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THE AMERICAN REGIME CHANGE DEBATES 
OF THE 1890S: A MATTER OF PRINCIPLE AND 

INTEREST 
 

by Patrick J. Garrity 
 

The late 19th century was a time of 
great hope and anxiety for the United States.  
Several decades of extraordinary growth had 
transformed the United States into the 
world’s leading industrial power, yet a fi-
nancial panic in 1893 plunged the nation 
into a major economic depression. The 
American people were a generation removed 
from the divisions created by the Civil War 
(setting apart the continuing mistreatment of 
African-Americans), but potentially serious 
and violent fault lines had emerged between 
country and city, East and West, and labor 
and capital. Americans watched with con-
cern as the major European powers 
scrambled for new colonies and influence in 
Africa, the Middle East, and Asia.  These 
revitalized European empires threatened to 
exclude American business from vital over-
seas markets and to expand into the Western 
Hemisphere, thereby challenging American 
security. New technologies, especially steam 
power, the telegraph, and railroads, pointed 
to major changes in the conduct of warfare, 
and arguably lessened the traditional secu-
rity provided to the United States by its 
distance from Europe. Yet there was consi-
derable hope that science, commerce, and 
civilization had reached the point where 
great power conflict might be prevented or 
at least limited by international cooperation.1   

                                                           
1 The author would like to thank Benjamin Kunkel 
and Joshua Distel of the Ashbrook Center for Public 
Affairs at Ashland University, for their assistance in 
preparing this Working Paper.    

 

Many Americans felt that their bour-
geoning economic power and the moral 
authority of their democratic society entitled 
– indeed, compelled – them to exert greater 
influence over this brave yet frightening new 
world. They disagreed considerably over the 
means and ends of doing so, however – 
especially when the exertion of American 
power, or the claims of American example, 
required the United States to consider 
actively intervening in the affairs of other 
peoples and nations.  This Working Paper on 
American Foreign Policy and Regime 
Change examines three major controversies 
that emerged during the 1890s:   
 
• The debate over regime change in 

Hawaii in 1893, when the Cleveland 
administration considered restoring the 
native Hawaiian monarchy following a 
republican “revolution” fostered by 
American planters, who then sought 
annexation by the United States.   
 

• The 1896-1898 debate over possible 
American intervention in the Cuban civil 
war (or insurrection or revolution, 
depending on one’s viewpoint), which 
focused on the desirability and feasi-
bility of removing the Spanish imperial 
regime in favor of Cuban independence, 
or some other form of political gover-
nance over the island. 
 

• The “imperial debate” of 1898-1900, in 
which Americans debated whether their 
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national interest and moral authority 
required them to go beyond the removal 
of a European power in the Philippines 
and replace it with a regime, temporarily 
or permanently, under American politi-
cal control.  

 
These debates were driven, in a 

conceptual sense at least, by those who 
considered themselves “large Americans,” 
heirs to the expansionist tradition of the pre-
Civil War Republic, which tradition they 
believed had to be revived and adapted 
properly to the conditions of the time.  The 
unification of the nation in the years 
following the Civil War, and the increased 
thereat represented by European colonial-
ism, both allowed and required the United 
States to become more “outward-looking.”  
Events in East Asia, as well as in Latin 
America, directly affected the economic 
strength and security of the United States.  
To retain its freedom of action, America 
would have to increase substantially its 
naval forces, and enhance its ability to 
operate away from its shores by acquiring 
strategically located bases.  There seemed to 
be no good reason why America’s Manifest 
Destiny should halt at the eastern edge of the 
Pacific Ocean.  War was an essential, even 
beneficial element of national policy; the 
maintenance of armed forces and the most 
modern weapons were the best guarantees of 
peace and security.  The United States did 
not necessarily have to expand territorially, 
save in a few strategically critical locations 
(e.g., Hawaii), but it did have to widen its 
methods of political control outside of the 
continental United States.  These methods 
included protectorates and neo-colonial 
arrangements (by and large, the large 
Americans insisted that they did not favor 
establishing European-style empires).  To 
the extent that foreigners, whether colonial 
powers or natives, resisted American 
political intervention, they would be subject 

to more forceful action and a change of 
regime. Alfred Thayer Mahan, Theodore 
Roosevelt, and Henry Cabot Lodge were 
among those promoting the “large” view, 
but it was supported by substantial figures 
from the old-line Republican Party, such as 
Benjamin Harrison.   

The opposing intellectual camp went 
under various names, including little 
Americanism, anti-expansionism, anti-im-
perialism.  As a rule, those in this camp did 
not regard the activities of the European 
powers as representing a significant threat to 
the security of the United States. The 
economic well-being of the nation was best 
secured through free trade, a small, non-
offensive navy, and no overseas bases.  Any 
further territorial expansion (with the 
possible exception of Canada) was un-
necessary, and would only involve the 
United States in foreign entanglements.  
Armaments were the cause of war and hence 
ought to be limited or abolished, through 
international agreement or unilateral actions.  
The anti-imperialists emphasized morality 
rather than self-interest as the core of their 
argument: the principles of the American 
regime compelled policymakers to consider 
themselves first with the welfare of the 
citizens of the United States, and to avoid 
interference with or intervention in the 
affairs of other nations, especially when it 
came to the constitution of their regimes.  
The health of the American regime would be 
undermined if it attempted to emulate the 
Europeans and establish a full-blown empire 
in which it would rule other peoples without 
their consent, or deny other peoples their 
right to national and political self-deter-
mination.  The leading anti-imperialists in-
cluded individuals from various back-
grounds and from both major political 
parties, including Carl Schurz, David Starr 
Jordan, and William Jennings Bryan; but 
this outlook was particularly identified with 
the Democratic Party. 
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In the practical, political arena, as 
this Working Paper will demonstrate, the 
division between these two foreign policy 
schools was not quite that clear-cut.  Many 
of those who considered themselves anti-
imperialists, such as Bryan, came to support 
what they regarded as humanitarian inter-
vention in Cuba, which meant the overthrow 
of the Spanish colonial regime.  Bryan, for 
tactical political reasons, also supported 
ratification of the Treaty of Paris and with it 
the acquisition of the Philippines.  Some of 
those who might have counted themselves in 
the large American camp, such as Harrison, 
opposed the acquisition of those islands 
because they were “a bridge too far.”  
Overshadowing the debate was the enig-
matic William McKinley, who was con-
sidered to be aligned with the business 
interests of the Republican Party, which by 
and large opposed war, and who promised 
“no jingo nonsense;” yet led the nation into 
conflicts in which regime change was 
actively promoted.  At the heart of these 
debates, and shifting points of view, was the 
possibility, held by Roosevelt and Bryan 
among others, of an enduring and decisive 
domestic political realignment based in large 
part on foreign policy issues. 

This Working Paper offers a modest 
and selective reprise of these debates, 
designed to bring out the major arguments 
of both camps, and to demonstrate the 
complexity of how the debate played out in 
the policy world.  The Paper will also bring 
out, again selectively, the broader elements 
– e.g., strategic, constitutional, moral – that 
framed the debates.  These arguments still 
resonate strongly in the current policy 
discourse and offer much upon which to 
reflect in our present circumstances.  The 
Paper cannot however offer a detailed 
account of the 1890s or all the associated 
regime changes issues, which would be 
necessary for a full evaluation of the success 
or failure of various American approaches to 

foreign regime change.  The reader will be 
referred in the footnotes to major secondary 
sources for more information on the 
historical context. 
 
 
I. THE MATTER OF HAWAII  

 
Background 

 
The year 1893 seemed like some-

thing of a turning point in American history 
to those alive at the time.  Grover Cleveland 
had been elected President again after a four 
year absence.  His defeat of the incumbent, 
Benjamin Harrison, appeared to signal the 
growing popular mistrust of conservative 
Republicanism and particularly of high 
tariffs.  But Cleveland's lot was not a happy 
one, either.  The great financial panic of 
1893 was laid at his doorstep and at that of 
the conservative wing of the Democratic 
Party.  In 1892, the People's Party candidate, 
James B. Weaver, had polled over one 
million votes.  Agrarian populism seemed 
certain to sweep to even greater heights and 
undermine the Democrats’ efforts to over-
come the stigma of the Civil War and 
become once more the majority party.  
Cleveland also had to deal with a number of 
lingering foreign policy problems, most 
immediately the status of the Hawaiian 
Islands. In January 1893, a group of Ameri-
can planters had organized the overthrow of 
the native monarchy, formed a provisional 
government, and requested immediate an-
nexation to the United States.  The outgoing 
Harrison Administration submitted a treaty 
of annexation to the Senate, but this action 
met a storm of protest by Democrats and 
those intellectuals and prominent public 
figures that were beginning to form an anti-
imperialist constituency.       

The Hawaiian annexation debate 
should not be viewed in isolation but as part 
of a larger sense of growing national unease 
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over the future of the American regime and 
its place in the world.  The most famous of 
expression of the problem came from 
Frederick Jackson Turner.2  Turner's seminal 
work, “The Significance of the Frontier in 
American History,” was first delivered at an 
American Historical Association meeting on 
July 12, 1893. Turner did not demand a re-
newed expansion of the nation, but merely 
observed that the 1890 census had noted the 
end of the frontier as Americans had 
previously understood it.  A decisive period 
in American history and American govern-
ment was complete.  Turner's paper did not 
directly consider the issues raised by the 
closing of the frontier, and it certainly did 
not take a position on the Hawaiian 
annexation debate then taking place.  Never-
theless, the frontier thesis was very much in 
the minds of those who were engaged in that 
debate, whether or not they had ever heard 
of Professor Turner.   

According to Turner, the United 
States, and more particularly, the American 
citizen, differed enormously from their 
counterparts in Europe.  The peculiarity of 
American institutions lay in the fact that 
they had been forced to adapt to the changes 
of an expanding population “to the changes 
involved in crossing a continent, in winning 
a wilderness, and in developing at each area 
of this progress, out of the primitive 
economic and political conditions of the 
frontier, the complexity of city life.”  The 
United States had its Atlantic coast, which 
represented “the familiar phenomenon of the 
evolution of institutions in a limited area… 
But we have in addition to this a recurrence 

                                                           
2 "I think you ...  have put into definite shape a good 
deal of thought which has been floating around 
rather loosely," Theodore Roosevelt wrote Turner in 
1894.  Roosevelt to Turner, February 10, 1894, 
Elting Morison, John M. Blum, et al., eds. The 
Letters of Theodore Roosevelt, 8 vols. (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1951-1954), 1: 363.  
Hereafter referred to as Roosevelt Letters. 

of the process of evolution in each Western 
area reached in the process of expansion.” 
 

American social development has 
been continually beginning over 
again on the frontier.  This perennial 
rebirth, this fluidity of American life, 
this expansion westward with its new 
opportunities, its continuous touch 
with the simplicity of primitive 
society, furnish the forces dominat-
ing American character. The true 
point of view in the history of this 
nation is not the Atlantic coast, it is 
the Great West.3 

 
The most important effect of the 

frontier, Turner concluded, had been the 
promotion of democracy in America and in 
Europe. But Turner also stressed the nation-
alizing and unifying influence on the 
frontier. “The frontier is the line of most 
rapid and effective Americanization. The 
wilderness masters the colonist.  It finds him 
a European in dress, industries, tools, modes 
of travel, and thought…. The fact is that 
here is a new product that is American.” 
 

Moving westward, the frontier be-
came more and more American.  As 
successive terminal moraines result 
from successive glaciations, so each 
frontier leaves its traces behind it, 
and when it becomes a settled area 
the region still partakes of the fron-
tier characteristics. Thus the advance 
of the frontier has meant a steady 
movement away from the influence 
of Europe, a steady growth of in-
dependence on American lines.4   

 

                                                           
3 Frederick Jackson Turner, The Early Writings of 
Frederick Jackson Turner, Everett E. Edwards, 
comp. (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 
1938), pp. 186-7. Emphasis in original. 

4 Ibid., pp. 188-9, 219. 
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The economic and social consoli-
dation of the United States, brought about by 
the expansion and development of the 
frontier, explained in large part why 
America was a nation rather than a 
collection of isolated states.  Even before the 
American Revolution, the effect of the 
Indian frontier acted as a consolidating 
agent.  Particularism was most pervasive in 
those colonies without an Indian frontier, 
because the Indian represented a common 
danger, demanding common action.  The 
celebrated Albany Congress of 1754, for 
example, was called to treat with the Six 
Nations, and to consider plans of union.  The 
ability of the colonies to act in a somewhat 
coordinated manner during the Revolution-
ary period was facilitated, in Turner's view, 
by their previous cooperation in the 
regulation of the frontier.5  Once the United 
States was in being, the economic and social 
characteristics of the frontier continued to 
work against sectionalism.  “Administrative-
ly the frontier called out some of the highest 
and most vitalizing activities of the general 
government.” 
 

The purchase of Louisiana was per-
haps the constitutional turning point 
in the history of the republic, 
inasmuch as it afforded both a new 
area for national legislation, and the 
occasion of the downfall of the 
policy of strict construction.  But the 
purchase of Louisiana was called out 
by frontier needs and demands.  As 
frontier states accrued to the Union, 
the national power grew.  In a speech 
on the dedication of the Calhoun 
monument, Mr. Lamar explained: 
“In 1789 the states were the creators 
of the federal government; in 1861 
the federal government was the 

                                                           
5 Ibid., p. 202-3. 

creator of a large majority of the 
states.”6 

 
Slavery, Turner admitted, was a sec-

tional trait, but it “occupies its important 
place in American history because of its 
relation to westward expansion.” In the 
West, slavery could not remain sectional.  In 
Turner's estimation, Lincoln (“the greatest 
of frontiersmen”) was perfectly accurate in 
declaring that “this government cannot 
endure permanently half slave and half free.  
It will become all of one thing, or all of the 
other.”7 

When Americans moved the frontier 
westward beyond the Alleghenies, “a new 
order of Americanism arose.  The West and 
the East began to get out of touch with each 
other.”  The East, Turner argued, now began 
to take a narrow view of American advance, 
and tried to hedge and limit westward 
expansion.  The East sought to make the 
Western domain a source of revenue, and to 
withhold it from emigrants in order that 
settlement might be compact.  “But the 
jealousy and the fears of the East were 
powerless in the face of the demands of the 
frontiersmen… systems of administration 
were not what the West demanded; it 
wanted land.”   It was the nationalizing force 
of the West that transformed Jeffersonian 
democracy into Monroe’s national repub-
licanism and the democracy of Andrew 
Jackson.  Henry Clay, and the American 
system of the “nationalizing Whig party,” 
likewise called for legislation with regard to 
land, tariff and internal improvements 
conditioned by frontier ideas and needs.8 

Turner argued that the great agitation 
in the West over the coinage of silver was 
not an accurate manifestation of the fron-
tier's character, but rather a reflection of its 
primitive conditions. 

                                                           
6 Ibid., pp. 213-6. 
7 Ibid., pp. 187, 219. 
8 Ibid., pp. 206-7, 215-7. 
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Thus each one of the periods of lax 
financial integrity coincides with 
periods when a new set of frontier 
communities has arisen, and coin-
cides in area with these successive 
frontiers, for the most part.  The 
recent Populist agitation is a case in 
point. Many a state that now declines 
any connection with the tenets of the 
Populists itself adhered to such ideas 
in an earlier stage of the develop-
ment of the state. A primitive society 
can hardly be expected to show the 
intelligent appreciation of the com-
plexity of business interests in a 
developed society.9 

 
Although Turner’s writings did not 

call on the United States to engage in a new 
round of expansion – or engage in an activist 
foreign policy – many leading Americans 
understood the implication of his thesis to be 
such.  The specter – or promise – of renewed 
American expansionism was raised partic-
ularly by the events in Hawaii in 1893, and 
they induced Carl Schurz to publish a 
critical article entitled “Manifest Destiny” in 
the October issue of Harper's Magazine.  
“The recent attempt made by President 
Harrison to precipitate the Hawaiian Islands 
into our union has again stirred up the public 
interest in the matter of territorial expansion, 
and called forth the cry of 'manifest destiny' 
once more,” Schurz wrote, and proceeded to 
remind the nation of the nature of the old 
Manifest Destiny. On the one hand, Mani-
fest Destiny before the Civil War repre-
sented an attempt by the slave states to 
strengthen themselves in Congress and 
balance the rapid growth of free states.  On 
the other hand, the demand for territorial 
expansion “consisted in the youthful opti-
mism at that time still inspiring the minds of 
many Americans with the idea that this 
Republic, being charged with the mission of 
                                                           
9 Ibid., pp.222. 

bearing the banner of freedom over the 
whole civilized world, could transform any 
country, inhabited by any kind of popu-
lation, into something like itself simply by 
extending over it the magic charm of its 
political institutions.”  More sober-minded 
men “did not lose sight of the limits of 
human possibility,” but it was not until 1861 
that the demand for territorial expansion 
eased.  The destruction of the institution of 
slavery was one obvious reason. 
 

And as to the sentimental movement, 
the great crisis which brought the 
Union so near to destruction rudely 
staggered the jubilant Fourth-of-July 
optimism of former days and 
reminded the American people of the 
inherent inadequateness of mere 
political institutions to the solution 
of all problems of human society.  
The troubles and perplexities left be-
hind by the civil war sobered the 
minds of the most sanguine. A 
healthy skepticism took the place of 
youthful over-confidence.  It stimu-
lated earnest inquiry, into existing 
conditions, and brought forth a 
strong feeling among our people that 
we should rather make sure of what 
we had, and improve it, than throw 
our energies into fanciful foreign 
adventures.10 
 
Schurz characterized the new mani-

fest destiny as one which meant not only the 
incorporation of territory contiguous to the 
United States, but also “the acquisition of 
such territory, far and near, as may be useful 
in enlarging our commercial advantages, and 
in securing to our Navy facilities desirable 

                                                           
10 Article reprinted in Frederic Bancroft, ed., 

Speeches, Correspondence, and Political Papers of 
Carl Schurz, 6 vols. (New York:   G. P. Putnam's 
Sons, 1913), 5: 191-208.  These quotes are taken 
from pp. 191-3. 
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for the operations of a great naval power.”  
This policy was favored with “several not 
numerically strong but very demonstrative 
classes of people.”  First, there were Ameri-
can businessmen operating in foreign 
countries, or who had an interest in doing so.  
Second, “citizens of an ardent National 
ambition” who rejected the conservative 
tradition of American foreign policy as 
being out of date, and who wished the 
United States to assert itself in international 
affairs. Finally, there was the “navy interest” 
– those who were especially anxious to 
develop America's naval force, “many of 
whom advocate a large increase in our war-
fleet to support a vigorous foreign policy, 
and a vigorous foreign policy to give 
congenial occupation and to secure further 
increase to our war-fleet.”   

