existed a profound 

ignorance, which, in his opinion, “is almost a disgrace.”161 It is with this 

attitude, he argued, that it is not strange “that we have not made 

progress…toward developing ties of commerce and friendship with the 

nations to the south of us.”162  

The Seeds of Progress 

Despite a prevailing ignorance, trade had seen marginal improvements 

since early 1906. The continuation of these improvements into 1907 and 

beyond can be attributed to the passion of Root and Barrett in stirring 

individual businesses to action combined with their pursuance of a positive 

perception of their sister republics.  The notion that the Latin American nations 

were ready to pursue a partnership or indeed an improved commercial 

relationship was being exhibited in early 1906. Diplomatic correspondence 

gives evidence to this, for example in April 1906 the secretary of state 

received a letter from a John Hicke outlining Chilean desires for enhanced 

trade. Hicke wrote Chile had sent a Chilean-American, Edward C. Spencer, to 

meet with representatives of the New York, Boston, Philadelphia and Chicago 

Chambers of Congress, as well as any other interested parties.163 Spencer 

																																																								
159 Ibid., 
160 ‘American Fraternalism’ Evening Star (23 December 1906) 31. 
161 Ibid. 
162 Ibid.  
163 ‘John Hicke to Elihu Root’ (7 April 1906) Numerical and Minor Files (National Archives 
Microfilm Publication M862) General Records of the Department of State, Record Group 59, 
National Archives at College Park, College Park, MD.  
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was instructed to discuss the securing of increased steamship connections as 

well as to provide “the necessary data on the conditions and needs to 

facilitate the commerce between the United States and Chile.”164 It was their 

belief, supported by Hicke, that  “American trade in Chile can not advance 

without better steamship connections” as it was “almost impossible to do 

business with American houses on account of the extreme difficulty of 

shipments.”165 Such statements fully supported the argument that Root 

pursued in Kansas City. 166 Spencer would later become a commissioner of 

Chile to the U.S. whose role was to “make known the advantages of Chile in 

the way of commerce, mining, manufacture and agriculture.”167 Further to this 

evidence of an increase in trade from the early days of the McKinley 

administration demonstrated that the tide was turning on U.S.-Latin American 

relations. One such example is trade with Peru. Between 1896 and 1906 

trade has increased more than five-fold, from $308,913 to $1,748,402,702.168 

In November, following Root’s trip, El Commercio, a Lima based newspaper, 

again upheld Root’s urge for shipping subsidies. The newspaper argued that 

the increase in trade was “in a great measure due to the formation of the 

“Merchants Line” of steamers of W.R. Grace and Company, and in 

demonstrating the advantages of an increased merchant marine. 169 In 

addition U.S. imports into Brazil had seen a gradual rise between 1900 and 

																																																								
164 Ibid. 
165 Ibid. 
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167 Department of Commerce and Labor and the Bureau of Manufacturers, Daily Consular 
and Trade Reports (29 May, 1906) Washington D.C. (1906). 
168 ‘U.S. Legation at Lima to Root’ (Undated) Numerical and Minor Files (National Archives 
Microfilm Publication (M862) General Records of the Department of State, Record Group 59, 
National Archives at College Park, College Park, MD. 
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1906. Rubber goods increased from $36,404 to $40,625 while foods stuffs 

such as condensed milk saw a rapid increase from $739 to $59,0002.170  

In November of 1906 it was documented that investment was on the 

rise. Prominent figures in big business, including J.P. Morgan were reported 

to have invested roughly $15,000,000 in Peru alone “in the purchase and 

development of mines.”171 It was believed that their investment was deemed 

“likely to inaugurate and maintain an enormous copper trade.” 172 While this 

clearly demonstrates investment was being made in other parts of Latin 

America evidence suggests that a significant portion of development was 

happening in Brazil. At this time the United States were growing increasingly 

concerned about the protectionist stance Brazil were taking in commercial 

relationships. Root had received correspondence suggesting Brazil had “been 

submerged by a wave of exaggerated protectionism,” something the vice 

president of the Brazilian Senate, Dr Joaquim Martinho had even described 

as “protectionism gone mad.”173 By October the U.S. had received further 

reports that Brazil were considering increasing tariffs on American flour. The 

proposed tariff would double charges from 25 Brazilian reis to 50 reis from 

January 1907. Flour merchants, including the Flour and Commission 

Merchants of New York, expressed concern that such protectionist measures 

would “immediately and effectively put a stop to the flour business from the 

																																																								
170 ‘Adee to Root’ (28 September 1906) Numerical and Minor Files (National Archives 
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173 ‘Lloyd Griscom to Root’ (17 September 1906) Numerical and Minor Files (National 
Archives Microfilm Publication (M862) General Records of the Department of State, Record 
Group 59, National Archives at College Park, College Park, MD. 



