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The ghastly suspicion that the American people would not honour the signature of their own delegates was never mentioned between us: It became the ghost at all our feasts.
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Introduction




She sails upon a summer sea . . . safe from attack, safe even from menace, she hears from afar the warring cries of European races and faiths, as the gods of Epicurus listened to the murmurs of the unhappy earth spread out beneath their golden dwellings . . .


—James Bryce, 18881





POWER CHANGES everything. The United States at the end of the nineteenth century was in many respects the same country it had been a century earlier. Its system of government was shaped by the same Constitution, albeit modified by the Civil War. Its guiding principles were still based on those articulated in the Declaration of Independence, which Americans revered if not always practiced. America’s favorable geography was the same, although American dominance of the North American continent was more complete. Yet America’s power relative to that of other nations in the world—measured in wealth, land and resources, population, and potential military capability—had grown so great as to change completely the way the rest of the world viewed the United States. It also changed the way Americans viewed themselves, though less completely. William McKinley declared the era of isolation over. But most Americans were not much interested in change and, at the end of the nineteenth century, still held to old ideas about themselves. They still saw their nation standing apart from the rest of the world, different and also superior, and by and large they liked it that way.


This perception was understandable. America did stand apart, even in 1900, a virtual distant island in geopolitical terms, on a huge continent surrounded on two sides by vast oceans, thousands of miles from all the other great powers of the world. Americans’ physical location had long given them unique advantages and a unique perspective. First and foremost, it had given them both wealth and a remarkable degree of economic independence. The United States by 1900 had grown into the world’s largest and most dynamic economy. Some of this success was due to the particular American style of capitalism, the open and highly mobile nature of its society, compared to the more rigid and inhibiting traditions and class structures of Europe. American patent and commercial laws fostered invention, innovation, entrepreneurship, and investment, both domestic and foreign. But modern economists judge that the biggest factor behind America’s breathtaking economic growth in the last decades of the nineteenth century was simply the availability of abundant natural resources. Americans led the world in the production of copper, coal, zinc, iron ore, lead, and other valuable minerals. They produced half the world’s oil and a third of its pig iron, silver, and gold.2 They had raced ahead of the British in the production of steel and coal, the two greatest measures of economic power at the time, as well as in industrial manufacturing. They produced more than half of the world’s cotton and corn.3 They were also largely self-sufficient. Although Americans traded with the other large economies, they did not depend on that trade in the way that the other top economies, Britain and Germany, did. They had the land and resources to feed themselves. Their homegrown businesses produced the goods they needed and wanted, and the large population was rich enough to buy more than 90 percent of domestic production. The other advanced economies depended on access to foreign markets and foreign sources of supply, and these requirements shaped their foreign policies. Americans believed that they did not have to rely on anyone but themselves, and they were mostly right.4


This relative economic self-sufficiency complemented a historically unique geopolitical independence. Of the large, industrializing nations of the world—Britain, France, Germany, Austria-Hungary, Italy, and Japan—the United States was the only one surrounded only by much smaller, weaker powers and by oceans. The European great powers all lived on top of each other and therefore in a constant state of insecurity. The Asian powers, either the formerly great, like China, or the aspiring to be great, like Japan, competed for control of land and resources with each other and also with the British, French, Russian, and, more recently, German empires. Only Americans did not live in a highly contested strategic environment. This was not due simply to fortune or to the allegedly “free security” afforded by Britain’s Royal Navy. Americans had once shared the continent with the powerful empires of Britain, France, Spain, and Russia, but over the course of a century they had driven or bought them out and compelled their acceptance of U.S. hegemony through stubbornness, belligerence, and occasional aggression. The task had been made easier by enduring geopolitical facts, however. The other great powers’ main concerns were generally closer to home, thousands of miles from the New World. Thus Americans at the end of the nineteenth century found themselves enjoying a level of security that others could never share, or even comprehend. On the eve of World War I the British ambassador, Cecil Arthur Spring Rice, had to explain to his puzzled colleagues that Americans lived on a continent that was “remote, unconquerable, huge, without hostile neighbors.” They therefore enjoyed an “unvexed tranquility,” free from the “contentions and animosities” that were part of the everyday existence of Europeans.5


These unique circumstances had an impact not only on America’s foreign policies but on American society and governance. The other powers had no choice but to spend large portions of their national incomes arming themselves for the constant possibility of war. Russia’s peacetime army numbered almost 2,000,000 at the turn of the century; Germany had 600,000 men under arms; France had 575,000; Austria-Hungary, a second-rank power, had 360,000; and even the British, who lived on an island and relied almost entirely on their navy, had over 200,000 men in their standing army. The United States inhabited a territory almost as vast as Russia’s, and had the world’s third-largest population, yet its regular army at the end of the nineteenth century numbered only in the tens of thousands, a “corporal’s guard,” as Theodore Roosevelt called it, barely sufficient to deal with Native American tribes on the western plains, the U.S. Army’s main post–Civil War mission.6 Yet it seemed adequate for the nation’s defense because, as British intelligence officers judged at the time, whatever the size of the American army, “a land war on the American Continent would be perhaps the most hazardous military enterprise that we could possibly be driven to engage in.”7


Americans had recently invested more in their naval forces. In the early 1880s their navy had been no bigger than that of Chile, and they had launched a sizable peacetime naval buildup—but again they built less and spent less than the leading naval powers. The “New Navy” consisted of a handful of armored cruisers and eventually 7 modern battleships. By comparison, in 1901 Britain’s Royal Navy had 50 battleships cruising the oceans, France had 28, Germany had 21, and even Italy had 15. Like the army, the U.S. Navy was small in proportion to the nation’s wealth and size, even though it had to operate in two vast oceans and the Caribbean and protect thousands of miles of coastline. Had there been any real challenge from another great naval power, the American fleet would have been dangerously inadequate. But in the world as it was configured, the other powers were reluctant to expose themselves to their neighbors by sending their fleets thousands of miles away to take on the United States. Even in the age of steam, distances still mattered. Americans enjoyed far greater security than other great powers, therefore, even though they spent barely 1 percent of their national income on defense, a small fraction of what the great powers of the day spent.8


Low defense costs meant Americans could spend their money elsewhere and keep taxes relatively low. It also meant less need for strong central government, less military bureaucracy, and less need for speedy and efficient decision-making. Americans had less need to take foreign policy very seriously, and generally they didn’t. Henry Cabot Lodge, who wished it were otherwise, admitted that “our relations with foreign nations” filled “but a slight place in American politics” and most of the time excited “only a languid interest.”9 The political parties saw foreign policy problems as chiefly opportunities to score points, while Congress saw foreign policy chiefly as a constitutional struggle with the executive.


British officials liked to tease their American colleagues that the United States was most fortunate “in being untroubled by any foreign policy.”10 But as James Bryce, the British historian and long-serving ambassador to the United States, observed, this was a luxury Americans seemingly could afford. The great powers of Europe had no choice but to maintain their systems of government “in full efficiency for war as well as for peace.” But Americans could tolerate “the want of unity and vigour in the conduct of affairs by executive and legislature” because they lived in a world of their own and sailed “upon a summer sea.”11


The United States also stood apart ideologically. It was a young, democratic republic in a world still dominated by ancient hereditary monarchies and aristocracies. At the turn of the century, Russia was ruled by Nicholas II, latest in the line of Romanov tsars going back to 1613; Wilhelm II, of the eight-hundred-year-old House of Hohenzollern, was emperor of Germany and king of Prussia; Franz Joseph I, a descendant of the eight-centuries-old House of Habsburg, was emperor of Austria, king of Hungary, and king of Bohemia; Abdul Hamid II, the Sublime Khan and thirty-fourth Ottoman sultan, ruled in Turkey; the Empress Dowager Cixi, former concubine of the Xianfeng Emperor of the Qing dynasty, ruled as regent in China; the Emperor Meiji was the 122nd emperor of Japan; Italy, a constitutional monarchy, was ruled by King Umberto I and then by his son Victor Emmanuel III, of the thousand-year-old House of Savoy. In this world, the United States, a little over a century in existence, remained a revolutionary upstart. The kaiser could still appeal to the other crowned heads of Europe to show the American democratic “rascals” that “Europe’s kings really stand together,” as he did in the lead-up to the Spanish-American War in 1898.12 The kaiser’s grandmother agreed. Queen Victoria was in her sixty-third year on the British throne. Her father was born ten years before the American Revolution. Her grandfather was George III.


The United States was not only governed differently; it was not even a “nation” in the way that the other great powers were. Americans shared neither common blood nor an ancient rootedness in the soil. All they shared, at least in theory, was a common allegiance to their written Constitution and a theoretical fidelity to the principles of the Declaration of Independence. This universalistic, ideological nationalism had been revolutionary when it first erupted on the scene in the late eighteenth century, and it remained revolutionary a century later. It would continue to shape Americans’ choices in foreign policy.


And Americans had choices. That, too, set them apart from most great powers. In Europe the leaders of a rising Germany worried about encirclement because Germany was, in fact, surrounded by great powers that had banded against it in the past and might do so again in the future. Germans believed that they had to build a large navy if their growth as a nation was not to be blocked by British naval and commercial dominance, and that they needed overseas colonies if they were to assume the place of a “world power” alongside the other great empires. France and Russia engaged in imperial competition with Britain and other powers because they feared the consequences of falling behind. Germany’s rising power also scared them, and they built up their armies to deter it and preserve their influence in the face of an exploding German economy and population. The British had to respond constantly to the encroachments of all these other powers when they threatened access to India and other vital components of the empire. In Asia, Japan and China were locked in competition with each other and with the British and other European empires. Great-power rivalries, old and new, tended to determine and constrain the foreign policy choices of the other strong nations in the world. They did what they had to do to survive and flourish.


For Americans, the question was less what they had to do than what they wanted to do, or what they felt they should do. At the end of the nineteenth century, Americans could choose one of two paths in the world. One was to confine themselves chiefly to matters within their own borders, or at most within their own hemisphere, and to focus on improving their own society. This approach, mislabeled then and later as “isolationism,” had a long tradition. Washington had laid down his “great rule” in his Farewell Address in 1796, to have with foreign powers “as little political connexion as possible.” Jefferson in his inaugural address in 1801 called for “Peace, commerce, and honest friendship with all nations—entangling alliances with none.” As the German émigré politician Carl Schurz put it, in “our compact continental stronghold we are substantially unassailable . . . we can hardly get into a war unless it be of our own seeking.”13


Since the United States did not have to act out of necessity, many argued, what was the justification for any foreign action? Why put at hazard America’s remarkably beneficial circumstances? And what right did the United States have to involve itself in the affairs of others? Because every overseas action seemed optional, moral and ideological questions loomed larger for Americans than for other nations acting out of perceived necessity. Those Americans who argued for rigid fidelity to Washington’s “great rule” believed the only motives for an active foreign policy were greed, unseemly ambition, a desire for domination, or even a desire for conflict, or what many in the late nineteenth century called “jingoism.” To pursue further expansion, for financial gain or for glory, as all the other powers of the world did, was, for many Americans, a sign of bad character. As Grover Cleveland’s secretary of state, Walter Q. Gresham, put it in 1894, a strong nation like the United States had to be “conscious of an impulse to rush into difficulties” that did not concern it “except in a highly imaginary way.”14 Those who favored restraint also warned against the stronger central government, the large federal expenditures, and the “imperial,” anti-democratic mentality that a more vigorous foreign policy would require.15


Americans were also plagued by fears of the different races and ethnicities that came to their shores as immigrants and refugees. Many among the shrinking white Anglo-Saxon Protestant majority feared the effects of an active foreign policy on the nation’s complexion. Some were already unhappy at the way immigrant groups had grasped the foreign policy tiller. By the late nineteenth century, Irish Americans, German Americans, Italian Americans, Jews, and Catholics had begun to have a significant impact on relations with Britain, Russia, Germany, and other nations. In addition, many of the activist foreign policies pushed by “expansionists”—usually in Republican administrations—entailed the acquisition of various islands with large non-white populations, such as Hawaii or assorted islands in the Caribbean. White supremacists in the South and even many northern liberals objected to adding more darker-skinned people to an increasingly non–Anglo-Saxon Protestant population. As Gresham put it, if Americans did not “stay at home and attend to their own business,” they would “go to hell as fast as possible.”16


But were Americans capable of staying home? Was abstention from the world consistent with American universal principles or with the American character as a people? By 1900 an increasing number of leading Americans thought the answer to those questions was no.


In fact, for all their professed desire to remain aloof from the world, Americans had never been very good at minding their own business. They may have wanted to be left alone but they had never left anyone else in their vicinity alone. They had expanded territorially, commercially, and ideologically almost continually since before the nation was even founded. Although the United States did not need foreign trade to flourish, Americans regarded trade as both normal and desirable, and as a critical right of sovereignty. As John Adams once observed, their “love of commerce, with its conveniences and pleasures,” was as “unalterable as their natures.” Americans had fought a war against the world’s strongest empire in 1812 largely over their neutral rights to trade, refusing to cooperate with the British embargo against Napoleon’s France.17 Even in their state of “isolation” in the nineteenth century, Americans were quick to express their opinions about the behavior of other states, cheering for liberal revolutions in Spain, Greece, Italy, and Hungary and, of course, in the Western Hemisphere, condemning tsarist persecution of Jews, British persecution of the Irish, standing up, rhetorically, for the rights of the Chinese against their imperial oppressors. Americans had never been shy about judging others against their own standards.


Nor had Americans ever been shy about their ambitions. Even as a weak, vulnerable, and barely unified string of states along the Atlantic Seaboard, the founding generation’s leaders had spoken of their new republic as a “Hercules in a cradle,” the “embryo of a great empire.” Washington himself had foreseen the day when, thanks to the “increase of population and resources,” the United States would be able to “bid defiance to any power on earth.”18 A second generation of leaders, buoyed by the heady experience of fighting the British to a draw in the War of 1812, envisioned the United States as the leader of an entire hemisphere of republics. This “American system,” as Henry Clay had called it in the 1810s, would marshal the powers of the New World, with the United States at its head, to defy the Old. Territorial ambition persisted well into the nineteenth century, as many Americans looked north in anticipation of eventually taking all of Canada, while others looked south in the expectation of planting an American flag in Mexico City.


Americans talked a great deal about peace, but they had never been a tranquil or pacific people. Nor was the “historic American propensity toward violence,” as the historian Russell Weigley called it, limited to “Jacksonians” of Scotch-Irish stock.19 Jefferson and John Quincy Adams were no less expansionist than Andrew Jackson, and no less willing to employ force when necessary to achieve their objectives. From the Massachusetts Puritans’ massacre of the Pequot in the 1630s to the Trail of Tears two centuries later, Americans of all backgrounds had taken the lands they coveted, forcefully and usually in violation of treaties they had negotiated with the inhabitants. The French and Spanish pushed out of Florida and Louisiana in the early nineteenth century warned of Americans’ “warlike” nature.20 America itself had been forged in war, first in the Revolution and then in the war to end slavery and preserve the Union. The Civil War had left 600,000 dead and another 470,000 wounded in “a conflict of peculiarly intense destructiveness, of peculiarly unrestrained military means deployed in pursuit of notably absolute objectives.”21 In 1900, northerners still remembered the war as a glorious moral crusade, and the South celebrated it as a noble “lost cause.” Americans from both sides lionized their military heroes, built statues to them, threw annual celebrations in their honor, and elected them to high office.


The illusion of American restraint in foreign policy emerged during the long struggle between the North and South over slavery, when Americans turned their expansiveness, ambition, and belligerence inward against themselves. The internal conflict produced westward and southward expansion as the North and South raced each other to acquire new lands and new states. The ten years of Reconstruction after the war also focused the nation’s attentions inward. But it was not long before old ambitions returned and people like William Henry Seward and James G. Blaine again dreamed, like the founders, of the United States becoming “the great power of the earth.”


By the end of the nineteenth century, with such dreams largely fulfilled, some Americans insisted that, under the new circumstances, Washington’s dictum was no longer relevant. It may have been wise counsel for the weak nation that the young republic had been, but not for the strong nation it had become. President Benjamin Harrison argued that “we are great enough and rich enough to reach forward to grander conceptions” than those entertained by “our statesmen in the past.”22


The unanswered question, however, was what did “great” mean? With the continent conquered and all but invulnerable to foreign attack, few Americans at the dawn of the twentieth century yearned for more territory or for any other tangible acquisitions. The economy boomed in the late 1890s, such that Americans now needed less from the world beyond their greatly expanded borders than at any time in their history. For many Americans, greatness was to be measured not by wealth or territory but by such intangible factors as morality, principle, honor, and responsibility. They believed the United States should assume new responsibilities commensurate with its new power.