Of course, all Americans agreed with 
the sentiment that their nation ought to be 
powerful and respected, and that it ought to 
secure every advantage to which its charac-
ter and position entitled it.  But Schurz dis-
agreed with the advocates of a new manifest 
destiny as to how this position could be most 
surely, most completely, and most worthily 
achieved.  Before accepting foreign soil into 
the Union, Schurz argued, the nation ought 
to consider first how its acquisition was 
likely to affect domestic social and political 
conditions.   

Schurz began his review of potential 
additions to the Union with Canada, long 
regarded as the most desirable and most 
likely candidate for incorporation by mem-
bers of both major parties.  If the people of 
Canada ever expressed the inclination to be 
incorporated into the United States, Schurz 
believed that there would be no reasonable 
doubt as to the fitness of that association.  
Canadians were substantially of the same 
stock as Americans, and had the same tradi-
tions, notions of law and morals, interests 
and habits of life.  They were accustomed to 
self-government.  The new states created by 

the incorporation of Canada would hardly be 
distinguishable from the old ones.  Their 
accession would make the American repub-
lic larger, but it would not seriously change 
its character.11   

What was possible with Canada was 
not necessarily so with other regions, how-
ever. Schurz asserted that “democratic 
government cannot long be sustained by 
mere sentiment or political philosophy.  It 
must live in the ways of thinking and the 
habits of the people who have to carry it 
on.”  If the United States should acquire 
territory to the south, a very different type of 
relationship would develop.   
 

In the first place, it would spring 
from motives of a different kind – 
not the feeling of naturally belonging 
together, but the desire on our part to 
gain certain commercial advantages; 
to get possession of the resources of 
other countries, and by exploiting 
them to increase our wealth; to 
occupy certain strategical positions 
which in case of war might be of 
importance, and so on.   

 
Schurz used Cuba, another often-

coveted territory, to illustrate his point.  
Cuba, the neo-expansionists maintained, had 
rich natural resources, which were worth 
possessing. In the hands of a European 
power, Cuba might, in certain circum-
stances, become hostile to the United States.  
Schurz then entered upon a lengthy dis-
sertation mocking the strategic arguments of 
the new manifest destiny.   
 

It is only a few miles from the coast 
of Florida.  It “threatens” that coast.  
It “commands” also the Gulf of 
Mexico, with the mouths of the 
Mississippi and the Caribbean Sea.  
Its population is discontented; it 

                                                           
11 Ibid., pp. 196-201. 
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wishes to cut loose from Spain and 
join us. If we do not take Cuba 
“some other power will take it.”  
That power may be hostile.  Let us 
take it selves.  What then?  Santo 
Domingo is a few miles distant from 
Cuba; also a country of rich 
resources; other powers several times 
tried to get it; if in the hands of a 
hostile power it would “threaten” 
Cuba; it also “commands” the 
Caribbean Sea; the Dominican 
Republic, occupying the larger part 
of the island, offered to join us once, 
and will wish to do so again; to 
acquire the Haitian Republic we 
shall have to fight; it will cost men 
and money, but we can easily beat 
the negroes. We must have Santo 
Domingo.  Puerto Rico will come as 
a matter of course with Cuba.  The 
British possession of Jamaica will 
still be there to “threaten” and 
“command” everything else.  It will 
be difficult to get it and the other 
little islands from the clutch of the 
British lion. Thus all the more neces-
sary will it be to have possession of 
the mainland bordering and “com-
manding” the Gulf of Mexico and 
the Caribbean Sea on the western 
side.  We must have all the “keys” to 
the seas and to the land, or at least as 
many as we can possibly get, one to 
protect another.  In fact, when once 
well launched on this course we shall 
hardly find a stopping-place north of 
the Gulf of Darien; and we shall 
have an abundance of reasons, one as 
good as another, for not stopping 
even there.12   
 
Even conceding the strategic neces-

sities for the sake of argument, Schurz could 
not conceive of any overriding political 
                                                           
12 Ibid., pp. 197-8. 

reason to acquire such territory.  “According 
to the spirit of our Constitutional system, 
foreign territory should be acquired only 
with a view to its admission, at no very 
distant day, into this Union as one or more 
states.”  This meant that their citizens would 
have to be accepted on a footing of equality 
as well.  It had been a matter of universal 
experience, however, that democratic insti-
tutions had never succeeded to any signi-
ficant degree in the tropics.  “The so-called 
republics existing under the tropical sun 
constantly vibrate between anarchy and 
despotism.” Democratic government presup-
posed a state of peace and order in society – 
a state unlikely to be found in those regions 
where nature was so bountiful that steady 
work was unnecessary, or where the climate 
was such that steady work was particularly 
burdensome and distasteful. Imagine, Schurz 
demanded, that fifteen or twenty states 
“inhabited by a people so utterly different 
from ours in origin, in customs and habits, in 
traditions, language, morals, impulses, and 
ways of thinking” were permitted to enter 
the Union.  Those new states would add 
dozens of Senators and scores of Represent-
atives in Congress, and millions of votes in 
the Presidential election.   
 

The mere statement of the case is 
sufficient to show that the incur-
poration of the American tropics in 
our National system would essential-
ly transform the constituency of our 
Government, and be fraught with 
incalculable dangers to the vitality of 
our democratic institutions…. It was 
a happy intuition which suggested to 
Mr. Seward that the policy of annex-
ation would transfer the capital of the 
United States to the city of Mexico, 
for after the annexation of the 
American tropics there would cer-
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tainly be an abundance of Mexican 
politics in that capital.13   
 
In this influential article, Schurz arti-

culated the fundamental premises of what 
would later be known as American isola-
tionism; and he anticipated those arguments 
which would be used against American 
policy in the aftermath of the war with 
Spain.  Schurz insisted that the United States 
enjoyed one incalculable advantage over all 
the other great nations of the world: none of 
its parts was threatened by powerful neigh-
bors.  There was no need to maintain a large 
standing army or navy. There was every 
reason to use this freedom to turn the entire 
population to productive employment. The 
acquisition of any of those outlying lands, to 
which the new manifest destiny laid claim, 
would jeopardize America's natural bless-
ings. 
 

We occupy a compact part of the 
American Continent, bounded by 
great oceans on the east and west, 
and on the north and south by 
neighbors neither hostile in spirit nor 
by themselves formidable in 
strength. We have a population ap-
proaching seventy millions and 
steadily growing, industrious, law-
abiding and patriotic; not a military, 
but, when occasion calls for it, a 
warlike people, ever ready to furnish 
to the service of the country an 
almost unlimited supply of vigorous, 
brave and remarkably intelligent 
soldiers. Our National wealth is 
great, and increases rapidly.  Our 
material resources may, compared 
with those of other nations, be called 
inexhaustible.  Our territory is large, 
but our means of interior com-
munication are such as to minimize 
the inconveniences of distance.  In 

                                                           
13 Ibid., pp. 204-5. 

case of war a hostile naval power 
might, indeed, sweep what maritime 
commerce we have from the seas – a 
compliment we could return with a 
comparatively small number of 
cruisers – and it might blockade 
some of our seaports, and molest 
some of our coasts, without, how-
ever, seriously impairing our 
strength or doing more than excite 
the war spirit among our people to 
greater heat.   
 
But no European enemy could 
invade our soil without bringing 
from a great distance a strong land 
force; and no force that could 
possibly be brought from such a 
distance, were it ever so well 
prepared, could hope to strike a 
crippling blow by a sudden dash, and 
thus to force us to a peace, or to 
effect a lodgment within our bound-
aries without the certainty of being 
soon overwhelmed by an easy con-
centration of immensely superior 
numbers. Nor could a European 
enemy hope to raise a sufficient land 
force by alliances on this continent, 
for neither north nor south of us can 
armies be mustered strong enough 
seriously to threaten us.  In other 
words, in our compact continental 
stronghold we are substantially 
unassailable. We present no vulner-
able point of importance.  There is 
nothing that an enemy can take away 
from us and hope to hold.  We can 
carry on a defensive warfare in-
definitely without danger to our-
selves, and meanwhile, with our 
enormous resources in men and 
means, prepare for offensive opera-
tions.14 
 

                                                           
14 Ibid., pp. 206-8. 
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So strong was the American position 
that the United States could hardly enter a 
war unless it sought to do so.  If there were 
any European powers hostile to America, 
they must consider the threat posed by their 
own dangerous rivals, who would welcome 
the opportunities inherent in such a situa-
tion.  The various European rivalries would 
also present the United States with numer-
ous possibilities for alliances in the event of 
war, enabling America to pass from 
defensive to offensive warfare.  Schurz was 
emphatic about the core of his strategic 
argument: “this inestimable advantage…  
we enjoy now and shall continue to enjoy so 
long as we are so situated that in case of war 
we can defend all our possessions without 
leaving our own continental ground, on 
which we can fight with every condition in 
our favor.”15  

All of these basic questions – stra-
tegic, moral, and constitutional – were raised 
most fully prior to the Spanish-American 
war by the debate over Hawaiian annex-
ation.  The arguments employed in 1893 and 
1894 were neither new nor forgotten, but 
they established yet one more foundation for 
the large/small American controversy that 
was the hallmark of the l890s. 

 
 

Hawaii: American Islands 
 

The existence and importance of the 
Hawaiian Islands was no revelation to 
Americans in 1893.  American traders and 
whalers had begun to use the islands as a 
resupply point early in the nineteenth 
century. Missionaries from the United States 
first arrived in 1820.  In 1842, President 
John Tyler and Secretary of State Daniel 
Webster emphasized America's “paramount” 
interest in Hawaii by declaring that the 
United States would look with “dissatis-
faction” upon any effort by a foreign power 
                                                           
15 Ibid., p. 208. 

“to take possession of the islands, colonize 
them, and subvert the native Government.”  
Webster vigorously protested the attempted 
annexation of Hawaii to the British Crown 
by a British naval officer in 1843, an action 
subsequently disavowed by Great Britain.  
President James Polk, one of the main 
advocates of Manifest Destiny and Ameri-
can interests in the Pacific during the 1840s, 
negotiated a treaty of amity and commerce 
with Hawaii.  During a dispute with France 
in 1851, the Hawaiian king had offered to 
place the kingdom under American protec-
tion, a request which Webster (again Sec-
retary of State) formally declined although 
the USS Vandalia was ordered to remain in 
Hawaiian waters in order to preserve Ameri-
can interests and the safety of the Hawaiian 
government. President Franklin Pierce's Sec-
retary of State, William L. Marcy, antici-
pated that the islands would become 
stopping points on the Pacific trade routes, 
which he believed would one day surpass 
that of the Atlantic.  Marcy also regarded the 
recent acquisition of California and the 
Oregon Territory by the United States as 
increasing the importance of Hawaii and all 
of Polynesia to America's security.16   

After the Civil War, the United 
States displayed serious interest in acquiring 
strategic islands, or leasing naval base 
rights, in the Caribbean and elsewhere.  In 
1867, the United States took possession of 
Midway Island, located approximately 1,000 
miles northwest of Honolulu. The Grant 
Administration sent Lieutenant General John 
M. Schofield and Lieutenant Colonel Burton 
S. Alexander to Hawaii in 1873, on a 
confidential survey mission. They concluded 
that Pearl Harbor was the only location 
suitable for a major naval base.  In January 
1875, Hawaii and the United States signed a 

                                                           
16 William M. Morgan, "Strategic Factors in 

Hawaiian Annexation," Ph.D. Dissertation, 
Claremont Graduate School, 1980, pp. 5 (Webster), 
8-9. 
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reciprocity treaty which, had the effect of 
closely binding the island's economy to that 
of the United States.  The treaty was ratified 
in 1876. American interest in Hawaii con-
tinued even under the anti-annexationist 
Cleveland Administration in the l880s.  In 
1887, Cleveland and Secretary of State 
Thomas Bayard sought to obtain Pearl Har-
bor as an exclusive naval base for the United 
States, while opposing a proposed two 
million dollar British loan to the Hawaiian 
government.17    

By 1890, major planters and business 
leaders with American and European 
ancestry had achieved a large measure of 
economic and political control over the 
islands. (Many of these men were born in 
the islands and spoke the native language.)  
That control was shaken by the newly-
acceded Queen Liliuokalani, who ignored 
the American dominated legislature and 
sought to restore the prerogatives of the old 
Hawaiian monarchy. The island's sugar-
based economy was also put in jeopardy by 
the McKinley Tariff of 1890, which 
included bounties for domestic American 
beet sugar growers.  The Americans and 
certain other foreign-born planters then 
determined to overthrow the monarchy and 
to seek annexation to the United States.  
They had a sympathetic ear in the person of 
the American minister, John L. Stevens.  
Stevens had constantly warned Washington 
about the unrest in Hawaii and the threat of 
British intervention.   

In January 1893, responding to 
Liliuokalani's threat to proclaim a new con-
stitution, the planters acted against the 
monarchy in what they termed the Hawaiian 
Revolution.  A Provisional Government was 
established, and Stevens (who had been 
                                                           
17 Ibid., pp. 15-16; Allan Nevins, Grover Cleveland: 

A Study In Courage (New York: Dodd, Mead & 
Co., 1932), p. 550.  For the Schofield/Alexander 
report to Secretary of War William M. Belknap, 
see the American Historical Review 30 (April 
1925): 560-5. 

away from Honolulu) promptly acceded to 
its request for de facto recognition.  Stevens 
and Captain G.C. Wiltse of the USS Boston 
ordered over one hundred blue jackets 
ashore to protect American lives and prop-
erty. Liliuokalani decided to abdicate. She 
later claimed that she and the native Hawaii-
ans were prepared to resist, but that she 
interpreted Stevens' actions as proof of 
official American support for the revolt.  
The Provisional Government immediately 
sought annexation by the United States.  
Stevens proclaimed an American protec-
torate over the islands on February 1, report-
ing to Washington that only by doing so had 
he prevented British and Japanese inter-
vention.  Secretary of State John W.  Foster 
of the lame-duck Harrison Administration 
disavowed Stevens' protectorate but did not 
reprimand him. Nor did Foster order the 
American flag lowered over Honolulu.18   

The Harrison Administration submit-
ted a treaty of annexation to the Senate, but 
shortly after his inauguration President 
Cleveland ordered the treaty withdrawn for 
“re-examination.” Cleveland wrote Schurz, 
“I do not now say I should hold annexation 
in all circumstances and at any time unwise, 
but I am sure that we ought to stop and look 
and think.  That is exactly what we are doing 
now.” (The President was writing Schurz 
after reading an advance copy of the latter's 
“Manifest Destiny” article). Pro-annexa-
tionists scoffed at Cleveland's professed 
neutrality, particularly when he appointed 
James H.  Blount as his special agent to 
examine the circumstances surrounding the 
revolt, and Stevens' alleged role in it.  
Blount, a recently retired Georgia Congress-
man who had been chairman of the House 
Foreign Affairs Committee, had consistently 
                                                           
18 Hugh B. Hammett, "The Cleveland Administration 

and Anglo-American Naval Friction in Hawaii, 
1893-1894," Military Affairs 40 (February 1976): 
27-8; Foster Rhea Dulles, America in the Pacific 
(Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin Co., 
1932), pp. 172-7. 
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opposed a large navy, and had been against 
American construction of an isthmian 
canal.19   

Upon his arrival in Hawaii, Blount 
ordered the American flag and troops 
withdrawn, and stopped the cooperation 
between the United States' forces and the 
Provisional Government.  Blount concluded 
that Steven's active cooperation with the 
revolutionaries had implicated the United 
States in the overthrow of the monarchy.  He 
condemned the use of American marines, 
and particularly the establishment of a 
protectorate.  Blount also concluded that the 
majority of the Hawaiian people did not 
favor annexation and that the sugar planters 
dared not submit the question to a popular 
vote.  Blount's confidential report on the 
matter was submitted to the State Depart-
ment in July 1893. Its contents were a matter 
of intense interest in both the United States 
and Hawaii. Blount's report, which was 
published in late November after a leak in 
the State Department, concluded in effect 
that the treaty of annexation was unjustified 
on either moral or legal grounds. The 
Cleveland Administration concurred in 
Blount's judgment, and began to explore 
ways to rectify the damage caused by 
Stevens' interference.20   

Secretary of State Gresham, for one, 
had concluded that so great was the wrong 
done to Liliuokalani by American inter-
ference that the United States had an obliga-
tion to reverse the change in regime and to 
restore the legitimate government.  Others in 
                                                           
19 Sylvester K. Stevens, American Expansion in 

Hawaii (Harrisburg: Archives Publishing Company 
of Pennsylvania, 1945), pp. 234-68 (Cleveland 
quote at p. 268); Nevins, Grover Cleveland, pp. 
552-5. 

20 William Adam Russ, Jr., The Hawaiian Revolution, 
1893-94 (Selinsgrove, Penn.: Susquehanna 
University Press, 1959), p. 215; Nevins, Grover 
Cleveland, pp. 552-5.  As Blount embarked to 
leave the islands, the local band – either with an air 
of innocence or studied insult – played "Marching 
Through Georgia.” 

the cabinet, particularly Attorney General 
Richard Olney, were dubious about either 
the practicality or propriety of such an 
action unless the safety and property of the 
insurgents was first assured. Newly appoint-
ed Minister to Hawaii Albert S. Willis 
received the following instruction from 
Gresham in October:  
 

On your arrival at Honolulu you will 
take advantage of an early oppor-
tunity to inform the Queen of this 
determination, making known to her 
the President's sincere regret that the 
reprehensible conduct of the Ameri-
can Minister and the unauthorized 
presence on land of a military force 
of the United States obliged her to 
surrender her sovereignty, for the 
time being, and rely on the justice of 
this Government to undo the flagrant 
wrong.   
 
You will, however, at the same time 
inform the Queen that, when reinstat-
ed, the President expects that she 
will pursue a magnanimous course 
by granting full amnesty to all who 
participated in the movement against 
her, including persons who are, or 
have been, officially or otherwise, 
connected with the Provisional 
Government, depriving them of no 
right or privilege which they enjoyed 
before the so-called revolution.  All 
obligations created by the Provi-
sional Government in due course of 
administration should be assumed.   
 
