
10: Emergence of the Americas in global affairs (1880–1929) 
This section focuses on the impact of modernization in the region on foreign policy, including an 
exploration of the involvement of the region in the First World War. Modernization shaped the new 
nations, and its effects created the basis for a major shift in the foreign policies of the region. By the 
end of the 19th century, for example, the United States played a more active role in world affairs and 
in the affairs of Latin America in particular, thus transforming inter-American relations. When the First 
World War ended, its impact was felt in the economic, social and foreign policies of the participating 
countries. 
 

• United States’ expansionist foreign policies: political, economic, social and ideological reasons 

 

Columbian Exposition Slideshow 
Chicago World’s Fair, 1893 

• To celebrate 400th anniversary of Columbus “discovering” the new world 

• Showcased American production and plans to expand to world markets 

• Different industries, like agriculture, etc. showcased new innovations 

• Called the White City because of the white buildings that put were built just for the 
event- neoclassical architecture 

• Showcased electricity at night 

• Also “displayed” people from foreign lands as exotic entertainment 

• Frederick Douglas (who attended on Colored Day) pointed out how fair sharply divided 
U.S. and Europe from the rest of the world, to draw sharp contrast between white 
people and “others” 

• Contrasting between “civilization” and “savagery” 

• Embodied notions of Social Darwinism that existed during the period; seemed to 
validate ideas of a racial hierarchy 

• Reflected idea of the “White Man’s Burden”- that it was duty of white people to “civilize” 
people of color/ foreign people 

• Showed prevalent ideas about superiority of American civilization, but also made strong 
case for commercial expansion abroad 

 
U.S. involvement in foreign affairs 
 

I. Traditional isolationism  
a. Foreign policy approach before end of 19th c. had been: avoid overseas conflict, and 

ensure European powers didn’t interfere in the Americas 
i. Why? 

1. Isolationism: the policy by which the U.S. detached itself from foreign 
entanglements 

2. U.S. had been born out of rebellion against an imperial power and was a 
republic unique among countries that were concerned with empire-building  

3. To what extent was the USA isolated in the nineteenth century? 
 

II. Conquest of internal frontiers 
a. Frontiers: edge of settlement and civilization 
b. Conquest of internal frontiers had been accomplished by:  

i. Louisiana Purchase 
ii. Mexican-American War 
iii. Warfare with Native Americans 



c. Historian’s interpretation: Frederick Jackson Turner, 1893 thesis The Significance of the 
Frontier in American History (Turner’s thesis) 

i. Wrote about the unique character of the USA and how it had been largely 
determined by the US frontier and the challenges of westward expansion 

1. The frontier was the reason Americans had developed to be self-sufficient, 
energetic, and egalitarian in outlook – lost if there was no longer a frontier 

ii. Argued that the westward frontier was now closed, everywhere within the 
continental USA was now settled  

1. But as one frontier was closed, new ones were always sought 
2. Incumbent on Americans to conquer external frontiers when internal ones 

no longer existed 
 

III. Development of the U.S. economy 
a. Laissez-faire policies 
b. Development of industry / industrial revolution 

i. Rich in natural resources  
ii. Civil War 
iii. Improved communications and development of railways 
iv. Westward expansion and massive immigration 
v. High tariffs 
vi. Encouragement of risk and adventure 

c. Iron and steel, and oil -  two industries that saw the greatest development 
 

IV. Foreign involvement 
a. Shaky relationship with Britain 
b. Monroe Doctrine: 1823 statement by James Monroe, which warned European 

countries against involvement in the Americas 
i. Context – 1823 Latin American countries fighting for their independence from 

Spain  
ii. Interpretation – a bluff.  

