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Introduction

ROBERT HIGGS AND CARL P. CLOSE

To attain a peaceful and prosperous world, we must reconsider current approaches to international security and economic development. For many countries, the first step toward the realization of this goal is to treat trade policy as seriously as issues of war and peace. This step is imperative because commerce tends to strengthen the bonds of peace between trading countries as it enriches them economically. For the United States, improving national security and promoting international harmony requires the reinstatement of foreign-policy traditions that fell out of favor long ago.

For more than a century, U.S. foreign policy, whether conducted by Democrats or Republicans, liberals or conservatives, has rested on the assumption that Americans’ interests are served best by intervening abroad militarily to secure markets for U.S. exports, fight potential enemies far from American shores, support security alliances, or engage in democratic nation-building. Before 1898, however, an opposite approach to foreign policy was widely considered to be more desirable and more consistent with the principles of the American Revolution. This approach—whether called neutrality, noninterventionism, or isolationism (the latter a smear word used by its critics)—boiled down to refraining from the use of military forces except to defend the nation against attack. Colloquially, one might call it “minding one's own business,” but this shorthand expression may obscure the political, economic, and geo-strategic reasons that prompted the country's leaders and citizens to favor this approach for so long.

The seeds of nonintervention were planted early in the life of the republic. In his farewell address as president, George Washington famously advised his countrymen to steer clear of entangling alliances: “The great rule of conduct for us in regard to foreign nations is, in tending our commercial relations, to have with them as little political connection as possible.” Thomas Jefferson proposed at his first inaugural to extend “peace, commerce, and honest friendship with all nations, entangling alliances with none.” Amplifying those sentiments, John Quincy Adams, while serving as Secretary of State, told Congress: “[The United States goes not abroad, in search of monsters to destroy. She is the well-wisher to the freedom and independence of all. She is the champion and vindicator only of her own.”

These words, so foreign-sounding to today's ears, reflected a shared sense of American self-identity that had been forged years earlier (McDougall 1997). The colonists and their descendants believed that the moral calling of their blessed “city on a hill” was to lead by example, to enshrine (however imperfectly) individual rights at home and thereby to commence a New Order of the Ages (novus ordo seclorum), not to liberate others abroad and thereby to forge a New World Order (novus ordo mundi). The new republic was to be distinguished from its European counterparts by sending goods and ideas, not soldiers and decrees, to foreign shores. Except for the territorial expansion across North America, which was indeed aided by soldiers and decrees, this norm was generally followed. In the mid-nineteenth century, U.S. policymakers, to avoid setting a precedent, refused to send arms, funds, or even official letters of protest at the request of Hungarian and Polish freedom fighters who were struggling against their Hapsburg and Czarist overlords (Raico 1995). Avoidance of entangling alliances and military commitments helped to keep federal taxation and spending relatively limited and thereby contributed to the rapid growth of the civilian economy.

Nevertheless, at the end of the nineteenth century, the United States joined the European powers in playing the imperial game. Victory in the Spanish-American War brought the United States control over not only nearby Cuba and Puerto Rico, but also faraway Guam and the Philippine Islands. The U.S. occupation of the Philippines was especially troubling because the brutal counterinsurgency campaign that supported it hardly resembled the benevolent liberation that President William McKinley had promised “our little brown brothers.” Sociologist William Graham Sumner, one of a dwindling number of influential classical liberals, told an audience at Yale at the time that the takeover of Spain's possessions revealed a supreme irony: despite the U.S. military victory, Spain had achieved a “conquest” of the United States in the sense that European-style imperialism, not small-government republicanism, had prevailed. Henceforth, the stage was set for an endless series of interventions in the Caribbean islands, Latin America, the Pacific islands, east Asia, and elsewhere.

The new foreign-policy posture gained bold rhetorical support when Woodrow Wilson promised a foreign war to “make the world safe for democracy.” Franklin D. Roosevelt polished this rhetoric by promising to secure “the four freedoms”—freedom of speech and expression, freedom of worship, freedom from want, and freedom from armed aggression—“everywhere in the world.” Thus, the inwardly ambitious but outwardly humble “city on a hill” had become the global crusader state. The foreign-policy premises of McKinley, Theodore Roosevelt, Wilson, and Franklin D. Roosevelt were carried forward, with only marginal modifications, into the Cold War. America's leaders presumed, more or less unilaterally, that the benefits of freedom for people in other countries were worth the sacrifice of American lives and resources. But securing the blessings of liberty for others entailed sacrificing them at home.

Despite brief periods of retrenchment, the transformation from a noninterventionist republic to a crusader state tended to be self-reinforcing in the long run. The end of the Cold War brought no significant curtailment of U.S. interventionism, nor did any organized political movement call for one. Neoconservatives in the 1990s even lamented that the United States was not crusading enough (Ledeen 1996). Americans seemed for the most part to have lost an awareness and an understanding of their country's noninterventionist past. Although some commentators and activists protested various military interventions, they did so increasingly on an ad hoc basis, rather than as exponents of a principle embraced by generations past. (For an exception during this era, see Nordlinger 1995.) A foreign-policy observer might have said with only slight exaggeration, “We're all interventionists now; we simply don't agree on which interventions are the most desirable.”

Some writers have argued that the U.S. empire differs in kind from the traditional variety (Odom and Dujarric 2004). Regardless of the motivations for America's global hegemony or its net effects on others, however, the abandonment of the nonintervention principle has imposed large costs on Americans in terms of constitutional integrity, domestic tranquility, and economic progress. The power to make war has been shifted from Congress to the president—an unconstitutional and especially troubling transfer of authority because presidents have often invoked exaggerations or falsehoods about national security threats to bring the country into war (Astor 2006; Higgs 2002, 2005, 2007). In domestic political life, foreign-policy interventionism has often fostered a divisiveness that has contributed to the polarization of society; especially disheartening are cases in which policy differences have led to official and unofficial harassment and the suspension of civil liberties (Linfield 1990, Cole and Dempsey 2002). Economically, the rise of the American empire has required a military buildup that has diverted labor and capital away from production for the civilian economy, reduced the rate of saving, diverted technological brainpower into military channels, and thereby reduced private investment and economic growth (Higgs 1987, 2004, 2006).

Many have assumed that these costs are more than offset by security benefits, but this view has been met with new challenges. Ivan Eland concisely summarizes the argument that interventionism has pushed Americans closer to the red on the national-security ledger: “In a post-cold war world, taking into account only the security of American citizens, their property, and U.S. territory, the benefits of an interventionist foreign policy have declined and the costs have escalated dramatically. Americans are being put at risk for catastrophic terrorism, perhaps even from an attack with chemical, biological, or nuclear weapons, just so the American government can conduct imperial wars in remote regions of the world that have little to do with U.S. security—except to undermine it” (2004, 219–20).

Foreign-policy debates, of course, are seldom determined by strictly practical concerns. Many critics of a noninterventionist approach to foreign policy have been quick to impugn it on ethical grounds, equating “isolationism” (their term) with willful evasion, cowardly appeasement, dogmatic pacifism, shirking of global responsibilities, stinginess, and xenophobia. Noninterventionism, we are told, stands in opposition to America's core values, and Americans reject the “false comfort” it provides. William Graham Sumner anticipated some of these objections. In the same speech in which he lamented the United States’ succumbing to the doctrines of European imperialism, he attempted to answer those who warn us against the terrors of “isolation”:

Our ancestors all came here to isolate themselves from the social burdens and inherited errors of the old world. When the others are all over ears in trouble, who would not be isolated in freedom from care? When the others are crushed under the burden of militarism, who would not be isolated in peace and industry? When the others are all struggling under debt and taxes, who would not be isolated in the enjoyment of his own earnings for the benefit of his own family? When the rest are all in a quiver of anxiety, lest at a day's notice they may be involved in a social cataclysm, who would not be isolated out of reach of the disaster? What we are doing is that we are abandoning this blessed isolation to run after a share in the trouble. (qtd. in Bannister 1992, 292)

Sumner could take for granted that his audience was familiar with the pro-trade precepts of classical liberalism and therefore would not equate “isolation” with economic nationalism or autarky. Today, however, after years of activism by populists à la Patrick Buchanan, who champion both noninterventionism and economic nationalism, it is important to emphasize that noninterventionism is fully compatible with free-trade, pro-immigration views. Classical liberals have long argued that the free movement of goods, money, capital, and labor is a key ingredient for a lasting peace. Clearly, the time is ripe for a reconsideration of noninterventionism.