Having secured the Queen's agree-
ment to pursue this wise and humane 
policy, which it is believed you will 
speedily obtain, you will then advise 
the executive of the Provisional 
Government and his ministers of the 
President's determination of the 



Working Paper Series on American Foreign Policy and Regime Change from the Ashbrook Center  
 

 

 15

question which their action and that 
of the Queen devolved upon him, 
and that they are expected to 
promptly relinquish to her her 
constitutional authority.21 
 
Unfortunately for the Cleveland Ad-

ministration, all did not proceed so 
smoothly.  Cleveland was excoriated in the 
United States, even by some of his 
staunchest supporters, for so much as con-
templating the restoration of any monarchy 
anywhere.  Liliuokalani, according to Willis 
after he met her secretly in November, 
proposed to behead the revolutionaries and 
confiscate their property.  (In December, 
after severe pressure, the deposed Queen 
finally yielded to Cleveland's conditions but 
made it clear that her restored government 
would be traditional, non-democratic, and 
anti-American.) The Provisional Govern-
ment was not cooperative either, and gave 
every indication that it would resist with 
force any American attempt to restore the 
monarchy.22   

On December 18, 1893, Cleveland 
submitted a special message on Hawaii to 
Congress. The President recapitulated the 
Blount Report's conclusions as to Stevens' 
culpability, and reiterated his belief that 
annexation would have “contemplated a 
departure from unbroken American tradi-
tion.”  He also reflected on America's moral 
position in the world:  
 

I suppose that right and justice 
should determine the path to be 
followed in treating this subject.  If 
national honesty is to be disregarded 
and a desire for territorial extension 
or dissatisfaction with a form of 
government not our own ought to 
regulate our conduct, I have entirely 
misapprehended the mission and 

                                                           
21 Cited in Russ, The Hawaiian Revolution, p. 231. 
22 Nevins, Grover Cleveland, pp. 556-9. 

character of our government and the 
behavior which the conscience of the 
people demands of their public ser-
vants….  
 
The law of nations is founded upon 
reason and justice, and the rules of 
conduct governing individual rela-
tions between citizens or subjects of 
a civilized state are equally applic-
able as between enlightened nations.  
The consideration that international 
law is without a court for its en-
forcement and that obedience to its 
commands practically depends upon 
good faith instead of upon the 
mandate of a superior tribunal only 
give additional sanction to the law 
itself and brand deliberate infraction 
of it not merely a wrong but as a 
disgrace…. The United States, in 
aiming to maintain itself as one of 
the most enlightened nations, would 
do its citizens a gross injustice if it 
applied to its international relations 
any other than a high standard of 
honor and morality.23   
 
Cleveland, however, admitted the 

inefficacy of his own plan to restore the 
Hawaiian monarchy, referred the matter to 
Congress, and promised to cooperate in any 
proper legislative solution. Congress debat-
ed the matter hotly for much of 1894 
without reaching any notable decision.  The 
Senate Committee on Foreign Relations 
issued a report in February 1894, authored 
by pro-annexationist Democratic Senator 
John T. Morgan of Alabama, which rebutted 
Blount's conclusions, but Congress was 
unprepared to endorse outright annexation in 

                                                           
23 Special Message to Congress, 18 December 1893, 
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the face of presidential opposition and at 
best mixed public opinion of the matter.  
Cleveland, for his part, decided to forego 
any efforts to reinstate the monarchy, 
despite further entreaties by the former 
Queen.  The United States conducted normal 
diplomatic relations with the Provisional 
Government and later with the Republic of 
Hawaii, which was established on July 4, 
1894, under the presidency of Sanford Dole.  
The republican leaders expected that their 
regime would merely be a transitional step 
to eventual annexation by the United States, 
once the political climate on the mainland 
changed. The Queen was tried and convicted 
of treason; she was placed under house 
arrest for some months and then given a full 
pardon and freedom to travel.  She later 
visited the United States and lobbied against 
annexation.24  

The issues raised by the Hawaiian 
affair went to the core of the American 
foreign policy debate of the 1890s, a debate 
that would be carried until the annexation of 
the islands in 1898 (and through the debates 
over the acquisition of the Philippines).25  
That debate, which encompassed the means 
and ends of foreign regime change, whether 
for the purposes of annexation or not, 
included strategic, moral, and constitutional 
dimensions.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
24 Documents relating to the affair can be found in 

Foreign Relations of the United States, 1894, 
Affairs in Hawaii (Washington, DC: U.S. 
Government Printing Office, 1894), Appendix II, 
pp. 459ff.   All volumes from this series referred to 
hereafter as FRUS.   

25 Thomas J. Osborne, "'Empire Can Wait’: American 
Opposition to Hawaiian Annexation, 1893-1898," 
Ph.D. Dissertation, Claremont Graduate School, 
1979, p. 150. 

Hawaii: The Strategic Question 
 

Those who supported the annexation 
of Hawaii on strategic grounds occasionally 
stressed the continuity of American policy 
toward the islands. More often, however, the 
annexationists were quite forward in ac-
knowledging that the acquisition of Hawaii 
represented a distinct, if necessary, de-
parture from previous American foreign 
policy. The Brooklyn Standard Union 
opined on February 3, 1893: “The world has 
been rapidly becoming smaller within the 
last quarter of a century.  We are within less 
than a week of England, and the politics of 
England, France and Germany interest us 
constantly and seriously.  The Pacific shore 
is practically not as far from the Atlantic as 
the Mississippi River was thirty years ago, 
or as Lake Erie was sixty years ago.  We 
must take part in the world's affairs.  The 
Harrison Administration has settled that 
forever.”26 The New York Tribune on Feb-
ruary 21 elaborated the point:  
 

The views of the American people 
have grown with their growing 
empire.  The policy which forbade 
an ultra-marine influence had its 
origin in our former isolation.  So 
long as we were a small country, 
lying along a single seacoast and 
sparsely settled, there was every 
reason why we should keep to 
ourselves.  In doing so we kept 
others from us, and that was a prime 
condition of success in our early 
struggles for existence.  But when 
we became sovereign in trans-
Mississippian territory, when the 
Gulf of Mexico became our southern 
border, and, still later, when our 
dominion extended to the Pacific sea 
and vast cities arose on every coast 

                                                           
26 Cited in Literary Digest 6 (February 11, 1893), p. 
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and in all parts of the interior, the 
situation changed. To-day we pro-
duce of manufactures more than any 
two nations of Europe; of agriculture 
more than any three; and of minerals 
more than all together. The necessity 
for new markets is now upon us, and 
with it the necessity of cultivating 
close commercial and political rela-
tions with the rapidly growing 
nations of South America and Aus-
tralia and with the newly-awakened 
empires of China and Japan.  As a 
prime condition of this extending in-
fluence the duty of controlling the 
Isthmian routes is clear to every 
intelligent mind.  To let them go out 
of our exclusive possession would be 
an abandonment of material advan-
tages as needless as it would be 
unfortunate.27   
 
Probably the most influential argu-

ment in favor of annexation was made by 
naval historian and publicist Alfred Thayer 
Mahan, writing in the March 1893 issue of 
the Forum.  In Mahan’s view, chance, in the 
form of the Hawaiian Revolution, had 
offered the United States an opportunity to 
annex Hawaii, but the implications for 
American foreign policy were much more 
wide-ranging. In the present crisis, “the 
United States finds herself compelled to 
answer a question – to make a decision not 
unlike and not less momentous than that 
required of the Roman Senate when the 
Mamertine garrison invited it to occupy 
Messina and so abandon the hitherto tradi-
tional policy which had confined the expan-
sion of Rome to the Italian peninsula.”  
Whether the United States wished to answer 
the question or not, it must make the 
decision.  To do nothing was just as much a 
decision as was the most vehement action.  
                                                           
27 Cited in Public Opinion 14 (February 25, 1893), p. 

487. 

“We can now advance,” Mahan warned, 
“but, the conditions of the world being what 
they are, if we do not advance we recede.”28   

The United States had advanced step 
by step in the spirit of liberty and law from 
its original inheritance to become a conti-
nental republic, just as Rome had incur-
porated the other nations of its peninsula.  
America was now arrested to the south by 
the rights of a wholly alien people, and to 
the north by a body of states that, although 
of a like tradition, had not chosen to affiliate 
with the Union.  But America had come to 
the sea – and not just the Atlantic of its 
infancy, or the Gulf of Mexico of its youth, 
but also the Pacific of its maturity.  “Have 
we no right or no call to progress farther in 
any direction?” Mahan asked. “Are there for 
us beyond the sea-horizon none of those 
essential interests, of those evident dangers, 
which impose a policy and confer rights?”29  

Mahan reminded his audience that 
the “strategic value of a naval position 
depends upon its situation, upon its strength, 
and upon its resources.”  The first was the 
most important, since it was conferred by 
nature, and since the latter two points, if 
lacking, could be artificially created in 
whole or part. In the case of Hawaii, a 
glance at a map of the Pacific Ocean showed 
two striking features: the islands were 
virtually isolated in a vast area of sea; and 
the islands formed the center of a very large 
circle whose radius was approximately the 
distance from Honolulu to San Francisco.  
Within this circle, there were only a few 
other scattered and unimportant islets.   

The fact that Hawaii occupied such a 
central position, and that it had no 
geographic rival, immediately assigned it a 
great strategic value.  In addition, the islands 
were astride the great commercial routes 
traversing the Pacific which were already in 
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existence (i.e., toward Japan and China), as 
well as those which would exist in the future 
(i.e., when the Isthmian canal was built).  
Hawaii, then, by the nature of its situation, 
could exert a powerful influence on the 
commercial and military control of the 
Pacific. This control could certainly be posi-
tive – it conferred the possibility of com-
mercial security and naval control to the 
occupying power.  But American possession 
of Hawaii would also give to the United 
States the negative advantages of posses-
sion, “by removing conditions which, if the 
islands were in the hands of any other 
power, would constitute to us disadvantages 
and threats…”30   

Republican Congressman Philip S.  
Post (Illinois) commented on that point 
during the debates over Hawaii in the 
House.   
 

Neither from the extent of territory 
nor resources is anyone justified in 
supposing that they [Hawaii] can 
maintain real independence.  One of 
the great nations of the earth will 
control them. China is becoming 
powerful, and with Hawaii in her 
possession, she will be two-thirds of 
the way across the Pacific.  As an 
English possession Hawaii would 
exact tribute and homage from every 
vessel which plowed the waters of 
that great ocean.  Hawaii will either 
be a Chinese stepping-stone, an 
English stronghold, or an American 
bulwark.  Which shall it be?  I claim 
it for America.31 
 
Mahan had argued in his earlier writ-

ings that the United States must not permit 
any other nation to obtain a coaling station 
within 3,000 miles of the American Pacific 

                                                           
30 Ibid., pp. 4-7.   
31 Congressional Record 26, 53:2, part 2, February 5, 

1894, p. 1915. 

coast.  Hawaii was well within 2,500 miles 
of every point on that coast.  If a hostile 
power gained control of Hawaii, it would 
seriously menace the U.S. west coast as well 
as American trade.  According to a Navy 
Department study, the “actual practical 
steaming radius” of the battleships of the 
major maritime nations varied between 
3,000 and 4,000 miles. Their effective 
combat radius was probably closer to 2,500 
miles or less.  By re-coaling in Hawaii, an 
enemy fleet could attack the West coast, 
return to Hawaii, and renew its attack 
indefinitely.  The American navy could 
battle the attacking force only by spreading 
itself thinly along the coast, violating 
Mahan's principle of concentration of force 
in order to enjoy superiority at the point of 
attack.32  (Commodore George Melville 
noted that, had there been no Hawaii, the 
West coast of the United States would have 
been secure from attack.33)  Mahan argued 
that, had there been many other coaling 
points available, it would be difficult to 
control them all.  There was, however, but 
the one strategically definite base that must 
be secured, or at least denied to an 
adversary.   

 
Shut out from the Sandwich Islands 
as a coal base, an enemy is thrown 
back for supplies of fuel to distances 
of thirty-five hundred or four 
thousand miles – or between seven 
and eight thousand, going and 
coming – an impediment to sustained 
maritime operations well-nigh prohi-
bitive. The coal mines of British 
Columbia constitute, of course, a 
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qualification to this statement; but 
upon them, if need arose, we might 
at least hope to impose some 
trammels by action from the land 
side.  It is rarely that so important a 
factor in the attack or defense of a 
coast-line – of a sea frontier – is 
concentrated in a single position, and 
the circumstances renders doubly 
imperative upon us to secure it, if we 
righteously can.34 

 
Mahan stressed the hope that 

Americans would view this great opportun-
ity broadly, and not as though it was 
important only to one section or interest of 
the nation. The annexation of Hawaii should 
be understood as following the principle of 
national progress whose time had now 
arrived. That principle was “the fundamental 
truth, warranted by history, that the control 
of the seas, and especially along the lines 
drawn by national interest or national 
commerce, is the chief among the merely 
material elements in the power and 
prosperity of nations…. From this neces-
sarily follows the principle that, as subsi-
diary to such control, it is imperative to take 
possession, when it can be righteously done, 
of such maritime positions as contribute to 
secure command.”35   

American concern as to the fate of 
Hawaii, whether ultimately warranted or 
not, did not arise in a vacuum.  The most ob-
vious villain in the piece was Great Britain, 
which was the European power most feared 
by American politicians, if not strategists.  
Britain's pattern of behavior in opportu-
nistically seizing control of territories was 
often cited by Anglophones.  In 1892, for 
example, the State Department had protested 
Britain's establishment of a protectorate in 
the Gilbert Islands, and had been informed 
by its minister in Ecuador that Britain might 
                                                           
34 Mahan, "Hawaii," p. 8. 
35 Ibid., pp. 10-11. 

be seeking a coaling station in that Gala-
pagos Islands.36  The New York Sun warned 
its readers on January 31, 1893:  

 
With Great Britain once in posses-
sion of the Sandwich Islands, the key 
of the North Pacific will never be 
ours, except as the prize of a succes-
sful war.  That great power gets what 
it can, and keeps what it gets.  
However obtained, territory that is 
useful to England commercially or 
strategically is never philanthrop-
ically relinquished. In Hawaii the 
story of Gibraltar would be repeated 
at our expense.  For a century, for 
two centuries perhaps, we should 
look across the water from our 
Western coast to this British 
stronghold, as Spain looks from San 
Roque to Gibraltar.  Shall there be 
established with our acquiescence 
another Bermuda in the Pacific, to 
match the Bermuda of the Atlantic 
and to complete the hostile cordon 
around this Republic?  To England, 
Hawaii would be an immensely 
valuable link in the chain that binds 
her empire.  The islands are the first 
and most important station between 
the western terminus of her great 
military railroad, the Canadian 
Pacific, and both Australia and India.  
To us, Hawaii is the natural outpost 
in the Pacific of America's system of 
National defense, the safeguard of 
America's western commerce in the 
twentieth century, the station of our 
war ships, and the refuge of our 
merchant marine.  Will England 
hesitate if she gets the chance?  Not 
an instant.  But shall she have the 
opportunity which circumstances, for 
once in close accord with natural 
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right, national policy and manifest 
destiny, brings first to us?37 

 
At the time of the Hawaiian revolu-

tion, no British war vessel had been in the 
islands since November 1892.  Shortly after 
the overthrow of the monarchy, however, 
HMS Garnet and the Hyacinth appeared off 
Honolulu.  The State Department also had 
reason to believe that the armored cruiser 
Warspite, the flagship of Britain's eastern 
Pacific squadron, and two other British 
warships were en route to Hawaii.  To add to 
the Americans' concern, one of the most 
influential Englishmen in Hawaii (Joseph 
Marsden) told a Chicago reporter that the 
United States would only have one op-
portunity to annex Hawaii, because Britain 
was prepared to act immediately if the 
annexation treaty failed.38   

Even if Britain itself was indifferent 
to the fate of Hawaii, or at least did not 
object to American annexation, the govern-
ment in London still had to take into account 
the views of Canada, Australia, and New 
Zealand.  New Zealand presented a formal 
protest against the proposed American ac-
quisition of the islands to the Secretary of 
State for the Colonies.  The Citizen, an 
organ for the Canadian government, object-
ed as well: “Canada's interest lies in the fact 
that the islands are situated on the direct 
route from Canada to Australia and on the 
line of commerce between this country and 
Chile.  They are an important station in the 
British cable system, and it is desirable, 
from our point of view, that if they are not 
independent, England at all events should 
possess supreme influence there, so that 
Hawaii may serve as a center from which 
she can exercise surveillance of the Pacific 
Ocean, and also as a headquarters for her 
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fleet. It is to be hoped that effective 
measures will be taken to prevent the United 
States from annexing territories which in the 
future are likely to be of so much 
importance to us.”39   

Other Americans, such as Mahan, 
regarded the English threat to Hawaii as 
much less serious as that from Asia.  In a 
letter to the editor of the New York Times on 
January 30, 1893, Mahan called attention to 
one aspect of the Hawaiian revolution that 
had been kept out of sight – the relation of 
the islands not just to the United States or 
Europe, but also to China.  “It is a question 
for the whole civilized world, and not for the 
United States only, whether the Sandwich 
Islands, with their geographical and military 
importance uninvolved by that of any other 
position in the North Pacific, shall in the 
future be an outpost of European civilization 
or of the comparative barbarism of China.”  
There were those military experts who 
feared “the day when the vast mass of China 
– now inert – may yield to one of those 
impulses which have in past ages buried 
civilization under a wave of barbaric 
invasion.”   
 

The great armies of Europe, whose 
existence is so frequently deplored, 
may be providentially intended as a 
barrier to that great movement, if it 
comes. Certainly, while China re-
mains as she is, nothing more disas-
trous for the future can be imagined 
than that general disarmament of 
Europe which is the Utopian dream 
of some philanthropists. China, how-
ever, may burst her barriers eastward 
as well as westward – toward the 
Pacific as well as toward the Euro-
pean Continent.  In such a movement 
it would be impossible to exaggerate 
the momentous issues dependent 
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upon a firm hold of the Sandwich 
Islands by a great, civilized, mari-
time power. By its nearness to the 
scene, and by the determined ani-
mosity to the Chinese movement 
which close contact seems to inspire, 
our own country, with its Pacific 
coast, is naturally indicated as the 
proper guardian for this most im-
portant position. To hold it, however, 
whether in the supposed case or in 
war with a European State, implies a 
great extension of our naval power.  
Are we ready to undertake this?40  

 
Minister Stevens, and many Ameri-

can citizens in Hawaii, viewed the Asiatic 
threat as coming rather from Japan – quite 
possibly in alliance with Great Britain.  
“There is no doubt that Japan is developing 
an ambitious foreign policy,” wrote Rever-
end William B. Oleson of Honolulu.  “The 
acquisition of Hawaii by Japan is not at all 
outside the range of possibilities…. There is 
…the belief current among the most intel-
ligent citizens of Honolulu that Japan has 
been gradually developing a policy with 
reference to Hawaii that would in a few 
years have brought this country under the 
domination of Asiatic rather than American 
civilization.”41   

The Reverend Oleson was referring 
primarily to efforts of the Japanese in 
Hawaii to gain suffrage. There were ap-
proximately 20,000 Japanese in the islands 
in 1893 (four-fifths of them men), or 
roughly ten times the white population.  
During 1893, Japanese nationals in Hawaii 
formed a league with the purpose of peti-
tioning Tokyo to force the Provisional 
Government to grant them the right to vote.  
                                                           
40 Robert Seager II and Doris D. Maguire, eds., 

Letters and Papers of Alfred Thayer Mahan, 3 
vols. (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1975), 
2: 92-3.  Hereafter cited as Mahan Papers. 