	 304	

United States.”174 The South American nation was so heavily enhancing its 

duties on goods that a September 1906 memorandum suggested, “American 

goods are now to a very large extent shut out of Brazil.”175 

In the wake of the secretary’s South American tour, the United States 

hoped to ameliorate some of the issues resulting from the Brazilian Tariff. 

Root’s personal touch had resulted in a developing friendship with Brazilian 

Ambassador Joaquim Nabuco which in turn offered vast opportunities for 

improved trade with what is arguably the greatest economic power in Latin 

America at this time. This provides a logical background to the evidence that 

the United States was heavily focussed on Brazilian trade from mid 1906 

onward.  Brazil’s prominent position in Latin America cannot be 

underestimated, a fact that the United States had evidently picked up on when 

pursuing this friendship. Existing reciprocity tariffs also suggest that their 

pursuing of Brazilian economic ties predates Root’s appointment. While 

reciprocal tariffs were conducted between the United States and Venezuela 

(1897), Peru (1898), Argentina (1899), and Bolivia (1900) Brazil was the most 

recently considered, having been renegotiated in 1904.176 The development of 

the commercial relationship between the United States and Brazil beyond the 

third Pan-American conference gives evidence to a positive partnership. This 

is particularly evidenced through the coffee valorisation scheme that came 

																																																								
174 ‘Leonard Busby to Root’ (30 October 1906) Numerical and Minor Files (National Archives 
Microfilm Publication (M862) General Records of the Department of State, Record Group 59, 
National Archives at College Park, College Park, MD. 
175 ‘Memorandum of the Brazilian Tariff’ (6 September 1906) Numerical and Minor Files 
(National Archives Microfilm Publication (M862) General Records of the Department of State, 
Record Group 59, National Archives at College Park, College Park, MD. Goods such as flour 
and pork used to have considerable trade with Brazil but thanks to increased tariffs shipments 
were “reduced to almost nothing.” 
176 ‘Correspondence on Reciprocity Agreements, 1897-1907’ General Records of the 
Department of State, Record Group 59, National Archives at College Park, College Park, MD. 
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into play as a result of the low value of Brazilian coffee. In response to the 

devalued beans the Brazilian government had hiked up the tariff wall, forcing 

U.S. consumers to pay heavily inflated prices. The United States 

subsequently worked with Brazil to establish a compensation tariff to 

ameliorate the problems for both nations caused by low coffee rates. The new 

tariff would reduce duties on merchandise exported to countries that provided 

for free entry of coffee and sugar from Brazil by 20 and 10 per cent 

respectively.177 The tariff also stipulated that those countries which imposed 

duties on Brazilian coffee and sugar would be subject to increased duties. 

These would be in the amount of 10% for 50% ad valorem duties or 20% if 

100% ad valorem duties were imposed on the aforementioned goods. The 

goal was to subsequently reduce the pressure on Brazil and encourage a tariff 

reduction on exported coffee. The commercial partnership between the United 

States and Brazil eventually led to the consideration of “a concession of 

twenty per cent upon any articles imported from the United States.”178  

Although the improved trade Root desired was beginning to blossom in 

their commercial partnership with Brazil, the United States still had a long way 

to go in securing a better commercial relationship with Latin America as a 

whole. It was vital that they avoid upsetting other nations in the process. 

Severely reduced tariffs and the potential for invoking a ‘most favoured nation’ 

clause had to be avoided as many argued it “is not worth the ill-feeling it 
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engenders in other nations.”179 This was increasingly the case with other 

major Latin-American economic powers, more specifically Argentina, who 

continued to harbour a silent rivalry with the United States even in the 

aftermath of the conference.180  

At this stage the relationship between the United States and Latin 

America still remained fragile. Nations were unsurprisingly still suspicious of 

United States motivation in the wake of the Roosevelt Corollary and U.S. 

involvement in the Caribbean. One wrong move could see the Pan-American 

project come crashing down.181  

Conclusion 

In late 1905 John Barrett had wrote a memorandum to President Roosevelt. 

Barrett proposed that this was the time, the conditions were perfect, and the 

Latin Americans were watching, waiting for us to act. The minister wrote, 

“what is done or accomplished during the next two years may determine 

forever the relative position of North American trade and prestige in Central 

and South America.”182 Barrett carried such weight in these relations that the 

administration chose to listen, appointing the secretary of state, the face of 

foreign relations and senior government official to the task. This was a clear 

demonstration of the importance of this relationship to the United States.   