Opposing the Crusader State: Alternatives to Global Interventionism examines the historical and contemporary relevance of noninterventionism, particularly for U.S. foreign policy. The questions it considers are longstanding ones, but they are especially relevant today: How have Americans viewed the relationship between noninterventionism and republican government—and between interventionism and empire? Why did the United States abandon its tradition of noninterventionism? What is the success record of democratic nation-building? What are the best arguments for and against the claim that democracies, by their nature, do not go to war with each other? Why do some observers believe that the cause of peace and freedom is best served by promoting globalization and unfettered international commerce?

After having read this book, readers will come away with a richer understanding of the noninterventionist movements in American history. More important, they will better understand the complexities surrounding democratic nation-building and democratic-peace theory. This understanding will enable them to evaluate better not only recent U.S. foreign interventions, but also legislative efforts to promote freedom abroad, such as the Advance Democracy Act of 2005. Most important, perhaps, readers will have a firmer understanding of why many classical liberals embrace the strengthening of commercial ties among all countries as a means of avoiding war.

OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK

American Noninterventionism

Because history is written by the victors, the people who would benefit the most from understanding the noninterventionist tradition are ignorant of its history and relevance. The contributors to Part I, “American Noninterventionism,” examine noninterventionist thinkers and movements in American history from the post-Revolutionary era through the Cold War. They shed light on the relationship between noninterventionism and republican government and show the continuity and interrelations of classical liberalism and various antiwar movements.

Joseph Stromberg provides a historical overview in the chapter on “Imperialism, Noninterventionism, and Revolution: Opponents of the Modern American Empire.” Although nonintervention was the seldom-questioned premise of U.S. relations with established European nations until the late nineteenth century, clues that an alternative perspective would later emerge may be detected in the Republic's early years. Both James Madison's theory of territorial expansion and the Monroe Doctrine, for example, provided intellectual ammunition to those who sought to direct America's messianic inclinations outward. Nevertheless, the urge to project American power overseas was still held in check by republican ideals until the emergence of the Progressive movement in the late nineteenth century.

Progressivism constituted a major reorientation of intellectuals and policymakers toward the growth of the state. Fulfilling the promise of American life, the Progressives argued, required the use of the state's coercive apparatus not only to promote economic planning and social reform at home, but also to export Progressive aspirations overseas, beginning with the Spanish-American War and the subsequent occupations of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippine Islands.

Joining the “humanitarian” crusade were “practical” economists, such as Charles Conant, John Bates Clark, and Jeremiah Jenks, who argued that unless the government helped to open up markets overseas, the American economy would suffer a crisis of “overproduction” and falling profits. Thus, the embrace of interventionism coincided with the move away from classical free-market economic theory. The classical liberals of the era saw ominous implications, arguing that the pursuit of empire would erode republican government and weaken individual liberty. Two world wars and the Cold War would help to empower further the imperial presidency and to marginalize the remaining noninterventionists.

In the chapter on “New Deal Nemesis: The ‘Old Right’ Jeffersonians,” Sheldon Richman examines those who criticized both Franklin Roosevelt's domestic policy and his foreign policy. Fearful of Roosevelt's unprecedented accretion of executive power, this diverse group of politicians, writers, and activists saw Roosevelt as a threat to private-property rights and economic recovery, as well as a threat to American interests on the world stage. The only clear victor of a war in which the United States fought on the same side as the Soviet Union, many of them argued, would be the latter.

Neither truly right-wing nor conservative, the Old Right drew from the ranks of “Progressive” isolationists (Senator William Borah, John T. Flynn), Republican “conservative” isolationists (Senator Robert Taft), libertarian iconoclasts regarded as leftist radicals in the 1920s (H. L. Mencken, Albert Jay Nock), conservative Democrats (Senator Bennett Champ Clark), social democratic historians (Charles Beard), a trio of individualist women writers (Ayn Rand, Rose Wilder Lane, and Isabel Patterson), and free-market journalists and economists (Frank Chodorov, Garet Garrett, Leonard Read, F. A. Harper). Unlike the New Right that emerged in the early days of the Cold War, the Old Right was united by a deep-seated suspicion of concentrated political power, and in that sense it exemplified the Jeffersonian tradition.

Ralph Raico explores the pre-war noninterventionist movement further in the chapter titled “On the Brink of World War II: Justus Doenecke's Storm on the Horizon.” From 1939 until the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, dozens of events across the globe fanned intense public debate about U.S. entry into the war. Many of these episodes (including the destroyers-for-bases agreement, aid to Finland after the Soviet attack, and Roosevelt's bogus claim to have possessed a “secret map” showing Hitler's plan to invade the United States via Latin America) have been nearly forgotten. This historical amnesia is unfortunate because an understanding of these numerous and often complex events would help contemporary readers to appreciate better the challenges that confronted partisans on both sides of the debate. Closer scrutiny of events that were often obscured by the “fog of war” (and by deliberate misrepresentations) allows a fairer assessment of the noninterventionist movement than it has usually received.

Opponents of U.S. entry into World War II have been stereotyped as ignorant dupes or worse, but the anti-war movement was extremely diverse, and its sympathizers included well-known men and women of letters, such as W. H. Auden, e. e. cummings, Sherwood Anderson, Edward Lee Masters, Kathleen Norris, Pearl Buck, Theodore Dreiser, Henry Miller, and Sinclair Lewis. The young John F. Kennedy and Gore Vidal were among the eight hundred thousand members of the maligned but mainstream America First Committee. Years before “McCarthyism” would become an oft-hurled epithet, anti-war activists found themselves out of work, owing to their politically incorrect opinions.

In the chapter on “The Republican Road Not Taken: The Foreign-Policy Vision of Robert A. Taft,” Michael Hayes considers one of the most important opponents of the crusader state in American politics. Whereas the foreign policies of the Roosevelt, Truman, and Eisenhower administrations primarily emphasized supporting other governments, securing access to raw materials, and ensuring overseas markets for U.S. exports, Senator Taft—known as “Mr. Republican”—held that the primary objectives of U.S. foreign policy should be, first, to protect the liberty of Americans, and, second, to maintain peace. An advocate of democracy founded on universal human rights, Taft opposed the use of force to impose democracy on other countries.

Critical of the United Nations for its structural weaknesses, Taft proposed the creation of an international tribunal that would settle disputes between countries according to the rule of law and enforce its findings with an international police force. At the same time, he explicitly opposed a world government. In parallel with his approach to domestic policy, he held that the global society should be organized not as a purposive association, in which it is assumed that members share a multitude of aspirations, but as a civic association, whose members’ autonomy is honored unless they aggress against others. Though derided in his day as ostrich-like, Taft showed a prescience that suggests he was the opposite of an idealist blinded by his own principles: he foresaw that the U.S. emphasis on maintaining regime stability abroad would make Americans vulnerable to a backlash of resentment from people suffering under the yoke of their own (U.S.-supported) governments.