41 New York Independent, 11 May 1893, cited in 
Public Opinion 15 (May 30, 1893), p. 169. 

Their petition termed the islands “the 
Gibraltar of the Pacific, and from a stra-
tegical point of view are of the utmost im-
portance.”42 They asked the Imperial Govern 
-ment for support, because “we should be 
dominant as we are the most important 
element in these islands.”  Or in the view of 
the Japanese Gazette in Yokohama:  

 
The question for Japan to decide at 
the present juncture is whether or not 
she should interfere in the molding 
of the future destiny of the Hawaiian 
Islands….  Should the Japanese set-
tlers obtain the ascendancy, Japan 
would have gained a convenient 
basis for extending her sphere of 
influence in the Pacific.  The coming 
struggle between the Japanese and 
the Occidentals in the Islands is of 
vital importance to the empire, as 
affording an opportunity to test the 
capacity of the Japanese to grapple 
with Occidental rivals in practical 
fields of action.43   

 
The Provisional Government could 

point to the march of 400 Japanese on 
Honolulu within hours of the overthrow of 
Liliuokalani as evidence of the Japanese 
threat.  (The Japanese, armed with long cane 
knives, were persuaded to disperse by 
Japanese Consul Fujii.)  In addition, the 
Japanese man-of-war Kongo arrived in the 
islands on January 28, 1893; the armored 
battle cruiser Naniwa, which some Ameri-
can naval officers believed superior to 
anything in the United States fleet, made its 
appearance on February 23.  These Japanese 
vessels were rumored to be carrying arms in 
support of rebels ashore. American expan-
sionists were relieved when the USS Boston 
was reinforced by Admiral J.S. Sherrett in 
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the Mohican, as well as by the Alliance and 
the Adams.44   

The anti-annexationists challenged 
these assumptions concerning foreign threats 
and lines of communication either on their 
own merits, or because they made no dif-
ference to the ultimate security of the United 
States. The annexationists, according to their 
critics, were unwisely deflecting the United 
States from its traditional and logical 
strategy.   

 
When Thomas Jefferson wrote to 
James Madison, with regard to the 
policy which should govern our 
acquisition of territory, he said: Cuba 
can be defended by us without a 
navy and this develops the principle 
which ought to limit our views.  
Nothing should ever be accepted 
which would require a navy to 
defend it.  No man had a broader 
vision of American grandeur, or did 
more to realize it, than Thomas 
Jefferson.  It was he who made the 
Louisiana purchase, which gave our 
commerce an outlet toward the Gulf, 
and made possible the expansion of 
our dominion from the Mississippi to 
the Pacific.  But for the foresight and 
decision of Jefferson, we might have 
been hemmed in on the west and 
south, as well as on the north, by 
British colonies, and instead of the 
richest nation on the globe we might 
have been to-day a stunted third-rate 
power. But Jefferson wisely opposed 
the indiscriminate acquisition of 
distant territory, which it would be 
costly to defend. Our true policy 
with reference to the Hawaiian 
Islands – a tiny territory in mid-
ocean, 2,000 miles from our nearest 
coast – is to keep them out of the 
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hands of any foreign power, but not 
to make them part of the United 
States if it can be avoided.45   

 
Hawaii, Schurz asserted in his 

“Manifest Destiny” article, would not add to 
America's strength, but would actually con-
stitute a dangerous element of weakness.  
The islands, as was the case with any 
outlying position, would be an Achilles' 
heel.  Hawaii presented a potential enemy of 
the United States with a vulnerable point of 
attack that America would have to defend.  
To do so, the United States would be forced 
out of its impregnable stronghold, to fight at 
a location where the enemy might enjoy 
superior strength and favorable conditions.  
In the case of a war with a major naval 
power, America would require a fleet in 
Hawaii at least as strong as that of the 
enemy, and even more if faced by a 
combination of powers.  “Attempts of the 
enemy to gain an important advantage by a 
sudden stroke, which would be entirely 
harmless if made on our continental strong-
hold, might have an excellent chance of 
success if made on our distant insular 
possession, and then the whole war could be 
made to turn on that point, where the enemy 
might concentrate his forces as easily as we, 
or even more easily, and be our superior on 
the decisive field of operations.  It is evident 
that thus the immense advantage we now 
enjoy of a substantially unassailable defens-
ive position would be lost.”46   

Anti-annexationists perceived a reci-
procal connection between the desire to 
acquire strategic locations and the desire to 
build a first-class fleet.  “The annexationists 
are very strong on ‘keys.’  They never want 
to seize something that is not ‘the key to 
something else,’” chided the Nation in 
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January 1894.  “Hawaii, for instance, is the 
key to the Pacific. It is impossible to 
convince them that no island can be ‘the 
key’ to anything unless you have a navy big 
enough to defend against all comers.  The 
only key in the world to sea-surrounded 
places is a huge navy.”47  Nor was Mahan's 
analogy with the British maritime situation 
convincing.   

 
The reason why Great Britain has so 
many islands and foreign stations is 
that she has a great navy.  As soon as 
she ceases to have a great navy, she 
will lose her islands and foreign 
stations, and lose her access to the 
Suez Canal.  An island is of no use to 
any power which cannot approach it 
in time of war.  A coaling station is 
of no use if the enemy will not let 
you coal at it.  The whole apparatus 
of foreign islands, stations, and 
garrisons, in which England rejoices, 
is a concomitant of the mastery of 
the sea.  Without the mastery of the 
sea it is of no use whatever.  When-
ever we have a navy large enough to 
destroy the navies of two other 
powers, we can have all the islands 
we want.  Until then we are perfectly 
happy without any island at all.  The 
notion that some other power can 
“surround” us 2,000 miles away over 
the ocean is one against which it is 
hardly worthwhile to argue.  If there 
be any foundation for it, our case is 
hopeless, for England, France, and 
Portugal and Spain “surround” us 
only 2,800 miles away, and Japan is 
looming up dangerously on our right 
flank.48  

 
A somewhat more sophisticated 

argument was advanced by “X.Y.Z.,” an 
                                                           
47 Nation (January 25, 1894), p. 61. 
48 Ibid., (November 23, 1893), p. 384. 

anonymous correspondent in the New York 
Herald, who argued that the strategic cir-
cumstances of the United States and Great 
Britain were entirely dissimilar. As an 
insular nation situated close to a potentially 
hostile continent, England was justified in 
expanding its navy and acquiring coaling 
stations.  Britain also needed colonies to 
absorb its surplus population, and to supply 
its industries with natural resources.  The 
United States, however, was relatively 
isolated geographically and was largely self-
sufficient against a hostile blockade.49   

The Pittsburgh Dispatch compared 
the idea of defending the Pacific coast from 
Hawaii with that of needing the Azores, or 
one of the islands in the English Channel, to 
defend the Atlantic coast.  The Hawaiian 
Islands might well have their advantages if 
the United States wished to engage in 
aggressive warfare against Japan or China or 
Australia “but it is only with a view to such 
schemes of foreign conquest, utterly ob-
noxious to all the principles of this Govern-
ment, that such an acquisition could be of 
any value.”50 In short, the annexation of 
Hawaii represented a radical departure from 
the strategic tradition that had served the 
nation so well.   

 
At this moment we are, and at every 
moment since 1865 we have been, 
the Power of all Powers with which 
every nation on earth is most anxious 
not to quarrel.  From no other will 
France, England, Germany, Italy, 
and Russia, to say nothing of Spain 
and Holland and the like, put up with 
so much, either of insolence on 
injury. The reason is very simple.  
We cannot be invaded, we have no 
foreign possessions to lose, and our 
resources in population and money 
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are so enormous, and our capacity 
for doing damage when once aroused 
so great, that any enemy, or any two 
enemies combined, would be sure to 
get the worst of it.51   
   
 

Hawaii: The Moral Question 
 

Many of those who opposed the 
annexation of Hawaii, and/or supported the 
restoration of the native Hawaiian regime, 
did so for moral as well as strategic reasons.  
In response to the Republican objection that 
Cleveland had capriciously abandoned the 
policy of his predecessor on the matter, the 
Nation rejoined: “Continuity in foreign 
policy is a good thing if it be continuity in 
justice and fair dealing, but continuity in 
crime and outrage, General Harrison himself 
will admit, would be a mistake.”52  Inter-
national law, which ought to be the 
overriding principle in the case, was simply 
the application of the Golden Rule to 
international relations.  If this meant restor-
ing the Hawaiian monarch, so be it.  
“Monarchy is everywhere a waning force, 
but little oligarchies of plutocrats and specu-
lators seem to be the evil against which the 
world will, during the next hundred years at 
least, have most frequently to contend.”53  
Or as President Cleveland wrote to Senator 
William F. Vilas: “The thing I care about the 
most is the declaration that the people of the 
islands instead of the Provisional Govern-
ment should determine the policy…”54   

 
To say that such a position was that of a 
“bad American” angered E.L. Godkin's 
Nation.  “But the 'our country, right or 
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wrong,' theory has been and is held with 
great tenacity by nearly the whole body of 
politicians and by certain newspapers, 
among others the New York Tribune, the 
chief organ of the Republican party.”  The 
Nation also delighted in calling attention to 
the inconsistencies of the Republicans’ 
foreign and domestic policies.  “Another 
result of the Hawaiian agitation has been to 
put the stamp of insincerity on Republican 
professions of regard for the poor and 
ignorant colored men of the South.  From 
the position which the Republican Party has 
virtuously assumed in that matter since the 
war, it has shamefully retreated when it 
became a question of poor and ignorant 
colored majorities in Hawaii.”55   

Senator David Turpie, Democrat 
from Indiana, noted that the great “inter-
national statesmen of the world…have al-
ways represented the extinction of a nation 
as a misfortune, a great catastrophe, to be 
regretted and deplored.”  The Senator had in 
mind the cases of Poland and Greece, and 
now quite possibly Hawaii.  “The question is 
not whether Hawaii is weak or strong, 
whether it be powerful or otherwise, but 
whether its people have so lost their attach-
ment to their own nationality as to be ready 
to abandon their national life and being and 
to merge the same into ours.  Let this be first 
determined by a free ballot of that popu-
lation under their own laws.”56 

The Hawaiian issue was only one 
manifestation of a greater controversy con-
cerning the role of the United States in the 
world.  Schurz summarized the position of 
those who opposed a policy of extra-conti-
nental activism and expansion:  

 
No great power can do so much 
among the nations of the world for 
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the cause of international peace by 
the moral force of its example as the 
United States.  The United States 
will better fulfill their mission and 
more exalt their position in the 
family of nations by indoctrinating 
their navy officers in the teachings of 
Washington's farewell address than 
by flaunting in the face of the world 
the destructive power of rams and 
artillery.57 

 
Some anti-annexationists rejected the 

acquisition of Hawaii outright, on both 
moral and strategic grounds.  Others did so 
contingently. Because the particular circum-
stances of the overthrow of the monarchy 
were suspect, the United States could not 
conscionably consider the requests of the 
Provisional Government.  “It has never been 
our policy to go about the world 
overthrowing Monarchies because we think 
a Republic is the only form of Government,” 
the Louisville Courier Journal, a Demo-
cratic paper, remarked in November 1893.  
“On the contrary, it has been our announced 
and observed purpose to maintain our own 
sovereignty, to interfere with nobody, and to 
prevent foreign interference in the Ameri-
cas.”58  It is certainly the case, however, that 
the anti-annexationists' arguments were 
weakened by Cleveland's efforts to restore 
the monarchy, which offended many 
Americans’ republican (small r) sensibil-
ities.  The St. Paul News argued that 
Cleveland's proposal “would be as shameful 
and heartless as it would have been for 
Europe to have united in the last century to 
restore the Government of George the Third 
over the American colonies.”59  A few rabid 
Republicans, particularly on the West Coast, 
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threatened to impeach the President.60  The 
Democratic New York World had a more 
measured response but agreed with the 
general point 

 
The President's considerations of 
“right and justice” will not prevail 
against the instinctive feeling and the 
inbred principle of our people 
against the Monarchical system.  The 
sentiments which he professes might 
apply in Utopia. They are not applic-
able to the affairs of nations in this 
hardheaded, workaday world.  Carri-
ed to its logical end, the President's 
contention would restore this conti-
nent to the Indians, and surrender to 
the English, the Spaniards, and the 
Mexicans a large part of our 
territory. It is not possible to conduct 
Governments or to advance civiliza-
tion on the refinements of ideal 
justice.61 

 
The annexationists tended to mini-

mize the American role in the revolution, 
and emphasize the worthiness of the 
Provisional Government.  “In the case of 
Hawaii and the islands of that group, the 
substantial, intelligent and enlightened 
population, those upon whom their future 
must rest, were ready and anxious to tender 
themselves and their interests to our care not 
merely for protection, but for mutual 
association and welfare,” Republican 
Senator Shelby M. Cullom of Illinois 
explained.62 Colorado's Henry Teller, a 
Silver Republican, told the Senate:  

 
The Hawaiian Government is in 
existence -- wisely or unwisely is not 
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a question for us to determine.  It 
came into existence, and we said that 
we would recognize it as an existing 
government, and all the world said 
they also recognized it as an existing 
government. What more can be 
wanted? The integrity of that Govern 
-ment has been questioned. By 
whom? By ourselves, through our 
Executive, and by nobody else on the 
face of the earth…. Everybody in 
this country understands that if we 
do not annex the Hawaiian Islands 
there will be there in due time a free 
and liberal government, and not a 
monarchy.  If they have not reached 
that point yet, we know from the 
character of the men who were at the 
bottom of this revolution and we 
know from the character of the men 
who are in control now what must be 
the outcome and what must be the 
character of the Government.63     
 
The annexationists argued that they 

were acting upon just as much a compre-
hensive vision of America as were their 
opponents.  Republican Senator Orville Platt 
of Connecticut, who together with Senator 
Teller would become famous in subsequent 
debates over Cuba and the Philippines, 
remarked upon that position.   

I believe, when we have come to be 
sixty-five, yes seventy million people, 
nearly, we can no longer shut ourselves 
within narrow limits; and while I have no 
disposition to acquire territory for the sake 
of territory, for the sake of aggrandizement 
or glory or power, I firmly believe that when 
any territory outside the present limits of the 
United States becomes necessary for our 
defense or essential for our commercial 
development, that we ought to lose no time 
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acquiring it if it can be done without 
injustice to other natives and other people.64    
 
 
Hawaii: The Constitutional Question 
 

Closely related to, but not identical 
with, the moral question of Hawaiian an-
nexation was the debate over its constitu-
tionality. Judge Thomas M.  Cooley, an 
eminent judicial scholar, intertwined both 
moral and legal reasoning in his influential 
June 1893 article in the Forum condemning 
annexation.  Cooley objected on the grounds 
that the wishes of the native population had 
not been ascertained, and because the 
Constitution did not contemplate the ac-
quisition of outlying colonies. To annex 
Hawaii was to ignore the physical and other 
characteristics of the country for which the 
Constitution was formed: “a country made 
up of states lying contiguously, populated 
almost exclusively by one European race, 
and possessing certain territory, also 
contiguous and held as a national domain.” 
Instead, Cooley warned, countries like 
Hawaii would be brought into the Union, 
“inhabited by races radically different in 
physical and also in mental characteristics to 
those by and for whom the Union was 
established.” Cooley noted that the proposed 
treaty of annexation contained a special 
provision intended to prevent members of 
Hawaii's Chinese colony from entering other 
parts of the United States.  Since any person 
of Chinese descent born in an American-
annexed Hawaii would be a citizen of the 
United States, did not this provision violate 
the Constitution, which undertook to make 
the rights of citizens the same everywhere?65  

The racial consideration was argued 
most often by Southern Democrats, such as 
Kentucky Congressman James B. McGeary.   
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I am opposed to the annexation of 
the Hawaiian Islands both on policy 
and on principle.  These islands are 
more than 2,000 miles distant from 
our extreme Western boundary.  We 
have a serious race problem now in 
our country, and I am not in favor of 
adding to our domestic fabric a 
mongrel population, amounting to 
nearly one hundred thousand, made 
up of Chinese, Japanese, Portuguese, 
Polynesians, Norwegians and Kan-
akas, with only about four thousand 
Americans, British, Germans and 
French.66   
 
The only gain from Hawaiian an-

nexation, the Nation asserted, would be the 
privilege of paying the expenses of the 
Hawaiian government – a task that might 
have attracted the Republican's Billion 
Dollar Congress under Harrison, with its 
subsidy of special interests. Besides, it 
would only be a matter of time  

 
…until one party or another wanted 
two more Senators of the kind now 
sent from Nevada, Wyoming, and 
Idaho, which are already in the 
Union, and would be sent from Utah, 
Arizona, New Mexico, and Okla-
homa, for the admission of which 
preparations are on foot.  Not one of 
these communities is fit to be in the 
Union. The population of some of 
them is ridiculously small and un-
settled; that of others scanty, ig-
norant, superstitious, and foreign-
tongued.  The only reason for letting 
them in, or proposing to let them in, 
is the desire to influence party legis-
lation some of it, like the McKinley 
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Bill or the Silver Bills of the most 
corrupt character.67 
 
In the same vein, the St. Louis Post-

Dispatch warned against adding “another 
rotten borough to the Union and streng-
then[ing] the forces of plutocracy, which are 
already too strong.”68 If Hawaii were 
annexed, this “would launch the country on 
a crusade of territorial extension without 
limit, and divert it from its real 'manifest 
destiny,' the working out on this continent of 
the evolution of the latest and highest type 
of humanity.”69 The nation did not need 
Hawaii, but rather “just taxation and com-
mercial freedom to help our country to the 
accomplishment of its grand and glorious 
destiny.”70   

“Popular government will not long 
survive under such a policy.” “A free 
government cannot pursue an imperial 
policy.” That was the constitutional judg-
ment of Secretary of State Gresham, and 
ultimately of the Cleveland Administration 
on the matter of Hawaii.71  In the view of a 
leading Democratic newspaper:  
 

As the country becomes more im-
perial in extent it becomes more dif-
ficult to maintain local self-govern-
ment.  Our territory already extends 
from ocean to ocean, and already in 
the course of its first century we 
have been obliged to fight a civil war 
which came near costing us the 
abandonment of the principle of 
consent and the restoration of the old 
barbaric rule of force.  What folly, 
then, would it be to enter deliberately 
on a policy of subjugating new ter-
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ritory when it is certain that in so 
doing we would forfeit our own 
liberties.  Mr. Cleveland deserves the 
thanks of every patriotic American 
for what he has done to save the 
country from the great danger that 
threatened it – the danger of rejecting 
the Democratic principle – of finally 
abandoning the republican form and 
of rushing headlong into a policy of 
imperialism.72 
 
The annexationists, however, denied 

that the acquisition of Hawaii would have 
such a deleterious effect on the American 
regime. In the first place, the Hawaiian 
Islands belonged not to the European, but to 
the American system.73  The Founders never 
originally contemplated the annexation of 
Louisiana, Texas, California, or Alaska; in 
their time, these regions seemed as remote 
as Hawaii did in 1893.  (“Besides, what the 
founders contemplated is nothing to us – 
they are dead,” the Philadelphia Inquirer 
noted.74)  The more exuberant expansionists 
did not believe it would stop at Hawaii, 
either.  Teller told the Senate:  
 

I am in favor of annexation of the 
islands.  I am in favor of the annexa-
tion of Cuba; I am in favor of the 
great country to the north of us.  I 
expect in a few years to see the 
American flag floating from the 
extreme north to the line of our sister 
Republics on the south.  I expect to 
see it floating over the islands on the 
sea – not only these, but in the Great 
Gulf and in the West India seas.   
 