1. U.S. did not intervene when Britain acquired the colonies of Guiana and 
Honduras; allowed Spanish colony to remain in Cuba 

2. U.S. applied Monroe Doctrine for the 1st time in the 1860s, when France 
installed a puppet emperor, Maximillian, in Mexico. 50,000 American 
troops were moved to border, and Maximillian was eventually defeated 
and executed 

c. Relationship w/ Far East:  
i. 1844 - missionaries moved to China to convert them to Christianity 
ii. 1858 - commercial treaty with Japan, which was eager to embrace 

industrialization; by 1890s, Japan was seen as a rival 
iii. 1868 - Burlingame Treaty encouraged Chinese immigration for work on railroad 

building; negated by Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 
d. Interest in the Pacific – other European powers had established imperial interests in 

China; US could not afford to miss out on imperial expansion 
i. Pacific islands could serve as coaling stations and serve strategic purposes  

1. Stopping off points for naval and merchant vessels, or ports which could 
be fortified in case of an attack 

2. Midway Islands and other small Pacific islands also acquired in 1860s-
1880s – U.S. already pursuing expansionist policy 

a. Midway acquired in 1867 for guano reserves – seabird poop used 
for the manufacture of fertilizer and gunpowder  

e. Alaska – purchased from Russia in 1867 for $7.2 million  



i. Panned as “Seward’s icebox”, “Seward’s folly”, “Johnson’s polar bear garden”  
1. Secretary of State William H. Seward’s motive – thought it would provide 

gateway to northern Asia 
f. Opposition to colonialism 

i. Chief Justice Taney in 1857 – Constitution gave no authority for the U.S. to 
colonize  

ii. Racist arguments employed against colonization – e.g. “Great Debate” - 
opposition to annexation of Dominican Republic on grounds that US would not 
deal with “savages” 

 
Reasons for emerging imperialism 
 

I. End of westward expansion 
a. Some historians have argued that westward expansion was a form of colonialism 

(settler colonialism)  
b. Turner’s thesis (see above)  

 
II. Industrial development 

a. w/ end of westward expansion, America would turn attention to foreign markets 
b. Tariffs reduced by 1890s to encourage trade with foreign markets to accommodate 

increases in production 
 

III. Naval expansion and sea power 
a. Growth of trade required military protection; navy would come to be seen as vital to 

becoming a world power by allowing the US to protect its overseas possessions and 
trading interests 

b. Alfred Thayer Mahan: naval captain, wrote two hugely influential interpretations of 
naval history – The Influence of Sea Power Upon History in 1890, and a follow-up 
about the influence of sea power on the French Revolution and empire 

i. Argued that history proved that nations with powerful navies and overseas bases 
to maintain them would grow in strength 

ii. Main recommendations:   
1. Building a modern steam fleet 
2. Building coaling stations and bases in the Caribbean Sea and Pacific 

Ocean 
3. Cutting a canal across Latin America in order to facilitate communication 

and trade 
iii. Had support of Theodore Roosevelt and Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, who 

circulated his ideas in political sphere 
iv. Ideas would be actualized within a decade, bringing US Navy from the 12th to 5th 

largest in the world 
1. Also highly influential in Germany in the development of their navy, 

although he had written about Germany as main potential enemy 
v. Fun fact: Mahan suffered from chronic seasickness 

 
IV. Manifest Destiny 

a. The belief that it was the God-given right of Americans to settle and dominate their 
continent and then spread their ideas abroad 

b. View that USA was destined to expand into foreign fields 
c. Proponents of this view supported Social Darwinism 

i. Suggested that the Anglo-Saxon races were superior to all others by applying 
“survival of the fittest” to human history 



ii. Believed Anglo-Saxon race were destined to rule and help other inferior races  
iii. Imperialist expansion was justified by notions of racial superiority 

1. Became linked to idea that USA was morally superior to other countries 
because it was a model republic that others should emulate 

2. Many politicians and religious groups believed the US had an obligation to 
raise up “inferior peoples” (White Man’s Burden) 
 

V. Missionary Work 
a. As early as 1810, organizations were formed to support missionary work, spread 

Protestantism  
i. Tied to idea that White, Anglo-Saxon Protestants were superior 

b. Missionaries were often followed by colonists  
i. E.g. Hawaii  

 
VI. Preclusive Imperialism 

a. Historian’s interpretation: William Langer used the phrase “preclusive imperialism” to 
describe a process by which countries took colonies to prevent others from doing so 

i. E.g. Samoa 
b. Also drove imperialism, along with desire to emulate European powers 
c. Since opportunities for expansion in Asia and Africa had become limited, US should 

take advantage of its preeminent position in Latin America 
 
 