The Case Against Nation Building

Democratic nation-building has become a commonly expressed goal of U.S. foreign-policy leaders and pundits. Wishful nation-builders often present their case in a manner easily caricatured. Because aspirations to liberty and self-government beat in everyone's breast, the would-be builders seem to suggest, undemocratic countries need little more than a nudge from outsiders to help them start the democratic construction project. Part II, “The Case Against Nation Building,” presents theoretical and empirical arguments against this presumption.

Scholarly critics of nation-building typically argue that although a yearning for self-government is a necessary condition for liberal democracy to arise and take root, scores of other prerequisites must be met. In the chapter on “The Prospects for Democracy in High-Violence Societies,” James L. Payne argues that these critics also make too many assumptions and neglect the most essential ingredient. Unless a society has made a thoroughgoing commitment to eschew political violence, democratic politics cannot take root or persist. Recognizing the importance of culture and political violence helps us to steer clear of the false dichotomy of naïve optimism and fatalism.

This recognition also helps to explain the frequent failure of efforts to export democracy, the subject of the chapter titled “Does Nation Building Work?” According to Payne, from 1850 to 2006 Great Britain and the United States sent military forces abroad fifty-one times to engage in democratic nation building (as distinct from purely peacekeeping or punitive missions and the establishment of military outposts without interfering significantly in local politics), but they left behind a lasting democracy in only fourteen of the countries—a success rate of 27 percent. Moreover, even this low rate overstates the effectiveness of nation-building, Payne argues, because it includes instances in which a country probably would have become democratic without the military intervention of other countries.

Two countries widely believed to be success stories of U.S. nation-building are postwar Japan and West Germany. Payne examines the German case in the chapter titled “Did the United States Create Democracy in Germany?” The title of a September 1949 Commentary magazine article—“Why Democracy Is Losing in Germany”—reminds us that postwar policy had its share of troubles. As Payne explains, U.S. policy during the occupation from 1945 to 1952 consisted of measures to eliminate Germany's war-making potential, denazify German society, and penalize ordinary Germans. The Joint Chiefs of Staff never gave serious attention to the goal of preparing Germany for democracy. Directive JCS 1067, in force from May 1945 to July 1947, forbade the occupation authority to take steps that would improve the Germany economy and even went so far as to order Americans in occupied Germany not to fraternize with the locals. “If anything, the U.S. occupation harassed and delayed the formation and functioning of political parties,” Payne concludes.

Encouraging fledgling democracies has not always ranked high on the list of U.S. foreign-policy goals, of course. Some policies have been blatantly at odds with democratic nation-building, as Jerry K. Sweeney argues in the chapter on “A Matter of Small Consequence: U.S. Foreign Policy and the Tragedy in East Timor.” In the mid-1970s, as Portugal's rule over this southeast Asian colony was coming to an end, U.S. policymakers favored not the popular East Timorese independence movement, but a takeover by neighboring Indonesia. Evidently President Gerald Ford and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger deemed Indonesia's President Suharto to be a more reliable friend of the goal of retaining U.S. submarine access to the deepwater channel north of East Timor, and they personally assured him that his invasion of East Timor would not jeopardize U.S. aid to his regime.

Debating the Democratic Peace

The relationship between liberal democracy and peace has been a hot topic in academia in recent years, although it was first discussed in theoretical terms during the Enlightenment. The academic literature seems finally to have reached policymakers. In February 2005, reportedly after having read Natan Sharansky's book The Case for Democracy: The Power of Freedom to Overcome Tyranny and Terror, President George W. Bush told an audience in Brussels, “America supports Europe's democratic unity for the same reason we support the spread of democracy in the Middle East: because freedom leads to peace.”

The claim that democratic-peace theorists commonly make today is not that democracies rarely go to war, but rather that democracies rarely, if ever, go to war against each other. If true, this claim would lend support to the goal of promoting democratic nation-building. Even if the record of democratic nation-building is dismal, one might argue that such projects are nevertheless worthwhile if someday more democracies will result from such attempts (because practice makes perfect) and the world will thereby become more pacific. Of course, the desirability of democratic regime-change (or pro-democracy financial and technical assistance) need not hinge on the validity of democratic-peace theory, but the topic has understandably provoked intense interest and has prompted two obvious questions: How strong is the evidence that supports the democratic-peace theory? And, if democracies rarely make war against each other, is this condition owing to their character as democracies or is it owing to other factors not directly related to their type of government?

Considering the vigorousness of the disagreement evident in Part III, “Debating the Democratic Peace,” these and related questions remain unsettled even among classical liberals and libertarians. Most of this section is devoted to an exchange between Cato Institute foreign-policy analyst Ted Galen Carpenter, a foreign-policy realist who sees democratic-peace theory as mere wishful thinking, and University of Hawaii political scientist R. J. Rummel, a leading scholar of the violence committed by governments (and a nominee for the Nobel Peace Prize). Rummel's empirical studies have led him to conclude that democracies do not make war against each other and are less warlike and more peaceful internally than undemocratic governments. He theorizes that democracy's relative peacefulness reflects the influence of democratic institutions and culture and, most important, the decentralization of political power in this form of government.

In the chapter on “Democracy and War,” Carpenter criticizes the version of democratic-peace theory found in Rummel's 1997 book Power Kills: Democracy as a Method of Nonviolence, a summary of decades of research. Like the work of other democratic-peace theorists, Rummel's book exhibits, according to Carpenter, a “tendency to minimize or ignore factors other than the existence of democracy as an explanation for the apparent lack of wars among democratic states.” To Carpenter, Rummel and others of like mind seem too enamored with their own theory to examine the possibility that realist strategic calculations or balance-of-power considerations may explain the so-called democratic peace. Carpenter also chides Rummel for, among other things, a tendency to “avoid ‘hard cases’ that might cast doubt on the peaceful democracies thesis,” such as the U.S. War Between the States, the Boer War, and World War I.

Rummel returns fire in the chapter titled “Democracy and War: Reply,” offering rebuttals of a dozen of Carpenter's criticisms. (No one has said that democratic-peace scholars never go to war against each other!) World War I does not contradict democratic-peace theory, Rummel argues, because Germany was not a democracy: the Chancellor served at the pleasure of the Kaiser, and the democratically elected Reichstag had no control of the army. As for his supposed failure to consider alternative explanations for the peace observed among democracies, Rummel maintains that he (and the authorities he cites) considered and ruled out far more possibilities than those Carpenter raises.

Given the last word in this exchange, in the chapter titled “Democracy and War: Rejoinder,” Carpenter argues that Rummel and others can explain away counterexamples to their theory in part because their designation of which countries are truly democratic is arbitrary. He also charges that their insistence on firmly distinguishing between hot wars and cold wars enables them to downplay the democracies’ many proxy wars, covert operations, and close calls that risked breaking out into open warfare.

Rummel's book argues that liberal democracy is the cure not only for war, but also for “democide,” the genocide or mass murder of civilians by their own government. The latter form of mass killing, not considered in Carpenter's critiques, took even more lives during the twentieth century than did war. (Rummel, the first scholar to attempt a complete accounting of that century's democides, currently puts the toll of those killed in this way at 262 million.) Stephen W. Carson outlines an alternative to Rummel's regime-type theory of democide in the chapter on “Stealing and Killing: A Property-Rights Theory of Mass Murder.”

Among other advantages of his approach, Carson argues, focusing on private-property violations rather than regime type as the most important factor common to democides helps us to understand cycles of mass murder under the same regime type (e.g., democide intensifies when property is collectivized and lessens during retreats from collectivization, as the Soviet experience illustrates). This view also provides insights into how governments obtain the power to inflict democide (e.g., massive violations of property rights rob citizens of the resources needed to help them defend themselves). The cure for democide, Carson concludes, lies in strengthening the protection of private-property rights, not in spreading democracy, which tends toward a weakening of private-property rights.

