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This article presents an analysis of President Trump's statements on the Panama
Canal from the perspective of Mearsheimer's Offensive Realism, examining
their impact on Panamanian national identity and perception of sovereignty
complemented by Dependency Theory to account for Panama’s position as
a peripheral and dependent state. The research is based on statistical analysis
of two public opinion surveys (n = 906, n = 732) conducted in February and
April 2025, applying chi-square tests, correspondence analysis, and Spearman’s
correlation. Results reveal that Panamanians interpret these statements as a
geopolitical strategy aimed at containing Chinese influence in the region,
confirming Offensive Realism principles of power maximization and control of
spheres of influence. Findings indicate that the Panama Canal is a symbol of
Panamanian national identity and territorial sovereignty. The temporal analysis
shows an evolution in public perception, where the narrative about the “Chinese
threat” progressively lost credibility (p < 0.024), while identification with the Canal
as a national symbol remained strong (Spearman’s correlation = 0.591, p <
0.001). Provinces differed significantly in how they saw presidential comments
and how the media handled information. Popular response based on historical
memory and collective identity demonstrates national symbols used as defense
mechanisms against external hegemonic pressures in the reconfiguration of the
international order.

KEYWORDS

offensive realism, national identity, geopolitics,; Panama Canal, perception
of sovereignty

1 Introduction

The world within a framework of reconfiguration of the international order is
characterized by the rivalry and disputes between powers such as Russia, China, and the
United States, being that this last power who tries to maintain their global power and
hegemony. Under this global scenario, regions such as Latin America have become an
essential scenario for this contest, where the Panama Canal becomes the epicenter of a
geopolitical dispute.

This article addresses, from the Panamanian context, the current struggle between
the two superpowers of the twenty first century for global hegemony: the United States
and China. The surveys used in this study have been previously described in a bulletin
publication (Barsallo et al., 2025a,b), which provided contextual information and initial
observations. The present article examines the controversial dispute over control of the
ocean route and the Latin American region by analyzing two public opinion surveys.
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Particular attention is given to collective values such as historical
memory, national identity, sovereignty, and the symbolic
significance of the Panama Canal, which shape societal perceptions
of this geopolitical issue. These values function as a defense
mechanism in the context of President Donald Trump’s statements,
in which China is portrayed as a threat to U.S. national security and
the Panama Canal is placed at the center of his offensive rhetoric.
Such dynamics carry international implications of global scope.

In this sense, the offensive realism of Mearsheimer (2001) will
be the theoretical framework used in this article to provide a
political explanation around hegemony and power, indicating that
the international system is anarchic therefore the states seek to
maximize their power. However, most research using this theory
has examined the behavior of major powers, rather than smaller
states, this article will also focus on how the ordinary Panamanian
reacts to this.

2 Theoretical framework: offensive
realism

Offensive Realism is described in this section along with how
it is applied to current power struggles. It connects the Panama
Canal case to broader debates on hegemony, security, and how
states compete for influence in the global order.

2.1 Offensive realism principles

Currently, international dynamics reflect a scenario of power
struggles in which powers implement strategies to contain the
advance of others. In this context, Popescu (2025), based on
Kroenig (2020) analytical framework, identifies 2014 as the
beginning of the era of disputes between the great powers. This
period was characterized by China’s expansion in the South China
Sea through the construction of artificial islands. It was also
marked by Russia’s territorial expansionism, evidenced by the
annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the invasion of Ukraine in 2022.
These developments contributed to reconfigurations in the security
policies of other global powers, particularly the United States.
To this, Mearsheimer (2021) argues that the case of China and
the United States is an example of hegemonic competition and
inevitable rivalry, as both powers seek to secure their sphere of
dominance and influence.

These scenarios find their theoretical explanation in Offensive
Realism (OR). It is a perspective that has been applied to
analyze conflicts such as the one between Russia and Ukraine
(Smith and Grant, 2022), the strategic rivalry between China and
the United States (Mearsheimer, 2021), the ColdWar between
United States and Russia (Labs, 1997), border and regional power
disputes between China and India (Ahlawat and Hughes, 2018), etc.