Growth of U.S. imperial interests 
 

I. U.S. involvement in the Pacific 
a. Samoa 

i. Example of preclusive imperialism 
ii. 1872 – King of Samoa offered the U.S. use of the naval base at Pago Pago in 

return for US protection from other imperial powers and rebellions at home 
1. 1878 – treaty signed 

iii. Britain and Germany had extensive commercial interests here 
1. Intervened when first Samoan Civil War broke out (1886 – 1894), then 

second civil war (1898-1899), with hostilities between the 3 powers almost 
breaking out each time 

iv. 1899 – USA, Germany, Britain signed a Tripartite Convention that partitioned the 
islands between USA and Germany (no Samoans were consulted in this 
process) 

1. Eastern Samoa became American protectorate; name changed to 
American Samoa in 1911 

b. Hawaii 
i. Important stopping station on the way to China and Japan; economy and political 

system dominated by sugar growers 
ii. American sugar growers – many were descendants of US missionaries 
iii. Since 1875, US imported Hawaii sugar duty-free, in return for Hawaii refusing 

concessions (trading rights) to other countries – meaning that Hawaii became 
reliant on US economically 

iv. 1887 – naval base of Pearl Harbor established 
v. 1890 – McKinley Tariff removed duties on sugar from anywhere – Hawaii now 

faced competition in US markers (from Cuba, for example) 
vi. 1891 – Hawaii king dies – Queen Liliuokalani takes over. As a nationalist, she 

tried to remove the influence of sugar growers in parliament 



1. Planters overthrew her and asked US for annexation 
2. Democratic President Cleveland opposed to unauthorized use of marines 

to overthrow Queen – launched investigation into her overthrow 
a. Reported that US “diplomatic and military representatives had 

abused their authority” 
b. Unsuccessful in undoing her overthrow, however – republic was 

recognized under lawyer Sanford Dole (his cousin James Dole 
would found Dole pineapple co. in Hawaii) 

vii. 1898 – during Spanish-American War, Hawaii was annexed  
 

II. Latin America 
a. First Pan-American Conference 

i. 1889 – conference held with goal of improving political and economic relations in 
the western hemisphere  

1. Proposed by Pres. Garfield’s Sec. of State James Blaine – based on idea 
that US should act as leader across the continent 

2. Result: reciprocity agreements and an arbitration system (weaker one 
than was originally spoken about because many Latin American delegates 
distrusted the motives of the US) 

3. Significance: precedent was set for some degree of cooperation among 
the Americas 

b. Chile, 1891 
i. Sec. of State Blaine attempted to intervene in its war with Bolivia 
ii. Felt hostility toward the US as a result 

c. Venezuela, 1895 
i. Application of the Monroe Doctrine when Venezuela was in dispute over borders 

with British colony of Guiana 
d. US defended Latin America against European involvement, but saw its own relationship 

with Latin America in a different light 
 

 

• Spanish–American War (1898): causes and effects 

 

(Sway activity)  
 

• Impact of United States’ foreign policies: the Big Stick; Dollar Diplomacy; moral diplomacy 

 

I. Progressive Era  

a. 1901 -1917 – presidencies of T. Roosevelt (1901-1909), William Howard Taft (1909-1913), 

and Woodrow Wilson (1913-1921)  

b. Progressivism: US movement to expand the role of government in dealing with social and 

economic problems and deal with corruption and abuses.  

i. Associated with domestic reform and expansion in the role of government  

ii. Loose and wide-ranging notion – progressive presidents expanded the role of 

government and believed in reform 

1. However, under their presidencies, there was a growth in U.S. involvement 

abroad with renewed emphasis on the belief that US engagement with 

foreigners was always for the foreigners’ benefit 

a. This idea reached its peak with Wilson – sent US troops to more 

countries mor often than any other president 



II. Relations with Caribbean and Latin America under Roosevelt 

a. Sphere of influence: countries or regions under the influence of another, e.g. Latin 

America falls under the sphere of influence of the U.S. 