At the turn of the century, the political home for this way of thinking was the Republican Party—“the party of progress that fought slavery standing across the pathway of modern civilization,” as Henry Cabot Lodge liked to describe it. Republicans sought to replicate that great moral victory on a larger stage. Resistance to this expansive and moralistic view of America’s role in the world came chiefly from Democrats. The party still dominated by the South remained the defender of states’ rights, small government, and, therefore, what traditionally accompanied them: a restrained foreign policy. As was so often the case in the United States, therefore, foreign policy became yet another area of partisan division, along with the tariff and the role of the federal government. To those, like Gresham, who argued that the United States had no business involving itself in the affairs of other nations, Lodge responded that “the proposition that it is none of our business is precisely what the South said about slavery.” He and Roosevelt constantly drew comparisons between events in their own time and the Civil War struggle. Every Democratic president they opposed was “another Buchanan,” every great foreign policy challenge was a “second crusade.”23


For most of the three decades after the Civil War the evenly balanced parties tended to cancel each other out and produce stasis in both domestic and foreign policy.24 The United States was like a crewed boat in which one side was rowing in one direction and the other side was rowing in the other, with the result that the boat went nowhere. The stalemate ended when the balance of political power shifted decisively in the Republicans’ favor. The Democrats lost 113 seats in the House in the congressional elections of 1894, and in the 1896 presidential contest, William McKinley defeated the populist William Jennings Bryan by a substantial margin. Republicans, with their more expansive and moralistic views of foreign policy, were in charge.


By the end of the nineteenth century, various forms of “internationalism” had gained adherents across the political, ideological, and social spectrum, from Republicans like Roosevelt and Lodge to Democrats like Bryan, religious leaders like Lyman Abbott and Josiah Strong and academics like Stanford’s David Starr Jordan, Princeton’s Woodrow Wilson, and Harvard’s Charles W. Eliot.25 Nor were internationalist views confined to the “elite.” The populist Bryan, accepting the Democratic nomination in 1900, envisioned the United States “solving the problems of civilization,” “a republic gradually but surely becoming the supreme moral factor in the world’s progress and the accepted arbiter of the world’s disputes.”26 Even the Boy Orator of the Platte saw a historic international role for the United States. These “internationalists” differed on many issues, sometimes violently. Their ranks included both proponents and opponents of retaining the Philippines after the Spanish-American War, for instance. But they agreed that the United States could no longer stand apart from the rest of the world. Many Americans understood that the world was shifting around them, creating both new opportunities and new dangers. Technological revolutions in transportation and communications—the wireless telegraph, transoceanic cables, and oceangoing steamships—eliminated the time and distance that had separated peoples, cultures, and civilizations since the dawn of history. Some hoped they would also erase the social and cultural boundaries that had long divided nations and caused the wars between them. The political scientist Paul Reinsch asserted that the transmission of news in a single day, “from Buenos Aires to Tokyo, from Cape Town to San Francisco,” could produce a “psychological unity of the world.”27 McKinley, in his last speech before being assassinated in 1901, set forth the increasingly common view that “God and man have linked the nations together. . . . Isolation is no longer possible or desirable. . . . The period of exclusiveness is past.”28


While most expected the new technologies to bring unity and comity among peoples, some worried about increasing competition. Technology brought armies and navies closer together, too. New battleships projected unprecedented power over thousands of miles and diminished the strategic protection of oceans and distances. The increasingly interdependent global economy forced the great powers into more intense competition for land and markets.


The United States, some feared, would increasingly be drawn into this global fracas. While Americans depended less on international trade at the end of the century than before, the rest of the world depended more than ever on access to American goods and consumers.29 By the end of the nineteenth century, the British population was so dependent on the importation of American foodstuffs that one British official worried that “we should be face to face with famine” if the supply was ever cut off. European finance ministers were “beginning to recognize more and more the influence of American commercial policy upon their revenues.”30 By the turn of the century, the United States had joined Britain as the world’s banker. Foreign companies became increasingly dependent on American finance, a reversal of the flow of investment in the mid-nineteenth century. As John Hay observed in 1902, the “debtor nation” had become the “chief creditor nation.” The “financial center of the world, which required thousands of years to journey from the Euphrates to the Thames and Seine, seems passing to the Hudson between daybreak and dark.”31 The world’s increasing dependence on the American economy meant that the United States would be a critical factor in any war between great powers, should the peace break down.


It also made for a certain resentment and hostility. The “Americanization of the World,” as the British journalist W. T. Stead called it, was not welcome everywhere. The United States “loomed so gigantic on the horizon of industrial and diplomatic competition,” one contemporary observed,” that “talk of European combination to oppose her advance was in the air.”32 Some of the hostility was cultural. Many Europeans did not want their societies polluted by the invasion of America’s crass capitalist individualism. After a tour of the United States, Prince Albert of Belgium remarked, “Alas, you will eat us all up.”33 While many across Europe decried Americans’ frenetic acquisitiveness, however, the British political leader Lord Rosebery suggested that if Britons hoped to keep up, they would do well to “inoculate” themselves “with some of the nervous energy of Americans.”34


To many Germans, the United States looked like a dangerous competitor and a potential obstacle to Germany’s growth and rise as a world power. German industrialists demanded tariff barriers against American goods and yearned for a new Bismarck to rise up and save Europe from “the American peril.”35 The kaiser tried to convince the British to link arms against the new threat from across the Atlantic. It was only a matter of time, he warned, before the Americans, “swollen by prosperity and pride and unweighted by any of the responsibilities which enforce caution on other States, would inevitably come into collision . . . with the present Mistress of the Seas.”36


The British had other ideas. The alliance they sought was with their Anglo-Saxon “cousins.” Indeed, it was out of concern for Germany’s growing power, as well as the pressure exerted on British interests by both Russia and France, that the British increasingly looked to the United States to lighten the Royal Navy’s burden in East Asia and the Pacific. The British were not alone in seeing the influential Americans as useful partners in their own struggles. The Japanese reached out, hoping the United States might back them in their competition with Russia. The French would have been delighted to have the United States on their side as a balance against Germany. Even the kaiser sometimes thought he could turn the Americans into an asset in his dealings with the other European powers. Whether as a friend or a foe, the United States could no longer be ignored.


Nor could Americans themselves ignore the imperial competition that increasingly shaped international affairs at the end of the nineteenth century, the struggle among the European powers for control in parts of Africa and the Middle East, and in Asia, where they competed for spheres of influence in a weak and prostrate Chinese empire. How long before this global competition brought them “into contact with American interests”? Lodge asked. What was to keep the European empires from carving up the Western Hemisphere too?37 By the mid-1880s, American officials were becoming concerned about German ambitions in particular. As Cleveland’s secretary of state Thomas F. Bayard put it, the Germans were entertaining “schemes of distant annexation & civilization in many quarters of the globe,” including the Western Hemisphere.38


Such concerns partly explained the increasing prickliness and occasional belligerence Americans showed in response to relatively minor European encroachments in the Western Hemisphere. In 1895, even the normally cautious and restrained Cleveland practically threatened war when Britain at first refused to submit a long-simmering border disagreement with Venezuela to arbitration. Cleveland’s action was partly a response to political pressure from Republicans, who accused him of weakness in defending the Monroe Doctrine, and from Irish constituents who hated the British. But it also revealed his own administration’s increasing concern that America’s tranquil cruise on the “summer sea” was in danger of coming to an end.


No Americans in these years called for global imperial expansion. Even the more aggressive internationalists like Roosevelt and Lodge limited their goals to defense of the Western Hemisphere. They and others wanted to build a canal across the Central American isthmus linking the Atlantic and Pacific coasts, a desire Americans had harbored since completion of the Suez Canal in 1869. Like most Republicans since the days of Seward and Blaine, they wanted to acquire bases in the Caribbean—the Danish West Indies, in particular—to control and defend the approaches to an eventual canal. Like many American administrations of all parties going back to the 1840s, they also wanted to annex Hawaii to the United States, to protect the approaches to the Pacific Coast from attack, to protect the planned canal, and to promote commerce with Asia. Their aim was not to enter the United States into the global great-power competition but to shield the United States from that competition. Lodge did not want the United States to “entangle itself in the questions of Europe or Asia.”39 He had no interest in “a widely extended system of colonization.” He and Roosevelt wanted control of “the outworks” of America’s defenses, nothing more.40 Lodge and Roosevelt did worry about whether the American character was up to the challenge of a more competitive world in which it would be harder for the United States to hide behind two oceans. A common theory of the day, recently popularized by Brooks Adams, was that great civilizations fell because they became decadent and “effete,” too enamored of luxury and comfort, too lacking in the “barbarian” virtues necessary to preserve their civilization. There was much talk about what Alfred Thayer Mahan called the “masculine combative virtues,” which presumably were being lost in all the money-making. The great jurist Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., worried that Americans in their “snug, over-safe corner of the world” worshiped only “the man of wealth.”41 The United States had to be more than a “successful national shop,” Lodge insisted.42


“Responsibility” was an increasingly common theme of the late-nineteenth-century American discourse about foreign policy. Most internationalists believed the United States had a role to play in preserving peace and advancing civilization, even if this meant abandoning Washington’s great rule. The present international order, characterized by a general peace and a relatively open trading system, and dominated by the liberalizing governments of Britain and France, was so well suited to American interests that it was only right that a newly powerful United States take some share of the burden of supporting it. John Hay thus imagined the United States joining Great Britain, Russia, and Germany “in a grand design to stabilize the existing distribution of power, and call a halt to the race for commerce and armaments.”43 Americans did take a leading role in the arbitration movement on both sides of the Atlantic. When McKinley urged Congress to ratify the first arbitration agreement, with Britain, he declared it a “duty to mankind” for the sake of “advancing civilization.”44 (Congress, naturally, rejected it.) McKinley authorized the negotiation of more than a dozen treaties of reciprocity, abandoning his earlier support for high tariffs, on the theory that “good trade insures good will.”45 When Russia’s Tsar Nicholas II called the world’s great powers together at The Hague in the spring of 1899 to discuss mechanisms for peace and limits on armaments, McKinley sent a distinguished bipartisan American delegation with detailed instructions to establish an international court of arbitration. The Republican Elihu Root hoped the gradual creation of international rules and institutions would eventually bring a lasting peace among the “civilized nations”—a “ ‘Parliament of man, and Federation of the world.’ ”46




Beyond helping establish the international mechanisms for preserving the peace, many Americans also wanted their nation to take a larger part in advancing and protecting the rights of other peoples and helping to alleviate human suffering. Such impulses had roots in the religious and progressive reform movements of the nineteenth century. The influx of immigrants and refugees over the course of the century added to the pressures on American officials to condemn repression and persecution in the new arrivals’ homelands. Irish Americans influenced American policy toward Britain in solidarity with their oppressed brethren back home. Jewish refugees from Russia and parts of eastern and central Europe remained interested in the fate of those still trapped under anti-Semitic despotisms. As governor of the state of New York and later as president, Roosevelt repeatedly denounced Russian pogroms and official anti-Semitism. In 1902 John Hay filed a protest with Romania for tolerating and encouraging anti-Semitism and similar “wrongs repugnant to the moral sense of liberal modern peoples.”47


By 1900, there were twice as many American missionaries serving overseas as all the missionaries of Europe combined.48 Their goal was not only conversion but the provision of aid and education to better people’s lives. Josiah Strong, one of the leaders of the Social Gospel movement, preached the motto “The whole world a neighborhood and every man a neighbor.”49 By the 1890s, Americans were engaging in famine relief in Russia and India, sending money and grain through the American Red Cross, saving thousands from starvation.


The greatest show of humanitarianism came in response to the genocidal slaughter of Armenians in Turkey beginning in 1894. The mass butchery of Christians by their Muslim overlords, sensationally reported in American newspapers, pained and angered readers. Nationwide appeals led by John D. Rockefeller, Jacob Schiff. and other prominent Americans raised hundreds of thousands of dollars for relief (the equivalent of $10 million today). Clara Barton took her Red Cross team out of the country for the first time to help the victims in Turkey. Americans even debated whether the United States should intervene with force to help end the horrors. Josiah Strong, William Lloyd Garrison, Julia Ward Howe, and other prominent rights advocates signed a petition calling for immediate U.S. intervention, and the Cleveland administration dispatched two naval cruisers to Turkish waters, ostensibly for the purpose of rescuing American missionaries but also as an expression of American concern.50 For many, that was not enough. Church groups asked why their Christian leaders could not “force the Government to remove the swords from the hands of Islam?”51 Many blamed the European powers, chiefly Britain and Germany, for allowing the massacres. Lodge commented that British financial interests did not care “how many Armenians are butchered.” American progressives like the feminist leader Charlotte Perkins Gilman pleaded for some nation to take the lead and “usher in the new age of global consciousness.”52


This was the America that greeted the new century, a nation divided along numerous fault lines and with aspirations and concerns pulling in different directions. It was a nation unsure about the role it wanted to play in the world, if any. Americans were the beneficiaries of a world system they had no responsibility for maintaining. Many preferred to continue sailing on the summer sea and avoid being sucked into what seemed an ever more competitive, conflictual, and militarized international environment. But many also were eager to see the United States taking a share of international responsibility, working with others to preserve the peace and advance civilization. The story of American foreign policy in the first four decades of the twentieth century is about the effort to do both—“to adjust the nation to its new position without sacrificing the principles developed in the past,” as one contemporary put it.53 As the nineteenth century came to a close, Americans had no grand international plan and no clear direction.










CHAPTER ONE


A Tale of Two Wars




Now, we have fought a righteous war . . . and that is rare in history . . . but by the grace of that war we set Cuba free, and we joined her to those three or four free nations that exist on this earth; and we started out to set those poor Filipinos free too, and why, why, why that most righteous purpose of ours has apparently miscarried I suppose I never shall know.


—Mark Twain1





THE WAR with Spain that began in April 1898 is generally regarded as a great turning point in the history of American foreign policy, the moment when the United States became a “great power,” a “world power,” an “imperial” power. The great majority of Americans who supported the war, however, had no such ambitions. Intervention in Cuba did not seem to them a great deviation from their previous path. Cuba was an old issue, almost as old as the nation itself. Thomas Jefferson, John Quincy Adams, and other American statesmen of the early republic saw Cuba as a natural appendage of the growing country and assumed the island would eventually fall “like ripe fruit” into American hands. In the 1850s, southerners tried to purchase Cuba from Spain and make it the heart of a new slave empire in the Caribbean. During the long Cuban rebellion of the 1860s and ’70s, known as the Ten Years’ War, the U.S. government winked as private American citizens, many of them naturalized Cubans, lent financial and military support to rebels fighting to liberate the island from Spanish colonial rule. In 1873 the United States almost went to war when Spanish forces captured a retired Confederate warship, the Virginius, running guns to Cuba. When the Spanish executed the American captain and dozens of passengers, the Grant administration assembled the Atlantic fleet in the waters around Florida. Eventually, the Spanish government apologized, and Grant was not eager to go to war with the decrepit, outgunned American fleet of the time. The memory of the Virginius lingered in the popular imagination, however.2 Failed Cuban rebellions in 1879, 1883, 1892, and 1893 ensured that the struggle made news with some regularity.


The fighting that erupted in Cuba in 1895 caught Americans’ attention because it was especially brutal and destructive. This time the rebels, seeking to shake the pillars of Spanish colonial rule, went after the island’s economy, burning plantations and factories and driving thousands out of work. The Spanish government, with little money and too few troops to crush the rebellion, responded with measures as harsh as they were ultimately unproductive. A new general, Valeriano Weyler, inaugurated a counterinsurgency strategy aimed at isolating the rebels from the rural population.3 Farmers and their families were driven from their homes and herded into fortified towns and “reconcentration” camps with only what they could carry on their backs. Anyone found outside the camps was presumed a subversive and arrested or shot. Spanish soldiers scoured the countryside, burning villages and fields, destroying food stocks, slaughtering livestock, and razing homes. Eventually Weyler decreed a halt to all sugar production to prevent producers from paying bribes to the rebels. The Cuban economy ground to a halt.