This theory, developed by Mearsheimer (2001), argues that
states, especially great powers, seek to maximize their control in
order to survive in an anarchic international system where there
is no higher authority to protect them (Smith and Grant, 2022).
They seek to establish themselves as hegemonic powers in their
geographical region and prevent the emergence of competitors
(Romero, 2017). In this regard, Jorddn (2018) points out that,
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according to Mearsheimer (2001), this behavior is ruled by five
fundamental principles:

O First principle: The international system lacks a central
authority, so actors must ensure their own survival.

O Second principle: States possess a degree of offensive military
capability that allows them to destroy other states.

O Third principle: States cannot be sure of the intentions of other
states, which generates mistrust and preventive behavior.

O Fourth principle: The goal of states is survival.

O Fifth principle: States develop coherent strategies to maximize
their chances of survival.

This framework provides analytical tools for understanding the
behavior of major powers without endorsing specific state actions
or policies.

2.2 Scenarios of offensive realism in the
world

OR as a theoretical approach is based on the premise that the
international system is anarchic (Mearsheimer, 2001), which has
led to a struggle between powers that, from a historical perspective
during the twentieth century, raises the issue of power play on a
global scale. Proof of this is German and Japanese expansionism,
which reflected an impulse of OR by maximizing security and
power issues to ensure the survival of their foreign policy in the
regional context of the world’s largest continent in terms of territory
and population. During this period of wars, both Germany and
Japan acted under the logic of OR, pursuing regional hegemony
through military expansion. In this regard, Christensen (1999)
explains that the problem of security leads states to interpret the
actions of others as threats, which in the interwar context succeeded
in fostering impulses of expansion and confrontation.

Subsequently, there was the existing rivalry between the
United States and the Soviet Union, which could be interpreted as
a competition for hegemony during the Cold War (Mearsheimer,
2014). Later, during Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990, Iraq sought
to expand its strategic resources and regional power, maximizing its
power (Freedman and Karsh, 1993). Next, regarding the invasions
of Iraq and Afghanistan, Toft (2005) explains how Mearsheimer’s
OR does not justify the invasion as such, as it differs from the US
foreign policy at the time.

From another perspective, Dawood and Diniz (2024) argue that
the application of Mearsheimer’s OR to the conflict between Russia
and Ukraine has been criticized for allegedly justifying Russian
actions. However, the theoretical explanation differs fundamentally
from moral support, arguing that academic analysis seeks to
understand phenomena rather than approve specific behaviors.

Mearsheimer (2001) indicates that powers exercise control
beyond their borders and in the face of threats from other rival
powers, maximizing their power. NATO, for example, fits this logic,
which prevents other powers considered hostile from accumulating
strength by providing strategic advantages to those in the alliance
and denying them to its competitors, and making it impossible
for potential hegemonic powers to access alliance members while
facilitating preventive actions that reduce the costs and risks of
future conflicts (Kumar, 2023).
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2.3 United States and its regional historical
hegemony

In 1823, the United States announced the Monroe Doctrine
under the slogan “America for Americans.” This doctrine served
as the foundation for preventing European powers, particularly
France and Britain, from attempting to reconquer the newly
independent Latin American territories. It also represented an early
expression of regional hegemonic ambition, as the United States
sought to exclude the European influence from the Western
Hemisphere and establish itself as the dominant power in the
American Continent.

Taking into account Mearsheimer’s argument as indicated by
Jorddn (2018), powers that achieve hegemony seek to prevent
the emergence of competitors within their own region. The
United States has designed and implemented actions that have
sought to maintain and expand its hegemony in the region
and globally in order to ensure its survival as a power in the
international system. In this context, Romero (2017) indicates
that, in the practice, the US has carried out various actions based
on OR, using its coercive power, acting preventively, prioritizing
US security in the face of challenges to its regional dominance
through constant military interventions, armament provisions
and accumulation of military capabilities, a policy of hegemonic
expansion, and subverting the liberal democratic order.

During the Cold War, a period of conflict between the
United States and the former Soviet Union, these countries
promoted military coups against democratically elected
governments that were considered a threat to national security in
order to maintain control of the hemisphere. The most emblematic
cases are Guatemala in 1954 (Rodriguez Minayo, 2020), Chile
in 1973 (Carassai and Coleman, 2024); direct military invasions
justified by slogans to protect US citizens in the Dominican
Republic in 1965 (Harvey, 2020), Grenada in 1983 (Rivard, 1985),
Panama in 1989 (Yao, 2009), support for counterrevolutionary
movements such as the Contras in Nicaragua in the 1980ss (Kruijt,
2011), and through the support of death squads as in the case of El
Salvador in the 1980/s (Veldzquez, 2019), prioritizing its national
security policy over human rights.