i. U.S. prepared to impose its will on countries within this sphere, preferably by 

diplomacy or economically, but militarily if necessary  

ii. Only colony/ territory Puerto Rico, but other countries were arguably colonies in all 

by name  

b. Cuba 

i. Need for reconstruction – 1895 rebellion and scorched earth tactics had been 

devastating, as well as Spanish concentration camps, and population had since 

dropped by 200,000  

ii. Sugar industry impacted by war – all but destroyed 

1. American companies would purchase land post-war (Cuban-American Sugar 

Co., United Fruit Co., Hershey) 

2. American investment in large-scale production, limiting medium and small 

farmers 

3. American measures also made it so that creditors could collect debts 

regardless of circumstances  

4. By 1905 – over 60% of Cuban land was owned by US interests 

5. 1903 reciprocity agreement strengthened economic bonds 

iii. US occupation  

1. Treaty of Paris allowed for temporary occupation 

2. U.S. authorities controlled postal, customs and sanitation services 

iv. Annexation? 

1. Some saw growing influence and thought annexation inevitable, regardless of 

the Teller Amendment  

2. Others against it – fighting ongoing in the Philippines; people realizing that 

outright colonization not the only way to gain benefits of colonization  

v. Platt Amendment 

1. Cuba would create a new system of government – but one acceptable to the 

US 

2. 1901 Cuban constitution and Platt Amendment:  

a. Significant limitations placed on Cuban foreign relations 

b. Authorized future US intervention should it be felt necessary by the US 

c. Alliances, etc. with foreign powers could not be made without US 

approval  

d. US granted two naval bases, including Guantanamo Bay 

e. Had to be passed in order for US to lift occupation  

3. Implications:  

a. The region fell under US sphere of influence  

b. US had right to intervene in all cases – US would intervene a number 

of times in elections through 1920s to prop up leaders friendly to US 

interests and oppose those who were not 

c. Cuba not independent  

d. Sets precedent for further intervention in western hemisphere 

c. Puerto Rico  

i. Foraker Act of 1900 established US-dominated system of government in PR 



ii. Standards of living fell as, like Cuba, Puerto Rico had overconcentration on 

production of sugar, which benefitted American producers but disadvantaged 

smaller, local producers 

iii. Independence movement led by Luis Munoz Rivera and Jose de Diego 

iv. Jones Act of 1917 – made Puerto Ricans U.S. citizens 

d. Dominican Republic 

i. 1903 – DR defaulted on payment of bonds to US government worth $40 million  

1. Roosevelt’s solution: US took control of DR customs service and 55% of 

customs duties were devoted to debt repayment 

2. Referred to this as “the big stick” 

a. “Speak softly and carry a big stick; you will go far” 

e. Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine 

i. Refused to accept the right of foreign nations to intervene in the Americas but set up 

the U.S. as a sort of police force throughout the Americas for the collection of US 

debts 

ii. Huge shift in American foreign policy  

f. Panama 

i. US had long supported idea of building a canal through Central America – Panama 

the most obvious place, at the time a region of Colombia 

ii. French canal had begun construction in 1881 – but stalled  

1. Rights were purchased from French company after Roosevelt strong-armed 

French by threatening to build canal in Nicaragua instead 

iii. Colombian government demanded $15 million to agree to its construction and 

Roosevelt refused 

1. Alternate route through Nicaragua no longer being considered after a volcano 

erupted in Martinique  

iv. 1903 – Panamanians staged a national revolt to break away from Colombia 

1. Independence was supported by the US – Roosevelt sent a US battleship 

and marines to support the insurgents 

2. Revolt was successful and the independent Republic of Panama was 

declared  

3. 1904 Hay-Bunau-Varilla Act: new government of Panama accepted $10 

million and an annual sum of $250,000 for US rights to build the canal 

a. US also awarded control of the zone 10 km on either side of the canal 

v. Building the Panama Canal 

1. Dangerous work – landslides, explosions, disease, weather extremes 

2. Approximately 27,500 people lost their lives  

3. Completed in August 1914  

 

III. Relations with the Great Powers and Asia under Roosevelt  

a. Great Powers 

i. Roosevelt believed US should be more interested in European and global affairs 