The worst was yet to come. By the end of 1896, as the Cleveland administration was ending, Weyler’s reconcentration policies created a humanitarian catastrophe. The influx of some 300,000 displaced persons into the designated towns and makeshift camps overwhelmed municipal authorities and camp operators who lacked the food, supplies, medicine, sanitation, and manpower to care for them. Thousands lived on daily rice rations meant to feed hundreds. Cubans began to starve and succumb to disease.4 Hospitals were overwhelmed, lacking adequate staff, beds, and medicines. In the cities, bodies lay unburied in the streets; small children with bloated stomachs died searching garbage heaps for food. Over the course of a year at least 300,000 Cubans died—about one-fifth of the island’s population—and the deaths continued to mount.5


Most Americans were on the rebels’ side from the beginning. From early 1896 on, Congress was flooded with petitions from peace groups, church groups, labor unions, and farmers’ associations calling for aid to the rebels and recognition of Cuban independence.6 When reports arrived of the mass starvation and disease, the popular outcry matched the response to the Armenian genocide two years before. Cuba was “our Armenia,” the editors at the San Francisco Examiner insisted.7 Even the conservative New York Times wrote that the “civilized world” had an interest in preventing such inhuman behavior “in Cuba as well as in Armenia.”8 Many Americans insisted that the United States must not “share the blood-guiltiness of Europe.”9


Some hoped the United States could end the suffering by mediating between Spain and the Cubans, but many were prepared to use force if diplomacy failed. The newspapers of William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer competed for readers by stirring up outrage with lurid and sometimes fanciful stories of Spanish barbarity, but the call for intervention also came from religious publications with an even broader circulation than the “yellow press.”10 The Christian theologian and editor Lyman Abbott saw it as a necessary act of Christian charity, “the answer of America to the question of its own conscience: Am I my brother’s keeper?”11 The suffragist and social activist Elizabeth Cady Stanton observed, “Though I hate war per se, . . . I would like to see Spain . . . swept from the face of the earth.”12 An editorial in The Evangelist proclaimed that if it was the “will of Almighty God” that only war could sweep away “the last trace of this inhumanity of man to man,” then “let it come!”13 William Jennings Bryan, the choice of six million voters in the 1896 election and the closest thing to a pacifist ever chosen to lead a major national party, led the cry for intervention. War was “a terrible thing,” he declared, but sometimes it was necessary when “reason and diplomacy” have failed. “Humanity” demanded that the United States act.14


The popular response to the humanitarian catastrophe in Cuba did not fit the usual stereotypes. The foreign policy or establishment “elite” generally opposed intervention.15 The business community and its influential supporters in Congress worried that war would stall the economic recovery that had begun to gather steam at the end of 1896.16 The big investors in Cuban mines and plantations relied on the Spanish colonial authorities to protect their investments and rightly feared what the rebels would do to their investments if they won.17 President Cleveland himself regarded the rebels as “the most inhuman and barbarous cutthroats in the world.”18 The most enthusiastic support for intervention came from the “Bryan sections of the country,” from the populists and progressives who tended to view the Cuban conflict as a class war, akin to the struggle between workers and government-backed plutocrats in the United States. To them it made perfect sense that the Cleveland administration, which had ordered the U.S. Army to kill striking railroad employees during the Pullman strike in 1894, was now supporting the Spanish government as it killed farmers and workers in Cuba.19


In his last two years in office Cleveland maintained strict neutrality as the conflict exploded, coolly ignoring the pro-Cuban resolutions emanating from Congress. He was aware of the breadth and depth of popular sentiment, however. In his last days as president, he urged the Spanish government to get control of the situation, warning that American patience was not infinite and that if Spain did not either bring the war to an end or stop its brutal policies, America’s desire to remain neutral in the conflict could be “superseded by higher obligations.”20 His secretary of state, Richard Olney, advised the Spanish government to make good on its promises of reform and grant Cuba some form of autonomy; he offered to help mediate. When Spanish officials refused, insisting that talks could only begin after the rebels surrendered, Cleveland privately predicted that the United States would be at war within two years.21


This was the last thing the new president, William McKinley, wanted when he entered the White House in 1897. The long-serving member of Congress and, most recently, governor of Ohio had never taken a great interest in foreign policy except on matters of trade and had said little about it during his campaign. His overriding concern was the U.S. economy. He had run as the “advance agent of prosperity,” and, luckily for him, the economy had already begun to take off when he took office. In 1897 the stock market rose, business investment increased, farm prices climbed, farm exports rose, and iron and steel production reached new heights.22 War was a big risk to what still seemed a fragile recovery.23 In his inaugural address, McKinley said pointedly that “wars should never be entered upon until every agency of peace has failed.”24


As the full magnitude of the humanitarian disaster among the reconcentrados began to unfold in 1897, however, McKinley found himself drifting toward conflict.25 He implored the Spanish government “in the name of common humanity” to change its tactics and relieve the island’s misery. He would have been content if the Spanish had simply put down the rebellion—like Cleveland, he had little sympathy for the Cuban rebel leaders and no interest in Cuban independence—but it was becoming clear that Spain simply lacked the capacity to end the war.26 The problem was compounded by the fact that the Madrid government also did not believe it could survive politically if it made any concessions either to the rebels or to the United States. Although a liberal government was temporarily in power, even Spanish liberals did not believe they could be seen giving away the “jewel in the crown” of the declining empire without a fight. As the American minister reported, they preferred “the chances of war, with the certain loss of Cuba, to the overthrow of the Dynasty.”27


This left McKinley with two options: step back and let the war continue indefinitely, with all that entailed in terms of ongoing death and suffering; or step in and compel an end to the conflict. After several diplomatic go-rounds, in which Madrid yielded tactically but not on the main point of offering the Cubans a clear path to autonomy, McKinley decided he had no choice but to intervene.28 Two events increased public pressure for action. The first was the tragic explosion of the Maine in Havana harbor, which killed 260 American seamen on board and was widely if erroneously attributed to Spanish agents. The other was an insulting letter to Madrid from the Spanish ambassador, which was leaked to the Hearst press. McKinley insisted he would not go to war over either of these incidents—the Civil War veteran told friends he had already “seen the dead piled up” in one war and believed he had an obligation to resist pressure for an “avenging blow”29—but he was pushed into declaring war sooner than he might have preferred.30


On April 11, 1898, to thunderous applause in the House chamber, McKinley declared that “in the name of humanity, in the name of civilization, in behalf of endangered American interests which give us the right and the duty to speak and to act, the war in Cuba must stop.” In phrases redolent of the North’s justification for war with the South, he declared that it did not matter that the horrors were occurring “in another country, belonging to another nation.” It was, he insisted, “specially our duty, for it is right at our door.”31 In articulating a moral obligation to relieve suffering so close to American shores, the president at that moment spoke for the overwhelming majority of Americans—Republicans and Democrats, progressives, populists, labor leaders, and, at the very end, even conservatives and most businessmen.


Modern historians have tended to treat the American decision for war with a certain cartoonish condescension—Americans were “mad for war,” “lashed to fury,” falling “over each other . . . with a whoop and a holler” through “the cellar door of imperialism in a drunken fit of idealism.”32 Some argue that Americans were suffering from a mass “hysteria” brought on by some “psychic crisis,” that they went to war to relieve pent-up emotions, to distract themselves from economic difficulties or status anxieties, to resolve the North-South conflict, or to prove their manhood.33


Yet Americans did not actually rush to war, and in the end it was not mass “hysteria” but a shift among conservative and moderate opinion that tilted the United States toward intervention. The turning point for many conservatives was not the sinking of the Maine but a speech on the Senate floor by the Vermont Republican Redfield Proctor. A successful businessman and former governor known for moderate views and for his close relationship with the president, Proctor traveled to Cuba in early March 1898 to see things for himself. He went “with a strong conviction that the picture had been overdrawn” by the yellow press, but what he saw changed his mind: thousands living in huts unfit for human habitation, “little children . . . walking about with arms and chest terribly emaciated, eyes swollen, and abdomen bloated to three times the normal size,” hundreds of women and children in a Havana hospital “lying on the floors in an indescribable state of emaciation and disease.”34 What moved him to support intervention, he said, was “the spectacle of a million and a half of people, the entire native population of Cuba, struggling for freedom and deliverance from the worst misgovernment of which I ever had knowledge.”35 After Proctor’s speech, even the nation’s more conservative newspapers came around to the view that the situation in Cuba was “intolerable,” and that it was America’s “plain duty” to intervene.36


On April 25, the United States Congress authorized McKinley to use force. The war was over in ten weeks. Although there was hard fighting on land, the war began and ended with dramatic and decisive naval battles. On May 1, 1898, Commodore George Dewey, commanding the U.S. Asiatic Squadron, defeated a Spanish squadron at Manila Bay in a few hours with virtually no American losses. Two months later, on July 3, two American squadrons defeated a Spanish squadron in the battle of Santiago Bay. With both its fleets destroyed and the Spanish coast vulnerable to American attack, the Madrid government sued for peace. American losses were not insignificant for such a short war—385 men died in battle and another 2,000 died from disease, mostly contracted in poorly equipped training camps in Florida—but for a nation that could still remember losing that many soldiers in one hour of fighting during the Civil War, it felt like a low-cost affair.


John Hay called it a “splendid little war,” therefore, but not only because it was won so handily. It was also “splendid” because it had been fought for “the highest of motives.”37 Although it is impossible to measure how many lives were saved by American intervention, a reasonable guess would put the number in the tens of thousands.38 Nor did the humanitarian crisis end with the war. The Cuban population was in a desperate condition. Disease and famine were rampant. Municipal services, from medical care to sanitation, were nonexistent. Cities had been left “full of sick and starving people, the streets littered with dead horses and dogs,” stinking of human waste, while the island’s interior, according to American military observers, had become “almost a wilderness.”39 The U.S. Army worked to address the continuing humanitarian crisis in its role as an occupying force. Army distribution centers provided food to 20,000 Havana residents, and over the course of 1899 the army distributed more than five million daily rations to the Cuban population across the island.40 Army sanitation teams cleaned up the major cities—those tasked with cleaning up Havana, which they found almost unimaginably filthy and disease-ridden, took great satisfaction in making it “cleaner than any other city had ever been up to that time.”41 Army medical officers joined Cuban doctors to treat the sick. A Cuban physician, Carlos Finlay, working with the U.S. Army’s Walter Reed and other American doctors, identified the mosquito responsible for transmitting yellow fever and began the long fight against a disease that had killed more than seven hundred people every year in Havana alone.42 Like the Union army in the South, veterans of which were now in charge of the occupation, U.S. forces carried out sweeping reforms in the way Cuba was governed. Influenced by progressive ideas, they overhauled the court system, penal institutions, health and sanitation services, and the operation of municipal governments. They even instituted an eight-hour workday, which had yet to be enacted in the United States. They built hundreds of new schools, and Harvard University’s president, Charles W. Eliot, raised funds to bring more than a thousand Cuban teachers to Cambridge for training.43 Few Americans doubted the good that had been accomplished. Massachusetts senator George Frisbie Hoar, who would soon become a leading “anti-imperialist” over the question of the Philippines, called the intervention in Cuba “the most honorable single war in history,” one that Americans began “for the single and sole purpose that three or four hundred thousand human beings within ninety miles of our shores” should not be “deliberately starved to death.”44


The intervention in Cuba would many decades later be described as an example of American “imperialism,” but that was not how Americans saw it, either at the time or even in the decades that followed. Prominent anti-imperialists of the day, like the philosopher William James, believed that war had been the product of “perfectly honest humanitarianism, and an absolutely disinterested desire on the part of our people to set the Cubans free.”45 Mark Twain, among the most coruscating critics of American foreign policy in general, and of American imperialism in particular, had not opposed the intervention in Cuba. On the contrary, he believed that in Cuba the United States had “occupied the highest moral position ever taken by a nation since the Almighty made the earth.”46 Even the anti-imperialist and antiwar standard-bearer of the 1910s and 1920s, Wisconsin senator Robert M. La Follette, never included Cuba in his list of America’s sins. “When we did ‘intervene’ in Cuba,” he recalled, “it was to help a people struggling for liberty.”47


Where the anti-imperialists objected was to the unanticipated acquisition of the Philippines. In fact, the Philippines had never been part of anyone’s plan prior to May 1898.48 No one prior to the war saw the Philippines as a prize, either in itself or as a base for future imperial expansion, nor even as a stepping-stone to the China market. The battle plan that Commodore Dewey carried out, and which took him to Manila Bay to face the Spanish fleet on May 1, had not been formulated by Roosevelt and Lodge but by obscure naval planners at the U.S. Naval War College several years earlier. It was part of contingency planning for a theoretical conflict with Spain, and the attack on the Spanish base at Manila was intended as a harassing maneuver, not as the precursor to imperial expansion. The idea was to engage Spain’s Pacific fleet, chiefly to prevent it from attacking American commerce or the California coast or from sailing off to join the main Spanish fleet in the Caribbean.49 In the most optimistic scenario, the planners had hoped that if the Asiatic Squadron could defeat the Spanish fleet at Manila, the port city could be traded back to Spain as part of the bargaining for Cuban independence. The latest version of these plans, updated in 1895, directed the Asiatic Squadron to “go and show itself in the neighborhood of the Philippines . . . for the purpose of further engaging the attention of the Spanish navy.”50 Although there is a common myth that attacking Manila was somehow Theodore Roosevelt’s idea, his only role was to urge Dewey to prepare to carry out the existing plans.51 In the last days before the official declaration of war, it was not Roosevelt but his superiors, Secretary of the Navy John D. Long and President McKinley himself, who gave the decisive orders for Dewey to move on Manila. On April 25, the day Congress passed the resolution, Dewey left Hong Kong—he was ordered to do so by the neutral British—and arrived at Manila Bay five days later. In the early morning of May 1, he launched his attack. By noon his ships had destroyed the entire Spanish Pacific fleet. Suddenly and quite unexpectedly, just eleven days after Congress declared war and long before the battle for Cuba was to start, American guns had Manila in range; the port city was under assault by Filipino rebel forces and was ready to fall.52


McKinley later allegedly remarked, “If Old Dewey had just sailed away when he smashed that Spanish fleet, what a lot of trouble he would have saved us!”53 That was either a bit of humor or disingenuousness.54 As McKinley well knew, Dewey could not return his little fleet to Hong Kong, or sail to Singapore or Nagasaki. These were the closest ports, but they were controlled by neutral Britain and neutral Japan. The closest American base was seven thousand miles away in California (Hawaii at the time offered only a coaling station). Manila was therefore the only readily available port, but Dewey did not believe he could safely station his fleet in Manila Bay so long as the city and its battery of guns remained in Spanish hands. After Dewey’s unexpected naval victory, the Spanish dispatched a force to reinforce its garrison at Manila. To secure Dewey’s position, McKinley ordered American troops across the Pacific to take and hold Manila. They left California in late May and arrived in the Philippines in early June under explicit orders not to “conquer an extensive territory” but to establish a garrison “to command the harbor of Manila” and make it safe for Dewey’s fleet.55 As McKinley later explained, Manila “became a question from which we could not escape.”56


The decision to send troops to hold Manila was a big one, and it certainly indicated McKinley’s willingness to expand the American operation beyond what had been envisioned by military planners. Yet McKinley still had no broad plans for taking all or even part of the Philippines.57 His administration had not prepared for this contingency.58


McKinley’s decision ultimately to hold the Philippines came about partly through a process of elimination.59 All the alternatives seemed to McKinley and his advisers either impracticable, contrary to American interests, or immoral.


After what the Spaniards had done in Cuba, the idea of returning the Filipinos to Spanish rule was repugnant to many Americans and McKinley knew he would face “a great storm of criticism” if he did so.60 American military officials in Manila reported that the Filipinos would never accept return to Spanish rule without a fight, in any case, nor could Spain win such a fight. Any attempt to return the islands to Spain would simply produce civil war, anarchy, and eventual intervention by other powers.61


Another option was to hand the islands off to some other power. But most of the other powers weren’t interested. Lodge recommended trading all but the island of Luzon to Britain in exchange for Jamaica, the Bahamas, and the Danish West Indies, but the British were desperately trying to offload burdens in East Asia to the United States, not to acquire new ones. The Japanese and the Russians preferred to see the Philippines in American hands rather than passed to their imperial competitors. Tokyo’s ambassador told American officials that the Japanese government would be “highly gratified if the United States would occupy the Islands.”62


The only great power eager for some or all of the Philippines was Germany, but this was not an attractive option. Just a few months before, in early 1898, German forces had seized control of the Chinese port of Kiaochow in supposed retaliation for the murder of two German soldiers, prompting alarm in all the capitals and setting off a scramble for territory and spheres of influence in the weak Chinese empire. Britain took Weihaiwei and Hong Kong; France took Indochina; Russia advanced into Manchuria and took Port Arthur. The following month the German chancellor proclaimed Germany’s “demand” for a “place in the sun” in a speech supporting Germany’s new naval buildup. Kaiser Wilhelm II, declaring an end to Germany’s “over cautious policy” in East Asia, promised to demonstrate “through the use of sternness and if necessary the most brutal ruthlessness” that the “German Emperor cannot be trifled with.”63 Just a few weeks before Dewey’s victory, German gunships assembled off the coast of Haiti to demand an indemnity for the imprisonment of a German citizen. To Americans, it seemed that Germany had its eyes on “every beachhead in Latin America and every atoll in the South Pacific.”64 Those concerns only grew when, just after Dewey’s victory, a potent German naval force arrived in the waters of Manila Bay, commanded by the same officer who had taken Kiaochow.65


There was another obvious option, of course: Give the Philippines to the Filipinos, just as Cuba was nominally returned to the Cubans. McKinley rejected this idea for a number of reasons. The first was a widely shared conviction, among some leading Filipinos as well as many Americans, Europeans, and Japanese, that the islands could not “remain one year a peaceful united Archipelago under an independent native government” without some protection and supervision by an outside great power.66 Much of this judgment was based on racial prejudices: Americans and other whites, but also the Japanese, viewed the darker-skinned native Filipino population as inherently incapable of self-government without a long period of “tutelage” by a “civilized” power. Americans with experience in the region argued there was no actual Filipino “nation,” only a “collection of different peoples,” some twenty-four tribes living on more than seven thousand islands. Establishing “a peaceful united Archipelago under an independent native government” seemed impossible in the near term.67 Spain, which had ruled the Philippines since Magellan discovered the islands in the sixteenth century, had done nothing to prepare the Filipinos for self-government, since it had never been Spain’s intention to set them free. Anglo-American Protestants generally felt that any people subjected to centuries of Spanish and Catholic rule would necessarily need time to recover from centuries of superstition and Catholic cruelty. As Elihu Root expressed the common view, the Spanish had left their colonial subjects “wholly ignorant of the art of self-government.”68


Even in the unlikely event a stable Filipino government could be established, moreover, outside observers warned, it “would not be strong enough to protect itself against foreign aggression.”69 It would only be a matter of time before either Germany intervened or the competing powers began struggling for control.70 This was a concern shared by the Filipino leader, Emilio Aguinaldo. McKinley declared he had no intention of flinging the Philippines, like “a golden apple of discord, among the rival powers.”71


Another option was to make the Philippines an American protectorate. This was Aguinaldo’s preferred option. He hoped that the United States would protect the Philippines from external threat while allowing the Filipinos complete independence in governing themselves. But McKinley and his advisers regarded the idea as problematic. If, as they expected, the Filipinos proved not ready to govern themselves and the islands became chronically unstable, the other powers would demand that the United States either restore stability or let them intervene to protect their interests. Germany, they feared, would likely seize any opportunity to get its share of the spoils, as it had recently in China.