In fairness to Rummel, we must note that he stipulates in his book that by “democracy” he means a liberal democracy, which includes “a constitutional framework of law to which the government is subordinate and that guarantees equal rights” (Rummel 1997, 11). Although he does not say so explicitly, this condition would seem to bar the especially egregious property-rights violations characteristic of countries that have experienced democide. Fortunately, the attractiveness of Carson's theory does not depend on interpreting Rummel as willing to sacrifice private-property rights to the will of the majority.

Free Trade as a Peace Strategy

The message of most of the chapters described so far is negative: their authors challenge the assumption that interventionism is an appropriate default-setting for U.S. foreign policy; they criticize common misunderstandings of U.S. noninterventionism; and they question the effectiveness of democratic nation-building. The contributors to Part IV, “Free Trade as a Peace Strategy,” make a positive case for an often-vilified economic policy. They also offer approaches that complement in many ways the findings of the democratic-peace theorists, foreign-policy realists, and private-property advocates presented in Part III.

According to Edward P. Stringham, modern liberals and conservatives alike can learn much about fostering peace (and prosperity) from the nineteenth-century classical-liberal writer and British parliamentarian Richard Cobden (1804–1865). In the chapter on “Commerce, Markets, and Peace: Richard Cobden's Enduring Lessons,” Stringham explains that Cobden, unlike many conservative advocates of market economies, viewed the military and the market not as complements but as substitutes: more military entails less market. The military spending undertaken to secure the jewels in the crown of the British empire required relatively high taxation, which made civilians worse off directly and indirectly (through reduced saving and investment in the private, civilian economy).

Just as advocates of the market should in principle also be strong advocates of peace and opponents of military adventurism, so friends of peace and foes of imperialism should in principle be strongly committed to market economics. Mercantilism, with its government-established monopolies, made the economics of imperialism sound plausible. “Because the government maintained these commercial monopolies with armed forces, the discussion of commerce and the military [in Cobden's day] went hand in hand,” Stringham writes. Thus, for Cobden, mercantilist economic policies not only conflict with free trade, but also feed military spending, foreign-policy interventionism, militarism, and imperialism. Whereas mercantilism requires a navy to protect a monopoly trader from the competition of other traders, free trade requires no extra military forces to discourage competition, and its security requirements are much less because it encourages peaceful relations between nations. As Cobden put it, “the more any nation traffics abroad upon free and honest principles, the less it will be in danger of wars.”

In one of the most important contributions to this volume, the chapter on “The Diffusion of Prosperity and Peace by Globalization,” Erich Weede argues that open markets and foreign direct investment not only bring economic benefits to the people in the countries involved, but also have a strong tendency to bring peace. Scholars have examined several competing hypotheses as to why trade fosters peace: war between trading partners would be disruptive economically, so leaders try to avoid it; commerce may foster broader values of cooperation and harmony within a society; and trade promotes prosperity and therefore democracy in the trading countries (the democratic-peace theory). Regardless of its cause, the international-security benefit of trade and globalization is firmly established by quantitative research, according to Weede, although it remains unknown to the critics of globalization.

What can be done to promote a “capitalist peace,” as Weede calls it? The process is simple: encourage, both at home and abroad, economic freedom (including the establishment and maintenance of private-property rights, contract enforcement, and the rule of law); provide open markets for exports from poor countries; make direct private investments in poor countries; abolish subsidies to agricultural producers in rich countries; and discourage price controls and similar interventions in the market system throughout the world.

TOWARD AN INTEGRATED STUDY OF PEACE

No single book can adequately cover the many issues related to foreign policy and the promotion of peace, and in offering the present volume we do not pretend to do so. Our ambition has been simply to bring together contributions that offer important perspectives that are relatively neglected by current books on foreign policy. In addition, the chapters in this book, like those in two earlier books we co-edited, Re-Thinking Green: Alternatives to Environmental Bureaucracy (2005) and The Challenge of Liberty: Classical Liberalism Today (2006), share the trait of having been drawn from a single source, The Independent Review: A Journal of Political Economy, a quarterly publication of the Independent Institute edited by Robert Higgs. Although collections compiled from a single periodical may have limitations, we hope that we have selected contributions with the right combination of form and substance to create a worthwhile anthology.

We have been pleased that so many talented researchers have submitted their work for publication in our journal since its inception in 1996. We owe special thanks not only to the scholars whose work appears in Opposing the Crusader State, but also to the many referees whose anonymous input helped to strengthen each of these chapters. In working with these scholars, we have gained a greater appreciation of the need to speak to an audience beyond the narrow confines that constrain a strictly academic journal—in language accessible to nonspecialists. The Independent Review's accessibility is unusual for a serious journal devoted primarily to political economy. Besides making the final product more interesting to the general reader, it has enabled our contributors to draw on literature from diverse fields of inquiry, not only from economics and political science, but also from history, law, philosophy, and sociology. This multidisciplinary approach is especially important for understanding complex issues such as peace and foreign policy. We hope these examples will encourage more scholars to take an integrated, multidisciplinary approach. When their research involves the study of war and peace, a great deal may turn on their doing so.
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PART I

American Noninterventionism






1

Imperialism, Noninterventionism, and Revolution

Opponents of the Modern American Empire

JOSEPH R. STROMBERG

From one angle of vision, nonintervention is the essential American perspective on foreign affairs. Honored in the breach more than in practice, nonintervention may nevertheless be the foreign-policy option most consistent with the broadly libertarian values of the liberal republicanism that characterized the American Revolution (Arieli 1964, Bailyn 1967). It is the application of that libertarian heritage to foreign affairs.

Libertarianism, as a full-wrought ideological system, rests on every individual's self-ownership. On this axiom, no one can own another, and all possess equal liberty by virtue of their self-ownership. Equal liberty entails everyone's right to acquire and exchange property, along with a right to defend person and property. Hence, it follows that no one may initiate the use of force. It is legitimate to use force only in self-defense, and it is possible to establish firm criteria for what constitutes genuine self-defense (Rothbard 1998, esp. 161–97).

It serves ethical consistency, as well as certain practical results, if the standards that apply between individuals are applied as far as possible to the actions of states, armies, and bureaucracies. Nonintervention, sometimes miscalled “isolationism,” is thus the application of classical liberal (libertarian) principles to foreign policy. Hence, libertarians typically wish that the U.S. government restrict its use of force to repelling actual attacks on the territory of the United States (Rothbard 2000, 115–32). Unlike liberals, conservatives, and even some radicals, who argue over how much—and what kinds of—aid to send to which oppressive regimes abroad, or exactly where to apply American military might, libertarians reject the imperial path and all arguments for empire: economic, power-political, or “humanitarian.”1


Of course, not everyone arrives at nonintervention by such an organized, ideological route. There are other paths and differing degrees of theoretical rigor. Nevertheless, nonintervention reflects a number of basic themes in American cultural history. One of these is the Puritan, and later typically American, notion of America as a “City on a Hill,” aloof from the Old World's quarrels yet able to influence the world through the good example of a successful, free, and prosperous commonwealth eschewing militarism and imperial expansion. In the original Puritan view, of course, the example involved a particular kind of Calvinist piety, and this theme could slide over into sundry secular, liberal, or republican missions of wielding state power and armed force to right the world's wrongs (see Tuveson 1968, Hatch 1977). A recent writer uses the term “exemplarism” for the City-on-a-Hill ideal and sees a tendency for its adherents to turn toward “vindicationism” (armed intervention) when the American example is not embraced (Monten 2005).