                                                           
72 St. Louis Republic, 5 June 1893, cited in Public 

Opinion 15 (June 10, 1893), p. 242. 
73 New York Recorder, 10 February 1893, cited in 

ibid., 15 (June 3, 1893), p. 218 
74 Philadelphia Inquirer, 27 May 1893, cited in ibid., 

p. 218 

Teller also challenged the “little America” 
argument directly.   
 

Mr. President, is there anything in 
the organization of a republic that 
makes it more difficult for it to main-
tain the integrity of a country with 
noncontiguous territory than there is 
under a monarchy? Does not a re-
public contain within itself all the 
powers and energies than any nation 
can possess for self-defense, for self-
protection, for acquisition that a 
monarchy does? If it does not, then a 
monarchy possesses some advan-
tages over us that we have never 
been willing to admit.75   
 
A significant percentage of those 

opposed to annexation did not favor walking 
away from Hawaii entirely.  They favored 
securing the rights for a coaling station in 
the islands, and possibly establishing a pro-
tectorate. “The truth is,” insisted the Nation, 
“that Capt.  Mahan's argument, like so many 
others, is advanced in favor of annexation 
when all the real advantages it aims at can 
be as fully and more safely obtained in other 
ways.”76  This line of reasoning was rejected 
by the New York Tribune, which contended 
“the Hawaiians do not want protection.  
They wish to escape the necessity for self-
government until they feel themselves 
capable of it, and then they will be satisfied 
with the self-government of an American 
community.”   
 

They come with a rational, direct 
proposition … to become American.  
Let it be borne in mind, too, that an 
engagement to protect Hawaii in-
volves us in its affairs fully as much 
as annexation would, while, accepted 

                                                           
75 Congressional Record 26, 53: 2, part 2, January 29, 
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76 Nation (March 2, 1893), p. 154. 
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as the alternative of sovereign rights, 
it opens the door to the very com-
plications which would be most un-
likely to arise were the American 
flag at home in Hawaii.77   
 
There were several unsuccessful 

proposals to satisfy the strategic ends of the 
annexationists and the constitutional objec-
tions of the anti-annexationists.  Republican 
Senator John Sherman suggested attaching 
the islands as counties of the State of 
California.  They would then be governed by 
a people familiar with their own interests, 
and with a substantial portion of commerce 
in Hawaii.  With such an arrangement, there 
need be no fear of giving every adult male 
citizen on the islands the right to vote.78  On 
the anti-annexation side, the writer Charles 
Nordoff and others proposed that foreign 
powers could be kept from gaining exclusive 
control of the islands if Hawaii were 
neutralized.  Under this plan, Hawaii would 
retain its independence while outside powers 
shared fueling and refurbishing rights in 
both peace and war.79   

With a few notable exceptions such 
as Senator Morgan of Alabama, most Demo-
crats opposed annexation.  There was the 
(supposed) Democratic Party tradition to 
uphold. “Mr. President, the plain issue is 
before us whether we are to quit now the 
traditional policy of this country established 
by Washington and concurred in by 
Madison and Jackson and Buchanan, and 
now by Cleveland, or are we to depart from 
that policy and now venture upon the great 
colonial system of the European powers,” 
Senator George Vest proclaimed.80  Senator 
Patterson, referring to the Republican-spon-
                                                           
77 Cited in Public Opinion 14 (February 11, 1893), p. 

487. 
78 Congressional Record 26, 53: 2, part 2, January 24, 

1894, p. 1311. 
79 Morgan, "Hawaiian Annexation," p. 88. 
80 Congressional Record 26, 53: 2, part 1, December 

13, 1893, p. 196. 

sored “Force Bill” of 1890, which would 
have allowed the Federal Government to 
protect African-Americans against disen-
franchisement in the South, was more 
partisan and pointed.   
 

But, sir, can you forget, can I forget, 
can this country ever forget that the 
same Republican party, that now so 
piteously pleads for white supremacy 
and Christian civilization in the 
Hawaiian Islands, only a few short 
years ago deliberately turned South 
Carolina, one of the Southern States 
of America, one of the original 
thirteen States, the land of Pinckney, 
the land of Sumter, the land of 
Marion, the land of Moultrie, the 
land of my ancestors, over to the 
domination of a race inferior to, and 
less progressive than, are the 
Hawaiians.81 
 
Or as the Jacksonville Times-Union 

phrased it, there was “a large portion of the 
Democratic party almost unalterably op-
posed to the acquisition of that territory, if 
only because of the enfranchisement of a 
great army of ignorant voters that would 
necessarily accompany it. We are just 
emerging from a thirty years' struggle with 
an undesirable class of voters.  Let us not 
'prolong the war' with the ignorant voters of 
the Hawaiian Islands.”82   

The Republican Party attacked the 
Democratic version of its own party history 
in an effort to undermine the Democrats' 
anti-annexationist appeal.  Teller noted that 
“the Democratic party has been the party of 
acquisition from the very foundation of the 
Government to this hour, or until this 
Administration, I perhaps may say; and if it 
is not the party of acquisition to-day, it is 
because it surrenders its judgment to that of 
                                                           
81 Ibid., part 2, February 5, 1894, p. 1891. 
82 Cited in Literary Digest 6 (March 18, 1893), p. 554 
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the Executive in this case, and abandons one 
of the fundamental features and principles of 
its original organization and repudiates its 
history.”83 Senator Cullom made the unkind-
est comparison of all – while revealing the 
reversal of the parties on the expansion issue 
since the Civil War.   
 

The Administration of James 
Buchanan has sadly taken its place in 
our history as one of timidity and 
weakness in its dealing with our 
internal affairs, but its foreign policy 
in the conduct of the United States 
with other countries was a bright 
record of genius, intellect, and good 
sense, as compared with that of the 
Administration to-day.  The one bore 
the impress of ability, looked after 
the interests of our people, selected 
men of known intelligence, experi-
ence, and skill for the places of 
honor and responsibility abroad and 
at home, and sought to produce an 
American citizenship which was 
worth the enjoying.  The other seems 
to try its worst to destroy our trade, 
our commerce, our valued interests, 
our American ensign, our national 
pride, and our love of country and its 
institutions.84  

 
The Hawaiian controversy was 

superseded after 1895 by the growing crisis 
over Cuba and the debate over possible 
American intervention there on behalf of the 
anti-Spanish forces. The new President, Wil-
liam McKinley, resumed negotiations for 
annexation in 1897.  The resultant treaty of 
stalled in the Senate in the face of a major 
petition drive against annexation by native 
and mixed-blood citizens. The Spanish-
American War, however, soon raised new 

                                                           
83 Congressional Record 26, 53: 2, part 2, January 29, 

1894, p. 1575 
84 Ibid., January 23, 1894, p. 1234. 

concerns about the security of the Pacific 
Coast and about the fate of the islands in the 
midst of a possible great-power scramble for 
territory. Congressman Francis G. New-
lands, a Democrat from Nevada, introduced 
a joint resolution (requiring only a majority 
vote) for annexation and the creation of 
territory of Hawaii, which passed the House 
209 to 91 and the Senate 42 to 21.  It was 
signed into law by President McKinley in 
July 1898, but which time the focus of the 
American regime change debate moved on 
to other islands in the Caribbean and the 
Pacific. 
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II. THE DECISION TO 
INTERVENE IN CUBA, 

1896-1898 
 
Cuba, along with Puerto Rico, had 

remained colonies of Spain after most of 
Madrid’s great empire in the Western Hemi-
sphere achieved independence in the early 
19th century.  Americans had long been in-
terested in Cuba. The island’s strategic 
location was such that it commanded critical 
maritime lines of communication into the 
Gulf of Mexico.  Thomas Jefferson and John 
Quincy Adams both thought that the island’s 
geographic position made it naturally part of 
a North American confederation.  Before 
and during the Civil War, leading southern-
ers anticipated Cuba’s acquisition as a future 
slave state.  Throughout the 19th century, 
American businessmen held substantial 
investments on the island or otherwise had 
an interest in the orientation of the Cuban 
economy. Americans sympathized generally 
with efforts by native Cubans to improve 
their domestic situation and favored their 
desire for autonomy or independence from 
Spain.  During a major popular insurrection 
against Spanish rule (the Ten Years War, 
1868-78), however, Presidents Grant and 
Hayes chose to avoid direct American 
intervention.        

The standard of popular rebellion 
was again raised again in 1895 as living 
conditions in Cuba worsened.  The island 
suffered from an economic crisis inadvert-
ently created in part by a new American 
tariff on Cuban sugar, as well as by the 
general hemispheric aftereffects of the 
economic Panic of 1893.  The insurrectos, 
as the anti-Spanish forces were known, 
waged guerrilla war aimed at destroying the 
economic basis of Spanish rule, especially 
the sugar plantations and the cattle ranches.  
Cubans in the United States and their 
American sympathizers – including some 

with substantial business interests on the 
island – raised money for their cause and 
attempted to smuggle supplies and men onto 
the island.  (Many Cuban leaders, such as 
the famous writer José Martí, who died in a 
skirmish in 1895, admired much about the 
United States but wanted to avoid a close 
connection. They feared that the United 
States might choose to annex the island 
rather than support independence.)  A new 
Spanish commander, General Valeriano 
Weyler, waged a counterinsurgency cam-
paign that brought the civilian population 
into concentration camps.  Those outside the 
camps were treated as rebels.  Due to poor 
sanitation and lack of food and medicine, 
tens of thousands of civilian reconcentrados 
died of disease and starvation.  The precise 
casualty toll is unknown but perhaps 
200,000 lives were lost on both sides during 
the 3-year conflict, most of them non-
combatants, out of a total population of 1.8 
million.  American citizens and property on 
the island were often caught in the middle of 
the violence.   

The humanitarian disaster in Cuba 
caught the attention of the popular press in 
the United States.  These “yellow journal-
ists” sensationalized the atrocities of “But-
cher” Weyler and encouraged popular en-
thusiasm for American intervention to stop 
the bloodshed. William Randolph Hearst’s 
New York Journal and Joseph Pulitzer’s 
New York World competed to scoop each 
other with stories of Spain’s brutality and 
the heroism of the insurrectos.   

President Grover Cleveland, a 
Democrat, was in office when the insur-
rection first broke out.  He was decidedly in 
the anti-interventionist camp. Cleveland 
sought to protect American citizens and 
property while encouraging a peaceful 
settlement of the conflict.  He represented an 
enduring element of American culture that 
distrusted war as an instrument of policy, 
except in self-defense.  Americans had not 
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forgotten the devastation of the Civil War.  
As noted in more detail below, white 
southerners in general feared that a 
supposedly “humanitarian” intervention in 
Cuba would be fought in the interests of the 
industrial north, resulting in a stronger 
federal government, weakened states’ rights, 
and perhaps new efforts to challenge Jim 
Crow.  Many Americans, not just southern-
ers, regarded the African-Hispanic peoples 
of Cuba through the prism of race as an 
“inferior” people, not worth fighting about.  
Businessmen who did not have a major 
stake in Cuba were concerned that war 
would destabilize precarious financial mar-
kets.  In the view of this broad anti-war 
coalition, American intervention in Cuba 
would likely trigger, rather than deter, 
counter-intervention by the European 
powers on behalf of Spain.  Security and 
honor for the United States, they concluded, 
meant staying out the quarrels of others 
rather than rushing to join the imperial 
scramble for bases and colonies.  As to the 
humanitarian question, those opposed to war 
pointed to serious human rights abuses by 
the insurrectos.   

The interventionists, by contrast, 
argued that a great nation like the United 
States could not honorably stand by while 
Cuba was devastated and depopulated.  
They insisted that the demonstration of 
American weakness on its own doorstep 
would embolden the European powers to 
challenge U.S. hemispheric interests and 
global aspirations.  They warned that Spain 
might cede the island to more potent and 
dangerous nation like Germany.  These war 
hawks, following the geopolitical arguments 
made popular by Captain Alfred Thayer 
Mahan, also stressed the importance of Cuba 
in the context of broader American security 
concerns. To deal with an increasingly 
dangerous world, the militant pro-inter-
ventionists insisted that the United States 
must obtain naval bases and secure critical 

naval lines of communication and commerce 
in the Western Hemisphere and in the 
Pacific.  The United States, as Mahan put it, 
must “look outward.”  A war with Spain 
over Cuba would provide the political-
military impetus for America to acquire or 
control critical assets such as Hawaii and the 
site of a future Isthmian Canal. 

 
 

The Election of 1896 
 

The election of 1896, coming so 
shortly after the renewed insurrection in 
Cuba, might have been a referendum on 
U.S. intervention. It was not. The Democrat-
ic Party platform merely noted: “The 
Monroe doctrine, as originally declared, and 
as interpreted by succeeding Presidents, is a 
permanent part of the foreign policy of the 
United States, and must at all times be 
maintained.  We extend our sympathy to the 
people of Cuba in their heroic struggle for 
liberty and independence.”  The Republican 
platform reasserted “the Monroe Doctrine in 
its full extent, and we reaffirm the rights of 
the United States to give the Doctrine effect 
by responding to the appeal of any 
American State for friendly intervention in 
case of European encroachment…. We 
watch with deep and abiding interest the 
heroic battles of the Cuban patriots against 
cruelty and oppression, and best hopes go 
out for the full success of their determined 
contest for liberty. The government of 
Spain, having lost control of Cuba, and 
being unable to protect the property or lives 
of resident American citizens, or to comply 
with its Treaty obligations, we believe that 
the government of the United States should 
actively use its influence and good offices to 
restore peace and give independence to the 
Island.”1    
                                                           
1 Platforms accessed at 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/platforms.php 
According to the People’s Party platform:  “We 
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The major issue of 1896 was not 
foreign or defense policy; it was the cur-
rency question – crudely put, gold versus 
silver; but more fundamentally, about the 
organization of American society and 
government – that had been fanned by the 
financial conditions set off by the Panic of 
1893.  The issue cut across party lines.  New 
York Senator T.C. Platt wrote on the eve of 
the vote: “There has been no more important 
election in this country since the [Civil] war; 
in fact, the issues involved in the campaign 
which are now drawing to a close are of 
more vital concern than any that have ever 
been raised since the foundation of the 
Republic.”2 Most politicians and comment-
ators at the time concurred in Platt's assess-
ment.  American politics were very much in 
a state of flux as the nation approached the 
20th century.  The political alignment first 
created by the election of 1860 and 
confirmed by the Civil War seemed to be 
breaking down.  Despite the Republicans' 
domination of Presidential elections since 
Lincoln's first term (28 of the 36 years), the 
Democratic Party had been very competitive 
at the Congressional and local levels.  Now 
forces that were at once radical and 
reactionary challenged the old-line founda-
tion of the Republican Party.  Whether or 
not those forces succeeded in 1896, or 
proved a temporary aberration, conserva-
tives in both parties were afraid of losing 
their grip on affairs -- and not just on the 
currency matter.   
 
                                                                                       

tender to the patriotic people of the country our 
deepest sympathies in their heroic struggle for 
political freedom and independence, and we 
believe the time has come when the United States, 
the great Republic of the world, should recognize 
that Cuba is and of right ought to be a free and 
independent State.”  Accessed at 
http://projects.vassar.edu/1896/peoplesplatform.ht
ml 

2 T.C.  Platt, "The Effect of Republican Victory," 
North American Review 163 (November 1896): 
513. 

The Republican nominee, William 
McKinley of Ohio, was very much an old-
line Republican, having built his reputation 
as an expert on the tariff.  His was the 
national party, the party of the Union, which 
believed in economic funding, spending, and 
regulation.  He was publicly associated with 
big business interests, most notably through 
his friend, Mark Hanna.  As a Congressman, 
however, McKinley had favored such 
measures as civil service reform and federal 
protection of voting rights to the point where 
some considered him a liberal Republican.  
“I always felt that McKinley represented the 
newer view,” no less an authority than 
Robert La Follette would recall.  “Of course, 
McKinley was a high protectionist, but on 
the great new issues as they arose he was 
generally on the side of the public and 
against private interests.”3  But on the issue 
at hand, McKinley was solidly in the camp 
of the hard-money gold bugs.  He warned 
that free silver would prove inflationary, and 
would threaten the value of income and 
savings.  Prosperity meant a Republican 
tariff and an expanding export trade; a 
national and not a narrow class-based party.   
 

My countrymen, the most un-
American of all appeals observable 
in this campaign is the one which 
seeks to array labor against capital, 
employer against unemployed.  It is 
most unpatriotic and is fraught with 
the greatest peril to all concerned.  
We are all political equals here -- 
equal in privilege and opportunity, 
dependent upon each other, and the-
prosperity of the one is the prosperity 
of the other.4 

       

                                                           
3 Cited by Margaret Leech, In the Days of McKinley 

(New York: Harper & Brothers, 1959), p. 485. 
4 H. Wayne Morgan, From Hayes to McKinley, p. 

518. 
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While the business-oriented Repub-
licans chafed over the silver heresy, 
Theodore Roosevelt, then New York City 
Police Commissioner and a rising star in the 
party, longed to bring another issue to the 
front.  “Though I feel very strongly indeed 
on such questions as municipal reform and 
civil service reform, I feel even more 
strongly on the question of our attitude 
towards the outside world, with all that 
implies, from seacoast defense and a first 
class navy, to a properly vigorous foreign 
policy,” he announced in April 1896.  “I 
think we ought to interfere in Cuba…”5    
Had Cleveland or one of his sound-money 
associates been the Democratic nominee, 
Roosevelt might well have pushed to make 
Cuba the campaign's principal issue.  As it 
was, he had to place the money question 
first.   
 