																																																								
179 Ibid. 
180 A number of State Department documents, particularly in 1909, show Argentina harboring 
ill-will over trade deals the U.S. had developed with Brazil and not them.  
181 In a letter to Roosevelt in May 1907, Edward O’Brian, the U.S. Minister to Uruguay 
highlighted this fragility noting “ I fear that in many things we are trying to do we may wound 
the susceptibilities of the South American- always prone to take offense at any patronizing of 
his institution.” See ‘O’Brian to Roosevelt’ (3 May 1907) Letters of Theodore Roosevelt, 
Roosevelt Institute of American Studies, Middleburg, NL. 
182 ‘Confidential Memorandum for the president concerning relations with South America’ 
(unspecified date after September 1905) in John Barrett Papers Manuscript Division, Library 
of Congress, Washington D.C. (1905). 
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Root would play the central role in the development of relations with 

Latin America during the Roosevelt Administration. The secretary understood 

that while his role was significant, John Barrett had contributed to their current 

position. With the support of the president and leading Latin American 

ministers the decision was made to offer Barrett the position of Director of the 

International Bureau of American States. From this position, Barrett could 

oversee the Pan-American project as a whole and put his vast knowledge of 

the continent to use.183 

1906 exhibited the ‘big push’ for the development of the United States-

Latin American relationship. A determination the U.S. had thus far been 

lacking. The people of the United States, long focussed on the markets of 

China, had come to the realisation that the administration were committed to 

“the excellent idea of cultivating closer relations and increasing our trade with 

South America.”184 Secretary Root’s work awoke in American business’ a new 

drive toward the markets to the South.  Root hoped that this drive would be 

built on a deeper understanding of one another’s needs for the building of a 

new partnership in commercial affairs.  Press had heralded the conference as 

having “inaugurated a Pan-American patriotism which, in a centuries time, is 

destined to dominate the world.”185 The president declared Root’s trip as 

having “marked the knitting together in the bonds of self-respecting friendship 

																																																								
183 ‘Barrett to Charles Miller, Editor of the New York Times’ (10 December 1906); Roosevelt 
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of all the republics of this continent.”186 The opportunity now presented itself 

for the nations of the America’s to work together to strengthen the continent 

economically for the benefit of all. Only time would tell if Root’s Pan-American 

dream would come to fruition. 
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Conclusion 
	

“…The time has come; both North and South America have grown up 
to Blaine’s policy. The production, the trade, the capital, the enterprise of the 
United States have before them the opportunity to follow, and they are free to 
follow, the pathway marked out by the far-sighted statesmanship of Blaine, for 
the growth of America, North and South, in the peaceful prosperity of mighty 
commerce.” 

Elihu Root, 19061 

 

The progressive diplomacy of Elihu Root allowed the United States to 

foster a closer relationship with Latin America. Not since Secretary James 

Blaine did the State Department make the same attempt to build stronger ties 

to Latin America. Andrew Carnegie declared, “It is during his [Root’s] tenure of 

office the greatest progress has been made.”2 It took almost a quarter of a 

century but the United States was finally ready to embrace the idea of Pan-

American economic cooperation: a vision of a mutually beneficial commercial 

partnership. Root’s realisation that the task lay with businesses rather than 

governments was a key factor in propelling the relationship forward. Instead of 

relying solely on Congress, Root reached out to the industrious masses for 

their support. The secretary encouraged investment and emphasised the 

great wealth of natural resources to the south in order to establish real action 

that would help the U.S.-Latin American economic relationship flourish. 

However, it cannot be denied that even if this realisation had come about 

																																																								
1	Elihu Root, ‘How to Develop South American Commerce’ Address before the Trans-
Mississippi Commercial Congress, Kansas City, Missouri (20 November 1906) in	James 
Brown Scott and Robert Bacon (Eds.) Latin America and the United States Addresses by 
Elihu Root (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1917.) 253.	
2	Speech Given by Andrew Carnegie (21 April 1908) Andrew Carnegie Papers Manuscript 
Division, Library of Congress, Washington D.C.).	
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earlier, other factors relating to the growing American empire had slowed 

down the progress of the Pan-American project prior to 1906. These factors 

have heavily influenced the existing historiography and have led to an 

oversight of the beginnings of a long history of Pan-American partnership. 

This thesis has made a valuable contribution to our knowledge of U.S.-Latin 

American relations by emphasizing U.S motivations as distinctly different from 

the imperial outcomes of foreign policy.  

The years that passed between Blaine and Root demonstrated a clash 

of ideas of empire and partnership. The emergence of an American empire at 

the turn of the century had a profound impact on how the United States was 

perceived, not only in the Western Hemisphere but on a global scale, which 

led to careful examination of their motives abroad. This made the pursuit of a 

partnership all the more challenging. The desire to expand into overseas 

markets coincided with new territorial acquisitions that cast a dark cloud over 

potential economic ventures in Latin America. Both the McKinley and 

Roosevelt administrations had found themselves engulfed in a series of 

imperial events that affected the image of the United States in the Americas. 

Growing U.S. influence in the Caribbean, in particular Cuba and the 

Dominican Republic, led to accusations that the United States sought to 

dominate the region.  This, coupled with regular military interventions by the 

U.S. in places like Puerto Rico, Santo Domingo, and Cuba, left Latin 

American states uncomfortable collaborating with the “colossus of the North.” 