Many statesmen of our revolutionary era espoused the cause of nonintervention. George Washington, in his celebrated Farewell Address to the American people in 1796, urged Americans to avoid taking sides in foreign quarrels. America, he said, should maintain liberal and impartial commercial relations with the rest of the world, but “have with them as little political connection as possible.” President John Adams practiced successful nonintervention by maneuvering to avoid war with France in spite of strong pressures from within his own Federalist Party. His successor, Thomas Jefferson, also advocated nonintervention, despite partisan differences with the Federalists on other issues. In his First Inaugural, Jefferson called for “peace, commerce, and honest friendships with all nations, entangling alliances with none” (quotations from Washington and Jefferson from Commager 1963, 174, 188, emphasis in original).

Reinforced by geographical isolation from the rest of the world, the traditions of British insularity, and public preoccupation with expansion into contiguous land areas,2 nonintervention became the seldom-questioned premise of U.S. relations with established European powers and their empires. Nearer to home, in 1823, the Monroe Doctrine signaled U.S. pretensions to hegemony over the Western Hemisphere, although few interventions came of it until the late nineteenth century.

Despite some lapses, nonintervention was still the accepted rhetorical standard of traditional U.S. foreign policy, and the lapses were deviations from it. This is an important point because today's overseas interventions enjoy the blessings of the political-intellectual establishment at the outset.

John Quincy Adams summed up the noninterventionist creed in his justly famous Fourth of July Address in 1821:

America goes not abroad in search of monsters to destroy. She is the well-wisher to the freedom and independence of all. She is the champion and vindicator only of her own. She will recommend the general cause by the countenance of her voice, and the benignant sympathy of her example. She well knows that by once enlisting under other banners than her own, were they even the banners of foreign independence, she would involve herself beyond the power of extrication in all the wars of interest and intrigue, of individual avarice, envy and ambition, which assume the colors and usurp the standards of freedom. The fundamental maxims of her policy would insensibly change from liberty to force.3

As expressed by Adams and others, nonintervention, or strict noninterference in the internal affairs of other nations as well as strict neutrality in conflicts between nations, remained a key force in U.S. public opinion and actual policy up to 1898 and even to 1917. After the disillusioning experience of World War I, nonintervention enjoyed a strong revival in the 1920s and 1930s, only to be buried by World War II and subsequent events.

Already in the early nineteenth century, despite U.S. adherence to nonintervention in overseas territories, there existed a consensus that saw the gradual absorption of contiguous land areas as desirable, convenient, and even imperative for any number of reasons. As historian William Appleman Williams has written, James Madison, “father of the Constitution,” was an especially persuasive and influential theorist of expansion.4 According to classical republican political theory, territorial expansion necessarily weakens free, representative institutions, but Madison stood this argument on its head, reasoning that larger territory would diminish the evils of “faction” and thereby make constitutional government safer (Williams 1973, 157–65).5

The implications of territorial expansion were not lost on several generations of Americans bent on grabbing the land adjoining their own. Territorial expansion as such does not immediately involve a nation in the problems of empire in quite the same way that “saltwater,” or overseas, expansion does; and expansion into neighboring lands can in principle be accomplished by peaceful means, such as the (probably unconstitutional) Louisiana Purchase. Nonetheless, the characteristic use of force to take land, as in the Seminole War, other Indian wars, and the Mexican War, began to stretch the republic's institutional balance early on. Thus, although James Polk set a precedent for “presidential war” by maneuvering U.S. troops into an incident with Mexico, historian William Earl Weeks has argued that U.S. diplomacy with regard to Florida and Oregon had already shifted power away from Congress and into the hands of the executive branch two decades earlier (1992, esp. 181–85).

The bitter struggle between North and South over the status of slavery in the western territories led directly to the War for Southern Independence, revealing the downside of Madison's expansionist rationale. Northern victory in turn drastically shifted the institutional balance away from that of the original union. As classical-liberal historian Arthur A. Ekirch describes the process in The Decline of American Liberalism (1969) and Ideas, Ideals, and American Diplomacy (1966), the “agricultural imperialism” of Manifest Destiny helped to engender “civil war,” which in turn strengthened the hand of mercantilism in federal policy—for example, in tariffs, excises, conscription (the supreme violation of individual liberty), paper money, and the like—and weakened localism or “states rights.”6

Powerful ideas accompanied this practical retreat from American liberal, pacific ideals. One of these ideas was Manifest Destiny, the doctrine of inherent necessity and righteousness in U.S. territorial aggrandizement by whatever means. Another significant idea was a sense of the superiority of U.S. republican institutions; Madison's belief that expansion was a positive good led to the view that U.S. ideals and forms of government could usefully be extended by force of arms. This view ironically is similar to later Soviet rhetoric, which held that the extension of the USSR's influence was the expansion of the area of freedom.7

This messianic sense of American mission survived into the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Combined with it was a newer strategic formulation of U.S. “interest,” supposedly “economic” in character. As historians William Appleman Williams and Walter LaFeber have shown in The Roots of the Modern American Empire (1969) and The New Empire (1963), respectively, some U.S. statesmen and businessmen toward the turn of the century came to believe that American prosperity hinged on access to foreign markets for the “surplus” products of American farms and factories, as well as for “surplus” capital. Economic depressions in the 1870s and 1890s were taken as proof of that analysis (see also Gardner 1966; McCormick 1967). Libertarians, stressing Austrian economic analysis and Say's Law of Markets, would of course dispute this “overproduction” hypothesis, and some would argue that a prior inflation of the money supply by federal policies was at fault. Depressions are not inherent in a market economy, though; they are caused by the state's disruptive monetary policies.8 Hence, the demand for foreign markets to be secured by a vigorous—ultimately imperial—foreign policy came out of faulty analysis, exporters’ self-interested claims, and later, the coherent weltanschauung of corporate liberalism advanced by reformers and business groups.

It is especially important to grasp that the same Progressive reformers who sought broad departures from (relative) economic liberty at home likewise sought a more vigorous, imperial foreign policy. Very close in spirit and analysis to English and European “social imperialists,”9 the Progressive activists (who overlapped with the businessmen they were supposedly going to regulate for the common good) sought the strong state at home and abroad as the instrument of power and social justice.10 This point is important because later usage of political labels has thoroughly confused the identities of the contending factions. That the modern liberals’ policies ultimately strengthened a great many objectively (situationally) conservative social groups—Big Business, Big Labor, Big Government, the military, defense contractors, and the like—should never be allowed to obscure the newer liberalism's ideological role in blessing the policies.

With the increasing acceptance of the theory that the U.S. economy had to expand as a system into foreign markets, America's leaders pushed the country more and more into hemispheric interference and finally into “world leadership.” The supposed expansionist logic was ably articulated by such publicists and statesmen as Frederick Jackson Turner in “The Significance of the Frontier in American History” ([1893] 1920), Brooks Adams in America's Economic Supremacy (1900), Theodore Roosevelt in numerous essays and speeches, and many others of the then “best and brightest.”11

Economists chimed in, especially Charles Conant, John Bates Clark, and Jeremiah W. Jenks, who proclaimed that a general crisis of “overproduction” and falling profits menaced American economic life—a crisis so severe, according to them, that only state-assisted engrossment of overseas markets could allay it.12

The Spanish-American War (1898) was the first important conflict occasioned by the new strategy of economic empire. By containing the Cuban Revolution and rendering Cuba a virtual U.S. colony, policymakers secured markets there. Cuba also proved useful as a “laboratory” for Progressive reformers (Pérez 1985, 1988; see also Gillette 1973). In addition, the war allowed the acquisition of the Philippine Islands from Spain; the added territory, like the earlier acquisition of Hawaii, was seen as an important stepping-stone to the markets of Asia. In a foretaste of things to come, this adventure in formal colonial imperialism soon led to a guerrilla war—the Philippine Insurrection—in which U.S. forces ultimately prevailed by means of overwhelming firepower and atrocities. By the end, some 220,000 Filipinos had perished.