It is earnestly to be hoped that the 
Republican Party will also make an 
aggressive fight on the question of 
America's foreign policy.  A policy 
of buncombe and spread-eagleism in 
foreign affairs would be sincerely to 
be deprecated; but a policy of tame 
submission to insult is even worse.  
In its foreign policy the present 
Democratic administration has offer-
ed a most unpleasant contrast to the 
preceding Republican administra-
tion.  The very Democrats who have 
stood stoutest in warring against the 
great majority of their own party for 
sound finance have also been un-
pleasantly conspicuous in forcing 
their party to adopt a thoroughly 
improper and un-American tone in 
foreign affairs.  Unfortunately, very 
many decent men in the country, and 
especially in the Northeast, are too 
timid, or too unpatriotic, to wish the 

                                                           
5 Roosevelt to Cowles, April 5, 1896, Roosevelt 

Letters, 1: 524.   

United States to play the part it 
should among the nations of the 
earth.  America must never play the 
part of a bully; but even less must 
she play the part of a coward; and it 
is this last most unpleasant part 
which, during the last two years of 
Democratic administration, she has 
once or twice come near playing.6 
 
The Democratic Party of Grover 

Cleveland was in a sorry state as Roosevelt 
penned those words in late 1895. The 
elections of 1894 had proved disastrous for 
the party, reversing the promising results of 
1890 and 1892.  In the 54th Congress, the 
Democratic majority in the House was 
wiped out; only 104 Democrats would face 
245 Republicans.  Nebraska Congressman 
William Jennings Bryan, beset by an intra-
party rivalry, was one of those Democrats 
who failed at re-election.  Cleveland, in the 
meantime, had lost control of his own party, 
which was split between silver and gold, 
populist and Bourbon factions.7   

On the face of events, the Demo-
cratic nominee in 1896 should have been a 
sacrificial lamb.  But the currency question 
cut across sections and parties; as Platt 
noted, “party lines, for the time being, have 
been practically obliterated.”8  Might not a 
Democrat who disregarded the party's con-
servatism on monetary and social matters be 
able to command a new majority, and bring 
about another Revolution of 1800?  The key 
would be a West-South agrarian alliance 
within the party, replacing the old East-
South Bourbon alliance. This was the found-
ation of the proposed “popocrat” coalition.  
With 224 electoral votes necessary to elect 
the President, the 83 electoral votes in the 
                                                           
6 Roosevelt, "Issues of 1896," p. 71.   
7 H.  Wayne Morgan, From Hayes to McKinley: 

National Party Politics, 1877-1896 (Syracuse: 
Syracuse University Press, 1969), pp. 477-8; 
Nevins, Grover Cleveland, pp. 679, 681.  

8 Platt, "Republican Victory," p. 514.   
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section west of the Mississippi and the 159 
electoral votes in the South (including 
Delaware) would be sufficient for victory.  
A win in competitive states in the Midwest 
would, even offset possible defections in the 
West and South. In short, a silver Demo-
cratic candidate with Populist support could 
be elected President without winning a 
single Northern state east of the Missis-
sippi.9  As Kansas' David Overmeyer pro-
claimed, it did seem as if “the seat of 
empire” had been transferred from “the 
Atlantic to the great Mississippi Valley,” if 
not even further west.10   

The heir to that transformation was 
unclear as the Democrats met in Chicago.  
The Cleveland forces were bloodied but 
unbowed, warning that no Democrat could 
win without carrying some of the East.  Still, 
the candidate would likely be a silverite, 
perhaps Richard “Silver Dick” Bland of 
Missouri. Few gave much thought to a for-
mer Nebraska Congressman named Bryan 
who was just old enough to qualify for the 
office, and who had attended the Republican 
convention as a reporter.  But fortune placed 
Bryan on the rostrum at the right moment, 
and he delivered the speech that he was 
confident would gain him the nomination.  
He had given almost the identical Cross of 
Gold speech earlier in Congress, but the 
convention was the perfect platform for his 
style and message.  Sunlight filtered onto 
Bryan during the address, and as he finished, 
Bryan raised his arms in a crucifixion 
stance.  The Democrats had found a candi-
date, and for the first time a Presidential 
nominee resided west of the Missouri 
River.11   

                                                           
9 Louis W. Koenig, Bryan: A Political Biography of 

William Jennings Bryan (New York: Putnam, 
1971), p. 143. 

10 Cited by Koenig, Bryan, p. 192. 
11 Ibid., p. 212; H.  Wayne Morgan, From Hayes to 

McKinley, p. 504.  For a sympathetic modern 
biography of Bryan, see Michael Kazin, A Godly 

Republicans were clearly worried 
about the effect that the Boy Orator of the 
Platte could have on the campaign.  (The 
Platte, Lodge could not help remarking, “is a 
stream 1250 miles long, with an average 
depth of six inches and a wide mouth.”12)  
Bryan was an excellent speaker with a 
radical message; while McKinley conducted 
the traditional and dignified front porch 
campaign, Bryan was constantly on the road.  
He began the campaign with a swing into 
the enemy's camp, the Northeast, where he 
accepted formal notification of the Demo-
cratic nomination at Madison Square Garden 
in New York.  Bryan’s announced foreign 
policy views were tied up with his views on 
the currency question.  He vigorously denied 
that he was a sectional candidate claiming 
instead that “national character is being 
weakened and national independence threat-
ened by servile submission to foreign dicta-
tion.”  This dictation was being fostered by 
an international conspiracy in favor of gold, 
led by Britain, in alliance with the moneyed 
interests of the East.  It was against those 
interests that Bryan led his crusade.   
 

Today the Democratic Party stands 
between two great forces, each 
inviting its support.  On the one side 
stand the corporate interests of the 
nation, its moneyed institutions, its 
aggregations of wealth and capital, 
imperious, arrogant, compassionless.  
They demand special legislation, 
favors, privileges, and immunities.  
They can subscribe magnificently to 
campaign funds; they can strike 
down opposition with their all-
pervading influence, and to those 
who fawn and flatter, bring ease and 
plenty. They demand that the Demo-
cratic Party shall become their agent 

                                                                                       
Hero: The Life of William Jennings Bryan (New 
York: Anchor Books, 2006). 

12 Cited by Garraty, Henry Cabot Lodge, p. 174 
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to execute their merciless decrees.  
On the other side stands that 
unnumbered throng which gave a 
name to the Democratic Party and 
for which it has assumed to speak.  
Work-worn and dust-begrimed, they 
make their sad appeal.  They hear of 
average wealth increased on every 
side and feel the inequality of its 
distribution. They see an over-
production of everything desired 
because of the under-production of 
the ability to buy.  They cannot pay 
for loyalty except with their 
suffrages, and can only punish 
betrayal with their condemnation.  
Although the ones.  who most 
deserve the fostering care of 
government, their cries for help too 
often beat in vain against the outer 
wall, while others less deserving find 
ready access to legislative halls.13 
 
Bryan traced the lineage of his 

Democratic party through Andrew Jackson 
to Thomas Jefferson, the political progenitor 
of agrarian populism.   
 

Let us, then, with the courage of 
Andrew Jackson, apply to the present 
conditions the principles taught by 
Thomas Jefferson – Thomas Jeffer-
son, the greatest constructive states-
man whom the world has ever 
known; the grandest warrior who 
ever battled for human liberty.  He 
gave apt expression to the hopes that 
had nestled in the heart of man for 
ages and he set forth thee principles 
upon whose strength all popular 

                                                           
13 Genevieve Forbes Herrick and John Origen 

Herrick, The Life of William Jennings Bryan 
(Chicago: Buxton Publishing House, 1925), p. 95.  
This speech was given on August 16, 1893.  See 
also J.C.  Long, Bryan: The Great Commoner 
(New York: D.  Appleton &Company, 1928), p. 
94.   

government must rest.  In the Dec-
laration of American Independence 
he proclaimed the principle with 
which there is, without which there 
cannot be, 'a government of the 
people, by the people, and for the 
people.'  Men he declared that 'all 
men are created equal; that they are 
endowed by their Creator with 
certain inalienable rights; that among 
these are life, liberty, and the pursuit 
of happiness, and that to secure these 
rights, governments are instituted 
among men, deriving their just 
powers from the consent of the 
governed,' he comprehended all that 
lies between the Alpha and Omega 
of democracy.   
 
Alexander 'wept for other worlds to 
conquer' after he had carried his 
victorious banner throughout the 
then known world. Napoleon 
'rearranged the map of Europe with 
his sword' amid the lamentations of 
those by whose blood he was exalt-
ed; but when these and other military 
heroes are forgotten and their 
achievements disappear in the cycle's 
sweep of years, children will still lisp 
the name of Jefferson, and free men 
will ascribe due praise to him who 
filled the kneeling subject's heart 
with hope and bade him stand erect – 
a sovereign among his peers.14 
 
Bryan also anticipated the rhetoric of 

a man whose Secretary of State he would 
become, Woodrow Wilson.   
 

The money question is not too deep 
to be understood by the American 
people.  The great questions of state, 
are, after all, simple in their last 
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analysis.  Every great political ques-
tion is first a great economic ques-
tion, and every great economic ques-
tion is in reality a great moral ques-
tion.  Questions are not settled until 
the right and wrong of the questions 
are determined.  Questions are not 
settled by a discussion of the details; 
they are not settled until the people 
grasp the fundamental principles, 
and when these principles are fully 
comprehended, then the people settle 
the question and they settle it for a 
generation.15 
 
Although the silver question was 

foremost, during the campaign of 1896, 
Bryan's election would clearly mean a new 
direction for American politics.  As Boston 
Mayor Josiah Quincy pointed out in August, 
there were a large number of voters “who 
were thoroughly tired of the old political 
parties and the leadership which has 
controlled them,” and who might therefore 
welcome the prospect of creating political 
disruption through the election of Bryan.  In 
a normal election, the Republican candidate 
would stand to benefit from the disaffection 
with the Cleveland Administration, but the 
Democrats had cut themselves “loose so 
entirely from the present administration and 
from existing political conditions, that (they 
offer) to the country a much more pro-
nounced change than the Republican Party.”  
The Republicans had become the defenders 
of the present order, while Bryan offered a 
program of radical and far-reaching 
change.16   

McKinley was elected as Chief 
Executive in November 1896, despite the 
fact that Bryan received more votes than any 
other Democratic candidate in history.  

                                                           
15 Cited in ibid., p. 148. 
16 Josiah Quincy, "Issues and Prospects of the 

Campaign," North American Review 163 (August 
1896): 194.   

McKinley's 271-176 margin in the Electoral 
College included carrying the doubtful states 
of Delaware, Maryland, West Virginia, 
Kentucky, Iowa, Minnesota, North Dakota, 
California, and Oregon.17  The geographical 
pattern of votes was nonetheless striking, 
with the traditionally Democratic South 
aligned with most of the plain and Rocky 
Mountain states.  The Republican electoral 
coalition was shaky at best.  Was this only a 
temporary division over the currency 
question, or was there a deeper polarization?  
The growing foreign policy crisis over Cuba 
– and the debate over whether the United 
States should intervene to terminate the 
Spanish colonial regime over that island – 
might decisively affect the political direction 
of the American regime, one way or another.   

 
 
The Cuban Rebellion: 

McKinley’s Cautious Conservatism 
 

McKinley's initial position on the 
Cuban situation seemed ambiguous and 
satisfactory both to the interventionist and 
anti-interventionist isolationist camps. In his 
Inaugural Address, he did not even speci-
fically refer to Cuba, but instead articulated 
the conservative's foreign policy creed.   
 

We have cherished the policy of non-
interference with the affairs of 
foreign governments, wisely inaug-
urated by Washington, keeping 
ourselves free from entanglements 
either as allies or foes, content to 
leave undisturbed with them the 
settlement of their own domestic 
concerns.  It will be our aim to 
pursue a firm and dignified foreign 

                                                           
17 The Electoral College Results accessed at 
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policy which shall be just and 
impartial, ever-watchful of our 
national honor and always insisting 
upon the enforcement of the lawful 
rights of American citizens.  We 
want no wars of conquest.  We must 
avoid the temptation of territorial 
aggression.  War should never be 
entered upon until every agency of 
peace has failed; peace is preferable 
to war in almost every contingency.  
Arbitration is the true method of 
settlement of international as well as 
local of individual differences.18 
 
McKinley told Carl Schurz that 

“there will be no jingo nonsense under my 
administration;” and added that he had 
submitted the Hawaiian annexation treaty to 
the Senate in 1897 only to test public 
opinion on that topic.19  His object was the 
traditional one of peace and prosperity.  
“Cuba… is very much on his mind and I 
found that he had given it a great deal of 
thought,” Lodge wrote Roosevelt before the 
inauguration. “He very naturally does not 
want to be obliged to go to war as soon as he 
comes in, for of course his great ambition is 
to restore business and bring back good 
times and he dislikes the idea of such 
interruption.”20 There were possible compli-
cations with Europe that might attend any 
American intervention.  And then there was 
the experience of ex-Union Major McKinley 
in such matters: “I have been through one 

                                                           
18 McKinley’s Inaugural Address, 4 March 1897, 

accessed at 
http://millercenter.org/scripps/archive/speeches/det
ail/3562    

19 Sylvester K. Stevens, American Expansion in 
Hawaii, 1842-1898 (Harrisburg: Archives 
Publishing Company of Pennsylvania, 1945), p. 
290.   

20 Ernest R. May, Imperial Democracy: The 
Emergence of America as a Great Power (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1973), p. 117.   

war.  I have seen the dead piled up, and I do 
not want to see another.”21   

On the surface, McKinley's policy 
toward Spain was not all that much different 
from that of the previous administration.  
Both refused to recognize the belligerent 
status of the Cuban rebels, or to recognize 
Cuban independence, as many inter-
ventionists had demanded.  McKinley, like 
Cleveland, preferred a negotiated settlement.  
But the Republican President was much 
more direct in his diplomatic criticism of 
Spanish atrocities, and he demanded that 
Spain's pacification campaign be conducted 
“according to the military codes of 
civilization.” He protested “against the cruel 
employment of fire and famine to accomp-
lish by uncertain indirection what the 
military arm seems powerless to directly 
accomplish.”  Unlike the Cleveland admini-
stration, which was prepared to disregard the 
wishes of the rebels in order to achieve a 
satisfactory settlement, McKinley refused to 
impose a solution unacceptable to the 
Cubans, even if Madrid accepted his offer of 
mediation.  If the Cuban people were deter-
mined upon independence, there would be 
no basis for negotiation if, as it soon became 
apparent, Spain was equally determined not 
to leave the island.  McKinley's course, 
therefore, seemed either to lead to stalemate 
or to war.22   

The radical interventionists bitterly 
protested against the President's reluctance 
to push matters with Spain to a head, but the 
more strategic minded initially accepted his 
caution.  McKinley “has done so much that I 
don't feel like being discontented,” Roose-
velt admitted in 1897.23  The anti-interven-
tionists could likewise grudgingly accept 
McKinley's stance against the demands for 
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war. “McKinley has behaved extremely 
well, and has done everything that a man in 
his position could do, for peace, partly 
because he sincerely dislikes war, and partly 
because the effect of war on his fortunes 
would be very uncertain,” Godkin wrote 
James Bryce in early 1898. Godkin speculat-
ed that the President intended to prolong the 
negotiations until after the November 
congressional elections, and perhaps even 
until he was re-nominated and reelected.  
“We keep edging towards war fast enough 
to keep the jingoes quiet, and yet not fast 
enough to frighten or alarm the good 
people.” (Still, Godkin could not help 
adding: “The newspapers are filled with 
promises, although everyone acknowledges 
in private that he is an intriguing ass…“24)  
Critics accused McKinley of being a 
scheming politician out to satisfy everyone 
at once, or merely an unprincipled weakling 
with the backbone of a chocolate éclair.  The 
Baltimore News reflected: 
 

One merit should be unanimously 
conceded to the president's eagerly 
awaited message.  It is that which 
was assigned to one of our best-
known northern universities by a 
Japanese student, some years ago.  
Being asked how he was pleased 
with the institution, the Japanese 
replied: “It is admirable. The teach-
ing is so bad that we are compelled 
to do all our own thinking.”  If the 
president's object was to say just 
enough to set congress and the 
people to thinking very hard, and not 
enough to show them either what 
they ought to think or what he thinks 
himself, he has succeeded to a 
nicety.25 

                                                           
24 Godkin to James Bryce, March 22 and April 1, 

1898, Godkin Letters, pp. 502-3 
25 Cited in Public Opinion 24 (April 21, 1898), p. 

487.   

McKinley's supporters objected that 
his course was statesmanlike and conserv-
ative, rejecting both radical extremes of 
indifference and war until events resolved 
the situation one way or another.  “The weak 
man in his place would have long ago 
rushed into war under the awful pressure 
exerted,” Charles Dawes, a McKinley aide, 
recorded in his journal.  “The ultra papers 
are heaping abuse upon the President, but 
the conservative press of the country 
sustains him.”26   

William Claflin, a former governor 
of Massachusetts, wrote to Secretary of the 
Navy John Davis Long, “The country 
believes in him, will follow him in all his 
efforts for peace.  All the jingoes will be left 
high and dry, by and by, and will have about 
the same name as the Hartford Conven-
tionists, in the great hereafter.”27  But many 
of those jingoes were also Republicans, 
good Republicans like Roosevelt and Lodge.  
The members of the Hartford Convention 
had been Federalists, after all, and that 
party's opposition to the War of 1812 and its 
suspected disloyalty served as its death 
knell.  The struggle over Cuban policy was 
thus very much a struggle over the soul of 
McKinley, and the future direction of his 
party.   

Opposed to intervention were many 
of the business interests in the Republican 
Party. “First, I do not believe the American 
people want war,” Maine Republican Sena-
tor Hale asserted on February 9, 1898.  “It is 
too intolerable that to-day, with our 
industries reviving, with the demand for 
peace reviving, the American people want 
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war.”28 The commercial classes were not the 
only groups opposing intervention; conserv-
atives in both parties concurred in 
McKinley's remark, “I had rather that my 
administration were an ignominious failure 
than that it should become responsible for an 
unjust war.”  The Philadelphia Record 
chastised those who would refuse a 
monetary indemnity from Spain if that 
power was proved culpable for the fatal 
explosion aboard the battleship Maine.  “If 
there could be no indemnity for the offense 
there could be no end of the war save in the 
ruin of one of the combatants.  Nations have 
found in arbitration and indemnity far better 
methods of settling their differences than by 
the arbitrament of arms.”  
 