In the end, therefore, McKinley decided that the only “responsible” course was to hold on to the islands, for the interests of everyone, including the Filipinos. “We could not give them back to Spain,” he later explained. “We could not give them . . . to any European power for we should have a war on our hands in fifteen minutes.” So “there was nothing left for us to do but to take them all, and to educate the Filipinos, and uplift and civilize and Christianize them, and by God’s grace do the very best we could by them, as our fellow-men for whom Christ also died.”72 Any other course of action would dishonorably shirk obligations the United States took on when it went to war. One observer later wrote that this was “a sincere and characteristic American point of view.”73


Characteristically, it was a point of view riddled with racist assumptions. McKinley’s instructions to the military occupation authorities in December 1898 had more than a faint echo of American policy toward Native Americans in the time of Jefferson. The “mission of the United States,” he declared, was “benevolent assimilation.” American authorities would help them become more like Americans. Both the Filipinos and the Cubans were victims of centuries of Spanish Catholic rule. They would teach them English, Americanize the Catholic Church, and train them to respect individual rights and the rule of law.74 The powerful American Protestant churches embraced the chance to convert a native population benighted for centuries by Spanish Catholic “superstition.” Many Americans regarded America’s task to fill the deficiencies left by the Spanish and put the Filipinos on the road to Anglo-Saxon-style government and society. This was what Rudyard Kipling meant when he urged Americans to “take up the white man’s burden” in the Philippines. Americans had not set out on that mission when they went to war with Spain, but once in possession of the Philippines, it became a justification for not letting them go, at least not right away. Indeed, most officials involved doubted this benevolent mission could be accomplished any time soon. Taft told McKinley that “our little brown brothers” would need “fifty or one hundred years” in order “to develop anything resembling Anglo-Saxon political principles and skills.”75


Americans had other motives that were more obviously selfish. One was nationalist pride. The battle of Manila Bay was the first naval triumph over a foreign power since the battle of Lake Erie in 1813, and Dewey’s triumph produced an explosion of patriotism, the first truly national celebration since the Civil War. The late spring and summer of 1898 was a campaign season, and politicians on the stump found their audiences adamant that “where the flag goes up it must never come down.”76 Dewey received a hero’s welcome, cheered and feted across the nation, and immediately became mentioned as a presidential candidate.


Some insisted there were economic and strategic benefits to retaining the islands, though few had noticed these benefits before the war. The United States, in fact, did very little trade with the Philippines. Nor was the archipelago geographically well situated to serve as a steppingstone to the China market. Manila was 1,100 miles south of Shanghai and 1,800 miles south of Beijing, the two places where most American trade with China—such as it was—was conducted.77 As for their strategic value, there would be none unless the United States decided to build fortifications and augment the Pacific fleet both to protect them and project power from them. Otherwise, they would be a vulnerable strategic liability, or as Roosevelt would soon describe them, a “heel of Achilles.” The most potent arguments for keeping the Philippines, however, were intangible. Having “freed” the Filipinos from their Spanish masters, many believed, the United States had incurred an obligation to help them. Whitelaw Reid, the prominent Republican, former ambassador to France, editor of the New York Tribune, and member of the peace commission that negotiated the treaty with Spain, put it this way: “Having broken down the power in control of them, we could not honorably desert them.”78 Woodrow Wilson expressed a common view when he argued that the United States had fought “to give Cuba self-government” and it was on Americans’ “conscience” to do no less for the Philippines.79 Even anti-imperialists like Charles Eliot argued that the United States had “incurred obligations” to the Filipinos.80


For Lodge and Roosevelt, the argument over the Philippines was above all a test of the national character. Although they were not “imperialists” in the sense of seeking to expand American colonial holdings, they shared a certain admiration for the “imperialist instinct” of the British and others—a constancy and seriousness of purpose that they feared Americans lacked. Before the war they had sought to inspire in Americans an “imperialist elan” without the imperialism. Now, faced with the choice of supporting the acquisition of the Philippines or watching the American people shrink from the challenge, they pushed ahead vigorously.81 For Roosevelt the question was whether modern Americans still had the courage and gumption of their forefathers. They had “conquered the West, but we are a feeble folk and we cannot hold the Philippines.” The question was whether Americans were prepared to play “the part of a great nation.”82


As always there was a partisan dimension to such arguments. McKinley and other Republican politicians combined appeals to responsibility and patriotism in a politically potent mix. In his campaign tour of the Mid-west the president provoked raucous cheering when he spoke of America’s “moral obligation” to “keep the flag flying” over the Philippines.83 A Republican administration had intervened to help the Cuban people and brought military glory to the nation, after a Democratic administration had shrunk from the task. America’s liberation of the Cubans, and acceptance of responsibility for the Filipinos, seemed enough of a winning issue that it featured prominently in the 1900 Republican national campaign.


—


A vocal minority in the United States fought against America’s new imperial venture. An Anti-Imperialist League formed in Boston, funded by Andrew Carnegie, and made up of a who’s who of prominent intellectuals: the philosophers John Dewey and William James; Stanford’s president, David Starr Jordan; the authors Mark Twain and William Dean Howells, and retired elected officials, including the two ex-presidents Grover Cleveland and Benjamin Harrison. The original target of the anti-imperialists was the annexation of Hawaii, which President McKinley pressed through Congress in the summer of 1898 and which they saw as “but the entering wedge” that would “cleave a way open for empire.”84 They did not oppose the Cuban intervention, but the acquisition of the Philippines a few months later seemed to fulfill this prophecy.


The arguments of the anti-imperialists varied. They hammered away at the “bad business proposition,” the empty promise of economic or strategic gain, and at the idea that the United States, which had never sought the Philippines, now had a responsibility to the Filipinos. As the former secretary of state William Day put it, just because Americans had “done good in one place,” by which he meant Cuba, “we were not therefore compelled to rush over the whole civilized world, six thousand miles away from home.”85


More potent was the moral case against imperialism. What gave Americans the right to “sow our ideals, plant our order, impose our God” on another people? William James asked.86 He could not believe that “in the twinkling of an eye,” the United States could “puke up its ancient soul,” and “without a hint of squeamishness.”87 “There must be two Americas,” Mark Twain commented: “one that sets the captive free, and one that takes a once-captive’s new freedom away from him.”88 Americans had “fought a righteous war” and “set Cuba free,” Twain wrote, but in the Philippines “that most righteous purpose” had “miscarried.”89


Racial fears and prejudices played a part, too. Congressman Champ Clark, a Democrat from Missouri who would later become the party’s leader in the House, warned that if the Philippines were kept, it was only a matter of time before Americans would see “almond-eyed, brown-skinned United States Senators.” Whether or not Filipinos were “fit to govern themselves,” he declared, they were “not fit to govern us!”90 Such arguments prompted those in favor of retaining the Philippines to promise that under no circumstances would the Filipinos be granted citizenship. Some even suggested that the principles of the Declaration of Independence did not apply to “backward” non-white peoples.91


In the end, neither the appeal to American anti-imperialist principles nor the appeal to white fear and xenophobia had much effect on the McKinley administration or on the public. Among the anti-imperialists’ biggest handicaps was that they were trying to undo a fait accompli. Perhaps it was a mistake to take the Philippines, but it was no simple matter to decide what to do with them now that they had been taken. Not even the anti-imperialists suggested returning them to Spain, and even those who favored granting the Filipinos independence believed the United States should make the islands a protectorate.92 As Secretary of State John Hay put it, “I think our good friends are wiser when they abuse us for what we do, than when they try to say what ought to be done.”93


Another problem for the anti-imperialists was the political dominance of the Republican Party and the weakness of the Democrats. In the 1898 midterm elections, McKinley’s Republicans held on to their majority in the House and picked up enough seats to gain a dominant majority in the Senate, 50–25, a strong showing for an incumbent party in a midterm election. The election was not a referendum on the Philippines, but McKinley’s decision to take the islands had made it a party issue, and party regulars had no difficulty supporting it. The Senate’s vote to ratify the Treaty of Paris was close, but that was no measure of its popularity, since throughout this period the Senate rejected almost every treaty submitted to it.94 Woodrow Wilson’s perception, as he later wrote, was that the American people were “uncritically approving” of the acquisition, and even those less happy with the decision didn’t disagree. “You and I don’t want the Philippines,” McKinley’s navy secretary, John Davis Long, wrote a friend, “but it’s no use disguising the fact that an overwhelming majority of the people do.”95


The McKinley administration’s biggest problems were on the ground, and this was true in both Cuba and the Philippines. How to govern peoples who may have been grateful for their “liberation” but were not grateful for the American rule that followed and which seemed to many to make a mockery of Americans’ good intentions? In the case of Cuba, the war had been fought under the banner of Cuba Libre, and Congress had explicitly ruled out making Cuba a colony or annexing it to the United States. Congress had promised to “leave the government of the Island to its people,” and that aim was widely shared by the American public.96 Even McKinley, who had little faith in the Cuban people, and even less in the rebel leaders, would not buck the prevailing sentiment. “Free Cuba,” he insisted, had to be made a “reality, not a name.”97


Most American officials who dealt with the Cuban people and their leaders, in fact, did not believe they were ready for self-government. As with the Philippine question, racism played a big part in this judgment. The Cuban population in 1899 was about two-thirds white Spanish criollos, with the remaining third divided between blacks and people of mixed race. Some Americans, reflecting their own prejudices and fears, worried that immediate independence would unleash a race war and could not imagine turning Cuba over to the blacks and mixed-race people who had played such a big part in the rebellion. American officials preferred dealing with “the better sort,” namely the more prosperous whites, but they were still “dagos” in American eyes and therefore unready to take charge. Most U.S. officials serving in Cuba agreed that the island’s people were “no more fit for self-government than gun-powder is for hell.”98


Congress was growing restive, however, and the McKinley administration searched for some way to grant Cuba independence without risking the upheaval that officials feared. The answer was the Platt Amendment. The United States would essentially make Cuba a protectorate. It would withdraw its forces and turn over governance of Cuba to an elected government. But it would also reserve the right to send troops back, if necessary, to preserve “Cuban independence” and maintain a “stable Government” capable of protecting “life, property, and individual liberty.” American officials hoped it wouldn’t be necessary. The United States would establish naval bases on the island to protect Cuba and also America’s expanding interests in the Caribbean, including the planned transisthmian canal. An amendment to this effect sponsored by Connecticut senator Orville H. Platt was approved in the Senate by a substantial margin and signed into law by McKinley in the spring of 1901.99


Outraged Cuban leaders at first refused to enshrine a North American right of intervention in the new nation’s founding document. But the American secretary of war, Elihu Root, warned that the American people would not take kindly to “ingratitude” for their “expenditure of blood and treasure” to free Cuba from Spain.100 In June 1901 Cuba’s constituent assembly adopted the new constitution, including the terms of the Platt Amendment. In December that year a new Cuban president was elected. Six months later, on May 20, 1902, General Leonard Wood officially transferred authority, and American flags came down all across Cuba.


—


American policy tried to make good on the administration’s promise to help the Filipinos, too. A local police force was reestablished. A secular public education system was erected for the first time. The army distributed schoolbooks, paid teachers’ salaries, and helped support 1,000 schools and 100,000 students. It revised tax codes to create a more hospitable environment for trade and development. It reconfigured lighting and water systems, rebuilt roads and bridges, overhauled the sanitation system, instituted vaccination programs, and built health clinics. American officials ranged through the streets of Manila as if they were progressives cleaning up Chicago, “poking into slaughterhouses, marketplaces, dispensaries, and hospitals, and clearing up garbage and filth.”101


McKinley’s policy of “benevolent assimilation” was paternalistic, but it did set a standard of behavior for Americans. McKinley insisted that there would be “no exploitation of any of the islands” by American businesses, and, unlike in Cuba, for the most part there wasn’t. Of course, unlike in Cuba, American businesses were not interested in the Philippines—very few sought to invest in the islands or own property there—which made it easier to keep the administration of the islands “free of an exploitative taint.”102


As in Cuba, Americans assumed the local Filipino population would be grateful to the United States for liberating them from Spanish imperial control, even if it was to be replaced by American control. This proved a serious misjudgment. In early 1899 a full-blown armed rebellion erupted, led by Aguinaldo and fueled by Filipino desires for independence and by bitter feelings of betrayal. This reaction ought to have been predictable. Aguinaldo and his colleagues had assumed that, like Cuba, they would soon acquire at least nominal independence and were outraged when they discovered that the Americans had no such intention. The irony was that Aguinaldo would have been more content with a Platt Amendment than the Cubans were, so long as Filipinos could govern themselves.


The further irony was that one reason the United States did not quickly grant the Filipinos independence was that no one at the outset of the war had anticipated taking the Philippines at all. There had been no Filipino junta lobbying in the United States, no equivalent of the Cuba Libre rallying cry, no self-denying congressional resolutions like the Teller Amendment. Although most Americans believed in eventual Filipino self-government, they were prepared to rule the Philippines as a colony until that time arrived—something they would not have accepted in Cuba. Aguinaldo and his fellow Filipinos had expected better of the Americans, and so when it became clear that American forces were not leaving or handing over power, they turned to war as their best chance. They assumed the Americans had no stomach for the fight. McKinley and his advisers were stunned when war broke out in the Philippines. Although American ground forces were nominally superior, officials in the War Department feared that the rebel force would “take to the interior of the country” and that American troops would become bogged down in “a prolonged Indian-fighting style of campaign.”103 That was exactly what happened.


American commanders in the field were slow to respond to the guerrilla-style tactics. The commander of American occupying forces in the Philippines, General Elwell S. Otis, wanted to help Filipinos, not kill them. The best answer to the rebellion, he believed, was effective colonial and native government—municipal services, fair taxation, and a reliable and unbiased system of laws.104 General Otis did not believe he needed large numbers of combat troops for what was largely a civilian effort, but it turned out that this strategy required even more troops than a purely military mission.105 The Filipino civilian officials who cooperated with the Americans became targets of assassination by the rebels, and most had to play a double game of appearing friendly while the Americans were around, then aiding the guerrillas when the Americans were gone. The only answer to this was to keep American troops in or near villages to protect them.106 The lack of a steady American presence in and around the towns also deprived the military of useful intelligence. Guerrilla fighters typically engaged in battle, then hid their weapons and melted into the population. Without established networks of informants and knowledge of the local scene, American soldiers could not tell an amigo from an insurrecto.107 Instead of winning Filipino public support, therefore, Otis’s strategy was losing it. As one officer put it, “This business of fighting and civilizing and educating at the same time doesn’t mix very well. Peace is needed first.”108 Journalists reported in the summer of 1899 that the situation was “blacker now than it has been since the beginning of the war.” Headlines in American papers read, in various ways, “Otis Has Seriously Blundered. Many More Troops Needed at Once.”109 That summer Elihu Root, recently named secretary of war, overruled Otis, preferring to “err on the safe side in sending too many troops than too few.”110 The number of American forces rose from 30,000 to 60,000, then to 70,000, and continued to increase. Still, the fighting continued. In April 1900, Theodore Roosevelt announced that “the insurrection in the Philippine Islands has been overcome,” but that proved wildly premature.111 When General Arthur MacArthur, Jr., took over command from Otis that spring, the guerrillas were launching attacks with a thousand men at a time, ambushing American patrols and inflicting significant casualties.112


The Filipinos’ strategy was to wait the Americans out. By escalating the fighting, even without major victories, they aimed to convince the American people that the war was pointless. American troops could see that the rebels hoped disillusionment with the war would help defeat McKinley and put the anti-imperialist Bryan in the White House. As one officer put it, “The Filipinos just now are keeping things stirred up as much as they can, in the hopes that the ‘anti-expansionists’ will win out.”113


With the McKinley administration bogged down in a war for which it had not prepared, the anti-imperialists did have another chance to influence U.S. public opinion. Americans of all political and ideological persuasions were indeed unhappy with the unexpected war.114 Some developed sympathy for Aguinaldo and the Filipinos fighting for independence, especially as the war dragged on with no end in sight. As the New York World asked, “Is it not plain that the whole policy of pacification by force of arms is as impracticable as it is un-American?”115


The McKinley administration remained determined to defeat the rebellion, however, and a majority of Americans seemed to agree. At least that was how Roosevelt and other Republicans read the public mood. The war might no longer be popular, but its opponents were even less so. The anti-imperialists did themselves no favors. They sent antiwar literature to the troops in the field, which rubbed many people, including the troops, the wrong way. They warned that America was becoming a militarist empire and that the army was about to take control of the U.S. government, an idea “so ludicrous,” one contemporary observer noted, “as to make it quite impossible for Americans to take it seriously.”116 Defenders of the war accused the anti-imperialists of treason. They might just as well “send rifles, Maxim guns and ammunition to the Filipinos,” the New York Times editorialized, for at least that would be “more openly and frankly treasonable.”117 Roosevelt barnstormed around the nation asking audiences to stamp their feet in outrage at the anti-imperialists’ slanders against brave American soldiers who were making the “ultimate sacrifice for their country.” He invited veterans to join him onstage and called to the audience: “Behold your tyrants!”118 Even the soldiers fighting in the Philippines accused the anti-imperialists of offering aid and comfort to the insurgency.119 The prevailing view in the United States seemed to be that, whatever else might be true, the guerrillas should be defeated.