The subsequent Open Door Notes (1899, 1900) represented a statement of American determination to have access to world markets, whether the peoples of the world willed it or not. Directed at the problem of exclusive European spheres of trade in China, the notes nonetheless reflected U.S. official policy toward the world as a whole. Hence, U.S. policy since the notes can conveniently be referred to as Open Door Imperialism. It is worth pointing out that the supposed “open door” swung mostly one way and did not imply equal access to U.S. markets for foreign companies and countries; it was to be imposed by force if necessary—another indication of how far the Open Door was (and remains) from true free trade.

Firmly convinced of the need for foreign markets, the rightness of gaining them by force, and the “liberalism” of their aims, American administrations from the late nineteenth century to today have subsidized exporters, lobbied abroad for business, brought down “unfriendly” governments by pressure and force, and ultimately gone to war in pursuit of the Open Door and against all apparent threats to its realization. This multifaceted program has composed the essence of U.S. “liberal internationalism” in the twentieth century and into the twenty-first. First the Central Powers, then the Japanese and Germans in the 1930s and 1940s, then the USSR, the People's Republic of China, and most recently revolutionary movements in small Third World countries have all somehow failed to play a U.S.-defined economic role and had to be met head on, “contained,” and shown the error of their ways.13 World War I, World War II, and the conflicts of the past sixty years display great continuity upon examination of the record.

By the same token, the domestic opposition to U.S. interventionism has shown a moral and ideological continuity that derives from old liberal ideas of laissez-faire, peace, and nonintervention. Although the antiwar forces have allowed themselves to be divided by labels and the loss, at times, of historical self-consciousness, nonetheless a rough tradition has persisted from the opponents of the War of 1812, the Mexican War, and the Spanish-American War (who were in this case, more properly, the Anti-Imperialist League, which heroically sought to expose massacres in the Philippines) to the opponents of World War I, World War II, the Cold War, Vietnam, and all the wars since then. The continuity and tradition of the antiwar forces concern me here. I begin with a summary of some early antiwar movements.

EARLY WARS, EARLY CRITICS, AND OPPONENTS

Most American wars have generated dissent well beyond the ranks of traditional pacifist groups, which should not be surprising in view of the cosmopolitan neutrality and pacific inclinations of our original individualist liberalism. These tendencies cut across party lines and narrower concerns. Thus, the supposedly pro-peace Jeffersonians shortsightedly embroiled America in the War of 1812, partly through mercantilist measures of economic warfare (Stagg 1981) that were intended to “coerce” Britain and France and thereby to achieve U.S. aims short of war. The war itself proved to be extremely unpopular in New England, and remnants of the moribund Federalist Party rallied much of New England in opposition to it, even keeping local militia out of the conflict. Denounced as “traitors,” these Federalist activists met in the much-maligned Hartford Convention (1814) and proposed an interesting series of amendments to the Constitution that would have greatly limited the ability of U.S. administrations to wage aggressive and unpopular wars. A high point in the struggle over carrying out the war came with the defeat of a conscription bill in 1812—an interesting and neglected precedent!

The Mexican War, too, provoked considerable opposition. Many Northerners viewed the war as simply a means to extend slavery, and they opposed it on that ground. Therefore, opposition tended once again to center in the Northeast. Henry David Thoreau was only one of many protesters, and Congressman Abraham Lincoln's opposition is well known.14 Opposition was not confined to the North. Some Southerners, including Alexander H. Stephens, Robert Toombs, John Archibald Campbell, and John C. Calhoun, worried that the war would damage the fabric of the Union.15

Ultimately, acquisition of new territories contributed to the conflict between North and South and the War for Southern Independence (or “Civil War”). The war brought about the triumph of statism and militarism on both sides of the lines. In many ways the prototype of a modern “total war,” the Civil War generated varying degrees and types of opposition on both sides, from draft resistance to illegal peace movements, a fact almost universally deplored by the majority of (pro-war) historians North and South. In the North, one wing of the Democratic Party, symbolized by the much-reviled (and only recently reevaluated) Clement L. Vallandigham, spoke out against the institutional, moral, and economic costs of the war and took at least a hesitant pro-peace line. The administration responded by resorting to martial law and other violations of civil liberty where these so-called “Copperheads” were strongest. In the South, a sort of Confederate opposition developed, made up of those as concerned about despotism in Richmond as about that in Washington. Confederate vice president Alexander H. Stephens, Robert Toombs, Georgia governor Joe Brown, and North Carolina governor Zebulon Vance were among those notable for opposition to carrying on the war on the basis of centralized methods. In a sense, men such as Vallandigham and Stephens were the last of the Anglo-American True Whigs, asserting the validity of reserved rights and constitutional procedures even in wartime. (As a result, they have gone down in most accounts as narrow doctrinaires, men of small vision incapable of great feats of “nation building.”)16

The War of 1861–65 established numerous dangerous and illiberal precedents, including conscription, suppression of dissent, and inflationary war finance. Taken as a whole, the Lincoln administration's actions, based on Lincoln's invention of special executive “war powers” out of whole cloth and the rationale of “emergency,” amounted to the “presidential dictatorship” that Edward S. Corwin describes so well in Total War and the Constitution (1947).17 Thus, a host of wartime powers and “exceptions” to the apparent meaning of the Constitution became available for use by later presidents who chose to lead the United States into major wars.

After 1865, American attention shifted to the internal “reconstruction” of the union, economic development, and westward expansion. The latter involved the familiar series of Indian wars, broken promises, and unrelenting pressure against resisting tribal peoples; it likewise provided another reason for maintaining a regular standing army in a period (for the United States) of international tranquility. In fighting the Indians, defined from the outset as undifferentiated “savages,” officers and men acquired attitudes that would carry over into the Philippine Insurrection and other interventions. Except in the West itself, the Indian wars were regarded as marginal affairs, and they attracted little protest save that by humanitarian groups, especially in New England.

1898: COLONIALISTS, INFORMAL IMPERIALISTS, AND THE ANTI-IMPERIALIST LEAGUE

Mainstream historians have tended to present the Spanish-American War as a sort of “youthful fling,” an atypical and aberrant adventure in imperialism, as the United States was getting on the path of constructive world leadership. Other historians, including Charles A. Beard and William Appleman Williams, see 1898 as a major turning point in U.S. diplomatic history and the first important result of a foreign-policy consensus that emerged in the late nineteenth century. For the revisionists, the war with Spain was the first war for the informal Open Door Empire. Certainly it seemed so to foreign observers, including Rudyard Kipling, the poet laureate of British imperialism, who urged the Americans to “take up the white man's burden.”

Represented by the McKinley administration as an altruistic crusade to relieve Cuba from the oppressions of the corrupt and decrepit Spanish Empire, the war was initially quite popular. Later, as the fighting died down and the administration's intentions became clear, public opinion became much less unified. U.S. official determination to establish a protectorate over Cuba, make a formal colony of the Philippines, and maintain a more “forward” posture in Asia raised the issue of republic versus empire in many minds (see, for example, British-Canadian liberal Goldwin Smith [1902]). But it was the desire of the Filipinos, not consulted by the Americans and Spaniards, to achieve self-rule that had the most adverse effects on popular perceptions of U.S. policy. Reports of the ugly, brutal counterinsurgency could not be kept from getting back to the United States. The issue of annexation of the Philippines stirred the most important opposition to McKinley's imperial program (for an overview, see Stromberg 1999, 169–201, and 2001).