1. Rival – Germany  

2. Saw Britain and France as more democratic and less aggressive in terms of 

ambition  

b. China and the “Open Door” Policy 

i. “Open Door”: US policy that foreign interests in China should respect each other’s rights to 

trade and invest there 



1. 1895 – Japan had defeated China in a war over Korea. This encouraged Europeans 

to take advantage of China’s weakness in a series of trade agreements  

a. Germany and Britain had gained territory and concessions in China 

b. US concerned that if China was split, US would be left out 

c. Economic potential in China was huge 

2. John Hay: U.S. Secretary of State, introduced the idea of the “Open Door” in 1899 

a. Responses were vague – no result at first 

ii. Boxer Rebellion: rebellion against foreigners in 1900; belonged to “Society of Righteous 

and Harmonious Fists” 

1. Members of foreign trade delegations were attacked and besieged 

2. Began in 1900 – targets were foreigners and Chinese who had assimilated Western 

lifestyles, including Chinese Christians  

3. McKinley ordered involvement of US troops without Congressional approval – joined 

international rescue force in quelling the rebellion 

4. Country of China forced to pay indemnity of $300 million to Western powers and 

accept foreign troops on its soil 

iii. Second Open Door note: Hay responded to Boxer Rebellion by announcing an extension of 

the Open Door Policy; asserted principle of equal and impartial trade in all of China, not just 

existing spheres of influence  

c. Japan  

i. Russo-Japanese War: 1904-1905, war ended with Russian defeat 

1. Roosevelt brokered Treaty of Portsmouth – peace conference in U.S. 

2. Final negotiations reflected fear of Japanese expansion – rival to the U.S. in the Far 

East 

a. “balanced antagonisms”: Roosevelt’s term for the way rivalries between 

countries could prevent them for extending their influence because their 

determination to protect their own influence could cancel out their ability to 

expand them. 

i. puts a check on expansion – which would then allow some sense of 

independence for China  

b. Japan won the rights to Russia’s former sphere of influence – allowed Japan 

to colonize Korea and become preeminent power in East Asia 

c. Japan also demanded a war indemnity (compensation) but did not receive 

this, causing Japan to resent Roosevelt for not insisting on this since they 

had promised an indemnity to the Japanese people – not well received in 

Japan 

d. Roosevelt won Nobel Peace Prize for this  

ii. San Francisco School Board 

1. Segregated schools for children of Chinese or Japanese descent – added to ill 

feeling against U.S. in Japan 

2. Gentleman’s Agreement: 1907 informal agreement whereby Japan would not allow 

further emigration to the US in exchange for U.S. not allowing legal discrimination 

against Japanese children in public schools   

a. Appeased nativists while allowing Japan to save face – immigration 

restrictions would not be formal like Chinese Exclusion Act 

b. Reduced tensions between Japan and US 

iii. Root-Takahira Agreements 

1. Agreement between U.S. and Japan: both would recognize independence of China, 

follow Open Door policy, respect each other’s possessions (Korea and the 

Philippines)  

2. However, Roosevelt recognized Open Door unenforceable against Japan if they 

were to challenge it 



iv. The Philippines  

1. Governed by commission headed by William Howard Taft – modernized 

infrastructure, stabilized currency, worked to eradicate diseases like cholera and 

malaria 

2. But remained a colony – franchise in Philippines limited to wealthy landowners (3% 

of the population)  

3. 1912 – process of “Filipinization” began  

a. Gave Filipinos more say in governing the Philippines (Jones Act) 

 

IV. Taft and Dollar Diplomacy 

a. Foreign policy approach 

i. Shared Roosevelt’s desire to expand US influence in Latin America 

ii. Preferred to expand economic influence, rather than political or imperial 

iii. Believed US influence could be most effectively achieved through investments and 

economic ties 

b. Dollar Diplomacy: policy of increasing US influence abroad through financial investment, thus 

making foreign states economically reliant on the US 

i. During this period – US capitalists began to invest millions in overseas ventures  

ii. E.g. China – US bankers helped finance construction of the Huguang-Canton Railroad. Idea 

was that US control of the railroad would preclude Japanese or Russian encroachment  

iii. Over exports to foreign countries increased during this period 

c. Nicaragua – shows Dollar Diplomacy wasn’t always peaceful 

i. President Jose Santos Zelaya – nationalist who resented US influence. US feared he 

intended to dominate Central America 

ii. When Zelaya threatened to invade El Salvador, US sent in marines to overthrow Zelaya and 

install a pro-US regime headed by Adolfo Diaz.  