The war certainly did nothing to dent McKinley’s popularity. The 1900 election returned him to the White House by an even larger margin than his decisive victory four years earlier, and Republicans again added to their majorities in both houses of Congress—this despite the fact that the Democrats had made imperialism a central focus of their campaign. At stake, they argued, was “the very existence of the Republic and the destruction of our free institution.” At their national convention a giant flag descended from the rafters bearing the words “The Flag of the Republic forever, of an Empire never.”120 But they did not campaign as if they meant it. Even in their platform they did not propose granting independence to the Philippines until “a stable form of government” was in place, which was not very different from McKinley’s policy.121 Nor was Bryan the ideal anti-imperialist candidate. In 1898 he had led the call for war with Spain. In 1899 he had advised Democrats to support ratification of the treaty with Spain granting the Philippines to the United States. Even anti-imperialist newspapers referred to the “bogus anti-imperialism of Colonel Bryan.”122 In the end, many leading anti-imperialists did not vote for him.123


Woodrow Wilson nonetheless exaggerated when he later wrote that Americans were “uncritically approving” of the acquisition of the Philippines.124 Bryan may not have run hard against it, but Republicans had not run hard for it, either. Many sensed that while the public was not ready to abandon the Philippines to a rebel victory, there was also no enthusiasm for the war.125 McKinley had all along worried that the public mood would sour “when the difficulties, expense and loss of life which it entailed, became more manifest.”126


The costs did rise, including the moral costs. With McKinley safely re-elected, General MacArthur notified his commanders of a “new and more stringent policy” aimed at destroying the insurgents’ networks of supply and communication and their support from the towns. From the end of 1900 through the summer of 1901, the army conducted increasingly large and effective operations against insurgent forces in over half of the Philippine provinces. Better intelligence and the use of mobile mounted forces, combined with the purging of municipal governments of suspected rebel sympathizers, left the insurgents increasingly isolated and on the run.


American brutality also increased. American forces began taking “punitive” measures against both insurgents and suspected supporters, destroying crops and property, without much concern for who actually owned them. More than one Civil War veteran compared the army’s tactics to Sherman’s devastation of the South.127 They moved civilians into “protected zones” to separate them from insurgents, drawing comparisons with Weyler’s reconcentrado policies in Cuba.128 MacArthur and many of his commanders started treating captured insurgents as not part of a “regular organized force” and therefore “not entitled to privileges of prisoners of war.”129 Captured prisoners were sometimes subjected to “the water cure,” in which large amounts of water were forced down the prisoner’s throat, simulating drowning and producing a painfully swollen stomach, which was then punched repeatedly until the prisoner gave in.


The most brutal American actions followed the “Balangiga Massacre” of September 1901, in which Filipino villagers, angered at mistreatment by the American occupying force, rose up and killed forty-eight Americans, leaving only a handful of survivors. U.S. Army patrols and offshore naval gunboats were ordered to “make a desert of Balangiga.”130 The local commander on the island of Samar, where Balanginga was located, claimed he was told by his commanding officer to turn the interior of the island into a “howling wilderness.” Although he apparently refused to obey orders to shoot every captured insurgent over the age of ten, the U.S. Army devastated the land and killed many Filipinos both as retaliation and to deter further attacks on American forces.


Back in the United States reports of the Balangiga massacre and the army’s response sparked an outcry and led to congressional investigations. The American commander was excoriated in the press as the “Butcher of Samar.”131 The administration at first tried to deflect the criticism, with now-president Roosevelt arguing that in war there were always atrocities and that even American soldiers were not immune from savage instincts. Officials testified that the atrocities were often acts of revenge for atrocities committed by the Filipinos.132 The fact was, however, that many American soldiers simply regarded the Filipinos as savages. Racism was rampant. Some soldiers asserted unashamedly that the Philippines wouldn’t be pacified until the “niggers” were “killed off like the Indians” and “every nigger” was blown “into a nigger heaven.”133 The Roosevelt administration was gradually forced to back down, and Roosevelt stated that “no provocation however great can be accepted as an excuse for misuse of the necessary severity of war, and above all not for torture of any kind or shape.”134 Still, he praised “the bravery of American soldiers” who were fighting “for the triumph of civilization over the black chaos of savagery and barbarism.”135


Although Roosevelt worried about the public reaction to American atrocities, and the anti-imperialists hoped it would turn the American people against Roosevelt’s policies in the Philippines, the revelations did not have much effect on public support for the war, especially once American efforts seemed to be succeeding. The first few months of 1901 saw the surrender of several rebel leaders, including Aguinaldo himself. Civilian Filipinos, wearied by the seemingly endless war, urged the remaining insurgents to come in from the jungle. Although there would be much fighting through 1902, including the worst defeat of American forces in the entire war, the insurgency was winding down. On July 4, 1902, President Roosevelt announced the end of formal hostilities—this time with greater accuracy.


The anti-imperialists, baffled and outraged by the lack of public outcry, “concocted conspiracies” to explain the inexplicable, insisting that “a few ambitious men in Washington” were “leading the nation on this new and dangerous course” against the wishes of the people.136 But William James acknowledged that, despite everything, the public had endorsed that course. Americans, it seemed, were no better but also “no worse than the best of men have ever been,” that “angelic impulses and predatory lusts divide our heart exactly as they divide the hearts of other countries. . . . We are not superhuman.”137


Most Americans did not share the philosopher’s disillusionment. Woodrow Wilson, lecturing in the fall of 1903, did not dwell on the problems of American occupation of the Philippines but only on the responsibilities he believed the United States had rightly assumed. “We kept faith with Cuba,” he insisted, “and we mean, with God’s help, to keep faith also with the people of the Philippines Islands, by serving them . . . without . . . a selfish end.”138 Root did not see how anyone could object to “the external forces of civilization” stepping in to “replace brutal and oppressive government” with “ordered liberty and individual freedom.”139


Most Americans probably took a more mixed view. Prior to accepting the job as governor general of the islands, William Howard Taft told Roosevelt that he had opposed taking the Philippines. It was “contrary to our traditions,” and it would be a “burden” at a time “when we had quite enough to do at home.” Yet “now that we were there we were under the most sacred duty to give [the Filipinos] a good form of government . . . so that they might be developed into a self-governing people.”140


In both Cuba and the Philippines American intervention left a complex legacy. In the eyes of most Americans at the time and for the next two decades, the intervention in Cuba was something to take pride in. Roosevelt boasted in his autobiography, “We made the promise to give Cuba independence; and we kept the promise. . . . Then we left the island, turning the government over to its own people.”141 Even anti-imperialists did not dispute this. Neither they nor other Americans were troubled by the Platt Amendment. Nor were they troubled by American investors buying up banana, coconut, and sugar plantations or American corporations building railroads, developing mines, taking charge of utilities, and marketing fruit and produce. By 1905, as many as 13,000 Americans held title to Cuban land worth as much as $50 million.142 The war that the American business community had so strenuously opposed turned out to be good for business.


But Cubans also reaped benefits. The flood of American investment breathed life into the devastated economy. A reduction of the U.S. tariff on Cuban sugar, which President Roosevelt forced through a reluctant Congress, spurred a large infusion of investment and modern technology into that vital Cuban industry. Sugar production soared, doubling every decade until the global market crashed in the late 1920s. The sugar boom also stimulated a long period of higher wages and rising standards of living for the average Cuban.143 In time, a new Cuban entrepreneurial class emerged to compete with foreign businesses, and Cubans began to take a greater share in their own economy.144 The expansion of economic and educational opportunities in turn produced “an extremely rapid rate of social mobilization” and a vastly increased “politicization” of the Cuban population. Even when American troops were sent to re-occupy Cuba following a tumultuous 1906 presidential election season, and remained until 1909, the Cuban presidential elections of 1908 were openly contested and drew 71 percent of the eligible population to the polls.145 They were, as one historian notes, “probably the fairest in Cuban history.”146 Most Americans continued to believe that the war for Cuba was, as Mark Twain put it, a “righteous war.” Not until the 1920s and ’30s and the disillusionments of that era would some Americans start to look at the intervention through a different and less celebratory lens.


The same could not be said of the Philippines, where the costs of the war, in both material and moral terms, were significantly higher and less justifiable even in the eyes of those who had supported the acquisition. Americans lost 4,200 men in three years of fighting the insurgency. More than 20,000 Filipino combatants were killed, and as many as 200,000 Filipino civilians died from violence, famine, or disease.147 Roosevelt, who supported and praised the American effort from beginning to end and was untroubled by moral qualms, nevertheless as president quickly came to regard the islands as a strategic vulnerability, especially with the rise of Japanese power and evident signs of Japanese expansionism. In general he considered it “a very hard problem” for the United States given its “needs and ideas” and the evident unwillingness of the American people to spend the money necessary to ensure the islands’ defense.148 He worried how long the American public would support involvement in what he saw as an “unremunerative and indeed expensive duty” that, in his view and in the view of many others, was of more benefit to the Filipinos than to the United States.149


Despite Roosevelt’s fears and the anti-imperialists’ hopes, however, the American public never turned against the overall policy. There were no mass calls for withdrawing American forces from the Philippines. The Republican Party and its leaders were not punished at the polls for leading the country into an unexpected war and incurring the burden of managing the distant islands with its alien, brown-skinned people. In 1904 the Democrats nominated Judge Alton Parker, a prominent anti-imperialist, as their presidential candidate, but anti-imperialism once again made little headway with the public. Roosevelt, campaigning against the anti-imperialists with gusto, won in a landslide. The anti-imperialists were left grumbling about the “sinister powers” that had seduced Americans into betraying their “most sacred principles and traditions.”150 But as Stuart Creighton Miller has observed, the anti-imperialists’ imputation of the war to a small band of “sinister” actors was an evasion of the fact, even more disturbing from their point of view, that the American public did not share their horror at what had happened.151


Perhaps it was because many Americans could still recall the loss of almost 8,000 men in three days of fighting at Gettysburg, and the loss of half that many in three years of fighting did not seem unacceptably high.152 Most Americans gave little thought to the losses suffered by the Filipinos. Perhaps, too, it was because the war ended in an American victory, which washed away memories of both American losses and American misdeeds (which most of the public had never been very troubled about anyway).


Americans may also have been satisfied with the general conduct of the United States in a project that was billed as an unavoidable and honorable act of responsibility toward the Filipinos. Even later critics acknowledged that American policies were “well-intended, and not exploitative.”153 The U.S. administration quickly granted the Filipinos a significant degree of local autonomy as well as a broad array of civil rights. Former rebel leaders became mayors and governors. Political parties demanding the islands’ independence emerged and attracted a mass following.154 In the end, the Philippines wound up very much as an American protectorate like Cuba under the Platt Amendment. After 1907, the Filipinos enjoyed substantial autonomy.


Some might ask whether the United States could have gotten to the same outcome without a war, by simply turning the Philippines over to Aguinaldo and his supporters at the outset. But the American public was not looking backwards. In fact, for the most part, once the war was over, Americans stopped thinking about the Philippines altogether. As one Cleveland newspaper commented at the time, “The islands might all have sunk into the sea and few Americans would have known the difference.”155 They barely noticed over the subsequent decades that the United States still held the islands and deployed thousands of American troops in the Philippines. Those troops did not depart until 1946, when the Filipinos finally achieved full independence.156 As one contemporary observer put it, after all the emotion expended in arguing over imperialism, “we concluded to forget it.”157










CHAPTER TWO


Empire Without “Imperialism”; Imperialism Without “Empire”




Since the days of the Holy Alliance it is doubtful that any government has thus declared its mission to reform the moral shortcomings of foreign nations.


—a British diplomat1





THE SPANISH-AMERICAN War was not the turning point in American foreign policy that many have imagined. After all, Americans had taken foreign territory before, including by force, and had ruled other, alien peoples before, often against their will. What was novel was the acquisition of a large, heavily populated territory beyond the seas that they had no intention of ever admitting into the Union. But this unplanned, unintended, and ultimately unwanted consequence of the war over Cuba did not prove a harbinger of future overseas expansion and colonial acquisition. McKinley and others might assert that the United States had suddenly become a “world power,”2 but as one contemporary later observed, for the majority of Americans, “world power” had never been “clearly announced on the programme.”3 Whatever being a “world power” meant, most Americans were not interested. They had favored war with Spain in the spring of 1898 for a specific and limited purpose—to free Cuba from the grip of Spanish rule and end a humanitarian crisis—and they had endorsed keeping the Philippines as a matter of both nationalist pride and as a civilized, Christian responsibility. Americans in 1900 had acquired an empire, but it would be inaccurate to call them imperialists.


Certainly, the world’s great imperial powers did not regard the United States as a member of the “imperial club.”4 As imperial acquisitions went, the Philippines was small beer. In 1900 the British Empire stretched across more than 11 million square miles, with colonies on every continent, and with a colonial population of more than 350 million subjects. In the last quarter of the nineteenth century alone it had expanded by 4,750,000 square miles and brought an additional 90 million people under British rule. More important, the empire was what had made Britain a world power and was integral to what it meant to be British. Possession of India alone had made Britain the dominant power from the Persian Gulf to the South China Sea.5 India’s vast population had provided troops for use in China, Persia, Ethiopia, Afghanistan, Egypt, Burma, and Africa.6 In the First World War, over a million Indian soldiers would serve the British cause, with another million coming from Australia, Canada, and the rest of the dominions.7 “As long as we rule India we are the greatest power in the world,” Lord Curzon once observed. “If we lose it we shall drop straight away to a third rate power.”8


The empire was also a vital part of British economic success. By the early twentieth century, Britain had become the world’s leading exporter of manufactured goods—exports made up as much as 25 percent of gross national product—and much of this trade was carried out within the empire, with Canada and Australia, as well as with India, which alone took almost a fifth of British exports.9 The vast trade was transported on seas kept open by the Royal Navy using the critical bases around the world that the empire provided. Without the empire, the British statesman Joseph Chamberlain claimed, “half at least of our population would be starved.”10 Nor was it just the material aspects. Without the empire, Chamberlain also observed, it “would not be the England we love.”11


Empire was not as vital to France, but it was still important. At the turn of the century France controlled 6 million square miles of foreign territory in North Africa, sub-Saharan Africa, the Caribbean, and Southeast Asia, with a population outside of France of over 50 million subjects.12 The French were less dependent on exports—they made up 12 percent of the economy—but Algeria alone took 60 percent of all of the goods France sold overseas.13 On the eve of the Great War, some 700,000 French citizens lived abroad in the colonies, 500,000 of them in Algeria. Algeria itself, with a population of 5 million, was designated as a department of France, its administration overseen by the French interior minister.14


Many French leaders regarded the empire as vital for addressing their most acute strategic disadvantage: stagnant population growth. Following their disastrous defeat at the hands of Bismarck’s Prussia in 1871 and facing the growing power of a unified Germany over the subsequent decades, French leaders had looked to a growing empire to balance the scales—“To save a small France there must be a greater France.”15 They hoped that in the next war their Force Noire, an army of African colonial subjects, would supplement the declining population of fighting-age men.16 As Prime Minister Jules Ferry put it, “Marseilles and Toulon” would be “defended quite as much in the China Seas as in the Mediterranean.17


The American experience with empire was different. Only a tiny percentage of Americans had any relationship at all with the distant colony. A few thousand soldiers were deployed to maintain peace; a few hundred missionaries did their work; the American governing authority employed a couple of hundred civilians—that was the extent of it. Two-way trade was small. British observers, like Edward Grey, believed the “experience of Empire in the Philippines” was “too limited” to have “affected the consciousness” of Americans.18


The fact that Americans were not “imperialists” did not make them virtuous. Americans’ lack of interest in empire did not mean they lacked greed or ambition. Although their liberal ideology suggested that ruling other peoples was immoral, they had managed to skirt around this problem at various times in their history when they deemed it necessary to acquire new lands inhabited by alien peoples.19 But by the end of the nineteenth century they simply had no need of overseas empire to fulfill either material or intangible needs. Their vast continental domain supplied almost all their physical wants. Their already-inflated sense of their importance came from feelings of ideological and moral superiority, not from empire. Americans had believed they were better than everyone else when they were a tiny, weak, and vulnerable republic. They did not need colonies to make themselves feel the equal of Britain or any other power.


Had Americans genuinely sought an imperial vocation after 1898, they certainly were in a strong position to pursue it. They could have built fortified bases in the Philippines (and on the island of Guam, also acquired from Spain) and stationed a substantial portion of their fleet in the Pacific both to defend their new holdings and to join the great-power competition for territory and influence in China.