A war would not prove Spain to be 
in the wrong, while it would betray 
to the world not only a want of 
foresight but of public morality in 
the American people should they 
rush into an assault upon a weak 
power without adequate cause.  The 
weakness and decrepitude of Spain 
afford no reason why a brave and 
magnanimous nation should make 
war upon her.  On the contrary, the 
feebleness of Spain and her utter 
incapacity to cope with a country of 
the inexhaustible resources of the 
United States should be with a great 
nation strong reason for forbearance.  
To inflict a war upon Spain merely 
to gratify the military spirit or for no 
better cause would be like the act of 
Tom Hood's bully, who gave a man 
two black eyes for being blind.29  
 

Any war with Spain would place the United 
States in the wrong in world public opinion, 

                                                           
28 Congressional Record 32, 55: 2, part 2, February 9, 

1898, p. 1577.   
29 Cited in Literary Digest 16 (March 12, 1898), pp. 

302-3. 

Godkin cautioned.  “The Franco-Prussian 
war of 1870 demonstrated that the world's 
sympathy is a great factor in wars at the 
present day.  Even when not accompanied 
by active help, it encourages one side and 
depresses the other.”30  And at home, 
Godkin asked: Are there no gentlemen left 
in American public life?  “We have had six 
or eight years of constant Jingo excitement 
to make our national temper irritable and 
suspicious.  We have had dark plots and 
designs of foreign nations held up before us 
as bogies.  National good faith, the sincerity 
of a desire for peace, the sanctity of treaties, 
the strength of diplomatic methods and 
moral forces – all have been scouted as 
delusions of lethargic and luxury-loving 
citizens.”  
 

It must not be forgotten that we are 
to-day making precedents and 
concocting doctrines for what is 
practically a new people.  No one 
denies that the national character, 
partly as a result of the [Civil] war 
and partly as a result of the influence 
of greatly increased facility in 
making money, has undergone 
serious modifications.  The old 
expectation of peaceful development 
and the self-reliance which were the 
chief characteristics of American 
society before the war, have well-
nigh disappeared.  A large portion of 
the population is filled with a desire 
to employ force to gratify our own 
desires and ambitions, to become a 
great military and naval power, and 
to use this power to have our own 
way, in disregard of law and 
precedent.  The cheap press preaches 
these things incessantly, and the 
cheap press now has an influence on 
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the government of the nation which 
no one dreamed of fifty years ago.31   
 
The anti-interventionists bane was 

indeed the so-called yellow press, with its 
lurid reporting of alleged atrocities by the 
Spanish military.  “There are probably more 
able bodied liars to the square inch in Cuba 
than in any other section of the globe,” the 
Los Angeles Times had admonished in 
1896.32  Godkin was even more explicit.  He 
publicly doubted whether the Cuban rebels 
had either the sympathy or support of a 
majority on the island.  He reported that 
prominent citizens in Havana had signed a 
statement to the effect that 80 percent of the 
island's property owners opposed the rebel-
lion and autonomy from Spain. Godkin 
predicted that the withdrawal of Spanish 
troops from Cuba would result not in peace 
but in a new revolution.  And he applauded 
Senator Hale's statement that the rebels had 
committed greater atrocities than had the 
Spaniards: “This fact has been leaking out 
for some time… the answer of the jingo 
politicians and newspapers is that this mode 
of warfare is excusable in those struggling 
for 'liberty' but not for their oppressors – an 
answer which does not go far to help 
families whose fields have been devastated, 
their houses and sugar mills burned, and 
themselves, if not slaughtered, turned into 
the highway to perish.”33   

Then there were the political argu-
ments against intervention.  Speaker of the 
House Thomas B. Reed, a Maine Repub-
                                                           
31 Nation (February 24, 1898), p. 142, and (April 21, 
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32 Cited by Omer A.  Weston, “The Attitude of 
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33 Nation (March 10 and 17, 1898), pp. 178, 199; 
New York Evening Post, January 29 and March 10, 
1898, cited by Joseph E. Wisan, The Cuban Crisis 
as Reflected in the New York Press, 1895-1898 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1934), p. 
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lican, defended himself against charges that 
he was pro-Spanish to his one-time sup-
porter, Senator Lodge.  Unless there were a 
clear advantage to the United States, Reed 
explained, he preferred not to spill any 
American blood. “As I have said to you 
before, let us assimilate Pettigrew and Teller 
[Silver Republican Senators from South 
Dakota and Colorado] before we try 
something harder.” “As for gratitude of 
nations, that is not worth counting.  If we 
help another people to liberty we either do it 
for our own interests or it will seem so when 
their interests become diverse.  In fact until 
the federation of the world let each nation 
look out for itself.”34   

Could McKinley rely upon the 
support of all sections and interests should 
he decide upon intervention? An editorial in 
the Chattanooga Times in mid-March 1898 
asked the South to be slow in crying “war,” 
since the brunt of any war with Spain over 
Cuba would fall upon the South.  The lightly 
defended Southern coast would be attacked, 
and if Spain allied itself with France, that 
coast might well be threatened with an 
invasion.  A free Cuba would mean nothing 
to the South. In fact, the island would 
probably become the scene of an internecine 
war of extermination, to the point that 
American intervention would be necessary 
to restore order and revive industry.  What, 
then, would happen to the South's sugar 
industry?  What compensation could Cuba 
offer for the sacrifice of thousands of warm-
blooded young men?35 
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The Interventionists: 
A Definition of Nationalism 

 
It is unnecessary here to recount in 

detail the diplomatic moves and political 
debates that led the United States into war 
with Spain.36  The relatively liberal Spanish 
government in Madrid had to account for 
serious domestic pressures against surren-
dering the last vestiges of the once-great 
empire; it offered only limited reforms and 
the recall of General Weyler.  The Cuban 
insurrectos, who wanted complete indepen-
dence, also rejected compromise. The 
American press published an inflammatory 
private letter the Spanish Minister to the 
United States, Enrique Dupuy de Lôme, 
which disparaged McKinley personally and 
made clear that Spain’s promise of reforms 
was not seriously intended.  On February 15, 
1898, the battleship Maine exploded while 
on a “goodwill visit” to Havana harbor.  The 
official U.S. investigation concluded that the 
ship had been destroyed by a submarine 
mine of unknown origin, but the obvious 
conclusion was that Spain had planted the 
device.  Public opinion moved sharply in the 
direction of intervention after the explosion 
of the Maine.37  The President now insisted 
on Spanish acceptance of U.S. mediation.  
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37 Secretary of the Navy Long noted:  “There is 
intense difference of opinion as to the cause of the 
blowing up of the Maine.  In this, as in everything 
else, the opinion of the individual is determined by 
his original bias. If he is a conservative, he is sure 
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He declined the offers of European powers, 
led by Germany and France, to mediate the 
dispute, and rejected a Spanish offer to 
suspend hostilities.  On April 11, 1898, 
McKinley sent Congress a message that 
asked for the authority to use the army and 
navy to end hostilities in Cuba.38   

How did the debate develop between 
1895-1898, to reach the point where the 
United States found itself on the verge of 
military intervention in Cuba with wide-
spread popular support, despite the previous 
deep-seated resistance to American involve-
ment and McKinley’s apparent reluctance to 
go to war?  The “jingo alliance” that eventu-
ally coalesced behind intervention in Cuba 
was a curious one, uniting many Western 
and Southern silverites of both parties and 
the hard-money expansionists of the Repub-
lican Party.  Their common foe was the con-
servative anti-interventionist business in-
terests of the Northeast.  Massachusetts Re-
publican Senator George F.  Hoar drew the 
fire of the New York World as being 
“indifferent to the slaughter of the insurgents 
because the commercial sentiment of New 
England states deprecates any interference 
by Spain with their coast-wide trade….  
[His] change of front was dictated by the 
chilly pulse of Boston.”39  Senator Lodge 
explained in his later history of the Spanish-
American War:  
 

Against the sentiment springing from 
the popular instinct which at the 
great crisis of American history has 
always been true and right, an 
opposition strong in purpose al-
though in large measure concealed, 
was arrayed.  The naturally timid and 
conservative elements of the 
community shrank from war, and the 
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powerful financial interests of the 
Eastern cities, too short-sighted to 
see that their selfish advantage was 
in the certainty of action and not in 
suspense, exerted their great force to 
stop every forward step along the 
inevitable path.40   
 
The Denver Times warned that the 

“'commercial instinct' has triumphed and the 
higher impulses have been subordinated at 
the command of mercenary interests.”41  
This theme was particularly popular in the 
West. “Mr. President,” cried Utah’s Frank J. 
Cannon, a Silver Republican, before the 
Senate,  
 

I charge now that the purpose of the 
Administration in delaying action is 
in consonance with, if not in direct 
co-partnership with, the will of the 
Spanish bondholders, who are deter-
mined that before Cuba shall be 
allowed her freedom in the world, 
and before there shall be recognition 
of her independence by Spain, there 
shall be security upon that blood-
stained island for the major part of 
the debt which has been incurred by 
Spain.42  
 

And Senator William V. Allen, a Nebraska 
Populist:  
 

But, unfortunately for the advance-
ment and elevation of the human 
race and for the glory of our country, 
we have entered an era of cold and 
merciless commercialism that 
freezes the blood of patriotism in its 
veins and that is willing to sacrifice 
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human rights, the honor of women, 
and the lives of children, if need be, 
that the course of business may not 
be checked or that the channels of 
trade be not obstructed.43   
 
The interventionists also contended 

that a resolution to the bloodshed in Cuba 
would actually be a boon to business.  The 
Philadelphia Record spoke of America's 
“expensive neutrality,” i.e., the loss of 
millions of dollars in trade with a peaceful 
Cuba.44  The Cincinnati Enquirer, a Silver 
Democrat newspaper, portrayed Cuba as a 
nation capable of “becoming a tremendous 
factor in the commerce of the world.  Spain 
has restrained its development, and has thus 
interfered with the business and progress of 
other countries on this side of the Atlantic.  
She has been a drawback to civilization and 
advancement for a century.  Now is the time 
to strike off the shackles.”45   

Senator William E. Mason, an 
Illinois Republican, recalled Secretary of 
State William Seward's protest in 1863 
against French interference in Mexico.  He 
reminded the Senate that this protest was 
based on American interests – “a statement 
of the Monroe doctrine in another way.”  
 

In other words, it was not the Mon-
roe doctrine, but it was “American 
interests.”  In Cuba, what was our 
interest? Buying from her millions of 
dollars of her products and selling to 
her millions of dollars of our 
products. That commerce has been 
interfered with. Commerce is abso-
lutely dead between the two; and 
now the gentlemen say that we have 
no more right to interfere and stop 
that which destroys our commerce, 
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which threatens the health of the 
American people than Spain had a 
right to interfere in the Chicago 
riots.46 
 
The commercial motive of the inter-

ventionists was, however, decidedly secon-
dary to that of principle. President McKinley 
seemed to many to be unable to articulate 
the outrage of the nation over Cuba.  In the 
opinion of the Denver Times, McKinley's 
supposed war message “is not in harmony 
with the principles enunciated in the 
Declaration of Independence, nor does it 
satisfy the demands of liberty and justice 
upon which the foundations of our govern-
ment are laid.  It will carry no inspiration to 
humanity.”47 At the time, most estimates 
(including those of the Spaniards) calculated 
that 400,000 Cubans had died during the 
revolt – more than one quarter of the island's 
population.48  If McKinley could not express 
America's horror at this massacre, and its 
demand that the killing cease, the 
interventionists had no lack of those who 
could.  “It is the duty of the United States, as 
guardians of the Western hemisphere, to see 
that Cuba is not turned into an Armenia, and 
massacre made a substitute for war,” the 
New York Mail and Express proclaimed in 
1896.49  Or as Lodge reflected after the war:  
“Diplomats might plan, and twist, and 
devise, and exchange notes, and deal in all 
the forms so futile at a great crisis, but the 
American people had made up their minds 
that the only real and possible solution was 
the end of Spanish rule in Cuba.”50   
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postwar estimates placed the number of dead at 
"only" 100,000.  Other scholarly estimates are in 
the 200,000 range. 

49 Cited by Wisan, The Cuban Crisis, p. 91.   
50 Lodge, War with Spain, p. 33. 

The American people had help in 
making up their minds.  In a century when 
politicians and statesmen took pride in their 
rhetorical prowess, the orators of 1898 took 
second place to no one.  There was Senator 
Mason:  
 

Mr. President, one moment we are 
charged with being for war and the 
next with being soft-hearted senti-
mentalists, because we seek our 
party to keep its promise, because we 
stand in line with civilization for 
peace and the growth of the people 
of the continent, because we insist 
upon a strictly broad and, if neces-
sary, a new construction of the 
Monroe doctrine.  The world moves.  
We can make history and we can 
make precedent.  The precedent that 
is made along the line of liberty and 
civilization will live when we are 
gone.  A precedent that we establish 
that is against the line of civilization 
and good conduct will die when our 
betters shall take our places.   
 
I like precedents just as well as any 
one when they are on my side of the 
case. “Sentimentalists,” they say, 
“you want us to go and interfere in 
other people's business.”  All right, I 
am a sentimentalist.  I do not deny it.  
The world without it would not be 
much.  The Boston Tea Party was a 
sentimental party, not a social func-
tion, as I remember it.  This Govern-
ment was established on sentiment, 
and it was a sentiment that sent you 
here and sent me here, to represent a 
principle.  Sentiment laid the founda-
tion of this building. Sentiment 
writes the laws! but when we get 
away from the moorings of senti-
ment, when we take the bucket shop 
and worship it in the joss house, 
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when before we vote we listen to the 
ticker to know the state of the 
market, when the vicious people of 
the nation write the songs and the 
trusts and the bucket shops write the 
laws, the dawn of our day of decay is 
upon us and the night is not far off.   
 
Mr. President, I am a sentimentalist.  
You people on the Democratic side 
have not forgotten the sentiments of 
your party, nor we ours.  One of the 
proud and happy considerations of 
life is to read the history of my party, 
which is a part of my faith in life.  
The first platform of our party was 
an inspiration for liberty. The Repub-
lican Party has never written a plat-
form with a view to capturing votes.  
God help us if at this late day we will 
go to the American people who put 
us in power in the White House and 
in the House of Congress and say to 
them, “Truly, we have broken faith, 
but the resolution was for buncombe, 
to get your votes in 1896.”  Did we 
mean anything by our platform when 
we wrote it?  Go on with your plan 
of cowardice.  Teach your children 
to say, “Peace at any price.”  Let 
them forget the fathers and the 
struggle for independence.  Let the 
friendly (?) nations of Europe own 
slaves on your continent, and sell 
them and butcher them at will, while 
you lie still, and dip the Stars and 
Stripes to salute murderers, and but a 
few generations will come until the 
stern and warlike nations of the 
world will perch themselves in your 
harbor, waiting to divide the spoils 
of war.  I have the same respect for a 
boy who will not fight for his rights 
that I have for a nation that will not 
fight for its rights.  The boy grows 

usually but halfway, the nation the 
same.51    
 
And perhaps the best of them all, 

Mason’s Populist colleague from Nebraska, 
Senator William A. Harris on April 5, 1898:  
 

Sir, I have seen war.  If to die were 
to reach the summit of human 
calamity, if to weep and mourn for 
the loved and lost were to make up 
the sum of human woe, then nothing 
would be worse than war.  But, sir, 
there is a crucifixion of the soul 
when honor dies, there is a death of a 
nation “when the jingle of the guinea 
heals the hurt that honor feels;” there 
is an existence, when patriotic pride 
is dead, “that doth murder sleep” and 
life becomes a horrid nightmare, and 
men shun their fellows, and the 
laugh of little children becomes a 
taunt and a mockery.  True, there 
have been men who could exist and 
thrive and fatten without national 
honor or pride or patriotism, like 
worms in a muck heap, but that 
nation has been the scorned of all 
time and has quickly died.  God 
forbid that any such should ever be 
called Americans.   
 
Sir, I shall never consent that our 
dead shall lie in Spanish soil and 
under the Spanish flag.  Brave 
American sailors can know no rest 
there.  When it becomes consecrated 
by freedom, when that flag has 
trailed in the dust, when the Cuban 
Republic is raised as a monument to 
the men who went down in the 
Maine, then, and then only, will they 
sleep.   
 

                                                           
51 Congressional Record 31, 55: 2, part 2, February 9, 

1892, pp. 1581-2.   
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Do you say this is revenge, and that 
revenge is unworthy of a great 
nation? No, Mr. President, a right-
eous wrath and just resentment, the 
swift punishment of the assassin and 
the wrongdoer, are wholly different 
from revenge and are the safeguards 
and protection of a nation among 
nations, and enable us to look the 
whole world in the face.  What sight 
more glorious than a nation roused in 
such a cause as this!  God hates a 
coward, and a nation timid, halting, 
and hesitating in its foreign policy is 
a sight despised of God and man.  A 
just war promotes and preserves all 
that is highest and best in national 
life.52 
 
As to the nature of the regime 

change, both Roosevelt and Lodge had their 
doubts whether the Cubans would have 
much success with their attempts at self-
government, but concluded that anything 
would be better than Spanish misrule.  “This 
is a world of comparative progress, and 
freedom from Spain would be to Cuba a 
long step in advance on the highroad of 
advancing civilization,” Lodge wrote in May 
1896.  “The interests of humanity are the 
controlling reasons which demand the 
beneficent interposition of the United States 
to bring an end to this savage war and give 
to the island peace and independence.”53   

It did not seem to Roosevelt that 
Cuba ought to be annexed to the United 
States.  “I don't want it to seem that we are 
engaged merely in a land-grabbing war,” he 
wrote to Robert Bacon, a friend and busi-
nessman.  “Let us fight on the broad grounds 
of securing the independence of a people 

                                                           
52 Ibid., part 4, April 5, 1898, p. 3547.   
53 Lodge, “Our Duty to Cuba," Forum 21 (May 

1898): 287.  See also Roosevelt to Anna Cowles 
Roosevelt, January 2, 1897, Roosevelt Letters, 1: 
573-4.   

who, whether they amount to much or not, 
have been treated with hideous brutality by 
their oppressors.”  Intervention in Cuba 
would have the added utility of “putting a 
medieval power once for all out of the 
western world.”54   Roosevelt had expressed 
his concern with the fate of the island as part 
of a much broader policy: 
 

My feeling about these matters is just 
this:  I wish we had a perfectly 
consistent foreign policy, and that 
this policy was that ultimately every 
European power should be driven 
out of America, and every foot of 
American soil, including the nearest 
islands in both the Pacific and the 
Atlantic, should be in the hands of 
independent American states, and so 
far as possible in the possession of 
the United States or under its 
protection.  With this end in view I 
should take every opportunity to oust 
each European power in turn from 
this continent, and to acquire for 
ourselves every military coign of 
vantage; and I would treat as cause 
for war any effort by a European 
power to get so much as a fresh 
foothold of any kind on American 
soil.55 

 

                                                           
54 Roosevelt to Robert Bacon, April 8, 1898, ibid., 2: 

814 
55 Roosevelt to Chandler, December 23, 1897, ibid., 

1: 746.  75.  When Roosevelt wrote his letter, he 
admitted that, at present, “owing mainly to the 
change in Spanish policy, it is not possible at the 
moment to do anything about Cuba.”   It was, 
however, “possible to get Hawaii – indeed, 
necessary, because “otherwise it will pass into the 
hands of some strong nation.”  Cuba was in the 
hands of a weak and decadent nation, which made 
its position much less pressing; nevertheless, “I 
earnestly hope that evens will so shape themselves 
that we must interfere sometime in the not distant 
future.”  Events developed even more rapidly than 
TR imagined. 
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If the United States was to act, it 
would first have to overcome its inhibitions 
against intervention in the affairs of other 
nations.  Senator Harris argued that the 
doctrine of non-intervention was formulated 
by the bloody-handed Cain, who insolently 
answered his God, “Am I my brother's 
keeper?” His followers, had neither advanc-
ed nor improved the doctrine, Harris 
concluded.56 Senator Mason, in the mean-
time, responded to the accusation that he 
wished the United States to become the 
world's policeman.   
 