The period 1881-1907 covered in this thesis has provided evidence for this 

scrutiny, detailing the peaks and troughs the relationship suffered as a direct 

result of mistrust. As a consequence of U.S. actions, the relationship between 
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the United States and Latin America has exhibited itself as a battle to justify 

U.S. intent. This proved a difficult task when the Latin Americans tended to 

consider the outcome alone. The conferences discussed in this work have 

provided a means of assessing the long-term development of Pan-American 

economic relations, considering how the United States used these summits to 

ameliorate the negative reputation they had obtained as a result of this 

outlook. Through the examination of these conferences this thesis has 

broadened the scope of the historiography by considering how the United 

States were able to progress toward a partnership with Latin America. It 

extends our knowledge of U.S.-Latin American relations by evidencing this 

progress, even during the nadir of the relationship, in a period so often 

characterised by imperialism, in order to recognise that U.S. intentions were 

not always imperial in motive.  

Key United States’ diplomats like Root played a central role in the 

shaping and creation of United States’ Latin American policy. Root in 

particular took on the task of disseminating the State Department’s intent to 

those who so often mistrusted the U.S. While the events and crises that 

unfolded across the Americas during the McKinley and Roosevelt 

administrations had affected the United States’ position in the minds of Latin 

Americans, these individuals worked tirelessly to ensure that the work begun 

by Blaine came to fruition. Root dedicated much of his work to the 

development of a partnership amongst the Americas. President Roosevelt 

recognised that the work undertaken in Latin America, while under his watch, 
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was Root’s: “This work has been entirely Root’s. My part in it has been little 

beyond cordially backing him up.”3 

While Root’s work was indeed a turning point in the United States’ 

relationship with Latin America, what must be understood is that this was not 

a complete change from previous U.S. policies. The conference and its 

immediate aftermath were the first of many steps that laid the foundation for 

future trading partnerships.  Root himself recognised this. Despite his 

commitment to the conference, “he felt that its’ meeting was likely to be 

greater than its measures” and that it would take some time to achieve the 

Pan-American goal.4 “Not in one single conference, nor by any single effort 

can very much be done,” he deduced.5 Root continued so as not to downplay 

the efforts of the conference, “…the work you do here will go on among all the 

millions of people in the American continents long after your final 

adjournment…with incalculable benefit to all our beloved countries.”6 Root 

was right. An understanding of each others’ needs and the divergence from 

the knee-jerk reaction to intervene would come about over the process of 

time, and could not be achieved in such a short period. For example, the 

diplomatic tensions that existed between the United States and Venezuela 

continued through to 1908. Root acted as a buffer between Roosevelt and 

Venezuela’s President Castro. When Castro’s government was overthrown by 

a U.S. backed coup, Root seized the opportunity to create a positive 

																																																								
3	‘Theodore Roosevelt to Andrew Carnegie’ 26 February 1909 Letters of Theodore Roosevelt  
Roosevelt institute for American Studies, Middelburg, NL (1909).	
4	Samuel Flagg Bemis (Ed.) The American Secretaries of State and their Diplomacy Vol. 9 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1929) 218.	
5 Ibid. 
6	Ibid. 



	 313	

relationship with the South American nation.7 Root’s calm and level-headed 

manner served him well in improving relations. One such example was his 

decision to send a special representative to negotiate with the new 

government of Venezuela rather than Roosevelt’s plan to seize further 

customs houses, resulting in a significant easing of tensions. Later that year, 

Root remarked to Andrew Carnegie that, “to have success gained in the way 

of a peaceable settlement without any bulldozing in this most difficult case is 

extremely gratifying.”8 It was in this way that, as Lars Schoultz puts it, “Elihu 

Root had begun the transition to a good neighbour policy.”9 While the 

conferences to date had shown how useful working in a partnership could be 

to the relationship, the United States continued their unsolicited involvement 

in Latin American affairs, often using the Monroe Doctrine and their perceived 

tutelary role as justification. While U.S. intentions were good, often wishing to 