But the United States did none of these things. Although Roosevelt regarded the Philippines as a “heel of Achilles,” vulnerable to Japan and Germany and any other great power prepared to move aggressively, Americans chose to let their new possessions dangle unprotected. When Congress rejected plans for the Philippines’ defense, even Lodge welcomed the decision as a “wise” step.20 The United States never did build a major fortified naval base west of Hawaii prior to the Second World War. Nor did Americans raise an objection when Germany took control of the island chains that straddled the main sea route from Hawaii to the Philippines, the Marshalls, Marianas, and Carolines.21 As for Hawaii itself, after annexing the islands in 1898, the United States did nothing to make them useful for extending U.S. power in the Pacific. The attractive harbor at the mouth of the Pearl River was not even dredged until after 1908, and the first large ship did not enter Pearl Harbor until 1911.22 Roosevelt continued to keep the main fighting fleet in the Atlantic, chiefly to guard against a possible German grab in the Caribbean. His successor, William Howard Taft, also kept the main battle fleet in the Atlantic, with the understanding that “when we need it in the [Far] East we will send it all there.”23 As for the Pacific, in 1910 the American naval presence still amounted to just three cruisers and a half-dozen gunboats patrolling the Yangtze River to protect American missionaries.24


Americans’ failure to build on the acquisition of the Philippines reflected both a lack of ambition and a paucity of perceived interests in that part of the world. Although there was always much excited talk about the “China market,” actual business interest in those markets was tepid. The overwhelming majority of American businessmen were more interested in the massive home market. Unlike Britain, the United States did not have an “export economy.”25 In 1910 exports made up just over one-twentieth of the nation’s gross domestic product, compared to a quarter of Britain’s. Even as the United States became the world’s leading industrial producer, surpassing Britain by 1913, Americans still exported less than 7 percent of their manufactured goods. Andrew Carnegie said it was “bad days for us” when his companies had to sell abroad.26


To the extent that American businesses were interested in foreign markets, moreover, they looked to Europe and Canada. American exports to China in 1900 were 1.1 percent of total exports and would not rise by more than a point or two in the decades that followed.27 This amounted to .0005 percent of America’s GDP.28 As the United States shifted increasingly toward the export of high-priced manufactured goods, the markets for such products could be found almost exclusively among the advanced industrial nations that had the money to pay for them and the infrastructure to use them.29


The primary push for an “open door” policy actually came not from businesses but from American diplomats and officials in Washington who hoped to use private economic investments to increase U.S. political influence in Asia and Latin America. “Dollar diplomacy” was not about using diplomacy to help private American companies earn more dollars; it was about using the companies and their dollars to help further U.S. diplomacy. In both Asia and Latin America, American officials constantly complained that businessmen showed little initiative and were lackadaisical in the competition with other foreign traders. Americans were so little concerned about expanding empire, even an informal commercial empire, that they refused to build a sizable merchant fleet. By contrast, Japan’s merchant fleet expanded rapidly at the end of the nineteenth century, in keeping with Tokyo’s growing ambitions to play a larger political and commercial role in East Asia. In 1900 the tonnage of Japanese merchant ships was 50 percent higher than that of the United States.30


The United States also did not keep pace with the other powers in naval construction. When the Royal Navy launched the first Dreadnought-type battleship in 1906, the size, speed, and range of its guns made all other battleships obsolete, but when Roosevelt sought authorization to build four Dreadnoughts, Congress declined.31 By the time Taft took over in 1909, the Anglo-German naval race threatened to leave the American battle fleet outmoded and vulnerable. But Congress would not support more than one of the new big-gun battleships per year. By 1914, congressional authorizers had revived the nineteenth-century notion of building ships for “coast and harbor defense.” On the eve of the great European conflict, American naval strategy was thus focused not on global expansion but on snuggling safely behind the two oceans.32


The American minister to China, earnestly trying to uphold the “open door,” lamented the pitiful lack of American power in the region. “If we had a fleet of battleships ploughing the Pacific; if we had a foreign policy, persistent and consistent in its nature, and supported by the ‘big stick’; if the necessity of market conditions once came home to the American people in such a way as to make them support a national policy in the Far East that insured the ‘open door’ and equal opportunities, the attitude of the nations towards us might be very different. As it is, we are comparatively helpless.”33


Secretary of State John Hay’s famous “open door” notes in 1899 and 1900, calling on the other powers to allow all nations to trade freely in China and to preserve that nation’s “territorial integrity,” had stirred enormous pride in the United States. But the pride was in America’s superior morality, not in its superior power.34 The notes committed the United States to nothing, and that, to Americans, was their great virtue. Even when the United States had a golden opportunity to put force behind the notes—when McKinley dispatched over two thousand troops to Beijing in 1900 to rescue the besieged American delegation during the Boxer uprising—Americans did not seize the opportunity to establish a strong presence on the ground in China.


Germany, by contrast, had not hesitated when presented with a like opportunity: When two German missionaries were killed by Chinese peasants in 1897, the Germans promptly seized the Chinese port of Kiaochow and demanded a ninety-nine-year lease. Kaiser Wilhelm II proclaimed that hundreds of thousands of Chinese would “tremble when they feel the mailed fist of the German Reich pushing down on their necks.”35 The other European empires quickly took their own concessions from the Chinese in compensation. The Americans did not.


The other powers, therefore, after a brief moment of apprehension during the war with Spain, quickly came to recognize Americans’ lack of geopolitical ambition. The British were frustrated that the United States was not more ambitious, especially in the Far East, where Britain at the turn of the century desperately needed allies. Kipling’s poem “The White Man’s Burden,” written in 1899, was mostly a plea to reluctant Americans to fill the vacuum left by a retreating Britain. But Roosevelt, as much as he loved Kipling, frankly told British officials that Asia was “the very place where America could least help you.”36


Far from viewing the powerful United States as a threat, even after the war with Spain, every one of the world’s powers was eager to make mutually beneficial arrangements with Washington. The British sought a triple alliance with Japan and the United States in Asia, which would have greatly strengthened the Americans’ hand in preserving an “open door” in China. The Germans invited the United States to help protect the “open door” in Morocco against French efforts to control that market. The French would have been delighted to have the United States as an ally to balance Germany. Such alliances would have augmented American influence even if the United States did not increase its navy or build new bases abroad. But the Americans would not align with anyone. Most foreign powers knew enough not to ask, and those that asked were politely rebuffed.37


Little wonder that even after America’s victory over Spain and its acquisition of an empire, most of the other great powers still did not view the United States as a true “world power.” It had a massive, vigorous, imposing economy that could not be ignored. It was obviously capable of rousing itself and fighting a war. It was unmistakably jealous and even belligerent when it perceived itself to be challenged in the Western Hemisphere. But as for the big global game the rest of the powers were engaged in—in Europe, Asia, Africa, and the Middle East—the United States was not a player and did not appear to want to be. British diplomats concluded that the United States simply was not “a major factor in world politics beyond the western hemisphere.”38


In the Western Hemisphere it was a different story, but even there it was not a simple one. Americans had never been shy about their desire to be the dominant power in the hemisphere. Hamilton had aspired to make the United States “ascendant in the system of American affairs . . . the arbiter of Europe in America.”39 A century later, Henry Cabot Lodge admitted that the United States might not have much of a foreign policy “outside of the Americas,” but within the hemisphere “we had a very definite one.” It was that the United States had to be “supreme.”40


Lodge’s statement actually revealed how little most Americans were interested in the region itself. Being “supreme” meant keeping other great powers out, nothing more. Americans no longer needed or coveted territory south of the border, as they had throughout much of the nineteenth century. The region held little attraction as a market or a source of resources, with the exception of Mexican oil, Cuban sugar, and Caribbean and Central American fruit. What Americans cared about most was the transisthmian canal, getting the land for it, building it, and then defending it. The primary purpose of the canal was to link America’s coastlines and make it easier for American merchants on the East Coast to sell to markets on the West Coast (access to Asian markets was a distant second). Indeed, the United States may have been the only power in history that needed a small strip of foreign territory just to unite itself with itself.41 Otherwise, the region was of interest to Americans only when other great powers threatened to become involved.


The paradox was that, while American presidents would have been happy if they never had to think about the region at all, problems in the Western Hemisphere absorbed most of their limited attention to foreign policy. In the first three decades of the twentieth century U.S. troops were almost constantly deployed in a region most Americans did not care about.


The common explanation for this consistent American involvement—economic imperialism or “dollar diplomacy”—is inadequate. American trade with the region was minuscule compared to overall U.S. trade. It was also minuscule compared to European trade with the region. Of the $500 million worth of goods South Americans imported in 1905, only $63 million, or 12.6 percent, came from the United States, despite its proximity. Most of the rest came from distant Europe. Multiple steamship lines linked Europe to South America, but not a single American line ran south of the Caribbean.42 There were a few notable exceptions to American indifference. Minor C. Keith built a railroad linking Costa Rica’s capital with the Caribbean port of Limón, then planted a banana crop to ship on it, and eventually merged his company with another to form the United Fruit Company, whose operations soon spread and gained a vast influence throughout Central America.43 But between 1898 and 1906—a period often cited as the heyday of economic imperialism in the region—U.S. imports from Central America made up just 1 percent of the worldwide total; exports made up a little over 1 percent.44 American investments in Central America in 1914 amounted to under 3 percent of all U.S foreign investment, down a half percentage point from 1897.45


A better explanation for the frequency of American interventions was the region’s chronic instability and the great disparity of wealth and power between the United States and its poorer, weaker southern neighbors. American hegemony in such circumstances was hard to avoid. The Central American republics and Caribbean island nations, in particular, were plagued with shaky dictatorships, frequent revolutions, and cross-border aggressions.46 American naval forces were constantly called upon to protect citizens caught in the crossfire of local conflicts or who ran afoul of local rulers.47 The United States was also frequently invited to intervene by local governments and by their internal and external enemies.48 American officials ignored and rebuffed most of these requests, and usually regretted those occasions when they did not.


What the United States rarely ignored, however, were pleas for protection against the great powers of Europe. Americans for decades offered support to Cubans fighting against Spain. They bridled when the Royal Navy imposed British will on Nicaraguans and Hondurans. When Britain and Venezuela confronted one another in 1895 in a minor dispute over the precise location of the border between Venezuela and British Guyana, Grover Cleveland threatened to go to war. When seven years later Venezuela became embroiled in another dispute over unpaid debts with both Britain and Germany, Theodore Roosevelt hinted again at military action to force the two European powers to back down. These bellicose responses had little to do with any great concern for Latin and Caribbean peoples, or even with American investments.49 Presidents and their advisers simply feared letting any European power gain or regain a foothold in the hemisphere that might challenge American strategic dominance.


These fears may have been exaggerated, and were sometimes driven by domestic politics, but they were not irrational.50 At the turn of the century the Europeans were aggressively competing for colonies and territories all across the globe, carving out new spheres of economic and political control wherever possible, and seizing on the misbehavior of the locals to take what they wanted. The British had sent troops to Egypt in 1882 over non-payment of debt, and those troops were still there two decades later. The United States was not looking for confrontations with the great powers of Europe—the whole point of American supremacy in the hemisphere was to avoid it. But the region’s instability continually threatened to bring the Europeans in. Venezuela was not paying its debts; chaos in Haiti, the Dominican Republic, and Central America threatened foreign lives and property; and the great powers were unlikely to stand idly by and do nothing. Nor did Roosevelt and other Americans expect them to. “We do not guarantee any state against punishment if it misconducts itself,” Roosevelt declared in 1901. But then, when Europeans did act—when German and British warships bombarded two Venezuelan forts and sank a handful of Venezuelan vessels—Americans were appalled at the brazen “violation” of the Monroe Doctrine and Roosevelt worried about further European encroachments.51 Such concerns grew as the transisthmian canal came closer to completion.52 Roosevelt told Congress in 1902 that the United States was going to have to take a “far greater interest than hitherto in what happens throughout the West Indies, Central America, and the adjacent coasts and waters.”53


It seemed clear to Roosevelt and others that if the United States was going to say “Hands off” to the European powers, then the United States would have to take responsibility for keeping order in the region.54 Indeed, British officials suggested it would be “a great gain to civilization” if the United States could prevent “these constantly recurring difficulties between European powers and certain States in South America.”55 As Elihu Root saw it, the United States had to “assume an attitude of protection and regulation in regard to all these little states in the neighborhood of the Caribbean.”56


This approach came to be known as the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, and it constituted a revolutionary shift in American policy in the Caribbean with vast if, for the moment, unseen implications. In his 1904 annual message to Congress Roosevelt declared that Americans’ one aspiration in the hemisphere was “to see the neighboring countries stable, orderly, and prosperous.” Countries that “conduct[ed] themselves well,” that acted “with reasonable efficiency and decency in social and political matters,” that kept good order and paid their debts, would face no “interference from the United States.” But those guilty of “chronic wrongdoing,” or which revealed “an impotence” that resulted in the “general loosening of the ties of civilized society,” might “ultimately require intervention by some civilized nation.” In the Western Hemisphere the task of exercising “international police power” fell to the United States. It would interfere only as a “last resort,” and only in “flagrant cases of such wrongdoing or impotence” which either violated American rights or “invited foreign aggression.” But Roosevelt concluded portentously with what he called this “truism,” that nations which wanted to preserve their independence had “the responsibility of making good use of it.”


This was an extraordinary assertion of American rights and responsibilities and transformed whatever meaning the Monroe Doctrine had once had. Privately, Roosevelt made clear that his corollary was not intended to create “de facto colonies” or even “protectorates,” the very idea of which he said he regarded “with repugnance.”57 Yet while Roosevelt himself might wish to do “as little as possible”—he sent troops to the region only twice in his seven and a half years as president—to declare the United States responsible not only for addressing “wrongdoing,” but for fostering progress and prosperity, and for preserving “decency in social and political matters” and the “ties of civilized society,” and in a region so burdened by political and economic difficulties, opened the door to constant intervention and involvement in the internal affairs of neighboring countries.58 As Root summarized the new approach to the nations of the hemisphere: “First. We do not want to take them for ourselves. Second. We do not want any foreign nations to take them for themselves. Third. We want to help them.”59 Perhaps ironically, it was that third point that potentially made all the difference, for it helped produce the recurrent interventions that characterized American policy in the first three decades of the twentieth century.


Root may have been among the few American officials who actually cared about the region and its people.60 A decade before Wilson talked about teaching South Americans to elect good men, it was Root who professed the desire to help the peoples of the hemisphere “acquire capacity for self-government,” to lift them “up out of the discord and turmoil of continual revolution into a general public sense of justice and determination to maintain order.”61 The United States would benefit materially, but “underlying all the materialism and the hard practical sense of the American people,” Root insisted, there was “a certain idealism,” a “missionary calling to spread through the length and breadth of the world the blessings of justice and liberty and of the institutions which we believe make for human happiness and human progress.”62


The first test of Roosevelt’s new “corollary” came in the Dominican Republic. The Dominican government had defaulted on its debt, of which the biggest holders were French and Belgian citizens. France and other powers had already sent warships to the island, in response to the murder of a French citizen and to protect lives and property during a series of revolutions. With the Dominican Republic “drifting into chaos,” Roosevelt ordered American forces in. The United States took control of the customs house, the main source of income for the government, and made sure that revenues were appropriately parceled out between the government and its international creditors. Once Roosevelt approved the plan, he hoped Dominicans would “behave” and make further actions unnecessary.63


The results at first seemed positive, and not just for the Dominicans but for the whole region. Foreign investors (mostly non-American), newly confident that the United States would guarantee their loans, poured more money into Latin government coffers. Central American and Caribbean governments began settling with their creditors, which made their bonds more attractive. The immediate result was an unprecedented rally in the market for Latin bonds.64 The peaceful resolution of the Dominican crisis seemed to offer a solution to the American conundrum—how to maintain peace, keep the Europeans out, and benefit the native population, all without excessive U.S. intervention. Root hoped it would become “but a part of a great policy,” and Roosevelt’s successors in the Taft and Wilson administrations continually looked to both the Dominican affair and the Platt Amendment in Cuba as models of effective policy.65


Root also looked to other methods for keeping the peace in Central America. The five somewhat artificially constructed “republics” had been attacking and subverting each other with regularity ever since the end of Spanish rule. To bring about “tranquility” among them, the lawyerly Root looked to the application of “treaty law.”66 In 1907, in what seemed a triumph of diplomacy, Root, working closely with Mexico so as to avoid the appearance of North American dictation, helped the five governments establish a Central American Court of Justice. They agreed to compulsory arbitration of disputes, promised not to aid rebels in neighboring states or recognize governments that seized power by unconstitutional means, and agreed to a ten-year treaty of peace and amity.67 When the Second Hague Peace Conference was held in 1907, Root insisted that the Latin nations be invited—the first time they had ever been asked to join the company of the European great powers. An effective international legal order with the full participation of the Latin states, he hoped, would shield them from intervention and abuse by the Europeans—further lessening the need for a heavy North American hand in the hemisphere.68


Root’s hopes of bringing stability and prosperity to the Caribbean Basin with a light touch soon ran into trouble, however. Within a year, the Central American treaty broke down, and war erupted again.69 In the Dominican Republic, the government eventually fell to insurrection and economic difficulty, leading to U.S. interventions in 1912, 1914, and 1916. Most disappointing of all was Cuba, which fell back into disorder in 1906 when its first elected president, who had ruled capably since the end of the American occupation, tried to ensure his re-election through fraud and intimidation. The opposition protested and threatened rebellion, and both sides called, somewhat ironically, for U.S. intervention under the terms of the Platt Amendment. Roosevelt and Root were very reluctant to send troops back to Cuba. When they finally decided to reoccupy Cuba, they regarded it as a failure of their policy.70


These failures revealed the inherent difficulties of establishing a stable peace in the region. But they also revealed some inherent problems with American policy. Root had hoped the Platt Amendment would make intervention unnecessary, for he assumed Cubans would prefer to settle their own differences. Instead, it had the opposite effect. Opposition leaders launched rebellions precisely to provoke U.S. intervention, hoping the result would be a fairer, U.S.-supervised election that they could win. The occupation of Cuba from 1906 to 1909 was followed by the landing of troops in 1912 under President Taft, another intervention in 1917 under President Wilson, and then a string of U.S. interventions into the early 1930s.