In June 1898, a small group of old-line liberals and reformers met at Boston's famed Faneuil Hall and founded the Anti-Imperialist League; veterans of abolitionism, liberal Republicans, and civil service reformers, these men brought their uncompromising classical liberalism to bear on the issues raised by overseas imperialism. Well-known members of the league included the retired Boston textile manufacturer Edward Atkinson, former secretary of the Treasury George S. Boutwell, writer Mark Twain, industrialist Andrew Carnegie, philosopher William James, and others. The league quickly began to distribute cheaply printed propaganda against U.S. policy, especially in the Philippines. By the end of the year, its activity was beginning to have an effect.

Atkinson, perhaps the league's most radical and active figure, proceeded to mail antiwar pamphlets to the soldiers in the islands. The War Department denounced the action as “seditious” and had the material seized in transit. In interesting contrast to more recent times, at least some of the press defended Atkinson's right to print and mail his pamphlets. Unfortunately, although the league had a clear and consistent critique of war and empire, its leaders, as Leonard Liggio has noted, “were paralyzed by their upper social position from bringing forward and educating those who sympathized with their views” (1966b, 22).

As a result, no mass-based anti-imperialist movement was built up. Opposition to empire was, of course, broader than the league; it also included rank-and-file Democrats and Populists. In the election of 1900, however, William Jennings Bryan, as Democratic presidential candidate and symbol of populism, failed to turn the administration's imperialist ventures into a real campaign issue. The election was fought and lost by Bryan largely over economic issues; hence, contrary to many historians’ judgment, McKinley's reelection was not a “popular mandate” for imperialism.18

Even if Bryan was unable or unwilling to exploit the issue, he did remark the analogy between two contemporaneous counterinsurgencies—British suppression of the Boer Republics in South Africa and what Americans were doing in the Philippine Islands—and the McKinley administration made no secret of its support for the British side in South Africa (Noer 1978, 87).19

In addition, misleading epithets as well as failure to recognize divisions within the imperialist camp have obscured what was at issue in 1900 and thereafter. Writing as if “imperialism” means only the formal annexation of colonial territories, many historians conclude that, with the exception of the Philippines, U.S. policy has not been imperial. Because the advocates of formal colonialism were eventually defeated after the Spanish-American War, it has been easy to think that imperialism in general was repudiated. Hence, “the splendid little war” has been seen as a mere aberration from the U.S. norm.

Informal empire, synonymous with the Open Door, involved bringing to bear U.S. power everywhere in the world, especially against weaker, less-developed countries in the interest of keeping markets open (whatever the natives’ wishes).20 This practice was, in effect, an attempt to have the political and economic benefits of empire without paying the full costs (conquest, war, and colonial administration) and without, it was thought, seriously compromising American ideals of self-determination. As Williams writes, within a few years after 1898, the imperialists who had favored outright colonialism had largely been won over to the informal Open Door view of empire; and the “anti-imperialists” who in fact opposed only colonies had likewise coalesced with the informal empire men. This consensus on a moderate, even anticolonial strategy of empire accounts for such frequent mistakes as the view that Bryan “shifted” dramatically in his position upon becoming secretary of state. For libertarians and other revisionists, the key is not whether a policymaker or businessman favored mere expansion into foreign markets, but whether or not he favored state actions (subsidies, loans to exporters, military intervention, and ultimately war) to penetrate and secure such markets. The critical distinction is that between a mercantilist policy favoring certain exporters, manufacturers, and contractors (at the expense of the people who are taxed to sustain unnatural expansion) and the policy of genuine free trade, which eschews both hindrances and supports. It is important to keep this distinction in mind because much of the literature speaks of “expansion” and “expansionists” without discussing clearly the actors’ ideas of the role that the state should (or should not) play.21


In any event, the imperialists prevailed, using a combination of arguments that today seems bizarre, even ludicrous. The then in-vogue Anglo-Saxon racism and an imperialist interpretation of social Darwinism were given as evidence that the United States, in hardy racial tandem with Great Britain, was destined to give order to a chaotic world in line with our perfect and therefore exportable republican institutions (on this theme, see Horsman 1981). Missionaries foresaw hordes of new converts being brought within their grasp by the extension of U.S. influence. Last but not least, exporters, manufacturers, and investors continued to argue that U.S. prosperity depended on foreign markets. Spread-eagle orators such as Senator Albert Beveridge and President Theodore Roosevelt tended to use all these expansionist theses interchangeably.

The anti-imperialists responded with a restatement of the classical-liberal position. The sociologist William Graham Sumner, known for his strong laissez-faire and social Darwinist views, wrote The Conquest of the United States by Spain ([1899] 1965) to show how the crusade against the ramshackle Spanish Empire was leading America down the un-American path of conscription, taxation, conquest—the very evils that Spain had exemplified. For Sumner, Atkinson, and other anti-empire men, the fundamental issue was that imperialist foreign policy would necessarily undermine freedom at home in addition to the harm that might be done abroad. Unfortunately, no one vigorously pushed such views in the election of 1900 and afterward. Because empire had not yet proved very expensive, struggle could not yet take shape around the issue of costs.

DEVELOPMENTS UP TO 1914

After McKinley's assassination in 1901, the archimperialist Theodore Roosevelt as president sought the expansion of U.S. political and commercial influence in Asia, Latin America, and even the Mediterranean. The Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, for example, envisioned regular American interventions to “keep order” in the Americas. Roosevelt's mediation of the Russo-Japanese War helped establish Japan as the major Far Eastern power, something his successors may have regretted. U.S. backing of the Panamanian Revolution in order to secure territory for the canal, U.S. participation in the Algeciras Conference called to settle the first Moroccan crisis, and Roosevelt's sending of the Great White Fleet around the world reflected an aggressive policy of Open Door Empire, expressed with a special belligerent exuberance.

The administration of Roosevelt's hand-picked (and later repudiated) successor, William Howard Taft, was known for the concrete, if less flashy, imperialism of “dollar diplomacy.” When Woodrow Wilson came into the White House in 1912, as the beneficiary of the Republican Party split, foreign policy underwent little change. Wilson, on record many times as believing in the “righteous conquest of foreign markets,” differed from his predecessors only in minor matters of tactics. From an anti-imperialist standpoint, the only hopeful development was the appointment of William Jennings Bryan as secretary of state. Bryan's reputation as a “pacifist” held out some hope for a change of emphasis. In 1915–16, however, Wilson's intervention in the Mexican Revolution dispelled such illusions.

THE “GREAT WAR” AND ITS OPPONENTS, 1914–1920

The outbreak of the general European War in August 1914 caught Americans by surprise. The administration pledged U.S. neutrality in word and deed, and Americans congratulated themselves on not being involved. Unfortunately, numerous ideological and material forces worked against consistent nonintervention from the start. One of these forces was the pervasive Anglophilia of leading northeastern political and commercial circles. This Anglophilia extended deep into the administration, strongly influencing Wilson himself (with his admiration of the British political system). Anglophilia, Anglo-Saxon racism (the opiate of the northeastern elite of the day), and the idea of the United States and Great Britain as joint guarantors of an orderly world predisposed many influential Americans to the English side. Ties of kinship, culture, and political ideas allowed pro-British elements to depict the war as a heroic struggle of “democracies” against the autocratic Central Powers and obscured the imperialist rivalries that had actually caused the debacle.22

Great Britain's blockade of Germany and its interference with neutral shipping led to U.S. protest, as did the German countermeasure—the Uboat. Unhappily, the administration's response to these events was less than neutral. It protested mildly and ineffectually against British violations, but held the German Reich “strictly accountable.” Bryan resigned in June 1915 rather than sign an especially strong note to Germany. Ironically, U.S. “stretching” of blockade rules during the War for Southern Independence gave color of law to the current British violations (see Baxter 1928). Anglophile feeling likewise contributed to an unbalanced policy. In addition, Germany's U-boats directly took the lives of civilians of both belligerent and neutral countries, making for more emotion against Germany. (The Allied starvation blockade of Germany—continued out of sheer vindictiveness for months after Germany's surrender—was less dramatic [see Raico 1989].) American acquiescence in British sea-warfare rules left the Germans increasingly unable to get supplies of all kinds; in this situation, advocates of unrestricted submarine warfare carried the day in the German cabinet. The sinking of the Lusitania was simply the most dramatic incident in the new style of seaborne warfare for which Great Britain and Germany shared responsibility.23

It is probably worth noting in passing that those who sailed into the “war zone” at least had the choice not to do so, whereas those sent later to the trenches of northern France, supposedly in response to U-boat excesses, had no choice—an important fact to keep in mind in evaluating the U.S. decision to go to war, over U-boats or anything else.