aid their sister republics, their involvement was viewed by Latin Americans as 

an attempt at control. A further four conferences would take place before the 

United States came to the realisation that their meddling in Latin American 

affairs was viewed as more of a hindrance than of help.10  

																																																								
7	Castro’s vice president, Juan Vicente Gómez, seized power in December 1908, with the 
support of the U.S Navy.	
8	Elihu Root to Andrew Carnegie  (24 December, 1908) (Elihu Root Papers, Manuscript 
Division, Library of Congress, Washington D.C.).	
9	Lars Schoultz, Beneath the United States (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009) 
190; The Good Neighbour policy, created during the administration of Franklin D. Roosevelt 
placed more emphasis on cooperation and trade and renounced traditional forms of American 
intervention. For example the U.S. withdrew the marines from Haiti (Dec. 1934) after almost 
nineteen years of occupation. Between 1898 and 1934 the United States had intervened 
militarily, particularly in the Caribbean basin. This included but is not limited to Cuba (1898-
1902/1906-1909/1917-1922), Dominican Republic (1903/1904/1914/1916-1924), Nicaragua 
(1898-1899/1909-1910/1912-1925/ 1926-1933).	
10	These conferences were the Fourth Inter-American Conference held at Buenos Aires, 
Argentina (1910), the Fifth at Santiago. Chile in 1923, the Sixth at Havana, Cuba in 1928 and 
the Seventh Inter-American conference held at Montevideo, Uruguay in 1933. Note that the 
regularity of the conference was maintained with the exception of the large gap between the 
fourth and fifth conferences as a result of World War One.	
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The preceding chapters of this thesis analysed the evolution of the 

U.S.-Latin American commercial relationship during what was arguably the 

United States’ most imperial era. In doing so it explored the intentions of U.S. 

foreign policy toward Latin America in the first decade of the twentieth 

century. It has demonstrated how the United States sought to develop a more 

equal partnership with the nations of the Western Hemisphere. The 

examination of the first inter-American conference provides valuable context 

and a further means of assessing the overall development of the Pan-

American relationship from its inception under Secretary Blaine. Additionally 

this work illustrates the initial desire to work toward improved relations with 

the Latin American republics as marginal, having stemmed mainly from the 

work of one individual, James Blaine. This thesis has recognised the 

invaluable role that Blaine played in the development of relations, paving the 

way for Root’s undeniable progress. In considering Blaine it allows this thesis 

to begin an evaluation of the comparative importance of the diplomacy of 

secretaries of state in the development of Pan-American relations. In the latter 

half of chapter one, it becomes evident how the changing of secretaries 

impacted relations, as well as how a divergence in both domestic and foreign 

affairs significantly derailed progress. This has served to show that periods of 

slow progress were not solely the result of U.S. imperial action. 

The thesis examines the approach of the McKinley administration and 

its impact upon relations. It demonstrates how William McKinley indirectly 

approached partnership through policy change at home, adopting a domestic 

focus by considering currency and tariff reform. While McKinley did not 

demonstrate a specifically targeted approach to U.S.-Latin American relations 
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these actions were able to demonstrate a positive change in the dynamic of 

the relationship to some extent, no matter how indirect. For example, such 

economic reform illustrated the United States’ desire to work with Latin 

America in competitive markets by using reciprocal internationalism, which 

had the potential for equality in trade and commerce. Ultimately, McKinley 

opened the door for constructive talks but failed to gain the necessary traction 

to really progress with the relationship. This was largely a result of the fact 

that his administration was still rooted in the old methodologies of commerce.  

Further to this, despite its ultimate failure, the president’s pursuit of an 

international bimetallist policy has depicted U.S. attempts to mould global 

markets to suit silver standard nations like those of Latin America. Instead of 

encouraging the Latin Americans to switch to a gold standard, the United 

States hoped to shift the markets in favour of the Latin republics, another 

means of demonstrating their flexibility in their quest for partnership.11 Though 

many of McKinley’s attempts were futile, the success of the Pan-American 

Exhibition at Buffalo marked the high point of U.S.-Latin American relations 

under his leadership. The exhibition was a clear demonstration of U.S. efforts 

to encourage trade and share the industrial and technological successes of 

their sister republics.  

The first Roosevelt administration was vastly different in comparison to 

that of McKinley as demonstrated by latter half of the thesis. John Hay’s 

decision to maintain the aggressive foreign policy he adopted under McKinley 

provided this thesis with an opportunity to once again establish the impact the 
																																																								
11	After the failure of international bimetallism talks the United States stuck closely to the gold 
standard, despite a number of Latin American states operating a silver standard. There was 
no further discussion of adopting a bimetallist policy as it remained the hope that eventually 
all nations of the western hemisphere (if not the world) would turn to the gold standard. This 
was the case by 1934 after China and Hong Kong finally abandoned the silver standard.	
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secretary of state on the progress of U.S.-Latin American affairs. As Hay’s 

personal papers show, he was still focussed on the markets of Asia following 

his Open Door Policy of 1899.12 And in Hay’s later years as secretary of state 

he grew so ill that much of the responsibilities fell to Roosevelt. As a result the 

first Roosevelt administration showed the president taking a more central role 

in the relationship, and adopting an interventionist stance with Latin America. 

Interventions in Venezuela and the Dominican Republic, coupled with the 

Roosevelt Corollary caused significant damage to the developing relationship 

and served to enhance the United States’ image as an imperial power. The 

second Roosevelt administration, considered by chapter four returns the 

secretary of state to the central role of policy maker. Roosevelt’s absolute 

trust in Root saw the president pass the reigns over to his secretary when it 

came to their relationship with the Latin American states. Root was far less 

bellicose and sympathetic to the needs of the Latin Americans than his boss. 