This is also asserted by Lajtman and Garcia Fernandez (2022),
who state that the use of hemispheric security is nothing more
than a mechanism of hegemonic control through hard power and
soft power. As they indicate in their study, this has evolved, with
the armed forces being used to impose internal order, access to
resources, and internal or external deterrence. To this end, security
policy evolved from the Inter American Treaty of Reciprocal
Assistance (TTAR) in 1947 (Organization of American States, 1947).
Each period has seen the security doctrine adjusted with a view to
regional control, as the authors point out.

2.4 Latin America in the geopolitical game
According to Carbajal-Glass (2023) and Leyva Pérez (2023),

the international order shows evidence of the decline of
the unipolar system led by the United States during the
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twenty first century. In this context, Chhabra et al. (2020)
identifies the People’s Republic of China as the main competitor
of the US, while Mearsheimer (2021) raises the possibility
of an imminent confrontation between the People’s Republic
of China and the United States. Meanwhile, the Peoples
Republic of China has managed to penetrate the Panamanian
territory, the so-called “backyard” of the United States, by
establishing trade agreements, infrastructure investments, and
alliances with governments.

As an emerging power, China has made large investments in
Latin America as part of its foreign policy strategy. Moretti and
Fernandez (2022) and Shinn and Eisenman (2020), indicate that the
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is related to the political objectives
proposed by the eighteenth Congress of the Communist Party of
China (CPQ).

The initiative, officially known as “The Belt and Road,” was
a project that sought to revive the ancient Silk Road through
infrastructure networks and trade connections in Furasia, Africa,
and Europe, according to Lavut (2018). Latin America was seen as
a resourcerich region and a strategic market for Chinese growth.

As described by Lavut (2018), it is interesting to point out that
Panama was one of the first nations to sign the memorandum
of understanding in 2017 related to the BRI, breaking diplomatic
relations with Taiwan (Formosa). As of today, between 2017 and
2025, 21 Latin American countries have joined the BRI, with
Panama being the first country to join in June 2017 and resigning
in 2025. Meanwhile, other countries such as Antigua and Barbuda,
Bolivia, and Ecuador joined in 2018, Argentina and Nicaragua
in 2022, Cuba and the Dominican Republic in 2019, and the
most recent, Colombia in 2025 (Nedopil, 2025). According to
Sun (2023) and Zhou and Luk (2016), with the BRI, China has
included elements of soft power in the region through cultural
and media outlets aligned with its interests and a network of 39
Confucius Institutes.

This presence poses a threat to hemispheric security. According
to Telleria Escobar (2024), in March 2023, China and Russia were
identified as the main threats to US security, describing them as
malign actors. To counter what is considered a threat, the use
of integrated deterrence (Telleria Escobar, 2024) was proposed,
a nonviolent mechanism that seeks to curb the rise of other
powers through various less violent strategies (Jordan, 2018). This
approach proposes a multidisciplinary and multidomain treatment,
with the support of the government, industry, the private sector,
academia, and allies in the region.

This prospective analysis of the US situation in the region
is a return to the nineteenth century Monroe Doctrine, whose
principle of maintaining the sphere of influence against rival
powers is its ideological and political foundation. This leads to the
practice of OR (Jorddn, 2018), whose strategy under the previous
administration of former US President Joe Biden was to declare
the region a “strategic base of operations” and promote “integrated
deterrence,” as indicated by Vazquez Ortiz and Cruz Herrera (2023),
through unconventional warfare, as a new, as yet unclassified
scheme of regional control. It was also followed by President Trump
who seems determined in his second term to directly challenge
Chinese influence in Latin America, placing the region at the center
of global hegemonic competition (De Benedictis, 2025).

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2025.1713340
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org

Ortiz et al.

2.5 Small power behavior and foreign policy

The Isthmus of Panama has historically been a space of imperial
disputes because of its geographical location (Erazo-Patino, 2025).
Currently, this dynamic focuses on the Panama Canal as the
epicenter of the dispute between two logics of power, representing
the traditional geopolitical vision of the United States government,
which conceived the Canal as a strategic-military asset as part
of its hemispheric hegemony (Poland and Spalding, 2003; Valdés,
2021). Although this study considers OR as its primary theoretical
foundation to explain the behavior of the Trump administration
and its rhetoric about “retaking the Canal,” the framework remains
limited because it overlooks the role and agency of small states such
as Panama, a common shortcoming of realism (Espdsito, 2019).