It was not fundamentally German “atrocities” in Belgium or on the high seas (matched, we must recall, by Allied deeds), however, that led U.S. leaders to choose war; it was their very definition of U.S. political and economic welfare as a function of foreign trade. German victory and Allied defeat seemed, in several ways, to preclude an orderly “liberal-capitalist” world. In the short run, U.S. recovery from a prewar recession had been boosted by Allied war orders (because the British blockade prevented Germany from placing significant orders). When Allied cash ran low, the bankers, including the very influential J. P. Morgan, brought pressure on the administration to reverse its position and allow large loans to the Allies. Once this reversal had taken place, the fortunes of the bankers and many exporters required Allied victory; and they, in turn, could make the persuasive, if uneconomic, argument that the health of the “nation” depended on Allied victory. This belief was very important inside the administration (see Williams [1962] 1972).

In a broader sense, however, the administration saw Allied victory as essential. “Free-trading” imperial Britain was for Anglophile U.S. statesmen a model power with which cooperation was quite possible. The German Reich, in contrast, seemed autocratic and irresponsibly and erratically imperialist, bent on exclusive spheres of influence (the antithesis of the Open Door), and willing to use unconventional weapons such as U-boats (which were less “acceptable,” somehow, than mass slaughter on land). Victory of the Central Powers, with Germany at their head, might forever block access to foreign markets necessary for U.S. prosperity and therefore for U.S. political stability. Identifying state-subsidized and state-defended export markets with national well-being and the federal government with liberalism, Wilson and others easily persuaded themselves to crusade for “democracy,” prosperity, and the Open Door, all at once. (Real personal and economic losses suffered by the citizenry were compatible with this definition of economic well-being.)

The whole set of German actions, as seen through the weltanschauung of Open Door Empire, led Wilson to ask for war; German actions, however remote, were seen as threatening an ambitious conception of U.S. welfare.24 Opponents of U.S. entry into the war understood and attacked these motives at the time. Liberal and socialist “isolationists” pointed out the antisocial character of war to save bankers’ investments and to continue the profits of munitions makers.25 These critics differed among themselves on many points, but they did agree that the European war was not our affair; for them, U.S. participation would only add American lives and treasure to those already being senselessly wasted. Drawing on the popular “isolationism,” which had survived intact the beginnings of Open Door Empire, and appealing to the nineteenth-century tradition of continentalism, antiwar spokesmen had a potentially much larger constituency than the Anti-Imperialist League had in 1900. The obvious scale of possible involvement in the world war ensured that entry into it, unlike entry into the marginal war in the Philippines, would be strongly contested.

The war issue cut across ideological and class lines. Of the liberals, those closest to the administration, such as Herbert Croly of The New Republic, backed the war as a crusade compatible with liberalism and reform, only to see—as the antiwar radical Randolph Bourne caustically remarked—their reasons for supporting the war disappear one by one. (Certainly, classical liberal values were undermined.) Other liberals, such as Oswald Garrison Villard of The Nation, Bourne, and the radical libertarian writer Albert Jay Nock, consistently opposed the war, its conduct, and its repressive aftermath. Not surprisingly, these liberal critics held pronounced laissez-faire views on foreign and domestic policy. Likewise opposed to entry into the war and close in spirit to these publicists was a small group of Progressives in Congress, including Senators Robert A. LaFollette of Wisconsin and George W. Norris of Nebraska, Congresswoman Jeannette Rankin of Montana, and former senator Richard F. Pettigrew of South Dakota (later indicted by a federal grand jury for speaking out against the war). These latter-day Progressives were concentrated in midwestern and western farm states, the major mass base of the country's “isolationist” voters.

One reason for strong noninterventionist sentiment in the Midwest was the presence of great numbers of German Americans there. Since the mid-nineteenth century, German immigrants and their descendants had strongly embraced liberal values of peace and antimilitarism. Many of their forebears had fled Europe to avoid the war system, and in 1914–17 they constituted a significant force for peace, especially as regarded a war that would pit German Americans against Germany, whatever the Reich's alleged misdeeds. Opposition to British imperialism as a world system and support for the impending Irish Revolution led another large mass into the pro-peace camp. (The identification of German Americans and Irish Americans as “isolationists” persisted until the virtual effacement of pro-peace forces during and after World War II.) Certain prominent pro-British “100 percent Americans,” such as Theodore Roosevelt, raised a great hue and cry about “hyphenates” (British Americans apparently suffered no such handicap) and their potential “disloyalty” to pro-British interventionist policy.

When the vote on war came in early April 1917, six senators stood against the pro-war tide: Asle J. Gronna, LaFollette, Harry Lane, William J. Stone, James K. Vardaman, and George Norris, along with fifty representatives, including Jeannette Rankin, Majority Leader Claude Kitchin, and Meyer London (the only Socialist member). Following rapidly on the declaration of war, the administration, realizing the continuing unpopularity of the war with many Americans, enacted the most repressive “espionage” and “sedition” laws since 1798 (or since Lincoln). The mildest criticism soon became criminal, and the executive branch launched a virtual terror campaign against “pro-German,” antiwar, radical, and even liberal elements. The wave of repression embraced strict press censorship, suppression of speech, and “war socialism” (that is, government-sponsored cartelization, conscription, and sacrifice of everything to the state—in a word, the very evils that classical liberals had always associated with war). As Bourne famously wrote at the time, “War is the health of the state.”


Once the war had begun, politics split along the lines of the war itself, with “war liberals” and “war socialists” opposing antiwar liberals and socialists. The Wilson administration used the “emergency” as an excuse to crush the radical left generally (socialists, the Industrial Workers of the World, and so forth), as did local governments and vigilante groups. (Most of our numskull state “criminal anarchosyndicalism” laws and loyalty oaths date from World War I.) The war strengthened statism in all respects and created a “know-nothing” mass base of hysterical “patriots,” many of whom later flocked into the American Legion and the so-called Ku Klux Klan (KKK), which dated from 1915.

The antiwar socialists, symbolized by Eugene V. Debs (sentenced to ten years in prison for denouncing the war), were especially vocal dissenters from war policies, counseling draft refusal and stressing economic motives for the war. Along with the socialists, the radical liberals (Bourne, Nock, Villard) and traditional pacifists also maintained the dangerous posture of “disloyal” opposition.

THE INTERWAR YEARS: HEYDAY OF “ISOLATIONISM”

As Bourne predicted, the great crusade for democracy, “the war to end war,” soon ran up against harsh reality, and the outcome was a general disillusionment that had many facets (some negative, such as the “revived” KKK). The most important reaction was a general revulsion against war and grand crusades that was to last for two decades and that required the Franklin Roosevelt administration's most extreme duplicity to overcome in 1940–41. The immediate result was a vast broadening of the pre-1917 antiwar coalition. Disillusioned “war liberals” and other former Wilson supporters now joined the loose aggregation of pro-peace “ethnics,” midwestern and western Progressives, laissez-faire liberals, and socialists to scuttle the imperialist Treaty of Versailles and to keep the United States out of the League of Nations.
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