The secretary’s skills enabled him to purse the relationship through 

meticulously crafted speeches that came across as friendly and non-

intimidating,. Root had also made a point of forming close friendships with 

carefully selected diplomats in Washington. For example, the secretary 

developed a relationship with the Brazilian Ambassador Joaquim Nabuco who 

had influence in Latin America and could further the pursuit of partnership by 

sharing his personal experience with the United States as a means of 

showcasing the impact of foreign policies.   This very personal form of 

diplomacy adopted by Elihu Root gives evidence to the importance of building 

positive relationships with individuals and illustrates how far this goes toward 
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most of his correspondence relates to the opportunities he still sought in Asia.	
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developing a better relationship within the wider arena of foreign relations. 

This is also true of U.S. Ambassador to Colombia John Barrett. Root and 

Barrett’s personal relationships enabled the Latin Americans they grew close 

with to develop a greater understand of their motivation. These personal 

relationships allowed U.S. diplomats to further express their intent as a means 

of changing perceptions. The policies established from these relationships 

provide evidence to the fact that intent was not always imperial. This is not to 

refute the imperial argument but to add nuance toward a greater 

understanding of how the U.S.-Latin American commercial relationship was 

able to progress during this period. 

The use of the conferences and their outcomes give evidence to the 

value of a fundamentals approach to economic diplomacy when considering 

U.S.-Latin American relations, an approach that is often overlooked in favour 

of military conflicts or big policy changes. Trade and commerce, as 

demonstrated by this thesis, provide a particularly useful tool by allowing for 

the consideration of small, but meaningful, actions such as investment in 

railroads as evidenced in chapter four. This thesis has also examined macro-

economic trends and how these affected diplomatic dialogue aimed at 

collaboration. This approach has broadened the scope of the study of U.S.-

Latin American relations, allowing for the demonstration of small gestures that 

suggest partnership rather than large military interventions that overshadow 

the gradual improvement of relations in the Americas. The aforementioned 

appropriation of relative investments toward the Pan-American railroads 

provide but one example. Roads, telegraph cables, and canals, offer similar 

cases.  
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The conferences took up more than internal improvements. Tariffs, 

exchange rates, and commercial relationships also emerged and by using the 

conferences as the means to understand the motives of U.S. foreign policy, 

this thesis has explored how the Roosevelt administration made a slow 

transition from interventionism to a version of Pan-Americanism. This is of 

particular importance when you consider that trade is so frequently linked to 

the perception of power. By offering a demonstration of mutually beneficial 

trade, it serves to negate the idea that the United States wished to foster 

greater power over Latin America through commercial channels. Instead this 

thesis suggests the U.S. were not altruistic, in that they were driven by the 

interest of expanding their material prosperity, but neither were they intent on 

dominating Latin America to achieve this end.  The conferences demonstrate 

that all participants had an equal voice when it came to discussions, giving 

Latin American opinion considerable value. This was especially true when 

considering some of the larger topics including the general arbitration 

convention. Discussions in 1902 required not only the ratification of all 

countries present, but also required a thorough investigation into the opinions 

of all governments on the topic of arbitration, demonstrating the value given to 

their views. Through an analysis of the key focal points maintained by the 

conferences, including the Inter-Continental railroad, and improved methods 

of communication, it has demonstrated how even the smallest nations 

contributed to the project. This has allowed this thesis to give agency to all 

Latin American nations, and not simply the more economically developed 

ABC countries. This is not to say that the United States were not inclined to 

involve themselves with these more developed nations, but that they 
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maintained a willingness to listen to the views of all Latin American countries. 

By recognising Latin American voice and agency, and treating them as 

partners it is possible to understand the idea of Pan-American exceptionalism, 

a notion of uniqueness that both the United States and the Latin American 

republics wished to showcase from the very beginning of the project. 

Additionally, the existing literature places too much emphasis on the U.S. as 

the saviour of the Latin Americans. Those like Ernest May suggest that 

without the United States’ intervention in the early twentieth century, Latin 

Americans would fail to progress as rapidly, or if at all.13 Rather than being 

depicted as working together for progress, their progress is hinged upon the 

presence of the United States. This thesis takes a different tack. It explores 

their voice in the conferences as significant and equal component in the talks. 

It shows the central role they played in the progress of U.S.-Latin American 

trade and commercial relations. The role they are given in this thesis 

demonstrates a level of economic self-determination for Latin America that 

further supports the notion of partnership.  

Since 1938, only one biography has been produced on Roosevelt’s 

secretary of state.14 This is a major oversight given the impact that Root had 

on the development of Pan-American relations around the turn of the century. 