To broaden the vision of this case from Panama’s position
as a small power (behavioral concept) or small state (structural
concept), we turn to the Dependency Theory applied to
peripheral states. Small powers’ foreign policy behavior reflects
their subordinate position in the international system instead of
pursuing independent agendas. They often align with or adapt
to the interests of dominant powers to maintain aid, security, or
access to markets (Fox, 2012). This is corroborated by the recent
signing of the 2025 Memorandum of Understanding between the
Panamanian Minister of Security and the US. Secretary of State that
allows the reinstallation of US military bases in the Panama Canal,
in deliberate violation of the Canal Neutrality Treaty.

These actions stem from concerns about how to prevent,
lessen, or delay war as well as how to fend off greater force if
it has already begun (Toje, 2010). More recently, Thorhallsson
(2019) developed the Shelter Theory emphasizing that the political,
economic, and social weakness leads small states to seek protection
from great powers. The author argues that small states’ foreign
policy behavior reflects their structural dependence on larger
powers and international frameworks, which limit their autonomy
and shape their strategic choices, similar to that described in
Dependency Theory.

2.6 The Panama Canal in the current
regional context

The Panama Canal represents a distinctive element of identity
and sense of belonging for the Panamanian population. It stands
as a symbol of sovereignty and anticolonial resistance. In Smith’s
(1997) terms, this space located in the Panamanian isthmus can
be understood as a “Historical Territory.” Its history has been
closely tied to this transit zone, where the “Canal Zone” was
established. For more than 90 years, this enclave remained under
the jurisdiction of the U.S. government, functioning as a colonial
territory between 1904 and 1999 (Pérez Ramos, 2025).

For Anderson (1993), this territory became a space of
“fraternity and sacrifice; around which claims for Panama’s
sovereign rights were articulated. These events include the Gesta de
Inquilinato in 1925 (Moreno de Cuvillier, 2025), the rejection of the
Bases Agreement or Filos-Haynes Treaty in 1947 (Pearcy Thomas,
1998), Operation Sovereignty in 1958 (Del Cid, 2016), Operation
Flag Planting in 1959 (Sanchez, 2002), and, most emblematically,
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the Gesta del 9 de enero in 1964 (Centeno Jiménez, 2020). These
events, later commemorated, contributed to strengthening the
Panamanian collective imagination.

To complement this vision from a perspective of sovereign
territory and national identity, and taking into account that since
1904 the Canal Zone was established as a border zone under
US jurisdiction until 1999, Nifio Gonzédlez and Jaramillo Ruiz
(2018) assert that border security policies reshape perceptions of
sovereignty and mold local identity narratives. This symbolic effect
helps explain why external geopolitical statements about the Canal
encounter strong popular resistance.

Building on this symbolic and identity-based reading, the
Panama Canal transcends geopolitical and economic dimensions
and becomes a conflict of symbolism and cultural representations.
Two opposing views converge in this scenario: on the one hand,
the view that interprets the canal as an emblem of US supremacy
and security in the region, emphasizing the canal’s importance
for hemispheric security and global commercial interests. On the
other hand, there is the conception that claims the Canal as a
fundamental symbol of Panamanian national sovereignty and its
identity as an independent state, highlighting its value as a tangible
manifestation of national self-determination and the full exercise of
territorial sovereignty.

The debate between these diverse visions illustrates how
physical spaces can acquire multiple political and cultural
meanings, transforming themselves into domains where not
only material interests are contested, but also narratives about
legitimacy, national identity, international projection, and global
power hegemony.

3 Materials and methods

This article uses a comparative approach to examine
Panamanian public perceptions regarding the recent US president
statements about the Panama Canal. It compiles data from
two distinct national survey waves that address Panamanian
reactions on the statements performed by President Trump’s
declarations in early 2025. The present study uses secondary data.
The datasets were transferred to the authors under an official
data use agreement, as documented in the data access certificates
available in each repository record. The authors were not involved
in the data collection process. The datasets are publicly available in
Mendeley Data.