Root might be appalled, and Roosevelt could denounce the Cubans’ “revolutionary habit,” but they were playing the game according to rules the United States had set.71 Throughout the region, the constant looming prospect of North American intervention did open space for opposition politics, and it tended to prevent any party or individual from consolidating power in a dictatorship.72 But it also made frequent North American intervention, both armed and unarmed, all but inevitable. As the historian Lester Langley observes, Caribbean political leaders simply “acclimated themselves to the realities of American power.” They learned how to manipulate American sentiments to their own advantage.73


Successive administrations searched for ways to break the cycle, but without success. Once again applying the tactics of “dollar diplomacy,” the Taft administration tried to decrease U.S. military involvement by increasing private commercial activity.74 “True stability” was “best established not by military, but by economic and social forces,” Taft’s secretary of state, Philander Knox, declared.75 Although criticized by Democrats for using “diplomatic influence to advance the interests of American investors,” Taft officials saw themselves as doing the opposite. They believed they were “using Wall Street to serve our national interest and to benefit other countries.”76 But dollar diplomacy fared no better than Root’s earlier efforts. The struggles in these small societies were more about personal power and wealth than about the success of the national economy.77 In the interest of stability, the United States in several of these countries took away everyone’s weapons and established a supposedly depoliticized national guard to keep order, only to the see the national guard become the personal tool of the next caudillo.78


The United States also had a hard time following its own rules, especially when local leaders openly defied American preferences. The most brazen of these was Nicaragua’s José Santos Zelaya, who had ruled the country since 1893, supported rebel groups in El Salvador and other neighboring countries, interfered in Costa Rica’s elections, expropriated foreign properties, flirted with Germany (including offering an alternate canal route across Nicaragua), and discussed an alliance with Japan. When a revolt erupted against Zelaya in 1909, therefore, Taft officials wished the rebels well—notwithstanding Washington’s policy against recognizing unconstitutional seizures of power. Although American officials neither instigated nor funded the rebellion (some American businessmen may have, however), everyone knew the United States wanted Zelaya gone. When Zelaya’s forces captured and executed two American citizens serving with the rebel army, Secretary of State Knox denounced the dictator as “a blot on the history of Nicaragua” and praised his opponents as representing “the will of a majority of the Nicaraguan people.”79 Such was the power of the United States that Zelaya promptly resigned. The Taft administration helped install a new president, Adolfo Díaz, and took control of Nicaragua’s finances.80 Then Zelaya’s Liberal Party launched a rebellion, and Díaz requested U.S. forces to protect “all the inhabitants of the Republic.”81 The Taft administration reluctantly sent first 100, than another 350, and finally up to 2,000 marines, claiming it had a “moral mandate” under the 1907 Washington Conventions to preserve the “peace of Central America,” which was “seriously menaced by the present uprising.”82 The intervention proved bloody: the marines lost seven dead and more wounded and inflicted far greater casualties on Liberal forces. Díaz held on to power, but mostly because the Taft administration left 100 marines behind in Managua to serve as a legation guard and symbol of the U.S. commitment to oppose further rebellions. They would remain in Nicaragua for another thirteen years. They did bring stability, right up until the marines left and the next revolution immediately erupted.


The lesson was hard to ignore. As one historian observes, “Where American policy succeeded it did so not by dollars but by bullets.”83 Root at times despaired that bringing stability to the region seemed to require “a long period of armed intervention.” That was something “that we cannot undertake.”84 Among other things, Root was troubled by the fact that the peoples of the region “hate us.” They “think we despise them and try to bully them.”85 In the summer of 1906 he took his wife and family on a four-month cruise of South America, stopping at every capital and giving speeches in the hope of establishing a “new rapprochement . . . between the United States and South America.”86 “We know the mistakes we have made,” he told Latin audiences, while professing America’s lack of base motives.87 “We wish for . . . no territory except our own; for no sovereignty except the sovereignty over ourselves,” but only “to help all friends to a common prosperity and a common growth, that we may all become greater and stronger together.”88


Root was undoubtedly sincere, but American policy did not always live up to these lofty ambitions. It was hard for America’s hemispheric neighbors to forget those occasions where the United States had acted purely out of self-interest. Roosevelt’s “taking” of Panama to build the canal was the most blatant instance. In 1902 one of many Panamanian revolutions against Colombian rule erupted. American naval forces, instead of helping the Colombians put it down, as they had in the past, this time facilitated the rebels’ efforts. Roosevelt seized the opportunity to take the land he wanted for the canal by striking a quick deal with the new Panamanian government, much to the displeasure of the Colombian government.89 There was scarcely an American alive who did not approve of Roosevelt’s accomplishment, yet many blushed at his manner of accomplishing it.90 Roosevelt himself betrayed a guilty conscience.91


—


When Woodrow Wilson was elected in 1912, many expected a dramatic change in U.S. policy toward the hemisphere. Democratic critics had long assailed the interventionism and dollar diplomacy of the Roosevelt and Taft years, and, on the stump, Wilson promised that his administration would “think of the progress of mankind rather than of the progress of this or that investment.”92 As president, he hoped to forge a “spiritual union” of the hemisphere through “sympathy and understanding” and “upon terms of equality and honor.”93


Yet in a very short time Wilson managed just the opposite, intervening more frequently and with greater force than either of his two Republican predecessors. His secretary of state, William Jennings Bryan, who tended to refer to the Latin republics as “our political children,” employed the same financial and legal tools as his predecessors, prompting one senator to remark that Taft’s “dollar” diplomacy looked like a mere “30 cents” next to Bryan’s.94


In Haiti, where seven presidents had been either assassinated or violently overthrown in just four years since 1911, and an eighth was dragged into the streets by an angry mob and literally torn to pieces in the summer of 1915, Wilson decided he had no choice but to act and prevent “the most sordid chaos.”95 Admiral William Caperton landed with several hundred marines, defeated a small rebel army, and appointed a new president. American officials drew up a new treaty with Haiti giving the United States control of its finances and customs houses, the administration of its sanitation and public works, and a new U.S.-trained and -led constabulary force. The marines would remain in Haiti for another nineteen years.96


In the Dominican Republic, rocked by a succession of assassinations, presidents seeking to extend their terms, and rebellions aimed at their ouster, Bryan publicly warned that “no more revolutions will be permitted.” In 1916, Admiral Caperton again arrived with two thousand marines to put down the latest revolt. A U.S. military government ruled until 1924. As Wilson’s biographer, Arthur Link, later put it, thus did the “idealistic President who talked movingly of Pan-American brotherhood and of the equality of nations great and small . . . [become] in fact the most extraordinary interventionist in Latin America in the history of the United States.”97


Wilson was only following the general course Roosevelt had laid out in 1904 and which Root and his successors had tried and failed to implement ever since. Like them, he argued that the opening of the canal “made it increasingly important” that governments in the vicinity should have “fairly decent rulers,” thereby avoiding the kind of “friction” that had led to the “Venezuela affair.” He told a bemused British official that he intended to “teach the South American Republics to elect good men!”—a Wilsonian version of Root’s earlier hopes.98


The British found American behavior in the hemisphere bewildering. It was not just the moralism that seemed to infuse American policies. It was also Americans’ impatience, intolerance, and general unsteadiness in the day-to-day management of their “empire.” The British knew all about the problems of managing an empire. They grappled almost constantly with rebellions large and small. As one British historian has quipped, the “sun never set on [the empire’s] crises.”99 But the British generally took the difficulties of imperial management in stride. They did not have inordinately high expectations for those in their charge. Lord Cromer, who served as controller-general in Egypt, once remarked, “It will probably never be possible to make a Western purse out of an Eastern sow’s ear.”100 They also had no difficulty using massive force against recalcitrant colonials. After the Sepoy Rebellion in 1857, the British stationed half their army in India.101 Under British rule, “violence against natives was habitual, not just instrumental” and derived from Britons’ belief in their right and even their vocation to rule non-white peoples.102 Americans were at least as prone to feelings of white supremacy, but they bridled at the suggestion that they were ruling anyone. And partly as a consequence, they were never as tolerant either of the messiness, the cost, or the disappointing outcomes of their efforts. They intervened with the expectation of departing quickly, only to find themselves staying for years, just like the British in Egypt.103


Nowhere was the gap between American aspirations and their achievements greater than in Mexico. Beginning in the Taft administration, Mexico became for several years the biggest issue of American foreign policy and the focus of much ideological and partisan debate. To a significant degree, American intervention in Mexico was the beginning of the end of American efforts to spread the “blessings of liberty” and the institutions of “human progress” south of the border.


In 1910, the decades-long rule of Mexican president Porfirio Díaz had begun to crumble after the seventy-seven-year-old dictator returned himself to power in the latest of many fraudulent elections. By the end of 1911, however, Díaz lost control and fled the country. The revolutionary leader Francisco Madero—his followers called him the “Apostle of Democracy”—was then elected president in the “freest election in Mexican history.”104 The Taft administration recognized the new government immediately, but Madero’s hold on power was fragile and in February 1913, one month before Woodrow Wilson took office, Madero was deposed and murdered in a coup by his own army commander, Victoriano Huerta.


Wilson faced the question of whether to recognize Huerta as the new Mexican president. Britain and the European powers had quickly done so, hoping that Huerta would bring stability and fearing that holding back recognition would only lead to a new round of violence.105 But most Americans found the idea of recognizing the murderous Huerta objectionable. Wilson declared he would not recognize “a government of butchers,” and he soon looked for some way to replace Huerta with a legitimate government.106 He and other Americans were encouraged when forces led by Venustiano Carranza and Pancho Villa launched a rebellion with the stated aim of restoring the revolution and Madero’s constitutional order. When Huerta responded by dissolving the Mexican Congress, arresting its Constitutionalist members, and assuming dictatorial power, Wilson became even more determined to drive him from power.


To Wilson, the confrontation with Huerta was about more than solving a crisis in a neighboring country. His top advisers urged him to pursue a policy “on a fundamental moral basis,” as the United States had once done in Cuba, and “to blaze the way for a new and better code of morals than the world has yet seen.”107 Wilson needed little urging. He had supported the intervention in Cuba and had even broken with many Democrats in supporting the retention of the Philippines. He shared Roosevelt’s belief in America’s need to accept responsibilities commensurate with its power, and in the case of Mexico, he regarded the United States as the only “responsible” power on the scene.108 The British, who were concerned only with defending their oil interests, continued to view the Americans with amazement. “Since the days of the Holy Alliance,” one British official remarked, “it is doubtful that any government has thus declared its mission to reform the moral shortcomings of foreign nations.”109


After Huerta rejected an ultimatum to step aside, Wilson notified Britain and the other powers that he considered it his “duty” to “employ such means as may be necessary” to remove him.110 He soon found a pretext. On April 9, 1914, Mexican troops detained some American sailors who had landed unannounced at Tampico to purchase fuel. While the two countries haggled over the proper form of a Mexican apology, Wilson ordered the entire North Atlantic battleship fleet to Tampico, called a joint session of Congress, and requested authorization to “use the armed forces of the United States in such ways and to such an extent as may be necessary to obtain from General Huerta and his adherents the fullest recognition of the rights and dignity of the United States.”111 While the press puzzled over Wilson’s decision to go to war over a point of honor—Andrew Carnegie likened it to “the fabled war of the two kings to decide which end of the egg should first be broken”—Wilson’s real plan was to blockade both coasts of Mexico, seize Tampico and Veracruz, which Huerta controlled, and then perhaps send an expeditionary force from Veracruz to Mexico City to force Huerta from office.112 His plans changed when he learned of a German arms shipment heading for Huerta’s forces at Veracruz. At Wilson’s orders, 1,000 U.S. marines landed at Veracruz, where they were immediately met by 800 Mexican troops, supported by young cadets from the nearby Mexican naval academy. The Atlantic fleet soon arrived with another 3,000 U.S. forces. The fighting was fierce, and when it ended the next morning, 126 Mexican troops had been killed and another 195 had been wounded. American losses were 19 dead and 71 wounded. It was by far the most serious battle American forces had engaged in since the Philippine war over a decade before.


Wilson was shaken. The “death of American sailors and marines owing to an order of his seemed to affect him like an ailment.”113 He had not expected the Mexicans to put up resistance, but the Constitutionalists and the Huertistas united in indignant nationalist fury.114 Mobs across the country looted and destroyed American consulates, burned American flags, and imprisoned American officials and private citizens. Carranza commented that “even if a biblical apostle occupied the White House, Mexico could expect no good from the United States.”115


Despite the bloodshed at Veracruz, and the lack of a willing partner in Mexico, Wilson pressed ahead. He would not stop, he said, until he could be assured that “the great and crying wrongs” the Mexican people had suffered were being addressed.116 He even came to embrace some of the more radical Mexican demands for land reform, including the confiscation and dismantling of large estates.117 “A landless people,” he told the British, would “always furnish the inflammable material for a revolution.”118 Indeed, the Mexican Revolution increasingly seemed to him a modern replay of the French Revolution, and no less “profound” in its historical significance.119 Huerta represented the old regime, “the aristocrats,” “the vested interests,” “the men who have exploited that rich country for their own selfish purposes.”120 Wilson was for “the submerged eighty-five percent of the people of that Republic.”121 The revolution provided “a wonderful opportunity” to show the world that the United States was “not only human but humane; that we are actuated by no other motives than the betterment of the conditions of our unfortunate neighbor, and by the sincere desire to advance the cause of human liberty.”122


As so often in American politics, the debate over Mexico had a domestic angle. Wilson claimed to see in Mexico the same forces of wealth, privilege, and power arrayed against the revolution as were arrayed against the economic reforms he was trying to carry out at home.123 Having seen how “material interests threaten constitutional freedom in the United States,” he argued, Americans could only sympathize with Latin Americans fighting the same powerful interests in their own countries.124 Wilson’s Republican opponents also saw parallels. Wilson favored “a scheme of reform in the interests of the Mexican peons,” Root cracked, but the “reformatory methods” of Carranza and Pancho Villa appeared to be “to kill the owner and take the land.”125 Most American Catholics, and the Catholic Church itself, were furious with Wilson for backing the Mexican revolutionaries, who, like their French antecedents, sought to destroy the power of the Mexican Catholic Church, which had long been allied with Díaz and the landowning aristocracy. When Constitutionalist forces desecrated churches and physically abused priests and nuns, American Catholics blamed Wilson and looked to punish him at the ballot box. Lodge professed to believe that the United States would have been better off leaving Huerta in power, for he at least could have done “sufficient throat cutting to restore peace.”126


Remarkably enough, Huerta finally gave up and fled the country in 1914. Wilson had succeeded, albeit at a higher cost than he anticipated. Now the problem was replacing Huerta. The obvious choice was Carranza, but Wilson and his advisers had come to distrust him. The rebel leader, Pancho Villa, had always chafed under Carranza’s leadership and now turned against him.127 Wilson, to the astonishment of many, threw his support to Villa.


This turned out to be a mistake.128 Before Villa became a famous revolutionary, he was known to have murdered at least four people and committed multiple acts of arson, robbery, kidnapping, and rape.129 During the revolution, as self-anointed governor of Chihuahua, Villa made himself a Robin Hood, confiscating the property of the rich and passing it out to the poor, which even the American socialist journalist John Reed called “the socialism of a dictator.”130 One of his deputies had carried out the mass murder of three hundred prisoners locked in a corral.131 Wilson acknowledged that Villa might be “a crude and cruel barbarian in many ways,” but he was “the only man . . . looking out for the welfare of his country” and could become “the greatest Mexican of his generation.”132 When an incredulous Root asked the president if he really felt he could “trust Villa,” Wilson replied, “Oh yes, he’s a changed man.”133


A few months later, however, Wilson abandoned Villa and threw American support to Carranza. This prompted one of the more bizarre episodes in the tumultuous history of Mexican-American relations. Villa, furious at Wilson’s betrayal, began attacking American citizens in Mexico.134 Then in March 1916, over one thousand Villistas crossed the border and descended on Columbus, New Mexico, setting fire to the town and raping and looting until the 13th U.S. Cavalry Regiment arrived. The attack resulted in the death of nineteen Americans and several dozen of Villa’s men.


Wilson’s closest advisers begged him to take military action against Villa, partly to protect American security but mostly because they feared a failure to act would cost him the 1916 election. Wilson resisted at first. “In a republic like ours, the man on horseback is always an idol,” he lamented, no doubt thinking of his Rough Rider predecessor.135 His greatest concern, he claimed, was for “poor Mexico, with its pitiful men, women, and children, fighting to gain a foothold in their own land!”136 Yet with political pressures at home growing, on March 15 he finally ordered General John Pershing into Mexico with over 6,000 men as part of a “punitive expedition” to capture Villa.