Roosevelt himself recognised the great work achieved by his secretary of 

state. In a conversation with Andrew Carnegie in 1909 he noted, “no 

European statesman of whom I have heard has done as much for peace in 

																																																								
13 May wrote, “without the American presence the region would have been like Africa, 
undeveloped rather than underdeveloped,” See Ernest May, ‘The Alliance for Progress in 
Historical Prospective’ in Akira Irye (Ed.) Rethinking International Relations: Ernest R. May 
and the Study of Foreign Affairs (Chicago, 1998) 23. 
14	While Jessup published his biography of Root back in 1938, the only other to take up the 
task was Richard W. Leopald in 1963. See Richard W. Leopald, Elihu Root and the 
Conservative Tradition (Northbrook, Illinois: Scott Foresman & Co., 1963).	
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any quarter of the world as Elihu Root has done in the Western Hemisphere in 

the last three years.”15  While this is not a monograph about Root, this thesis 

has expanded our knowledge of this period by recognising the impact that 

Root’s diplomacy had on relations in the Western Hemisphere. This is solely 

due to the vast level of importance he applied to the partnership they were 

working toward with the Latin Republics. His time in the State Department 

marked a remarkably positive shift away from the decades of negativity and 

suspicion that the U.S. had aroused in Latin America, in favour of a friendly 

partnership that encouraged collaboration. In order to demonstrate this, this 

thesis has placed a great emphasis on the tour of Latin America undertaken 

by Root in 1906. The existing literature has failed to acknowledge its 

importance and often neglects it or fails to provide it with the space it 

deserves. This work recognises the trip as an essential part of the personal 

relationship that drove the progress of U.S.-Latin American relations under 

Root’s watch.  Root was a stellar diplomat who used the tour as an image 

management exercise in order to portray the United States in a positive light 

and negate the long-standing view of the U.S. as grasping and power hungry. 

In 2007 James R. Holmes noted that Root had a deep understanding that 

“choice of words matter,” and it was this exact understanding that allowed him 

to make the trip such a success.16 Not only was Root able to use his oratory 

skills to neutralise some of the more imperial speeches given by Roosevelt 

but he was also able to make sure that the words he choose gave a greater 

clarity of U.S. intent than his predecessors. 

																																																								
15 ‘Theodore Roosevelt to Andrew Carnegie, 16 February 1909’ in Letters of Theodore 
Roosevelt, Roosevelt Institute of American Studies (Middleburg, NL, 1909). 
16	James R. Holmes, ‘Theodore Roosevelt and Elihu Root: International Lawmen’ World 
Affairs Vol. 169 No. 4 (Spring 2007) 189.	
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This thesis has explored the importance of economic policies to the 

Western Hemisphere. It has shed a light on the intentions of the McKinley and 

Roosevelt administrations, while demonstrating how the evolution of policy 

approaches impacted upon the developing relationship the United States had 

with Latin America. It has reconsidered the power struggles so often depicted 

as imperial to provide a fuller picture of hemispheric relations at the turn of the 

century. The existing literature’s insistence on focussing on outcome over 

intent, particularly that of the Wisconsin School, only tells half a story. The 

consideration of intent alongside outcome, undertaken by this thesis, enables 

us to look at the United States’ actions through a different lens, through which 

we can explore how the outcome may not have been perceived in the way it 

was intended. It is in this way that this thesis provides an original contribution 

to the historiography by adding nuance to the existing approaches to U.S. 

trade and commercial policy. It broadens the knowledge of U.S. foreign policy 

to illustrate the ways in which the U.S. sought partnerships with Latin 

American states at a series of underappreciated conferences. This thesis 

gives evidence to the United States commitment to fostering a partnership 

through laborious conferences, resource allocation, meticulous planning and 

vast sums of money spent in order to propel the conference project forward. 

The institutionalisation of the Pan-American project alone through the creation 

of the International Bureau of American Republics shows a clear commitment 

to fostering a partnership among the Americas.	It has shown that despite 

Latin-American misgivings and the numerous imperial U.S. actions, the United 

States were able to gradually progress toward partnership when it came to 

trade and commerce.  From 1889, the increased involvement of Latin America 
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in making decisions that impacted trade in the Western Hemisphere marked a 

turning point in their relationship with the U.S. This stemmed directly from the 

establishment of the Inter-American conferences. It is through these 

conferences that we can clearly see the United States offer the Latin 

Americans an opportunity for cooperation that saw the U.S. begin to transition 

away from dominance toward partnership.  This thesis has recognised that in 

order to get a fuller view of the history of United States’ imperialism in the 

Americas it is vital to consider intent alongside outcome. In the history of U.S.-

Latin American relations it cannot be denied that the helping hand has often 

been mistaken for a grasping one. As this thesis has demonstrated, in some 

cases the intent is far less imperial than the outcome. We cannot ignore the 

rationale for U.S. actions. 	

 

 The U.S.-Latin American relationship really came into its own when 

the decision was made to undertake an inter-American conference in 1889. 