Two datasets (Barsallo, 2025a,b) corresponding to public
opinion surveys (or polls) conducted at two different times
were analyzed. The first database originally contained (n =
947) responses, and the second contained (n = 732). Only four
variables were common to both surveys, and these were used for
the comparative analysis. In the first survey, 41 records lacked
information for more than one of these variables and were therefore
excluded, leaving 906 valid records in survey #1 and 732 in
survey #2.

The analysis variables and their operationalizations were:

e Age in years, which was grouped into two groups <49
and >49;
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e Reasons, the original question of which is: Why do you think
President Trump has made these statements/demands? The
options were five (5) multiple choice;

Sufficient and complete: Do you consider that the information
published in the media on these topics “President Trump’s
statements and demands” has been sufficient and complete to
enlighten the Panamanian population? (4 level responses);
Provinces, included 10 provinces and at least two regions,
however, the largest proportion was concentrated in Panama
(the country’s capital), over 60% of the responses. The
province of Panama concentrates around 39% of the
country’s population.

The analysis draws from two national opinion surveys. Survey
#1 was administered on January 2025, coinciding with the
immediate aftermath of President Trump’s initial statements about
the Panama Canal. It achieved broad national representation
across Panama’s provinces and indigenous territories. The sample
comprised 394 males (41.6%), 514 females (54.3%), with 39
nonresponses (4.1%) for gender, and ages ranging from 18 to
75 years.

Survey #2 was conducted on April 2025, the capturing evolved
public opinion 3 months later, allowing for assessment of temporal
changes in public perception. It demonstrated similar national
coverage with a slightly different gender distribution: 62% female
participation and 38% male participation. Ages ranged from 18 to
75 years.

Both surveys show concentrated participation in Panama
Province or Capital province (Survey #1: 62.83% and Survey
#2: 64.8%), followed by Panama Oeste (Survey #1: 12.9%
and Survey #2: 17.2%) in the second wave. This distribution
pattern reflects the country’s demographic concentration while
maintaining representation from multiple provinces.

The temporal spacing between surveys provides a unique
opportunity to examine the evolution of public opinion during
a period of heightened diplomatic tension, enabling analysis of
both immediate reactions and more considered responses to
the geopolitical developments surrounding the Panama Canal
sovereignty discourse.

In this article, the reported data were subjected to several
statistical analyses in order to address the following research
questions and objectives based on the theoretical framework and
regional context:

e How can the recent statements and demands of the US
government regarding the Panama Canal be interpreted in
light of Mearsheimer’s principles of offensive realism?

How do the statements and demands of the US government
regarding the Panama Canal relate to the national
identity, sense of belonging, and perception of sovereignty

of Panamanians?
Accordingly, the main objectives are:

e To analyze the practical application of Offensive Realism
through the U.S. statements on the Panama Canal.
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To evaluate the relationship between identity, historical

memory, and perceptions of sovereignty in shaping
Panamanian responses;

The analyses were performed with IBM SPSS Statistics v.23
and the analytical approach included:

Chi-square tests to examine differences in response
distributions between Survey 1 (n = 906) and Survey 2
(n =732) across categorical variables;

Correspondence analysis to explore associations between
survey waves, age groups (<49 years vs. >49 years) and
among the territory (provinces), perceptions on the media and
the coverage of the current situation, and stated reasons for
political declarations;

Spearman’s rank correlation to assess the relationship between
national identity and sense of belonging measures related
to the Panama Canal as part of the Panamanian territory.

Statistical significance was set at p < 0.05.

Limitations in the original survey designs, such as question
wording, sample representativeness, nonresponse bias, possible
sampling bias, and temporal impacts between survey waves,
may affect this secondary study. The study is restricted to
variables from the original datasets, which might not include
all pertinent components for a thorough theoretical analysis.
Additionally, the use of secondary surveys imposes restrictions, as
the instruments were not originally designed for this theoretical
study. The short temporal frame between survey waves limits
broader generalization, and the absence of detailed socioeconomic
variables prevents deeper exploration of structural factors.

4 Results and discussion

The rhetoric employed by President Donald Trump under the
principles of OR, expressing his intention to “take back the Canal”
in order to contain the influence of a competitor within what he
considers his historical sphere of influence, viewing China as a rival
in this context, was directed primarily at the US audience on March
5,2025 (Time Staff, 2025). This speech did not go unnoticed on the
Panamanian side, where, as evidenced by the results of two opinion
polls, the public identified President Trump’s statements as part of
the logic of US geostrategic interests.