iii. Meanwhile, Sec. of State Philander Knox and US bankers extended economic power by 

taking control of Nicaraguan National Bank  

iv. When Diaz overthrown 3 years later, US launched full invasion and marine occupation for 

over 10 years to support pro-US governments  

 

V. Wilson’s Moral Diplomacy 

a. Attacked dollar diplomacy and promised US would never achieve its ends by conquest again – 

nevertheless he would intervene in Latin America more than any other president. Actually continues 

and extended the policies of Roosevelt and Taft 

b. Moral Diplomacy: belief that contact with the US could only benefit others; belief that US was 

morally superior to other nations and its diplomacy was governed by noble and benevolent 

principles.  

i. Wilson believed desire to do good should govern US foreign policy 

ii. E.g. Gave Colombia $25 million in reparations for the role the US had played in encouraging 

the Panamanian revolution  

iii. Implication – Wilson would oppose military dictatorships or revolutionary governments 

1. Took the Roosevelt Corollary to another level – “I am going to teach the South 

American Republics to elect good men”. One of his envoys said the US would “shoot 

men” until they learned to rule themselves 

2. Believed US had moral obligation to force other countries to improve or take them 

over for the benefit of their populations 

a. Believed God’s hand was behind his actions 

b. Also racist – of the people of Puerto Rico and the Philippines, he said: “They 

are children and we are men in these deep matters of government and 

justice” 

3. Other examples of Wilson’s idealism:  



a. Encouraged US lenders to lend to Chinese Government (dollar diplomacy?) 

b. Fought against special concessions  

c. Built infrastructure, schools, telephone services, etc. in Latin America 

c. Wilson’s Interventions: 

i. Haiti – US intervened in Haiti 16 times between 1900 and 1913 because of violence and 

insurrection that threatened US property and interests 

1. US invaded in 1915 and remained in Haiti until 1934 

ii. Dominican Republic – placed under US military government in 1915 – troops remained until 

1924 

iii. Maintained US presence in Nicaragua 

d. Mexico  

i. US had extensive mining, railway and other interests – US businesses owned about 43% of 

Mexican wealth 

ii. 1911 – overthrow of Porfirio Diaz (had served as President for 7 terms, promised he 

wouldn’t run again, then ran again) – start of Mexican Revolution 

1. Wilson’s “watchful waiting” – concerned about instability in Mexico but wanted to wait 

and see what would happen  

2. Francisco Madero – 1st democratically elected president in Mexico, but lacked 

widespread support – US Ambassador Henry Lane Wilson believed a strong dictator 

would be better for American interests 

3. General Victoriano Huerta – supported by US when he took power from Madero 

a. After assuming power, Madero and some of his supporters were murdered  

b. Ambassador Wilson introduced Huerta as the preferred candidate for the US, 

but Pres. Wilson disagreed and refused to recognize Huerta because of the 

way he seized power and murdered Madero  

c. Pres. Wilson – “I will not recognize a government of butchers”  

4. When Huerta refused to hold free elections, Pres. Wilson began to sell weapons to 

rival, General Venustiano Carranza 

iii. 1914 – Wilson ordered invasion of Mexican port of Veracruz on pretext of stopping arms 

supplies from reaching Huerta’s forces 

1. “There can in what we do be no thought of aggression or self-aggrandizement”. – 

however armed conflict would result in over 300 Mexican and 90 American deaths 

iv. 1915 - Huerta gave up power – but then Civil War ensued between Carranza and other rival 

leaders, such as Emilio Zapata and Pancho Villa  

1. Carranza had no intention of being democratic, but Wilson’s cabinet knew very little 

about what was going on in Mexico 

2. Villa launched several attacks across US border with hope that US would intervene 

and weaken Carranza government (and to loot trains, etc.) 

a. Wilson responded by sending force of 6000 troops under General Pershing 

with goal of hunting down Pancho Villa (wild goose chase) 

v. 1916 – constitutional government finally set up, but nothing had really been achieved. 

Wilson by this point more preoccupied with WWI 

 

 

 