The creation of a vehicle through which each American nation could share 

their ideas vastly aided the fruition of any plans they pursued. The rapid 

development of an inter-continental railroad, the formation of new shipping 

lanes, mandatory levels of sanitation, and the opportunity for negotiating 

tariffs through reciprocity allowed the Latin American nations to develop 

through a host of new economic opportunities. Not only this, it allowed the 

United States to go beyond empire and realise its potential as a partner.  
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‘Uncle Sam’s New Class in the Art of Self Government’    
Harpers Weekly 27 August, 1898   
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Appendix C  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Map showing the proposed route of the Pan-American Railway line including 
any existing rail networks. Taken from the Report of the International 
American Conference Relative to an Intercontinental Railway Line 
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1890) 
 
(Unable to get a better copy at this time: BL printing/copying service is closed 

due to coronavirus) 

 



	 326	

Appendix D 
	
	
Imports	of	the	American	Republics		
	
Country	 Year	 From	United	

States	
From	All	
Countries	

Argentine	Republic	 1895	 $4,456,163	 895,096,438	
Bolivia	 1894	 10,071	 2,919,000	
Brazil	 1895	 15,165,079	 145,995,000	
Chile	 1895	 2,794,099	 52,603,065	
Colombia	 1895	 2,596,302	 11,528,365	
Costa	Rica	 1896	 1,198,612	 4,478,812	
Ecuador	 1893	 817,425	 6,400,104	
Guatemala	 1895	 2,665,408	 7,782,325	
Haiti	 1895	 5,092,801	 6,232,335	
Hawaii	 1895	 3,723,057	 5,714,017	
Honduras*	 1895	 645,781	 1,009,268	
Mexico**	 1895	 15,556,970	 34,002,749	
Nicaragua	 1895	 1,073,467	 2,736,000	
Paraguay***	 1894	 -	 2,144,425	
Peru	 1893	 636,721	 6,330,414	
Salvador	 1894	 1,071,695	 2,171,000	
Santo	Domingo	 1895	 1,301,067	 3,324,532	
Uruguay	 1896	 1,481,200	 25,235,130	
Venezuela	 1895	 3,740,464	 9,163,983	
Total	 	 64,086,382	 421,866,964	
	
	
	
*The	figures	for	Honduras	refer	only	to	the	trade	with	the	United	States,	Great	
Britain,	France,	and	Germany.	The	Trade	with	other	countries	is	insignificant,	
and	no	statistics	in	regard	thereto	are	available.	
	
**The	figures	for	Mexico	include	the	gold	and	silver	ore	and	bullion	
	
***According	to	United	States	Treasury	returns,	there	are	no	exports	to	
Paraguay.	
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Exports	of	the	American	Republics	
	

Country	 Year	 To	United	
States	

To	All	
Countries	

Argentine	Republic	 1895	 $7,265,270	 120,067,790	
Bolivia	 1894	 *5,476	 9,647,836	
Brazil	 1895	 78,831,476	 171,194,000	
Chile	 1895	 4,465,561	 55,419,109	
Colombia	 1895	 3,713,682	 15,088,406	
Costa	Rica	 1896	 3,835,187	 5,597,727	
Ecuador	 1893	 960,228	 8,785,215	
Guatemala	 1895	 2,699,384	 **26,534,394	
Haiti	 1895	 2,746,539	 13,788,562	
Hawaii	 1895	 7,888,961	 8,474,138	
Honduras	 1895	 872,312	 917,188	
Mexico	 1895	 25,279,948	 45,427,276	
Nicaragua	 1895	 1,538,792	 5,334,000	
Paraguay	 1894	 1,001	 1,744,637	
Peru	 1893	 819,168	 9,974,316	
Salvador	 1894	 2,926,469	 6,611,000	
Santo	Domingo	 1895	 1,514,583	 1,693,494	
Uruguay	 1896	 3,242,428	 31,931,899	
Venezuela	 1895	 10,073,951	 10,333,870	
Total	 	 158,680,416	 548,564,857	

	
	
	
*	The	exports	for	Bolivia	do	not	include	the	item	of	silver.	Goatskins	was	the	
chief	article	exported	to	the	United	States.	No	figures	are	given	by	the	United	
States	Treasury	for	1894	and	those	in	the	list	are	for	1893.	
**	The	exports	of	coffee	alone	to	Great	Britain	amounted	to	over	$15,000,000	
according	to	the	Statesman’s	Year	Book.	Coffee	was	exported	to	the	United	
States	to	the	value	of	$2,000,000	and	to	Germany	about	$5,000,000.	
	
	
	

Source:	IBAR	Bulletin	(December	1897)	in	George	B.	Cortelyou	Papers	
Manuscript	Division,	Library	of	Congress,	Washington	D.C.	
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Appendix E 
	

	
	
Source:	‘Pan	America’	Puck	(8	May	1901)	
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Appendix F 

	

‘El	Peligro	Yankee’	(The	Yankee	Danger)	Caras	y	Caretas	(Buenos	Aires)	17	
December,	1904	
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