In turn, these statements have encountered interesting
resistance in the popular perception of Panamanians, where the
Canal is not seen as strategic infrastructure, but as a symbol of
national sovereignty and collective identity. To this, Anderson
(1993) would say that the Panama Canal is an imagined community
or, rather, a space where historical memory, anticolonial resistance,
and national autonomy converge.

The arguments attempting to support President Trump’s
statements and demands showed no change in opinion between
the two moments of the survey, with the exception of reason “4e.
Because it’s true. The Chinese are running the canal” (x? = 5.12; df
=1;p < 0.024) (Table 1).

The results suggest that the initial (survey 1) and subsequent
(survey 2) narrative about the Chinese threat to the Canal may be
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TABLE 1 Statistical summary between the reasons for President Trump'’s statements and the surveys made.

‘ Reasons Survey 1 Survey 2 Chi square P-value ‘
N= 906 732
4a. The U.S. can handle the Panama Canal better 47 53 2.98 0.084
4b. It should never have returned to Panamanian hands 16 17 0.64 0.426
4c. It is a strategic point in case of war 364 317 1.63 0.201
4d. The U.S. economy requires it 176 167 2.81 0.094
4e. It is true. The Chinese are running the Panama Canal 86 47 5.12 *0.024
4f. Tt is part of the new international interests of the U. S. 581 472 0.02 0.088
*Highly significant.
TABLE 2 Percentage distribution of opinions, by province, according to the reasons given for President Trump's statements.
‘ Questions Panama Panama Oeste = Other Chisquare P-value ‘
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0
4a. The U.S. can handle the Panama Canal better 6.2 7.6 4.7 2.14 0.343
4b. It should never have returned to Panamanian hands 23 1.2 1.6 1.73 0.422
4c. It is a strategic point in case of war 40.5 47 40.9 3.56 0.169
4d. The U.S. economy requires it 212 229 18.4 1.84 0.399
4e. It is true. The Chinese are running the Panama Canal 7.5 6.4 11.6 6.62 *0.036
4f. It is part of the new international interests of the U. S. 64.3 65.5 63.4 0.25 0.882
*Highly significant.
losing credibility among Panamanians as time goes by. This finding
is particularly relevant from the perspective of OR, as it suggests
that, the justification based on the ‘Chinese threat fails to gain
traction as a convincing explanation for the local population in light oy
. £
of the abovementioned statements. g
. T P . Y
On a second occasion, a statistical association analysis was &~
performed using the Chi-square statistic to observe differences B2 l E gdu. 3o
between respondents‘ opinions regarding the reasons for President No Response None Little Somewhat Much
Trump’s statements and the respondents’ province of residence. WSurvey1 B Survey2
Responses by province were divided into three groups according
to the number of respondents represented in both surveys: the reuRes - , .
. : Opinion on the sufficiency and completeness of the information
provinces of Panama, Panama Oeste, and Others. The first two published in the media, according to surveys.
provinces represent the capital and the next most populated

province in the country. The last category, called Others, represents
the remaining provinces.

The analysis revealed significant differences between provinces
only in section 4.e (x> = 6.62; p = 0.036). In this case, a higher
percentage of respondents from provinces other than Panama and
Panama Oeste (11.6%) considered that “the Chinese are running
the canal” compared to 7.5% in the province of Panama and
6.4% in Panama Oeste (Table 2). The findings show clear results
inclining the balance toward the provinces in the interior of
the country.

On the other hand, a comparison was made between surveys
and the responses of Panamanians regarding the handling of
information by the media, assessing whether it was sufficient
and complete on the part of the United States using the non-
parametric Mann-Whitney U test. This analysis showed that there
were statistically significant changes or differences in the responses
between the two survey moments (U = 291785, p < 0.001)
(Figure 1).

Frontiersin Political Science 06

These findings allow us to infer that the evolution in perception
of media coverage reflects a process of maturation in public and
individual analysis of the issue. The significant change between the
two surveys shows that the Panamanian population has developed a
more critical perspective on the quality and quantity of information
available through the media.