Unfortunately for Wilson, the wily Villa was nowhere to be found. Wilson’s military advisers soon began to worry about the mission. Not only was it undignified for the U.S. Army “to be hunting for one man in a foreign country,” it seemed only a matter of time before the Mexican government had had enough.137 Meanwhile, as Pershing pushed deeper into Mexico his lengthening supply lines grew indefensible. In the summer Carranza ordered his army to attack Pershing’s troops if they headed in any direction other than due north. In mid-June, fighting erupted in the town of Carrizal, killing thirty Mexicans and fourteen Americans.138 Wilson prepared for a full-scale military operation to clear northern Mexico of all armed bands, while 15,000 heavily armed Mexican troops moved northward to a base opposite Nacho, Arizona.139


Wilson was “infinitely sad” at the course of events and was also taking a political pounding in an election year.140 His Republican opponent, Charles Evans Hughes, attacked him for intervening in Mexico “for an ignoble purpose,” and then for retreating without accomplishing anything except destroying “the only government Mexico had.” In the process he had subjected Americans to a “profound sense of humiliation.”141 Wilson refused to confirm the criticism by withdrawing Pershing in advance of the election, but once the election was over Pershing led his troops back across the border. Villa was still at large. Carranza was president, and would remain so until 1920, when he was replaced by a new group of military leaders, who took and held power for the next fifteen years.


The Mexican affair displayed the paradoxical, self-contradictory, and often self-defeating nature of American policy in the hemisphere. Wilson had no doubt been sincere in his desire to “aid and befriend Mexico” and not “coerce her.” He privately complained that he was “the only man who really believed down in his heart that a people had the right to do anything with their government that they damned pleased to do, and that it was nobody else’s business what they did with it.”142 But this was a striking and particularly American form of self-delusion. In a speech he prepared for delivery in the event of war, Wilson wrote that it was contrary to American principles “to dictate to another people what their government shall be.”143 When Secretary of State Robert Lansing read the draft, he put a question mark next to that sentence and scribbled in the margin “Haiti S Domingo Nicaragua Panama.”144


Were these problems and failures avoidable? It is easy to make such an assessment in retrospect, but American policymakers throughout this period faced a genuine dilemma: how to shape an order in the hemisphere that would provide stability, lessening the prospect of European intervention and reducing the need for American intervention. They had assumed that the best way to do this, and also the most humane and honorable way, was to improve the well-being of the peoples of the hemisphere, both economically and politically, and to give them a chance to enjoy peace and security. Their motives combined self-interest and a genuine desire to do good.


The problem was that while the United States aimed to quell revolution in Latin America, Washington’s preferred solution—stable, democratic, constitutional government—was even more revolutionary than the region’s revolutions, which, after all, had been occurring ever since independence from Spain. Latin and Caribbean politics, like that of most peoples at all times, tended to revolve around strong individuals and clans who competed in winner-take-all struggles for power. Frequent rebellions and political instability retarded economic development. Where a single ruler managed to hold power for an extended period, as with Díaz in Mexico or Zelaya in Nicaragua, the economy might improve but the benefits were not widely shared. The poor and political opponents generally suffered from repression, which eventually led to revolution and began the cycle all over again. This confirmed the Americans in their belief that true stability and progress required democracy and constitutional government, but this prescription, whether right or wrong, proved hard to export without imposing it by force.


To later critics, the expressions of benevolence uttered by the likes of Roosevelt, Root, and Wilson were mere façades for imperialism. They weren’t, but for those on the receiving end of American policy it didn’t make that much difference. The North Americans spoke often of “Pan-Americanism,” but for many in the region, “Pan-Americanism” was a synonym for North American hegemony. The fact of that hegemony was inescapable, regardless of what it was called and of Americans’ intentions. As Lansing observed, “The primacy of one nation,” based on its “superior physical might,” was simply “out of harmony with the principle of the equality of nations which underlies Pan-Americanism, however just or altruistic the primate may be.”145


One option was simply to walk away and let events in the region take their course. Root eventually came close to believing this might be the best policy for the United States, though he never managed to put it into practice while in office. Wilson on several occasions claimed he wanted to pursue such a course in Mexico, insisting that “if the Mexicans want to raise hell, let them raise hell. We have got nothing to do with it. It is their government, it is their hell.”146 But he, too, was unable to hold to a policy of strict non-interference—not in Mexico, or in Nicaragua, Haiti, or the Dominican Republic.


For all the crises and interventions, what was notable about the decade and a half following the war with Spain was the relative equanimity with which Americans greeted their enlarged role on the world scene. Foreign policy remained of little interest to most Americans, yet all four administrations, from McKinley to Roosevelt to Taft to Wilson, were fundamentally more internationalist in outlook than their nineteenth-century predecessors. There was, to be sure, as one contemporary observer put it, “a distinct disinclination” for further expansion after the liberation and occupation of Cuba, the acquisition and four-year war in the Philippines, and the other territorial acquisitions in Hawaii, Guam, and Puerto Rico.147 The interventions in Cuba, Panama, the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, and Haiti had spurred some debate and aroused some opposition. Yet there was no great “anti-imperialist” backlash—anti-imperialism as a national movement died quickly after the Philippine war ended, despite the increased pace of American intervention in the Western Hemisphere. Nor was there a demand for retrenchment or a return to a pre-1898 international posture. When given a choice at the ballot box, Americans consistently chose the more internationalist of the two candidates. They had re-elected McKinley in 1900, at the height of the Philippine conflict, by an even greater margin than in 1896. In 1904, they elected Roosevelt, the very embodiment of muscular foreign policy, even if as president he was more cautious than many expected. Then in 1908 they elected Roosevelt’s handpicked successor, William Howard Taft, whose résumé included stints as governor-general of the Philippines, provisional governor of Cuba, and secretary of war. The wild three-way election of 1912 pitted three leading internationalists against one another—Taft, Roosevelt, and Wilson—with Americans choosing, albeit unwittingly, the one who would become the most ambitious internationalist of all.148


The internationalists were not yet proposing a very challenging agenda, of course. After the war with Spain, they did not advance policies likely to get the United States into a war. Roosevelt throughout his seven-plus years as president steered clear of confrontations and, with rare exceptions, worked to soothe the ruffled feathers of other great powers when confrontations loomed. Partly this was because he knew the American public did not relish further military interventions. But he also believed American interests were, with few exceptions, best served by peace with and among the great powers. Even when the public was in a belligerent mood—for instance, when Californians threatened to provoke a confrontation with Japan over immigration—Roosevelt did all he could to restrain the public and prevent a crisis. When he left office, he boasted that “there was no nation in the world with whom a war cloud threatened . . . or from whom we had anything to fear.”149 Henry Stimson, looking back on this period from the perspective of the late 1940s, observed that the “age of Theodore Roosevelt, for all of its moral battles, had been a time of hope, not fear, and confidence, not worry.”150 Even the internationalist Wilson believed he would spend the great majority of his time on domestic affairs and thought it would be ironic if instead he was forced to focus his attention on the world.










CHAPTER THREE


Collapse of the Nineteenth-Century World Order




What are we going to do with the influence and power of this great nation?


—Woodrow Wilson, July 19141





THEN AMERICANS suddenly confronted the challenge of a world order collapsing around them. From 1900 onward, tensions in Europe rose steadily, as German power grew and Britain, in response, increasingly made common cause with its former competitors and sometime adversaries, France and Russia. In Asia, an expansionist Russia ran headlong into an expansionist Japan, both seeking control of territory nominally owned by the weak Chinese empire, and thereby also butting up against British interests. Americans were happy not to be part of any of this, but some wondered how much longer they would be able to remain aloof.


Internationalists, in fact, saw in the growing instability around the world a new mission for the United States, as a mediating force in the search for peace. In the year before war broke out in Europe, there were almost as many peace organizations in the United States as in the rest of the world combined.2 Many of the members of these groups were straightforward pacifists, inspired by religious conviction, by a secular enlightenment utopianism, or by a populist worldview that saw in war a plot by the wealthy to profit at the expense of the common man. The question of how to establish a permanent peace was the subject of endless treatises by academic historians, legal theorists, and political scientists.


Practitioners and statesmen also took it seriously. Roosevelt and Root were heroes of the peace movement in both the United States and in Europe.3 As secretary of state, Root negotiated limited arbitration accords with twenty-four countries.4 The Central American Court of Justice, established at his initiative in 1907, was hailed as a model for an eventual World Court.5 Upon his retirement in 1909 the New York Peace Society held a great banquet in his honor.6 As for Roosevelt, despite the modern cartoonish depiction of him as a “war lover,” his contemporaries regarded him as an indispensable leader in the cause of international peace, and for good reason.7 Although he personally relished combat and had contempt for anyone who would not go to war for “justice” and “righteousness,” he also continued the efforts of previous administrations to support new international institutions aimed at preserving the peace.8 Although a skeptic of arbitration agreements, he supported the new international tribunal at The Hague.9 When the new court seemed in danger of becoming irrelevant due to the European powers’ refusal to submit their disputes to it, European advocates sought Roosevelt’s help. He promptly directed Hay to find some matter to submit to the court (it was a disputed claim with Mexico) and then persuaded Venezuela and its foreign creditors to submit their dispute, as well. Andrew Carnegie hailed him, and “peacemakers everywhere blessed Roosevelt for breathing life into the almost defunct institution.”10 Roosevelt was the only American president of the era—indeed, he was the only world leader of the era—who managed to bring warring powers to the negotiating table and broker a peaceful settlement between them, when in 1905 he mediated an end to the war between Russia and Japan, earning the Nobel Peace Prize and the applause of his fellow citizens. That same year he worked more discreetly behind the scenes to prevent conflict between Germany and France over Morocco. After Roosevelt left the White House, the New York Peace Society suggested him as the first “World President” of a new global government.11 One activist wanted to give him the title “Theodorus Pacificator Maximus.”12


An American president could play such a role, some believed, because the United States was different from the great powers of Europe. Precisely because it was not a member of the “imperial club,” was not engaged in the scramble for territory in Africa, Central Asia, the Near East, or China, and was not part of the European system of alliances and arms races, it could act as “the supreme moral factor in the world’s progress,” the “sought-for arbitrator of the disputes of the nations,” the “active dispenser of international justice.”13


Many also believed that America’s diverse ethnic population gave it a unique perspective. Roosevelt loved to boast of his variegated heritage, which gave him a special understanding. “The Englishman thinks of the German as an alien by race and innate disposition,” he observed. But “I know better, for I have some English and some German blood in me, not to speak of other strains.” If in Europe the Slav seemed destined to clash with the Teuton, “here in America the descendants of Slavonic immigrants become men precisely like ourselves.”14 Some saw the United States as “the world in miniature,” the “prefiguration” of an eventual “United States of the world.”15


The notion that the United States had a special role to play was typical American self-flattery. But others around the world did not entirely disagree. They could see that Americans behaved as selfishly as any other people and were capable of the same brutality as most. Americans’ record with the Native Americans and the enslavement of millions of Africans, their demand for supremacy in the Western Hemisphere, their self-serving high tariffs, all undermined Americans’ constant claims of exceptional moral character. No more than other peoples were Americans inclined to self-denial.


Yet the United States was different if only because of its unique material and geographical advantages. Without any great interest in Europe, except as a market for American products, without any interest in the partitioning of Africa, or the competition for influence in the Near East, or the “great game” in Central Asia, or even the fight over spheres of influence in China, the United States did enjoy, by comparison with the other great powers, a reputation for disinterested neutrality on the main disputes roiling the world in the early twentieth century. Other nations sought out the United States, sometimes hoping to sway its power and influence to their side, but also to solicit its help as mediator—as the Japanese and Russians did in settling their war, and as the Germans and French did in their dispute over Morocco.16 “How I envy you the independence of your country,” one foreign diplomat exclaimed when Roosevelt was negotiating between France and Germany. “[It] enables you to speak with such boldness and freedom to both [sides] . . . as neither of them can suspect you of any hostility and both are anxious to secure your cooperation and if possible support.”17


This was a pleasant situation for a nation to be in. For internationalists the idea of America acting as neutral arbiter of the world’s disputes achieved their ambitions in the least costly way possible. It gave the United States the prominent role and responsibility in world affairs that befitted its growing power and moral standing, without violating Washington’s “great rule.” Successful mediation required absolute neutrality among the warring parties and therefore permitted no alliances or close entanglements with the other great powers. It allowed the United States to shoulder its share of responsibility for maintaining world order, to act as a mature power in the interests of upholding civilization, but it did not require the use of force. To be the world’s neutral arbiter required only a disinterested and benevolent leadership of the kind that Americans felt themselves uniquely capable of providing. The United States was becoming a world power, Henry Cabot Lodge argued, but a “world power in the finer sense,” one whose “active participation and beneficent influence” would be “recognized and desired by other nations in those great questions which concerned the welfare and happiness of all mankind.”18


To wield benevolent influence without wielding power or risking war was a great dream, but it was an easier dream to have when the world was so advantageously configured. The world order in which Americans grew prosperous and powerful had rested on a specific set of international conditions: a rough balance of power on the European continent; the absence of rising great powers outside Europe; and a satisfied naval superpower, Britain, which presided almost unchallenged over the oceans and the world’s trading routes. Those had been the conditions during the decades when the United States recovered from the trauma and devastation of the Civil War and began its ascent to the pinnacle of the world economy. The happy circumstances that allowed Americans to imagine themselves a “world power in the finer sense” were in fact dependent on others exercising power in the traditional sense.


No power had played a greater role in shaping America’s beneficial environment than Great Britain. This was not because the British provided the United States “free security.” Americans, and good fortune, had provided their own security. The vast territory and enormous population of the United States, the two oceans, the weak neighbors on its borders, the moderately sized U.S. Navy, and the belligerent American spirit had long since made the United States an uninviting target for attack or conquest by the distant great powers. It was true that the existence of a generally benevolent Royal Navy allowed Americans to save themselves the expense of building a larger navy to protect their coastlines and the approaches to a canal, but Americans certainly had the means to build such a navy had they thought it necessary.


What Britain and the Royal Navy had provided, however, was the underlying security structure for a worldwide trading, finance, and communications system from which the United States benefited more than anyone. British naval power made it possible for the revolutions in transportation, communication, and commerce to knit the world’s economies together, facilitating foreign investment, the interpenetration of markets, the relatively free exchange of goods and comparatively easy transfers of money, all of which characterized the modern international economic order that significantly raised the standard of living for all those who took part in it. The British had not created and sustained this order out of the goodness of their hearts. As a commercial and industrial nation situated on a small island in inhospitable seas, Britain depended on imports to survive and on exports to make it wealthy enough to afford its dominant navy. The British had a profound interest in secure trading routes and relatively open markets, therefore, and the byproduct of British empire was an extraordinarily liberal economic order unique in history.


The United States was both a beneficiary of this order but also its heir apparent. Ordinarily this might have led to tensions between the dominant power and its challenger, and such tensions did exist. Yet, for a variety of reasons, the British chose not to treat the United States as a threat. By the first decade of the twentieth century, the prospect of a war between the two Anglo-Saxon powers was practically nil (despite what U.S. naval planners, eyeing their budget, sometimes liked to claim). This was due less to American policies, for there had always been plenty of anti-British sentiment in the United States, than to the fundamental judgment made by British strategists that war with the United States was not merely unnecessary but unthinkable.


This strategic calculation was a great gift to the United States, for it meant that the United States could avoid the classic problem of all rising powers in history—how to achieve power and pursue commensurate ambitions without clashing with the existing order. At the moment when Germany, by contrast, was confronting all the dangers that rising powers normally faced, the United States was sailing ahead unhindered. The Germans might well have asked why the United States was allowed to expand and establish its vast sphere of influence in the Western Hemisphere, to increase the size of its navy, to make war on Spain and take away the jewel in its imperial crown, and to pursue an expanding commerce, sometimes at Britain’s expense, while still enjoying peaceful relations with London. Yet it was Germany that Britons increasingly regarded as their number one enemy.


It was not that the United States posed no possible threat to British interests. In theory, it did. Canada was vulnerable, and the British still had important colonies and large investments in the Western Hemisphere, where it did more trade than the United States.19 America’s hegemonic demands, as in the case of Venezuela, came more at Britain’s expense than at anyone else’s. Yet the British accommodated and acquiesced. They simply “chose to regard their exclusion from the Caribbean as of no great moment.”20 Some of this was triage—the British couldn’t take on everyone, and they chose to resist Germany, and keep a wary eye on the Russians and French, while accommodating the United States and Japan. Some of it was simply a rational perception of the threats Britain faced. It was very clear that Americans were largely content with their position in the world and did not seek to expand at Britain’s expense where it really mattered. They did not compete with Britain in Africa, the Middle East, South Asia, and East Asia. In these vital areas, Britain’s competitors were Russia, France, and lately Germany, and it was against those threats that the British actually hoped to enlist American help.


It was certainly easier for Britons to accommodate America’s growing power because of what seemed to be their many affinities. Leading British statesmen believed a common language, a common culture, and a common liberal worldview bound the two nations together in a way that transcended normal strategic considerations.21 The Americans were a “powerful and generous nation,” the British colonial secretary, Joseph Chamberlain, declared. “They speak our language, they are bred of our race. Their laws, their literature, their standpoint upon every question are the same as ours; their feeling, their interest in the cause of humanity and the peaceful development of the world are identical to ours.”22 It was possible, as the First Lord of the Admiralty put it, to have “faith” in the “innate justice of the American people.”23
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