A correspondence analysis was performed between the
respondents’” answers (Figure 2), including the following:

e Survey 1 and Survey 2 (G1 and G2).

e Age grouped into two large groups: people aged 49 and under,
and those over 49 (49 being the median age considering both
sets of responses or surveys).

e Media coverage in terms of “sufficient and complete”
information to inform the public about President Trump’s
statements (measured using a 4point Likert scale).
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o The reasons why President Trump made such statements
and demands. The two main reasons:

e 4E. Because it is true. The Chinese are running the Canal.
e 4F. Because it is part of the new international interests of the
United States.

The results of the correspondence analysis show that in survey
1, the information published in the media was “little,” according
to those over 49 years of age. Those aged 49 and under in survey
2 considered this information to be ‘nothing’ or “none.” However,
those who considered that there was “quite a lot” of information
gave as their reason for these statements that the Panama Canal “is
part of the new international interests of the United States”; and
they indicated “a lot” of information or being sufficiently informed
that “it is true. The Chinese are running the Canal.”

These results reveal generational and media consumption
patterns that have influenced the interpretation of the statements.
Older groups tend to consider media information insufficient,
while younger groups perceive a total absence of information
that satisfies them. This suggests different expectations and
sources of information between generations, which has important

Row and column Points
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FIGURE 2
Reasons why President Trump made such statements and demands.

10.3389/fp0os.2025.1713340

implications for the formation of public opinion on issues of
national sovereignty.

On the other hand, differences in opinion regarding the media’s
handling of President Trump’s statements were compared by
province and survey (time of survey), with statistical significance
observed at both times of the survey (p < 0.001). This shows
that the media’s coverage of the adequacy and completeness of
these statements showed differences in the population, according
to province, on both occasions when the survey was conducted
(Figure 3). Similarly, at the global level, this association between
the perception of the statements published by the media and the
provinces remains.

The differential analysis with respect to item 4e, by province
and survey, showed statistically significant differences in the second
survey (x*=2.35; gl = 2, p = 0.309), but not in the first survey (p <
0.309) (Table 3).

A final simple correspondence analysis was conducted to
compare the sufficiency and completeness of information published
in the media regarding President Trump’s statements (Figure 4).
The analysis considered three groups of provinces in the country:
Panama (65.3%), Panama Oeste (15.2%), and Others (19.5%).
Statistical significance was verified (x* = 23.687, gl =8, p=
0.003). The results showed that Dimension 1 explained 99.7%
of the variance, while Dimension 2 accounted for only 0.3%.
Therefore, Dimension 1 represents the main axis of the analysis.
The association between the province of Panama Oeste and the
responses of “none” can be highlighted. In other words, they
perceived little information from the media regarding Trump’s
statements. Respondents from the province of Panama perceived
little information (in terms of sufficiency and completeness),

TABLE 3 Summary of the statistical significance of the association
between subsection 4.E and provinces, according to survey.

Survey 1 X’ 2.35 2 0.309
Survey 2 x> 6.82 2 0.033
Total x? 6.62 2 0.036

FIGURE 3
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Factorial map that represents the management of information by
the media in terms of sufficiency and completeness about the
statements of President Trump and provinces.

TABLE 4 Level and significance of Spearman’s correlation.

Spearman rho ‘ 0.591** ‘ —

**p < 0.001 (highly significant).

while those from other provinces associated it with the responses
“somewhat” and “much.” Nonresponses were not relevant in the
overall structure of the analysis. These results are significant
because the role of media in shaping how the population interprets
the statements and the underlying reasons associated with them
is highlighted.

Regarding the national identity of Panamanians and their sense
of belonging, two key questions related to the Panama Canal
were analyzed from the first survey. Participants were asked: How
identified do you feel with the Panama Canal? and their degree of
agreement with the expression: The Channel is yours, it is mine, it
belongs to everyone!

Based on the responses, it was concluded that the higher
the score, the greater the degree of identity and/or agreement.
Spearman’s correlation analysis (Table 4) was applied to verify the
association between identification with the Canal and the sense
of collective belonging. Spearman’s correlation analysis between
Identification and Expression was used to verify the degree of
association between both questions, whose measurement scales
were ordinal type with scales respectively. The results showed 10
and 5, a value of rs = 0.591, with high statistical significance (p
< 0.001). Reaffirming the identity of the Panamanian with the
Panama Canal. This confirms that the Canal is not only an work
of infrastructure and operational logistics but also, as Smith (1997)
argues, part of a historical territory filled with meanings derived
from struggles that shaped the national myth.

Regarding Panamanians’ perceptions of two statements about
the Panama Canal, in survey 1: “The Canal is yours, it is mine, it
belongs to everyone!” and survey 2: “The Canal will continue to
be ours in the future,” it is possible to identify a collective belief,
with a high degree of certainty, that the Panama Canal will indeed
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continue to belong to Panamanians (Figure 5). It should be noted
that the statement in survey 1 represents Panamanians’ sense of
belonging in the present, and the statement in survey 2 represents
Panamanians’ sense of belonging and their vision of the future.

5 Conclusions

This study has examined President Donald Trump’s statements
on the Panama Canal through the lens of Mearsheimer’s Offensive
Realism. In this way, it has provided empirical evidence on the
power dynamics in the contemporary hegemonic rivalry between
the United States and China, putting into context the historical
importance of the interoceanic route of the Panama Canal. The
findings contribute significantly to the understanding of how
international relations theories and their geopolitical strategies
manifest themselves in specific regional contexts and impact the
formation of public opinion.

The results presented in this article show that President Donald
Trump’s statements referring to the Panama Canal, the territory it
occupies, and insinuations about its management are an example
of Offensive Realism. In this particular case, OR is perpetrated
through his statements and actions that seek to contain and reverse
China’s presence in the region where Panama plays a key role.
However, these actions did not affect the respondent’s perception.
On the contrary, both surveys show that values such as identity and
sense of belonging linked to historical memory are strong elements
in the issue of sovereignty over the Panama Canal.

The main result confirms the practical application of
the principles of OR in maximizing power in the face of
threats.  Statistical
that most respondents interpreted these statements as part
of the
validating Mearsheimer’s theory on the preventive behavior

perceived hegemonic analysis revealed

“new international interests of the United States,”

of hegemonic powers.

The temporal dimension of the analysis demonstrated the
evolution of public perceptions, evidencing a significant decline
in the credibility of the narrative about the “Chinese threat.”
It was observed that narratives focused on external threats do
not indefinitely maintain their power of popular conviction,
contradicting theoretical expectations about the sustainability of
discourses of control and protection.
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The study revealed a strong correlation between national
identification with the Panama Canal and a sense of collective
belonging, confirming Anderson’s (1993) and Smith’s (1997)
conceptualization of imagined communities and their role in the
construction of national identity. This result is particularly relevant
to the theory of national identity, as it demonstrates how territorial
symbols transcend their operational function to become elements
that constitute the collective imagination.

The provincial differences identified suggest that political
geography also influences perceptions of external threats. This is
evidenced by the provinces in the interior of the country showing
greater susceptibility to narratives about Chinese influence.
This pattern can be explained by differences in access to
information, socioeconomic contexts, and proximity to centers of
political power.

Findings on media consumption exposed distinctive
generational patterns in the evaluation of news coverage. It
was evident that different age cohorts have divergent expectations
regarding the quality and quantity of information needed to form
opinions on issues of national sovereignty. This has important
implications for political communication theory in contexts of
geopolitical crisis.

This study contributes to academic literature by providing
empirical evidence of the applicability of Offensive Realism in
contexts of states with limited territory and population, while
expanding the traditional theoretical scope focused on great
powers. Its theoretical implications applied to the Panamanian
case suggest that the effectiveness of Offensive Realism as a
hegemonic strategy may be limited by the use of identity symbols
as mechanisms of political defense. Future lines of research could
explore comparative cases in other Latin American contexts,
including the role of social media in shaping opinions on
territorial sovereignty.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that the Panama Canal
functions simultaneously as an object of geopolitical dispute and
as a symbol of national cohesion, highlighting the complexity of
power dynamics in the contemporary international system. The
Panamanian popular response, characterized by the maintenance
of sovereignist perceptions despite hegemonic pressures, illustrates
how national identity can become a significant political resource in
the context of the reconfiguration of the world order.

The research has methodological limitations that should
be considered in future research. The cross-sectional design
prevents the establishment of definitive causal relationships,
and geographical representativeness could be expanded to
improve the quantities of marginal rural populations. Likewise,
the absence of detailed socioeconomic variables limits the
understanding of structural factors that could influence the
perceptions analyzed.

In practical terms, future studies could complement
quantitative data with qualitative methods such as interviews
or focus groups to capture discourses of identity more
deeply. From a policy perspective, reinforcing civic
education and historical memory around the Canal may
strengthen national cohesion and resilience against external

hegemonic pressures.
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