But we are told that this may involve 
ourselves; that if we demand peace 
in Cuba we may get into trouble.  
That is the answer the coward always 
gives when he permits a bully to 
destroy a crippled child.  But, my 
friend says, “Is Uncle Sam a 
policeman?”  Yes, yes.  This is not 
couched in the language of inter-
national law; but it is international 
law.  Uncle Sam is a policeman.  
Monroe put the policeman's star 
upon his breast and gave him charge 
concerning a continent, and all 
history shows that every time Uncle 
Sam has said to the people who 
attempted to interfere in Hawaii, in 
Mexico, in Cuba, or anywhere else 
on this continent, he exercised his 
power as a police officer, and the 
people of this country have stood 
behind him with the Army and the 
Navy and the Treasury of the 
Government.  Less than two years 
ago, when England sought to gather 
but a few miles of territory in 
Venezuela, Grover Cleveland gave 
notice to them to stop and pointed to 
this doctrine of Monroe (which I am 
pleased to call the police powers of 

                                                           
56 Congressional Record 31, 55: 2, part 4, April 5, 

1898, p. 3546.   

the continent), and when the 
President of the United States, Mr. 
Cleveland, served that notice upon 
England and told her that she must 
keep hands off Venezuela, he simply 
acted as a police officer.  All 
Christendom said “amen,” and 
England consented to the truth of our 
position and contention when she 
arbitrated as to Venezuela.57  
 
Mason also endeavored to explain 

why he sought intervention when President 
Grant, the great Republican war hero, had 
declined to interfere or even recognize the 
Cuban insurgents in the l870s. The Euro-
pean situation then was such that the United 
States might have become involved, Mason 
explained; that danger no longer existed, 
because the European nations were busily 
watching each other, and they did not care to 
become embroiled in a quarrel with the 
United States.  Also, America had then not 
yet recovered from its own Civil War.  The 
United States was now strong, but an even 
more important change had come “in the 
evolution of the sentiment of the American 
people. More liberty is demanded by Ameri-
cans for Americans than was the case twenty 
years ago, when we stood near the shadow 
of our own slave pens.”58   

Americans were also becoming 
aware of the strategic aspects of any war and 
the presumed threat that Spain posed to the 
American regime. The New York Journal 
printed brief extracts from an 1876 book by 
de Lôme, which predicted the ultimate 
partition of the United States into three 
nations: East, North, and South.59 The 
Journal also cited a Havana reporter's 
prediction that, in the event of war, the 
American southwest would rebel and form a 
new republic under the protection of Spain, 

                                                           
57 Ibid., part 2, February 9, 1898, p. 1581.   
58 Ibid., p. 1580.   
59 Cited in Wisan, The Cuban Crisis, p. 381. 
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Mexico, and France.60  The New York Sun 
had warned in 1895 that Spain was using its 
military power to keep the key to the Gulf of 
Mexico under European control.61   

Captain Mahan provided the most in-
fluential account of the strategic importance 
of Cuba in an October 1897 article in Har-
per's New Monthly Magazine. Mahan noted 
the similarities between the Caribbean/Gulf 
of Mexico and the Mediterranean Sea.  In 
the Mediterranean, however, the Land 
Powers (Germany, Austria, Russia) were 
superior to the Sea Powers (Britain, France, 
Italy), while the Caribbean was pre-
eminently the domain of sea power.  The 
Gulf had one major position of commercial 
importance (the mouth of the Mississippi 
River), as did the Caribbean (the Isthmus).  
The lines of communication to and from 
these centers were vulnerable to interdiction 
by a superior naval power operating from 
Cuba or, secondarily, Jamaica.   
 

Cuba presents a condition wholly 
unique among the islands of the 
Caribbean and of the Gulf of 
Mexico; of both which it, and it 
alone of all the archipelago, belongs, 
It is unique in its size, which should 
render it largely self-supporting, 
either by its own production or by 
the accumulation of foreign neces-
saries which naturally obtains in a 
large and prosperous maritime com-
munity; and it is unique in that such 
supplies can be conveyed from one 
point to the other, according to the 
needs of a fleet, by interlines, not 
exposed to the risks of maritime 
capture.  The extent of the coast line, 
its numerous harbors, and the many 
directions from which approach can 
be made, minimize the dangers of 
total blockade to which all islands 

                                                           
60 Cited in ibid., p. 273.   
61 Cited in ibid., pp. 85-6.   

are subject.  Such conditions are in 
themselves advantageous, but they 
are especially so to a navy inferior to 
its adversary, for they convey the 
power – subject, of course, to 
conditions of skill – of shifting 
operations from side to side, and 
finding refuge and supplies in either 
direction.62 
 
American interventionists were un-
derstandably concerned that Cuba 
would one day be used against the 
United States, if not by Spain, then 
by some other hostile European 
power.  They could point to an April 
1897 article in the North American 
Review by Captain Jose Gutierrez 
Sobral, the naval attaché at the 
Spanish legation in Washington, for 
proof of their concern.  Captain 
Sobral explained that Spain, as the 
owner of Cuba, must at all times 
exercise a powerful influence in the 
Gulf of Mexico, and that it was 
capable of becoming the com-
manding influence there.  If the 
United States persisted in its plans to 
construct an isthmian canal, Sobral 
insisted, Spain would in turn fortify 
its West Indian possessions, and 
maintain such a fleet in those waters 
as to neutralize American control of 
the canal, at least to some extent. 63   
   
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
62 Mahan, "The Strategic Features of the Gulf of 

Mexico and the Caribbean Sea," Harper's New 
Monthly Magazine 95 (October 1897): 680-91.   

63 79 J.G. Sobral, "A Spanish View of the Nicaraguan 
Canal," North American Review 164 (April 1897): 
462-71. 
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McKinley: 
Dilemma or Opportunity? 

 
The President was clearly under 

increasing pressure by leading elements of 
both parties to “do something” about Cuba 
after the Maine catastrophe and the leak of 
the de Lôme letter.  “But the time has at last 
arrived when patience ceases to be a virtue 
and magnanimity becomes folly,” the New 
York Mail and Express warned in February 
1898.64 The Denver Times, a Republican 
newspaper that characterized its President as 
“a man who failed to rise to a great occasion 
– a man of good intentions, but not of great 
attainments.”65 This was a relatively mild 
criticism compared to that of the 
Minneapolis Times: “What ails the man? 
Has he gone daft, or does he really believe 
that this is a nation of fools and cowards?  In 
all the history of the nation there was never 
a more humiliating exhibition of cowardice 
in the White House as this indecisive, 
evasive, and thoroughly insincere message.  
It is impossible to discuss the situation with 
any degree of equanimity.  The unpatriotic, 
almost imbecile message of the president 
places the American people in a most 
humiliating and painful attitude, which can 
only be relieved by the prompt and patriotic 
action of congress.”66   

The Democratic New York Journal 
leveled probably the unkindest charge of all 
against a Republican administration:  
 

The President has sounded the 
retreat.  It is not that it would be the 
shame of Americans to follow him.  
Instead taking a step, firm and ir-
retraceable, for the expulsion of the 
Spaniards from Cuba, the president 
begs shamefacedly for power to 

                                                           
64 Cited in Public Opinion 24 (February 17, 1898), p. 

198.     
65 Cited in ibid. (April 21, 1898), p. 486.   
66 Cited in ibid. (April 7, 1898), p. 420. 

compel a compromise between the 
Spaniards and Cubans. Compromise!  
The very word implies the yielding 
to Spain of some rights still of 
sovereignty in the islands it has 
desolated. No considerations of 
loyalty to the national government 
can compel acquiescence in a policy 
which seeks to betray Cuban 
freedom into the clutches of Spanish 
monarchy.  Aggressive Americanism 
was promised for the president by his 
spokesmen.  Prompt vengeance for 
the foul destruction of the Maine it 
was said he would promise.  What 
did we find instead? Wordy palaver-
ing, laborious citations of the words 
of men like Jackson, who in this 
crisis would have indicated in deeds, 
not words, his solvent for the 
problem. The assassination of the 
Maine set aside as a matter to be 
determined in the interminable 
loquacities of diplomacy. An ag-
gressive Americanism? Not a mani-
festation of it appears in the presi-
dent's marshaling of studied phrases.  
Not one ounce of the spirit that 
burned at Bunker Hill, in Indepen-
dence Hall on July 4, 1776, or in the 
hearts of the brave men who stood 
by Jackson in the Louisiana swamps 
in 1814 gleams from the muckish 
mass of sordid words and pitiable 
timidity which McKinley sent to 
Congress in lieu of a call to arms.67   
 
Henry Cabot Lodge had admonished 

President Cleveland in 1896, “If one 
Administration declines to meet our national 
responsibilities as they should be met, there 
should be put in power another Admini-
stration which will neither neglect nor shun 
its plain duty to the United States and to the 

                                                           
67 Cited in ibid. (April 21, 1898), p. 484.   



The American Regime Change Debates of the 1890s: A Matter of Principle and Interest 
 

 

 50

cause of freedom and humanity.”68  Many 
Republican leaders feared that Lodge's pro-
phesy would be proven only too true for 
Cleveland’s successor. Senator Platt dreaded 
the Democratic slogan in the elections of 
1900: “Free Cuba” and “Free Silver.”  
Certain silverites had been in the vanguard 
of the interventionist movement from its 
inception. Nebraska Populist Allen hammer-
ed on Republican vulnerabilities:  
 

I do not belong to that circle that is 
rusting and rotting out for want of 
action, miscalling itself conservative.  
I have not said one word about it – 
the Maine.  Every man in the United 
States who has quit thinking is 
conservative.  Every man who wants 
to let things run along and drift as 
they will is a conservative man.  
Every man who leaves his plow in 
the field to rust and lets the weeds 
grow is a conservative man.  I have 
no earthly respect for that kind of 
conservatism or those conservatives, 
and I rejoice in the title such men 
give me….  
 
Sir, this is my country as much as it 
is yours or any other man's.  While I 
would hesitate long before taking 
any step resulting in a breach 
between this country and Spain or 
any other nation, I would rather 
muster every ship that floats on the 
sea and every man capable of 
bearing arms and hurl them against 
Spain than to see the barbarities, the 
inhumanity, go on longer in Cuba.  
And if this is radicalism, if this is not 
conservatism, then those who con-
demn me may condemn to their 

                                                           
68 Lodge, "Our Duty to Cuba," p. 287. 

heart's content. I shall not feel 
particularly chagrined by it.69 
 
At the end of March 1898, Bryan 

called in newspaper reporters and 
announced, “the time for intervention has 
arrived.  Humanity demands that we shall 
act.  Cuba lies almost within sight of our 
shores, and the sufferings of her people 
cannot be ignored unless we, as a nation, 
have become so engrossed in money-making 
as to be indifferent to distress.”70  The 
partisan gauntlet had been thrown down.  
Nor did McKinley appear to have much 
additional time.  He had already been 
heavily criticized for his procrastination by 
interventionists such as Republican Senator 
John M. Thurston of Nebraska in a February 
23, 1898 speech to the Senate:  
 

I have never ceased to regret that we 
did not act then [in passing 
resolutions calling for the recogni-
tion of belligerent status for the 
Cuban revolutionaries], for I believe 
that if we had acted then the Cuban 
revolutionaries would have been 
given such standing on land and sea, 
under a recognized flag, and in the 
money markets of the world that they 
would, ere this, without further 
trouble to the United States, and 
without involving us in the danger of 
a terrible war, have achieved their 
own independence, and have been in 
possession of the Island of Cuba 
under the Cuban flag.71   
 

Lodge concurred with Thurston's judgment.   
 

                                                           
69 Congressional Record 31, 55: 2, part 3, February 
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70 Cited by May, Imperial Democracy, pp. 145-6. 
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If two years ago we had recognized 
the belligerency of the Cuban 
insurgents they would have been 
able to raise money … and open a 
port; they would have won their 
independence… and we never should 
have been involved … if we had 
today, as we ought to have, twenty 
battle ships and a hundred torpedo 
boats; there never would have been a 
Cuban question;… the contest would 
have been so hopeless that it never 
would have been entered upon….  If 
we had clung to the old faiths, if we 
had kept our Navy and our defenses 
as Washington advised, if we had 
looked a little further ahead into 
what the Monroe Doctrine meant, we 
should not be standing on the verge 
of war today.72   
 
In his history of the war, Lodge 

would later acknowledge that even recogni-
tion would probably have been insufficient 
to allow the insurgents to drive out the 
Spaniards – but that recognition represented 
the only chance for the United States to 
avoid intervention and war.73  Despite these 
protestations, the anti-interventionists were 
convinced that the arguments in favor of 
recognition were only a subterfuge for war, 
because of the likelihood that the Spanish 
would regard such a declaration as casus 
belli.   

As Assistant Secretary of the Navy, 
Roosevelt in particular was concerned at 
McKinley's delays – but for reasons other 
than political necessity.  Roosevelt warned 
is superior, Secretary Long, on January 22, 
1898:  
 

I would also respectfully call your 
attention to the steady way in which 
the Spanish force grows relatively to 

                                                           
72 Ibid., part 4, April 13, 1898, pp. 3782-3. 
73 Lodge, War with Spain, p. 19.   

our own.  If we had had war with 
Spain a year ago they would have 
had but three ironclads to put against 
us. Now they can probably put 
seven. Six or eight months hence 
they will probably be able to put nine 
or ten.  During all this time our own 
force has remained and will remain 
at seven battleships and armored 
cruisers. Even when they get all 
these ironclads our force will be 
superior, thanks to the quality of our 
men, but instead of the superiority 
being overwhelming, as it was a year 
ago, it will be small, so far as the 
Atlantic Ocean is concerned.  The 
naval situation has steadily turned a 
little to our disadvantage, and is 
continuing so to turn.74 
 
But was McKinley's caution that of a 

scheming politician, or that of a statesman 
determined to exhaust all reasonable 
chances for success, and to ensure strong 
public support if drastic remedies were 
necessary? Even Roosevelt seemed con-
cerned that a repetition of the War of 1812 
might be the result of too firm a policy.  “I 
sometimes grow to fear that the [New York] 
Sun and a few Senators are the only 
representatives of true American sentiment, 
in naval and foreign affairs which we have 
in the Northeast,” Roosevelt wrote Charles 
Dana in June 1897.75   

The early verdict of McKinley’s 
political strategy of waiting until public 
opinion had come around to the side of 
intervention was most apparent in the South, 
where the President, well aware of the 
circumstances, appointed two former 
Confederate cavalry officers (Fitzhugh Lee 
and Joseph Wheeler) as major generals in 
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the volunteer army.  “The whole South 
stands behind you,” Stuyvesant Fish told the 
President after he had refused to remove the 
United States consul-general of Cuba 
despite the insistence of the Spanish govern-
ment, “as it has never stood behind any of 
your predecessors, Republican or Demo-
crat.”76 Or as the Richmond Times editorial-
ized:  
 

That our relations with Spain have 
become severely strained goes with-
out saying. That we must necessarily 
have war by no means follows.  
Nevertheless, whenever the president 
takes his stand, if it involves us in 
war, then the people of the whole 
country, must back him as one man.  
It will be a case of “the country, 
whether right or wrong, the country.”  
And the nation may turn its eyes 
with perfect confidence to the south.  
Upon any battlefield of the war the 
confederate veterans and their sons 
will be seen upholding the national 
honor and guarding the country's 
safety with all the steadiness and 
resolution that characterized them in 
the early sixties.77 
 
Major General Joseph (“Fighting 

Joe”) Wheeler was especially anxious to be 
the first to encounter “the Yankees – damn 
it, I mean the Spaniards.”78 In some decisive 
ways, the Spanish-American War marked 
the end of the American Civil War, just as 
the War of 1812 marked the end of the War 
of Independence.  The military stalemate (at 
best) of 1815 with Britain ended in the Era 
of Good Feelings in American politics.  The 
smashing triumph of 1898, however, 
                                                           
76 Howard B.  Schonberger, Transportation to the 

Seaboard  (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood 
Publishing Corporation, 1971), p. 203.   

77 Cited in Public Opinion 24 (March 17, 1898), p. 
326.   

78 Morris, Rise of Roosevelt, p. 639 

threatened to result in a much less happy 
outcome. 
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III. THE IMPERIAL DEBATE, 

1898-1900 
 
On April 11, 1898, McKinley sent 

Congress a message that asked for the 
authority to use the army and navy to end 
hostilities in Cuba.  He and his Congres-
sional supporters carefully orchestrated a 
joint resolution that supported Cuban in-
dependence and authorized the use of force.  
The resolution passed on April 19 by a vote 
of 311 to 6 in the House and 42 to 35 in the 
Senate.  To promote cooperation with the 
Cuban insurrectos and reassure European 
powers of U.S. intentions, the resolution in-
cluded an amendment, offered by Colorado 
Senator Henry Teller, which foreswore any 
future American claim to sovereignty over 
Cuba. There would be regime change in 
Cuba, in the direction of independence 
rather than absorption by the United States.  

The U.S. Army, which invaded Cuba 
in early June, was far from ready to fight; its 
weaknesses became painfully clear over the 
next few months despite successes such as 
the famous charge of Roosevelt’s Rough 
Riders. But McKinley and his advisers 
decided that the war would be won primarily 
at sea.  The newly-modernized U.S. Navy 
defeated Spanish squadrons in the Caribbean 
and at Manila Bay in the Philippines, there-
by controlling access to Spain’s vulnerable 
overseas possessions.  U.S. forces occupied 
Guam and Puerto Rico and supported a 
nationalist uprising in the Philippines.  
During the war, as noted above, Congress 
also passed by joint resolution that annexed 
the hitherto independent Republic of 
Hawaii.  Within three months, the Spanish 
government sued for peace.  Hostilities were 
halted on August 12, 1898.  The two sides 
signed a peace treaty in Paris on December 
10, which included Madrid’s recognition of 
Cuban independence and cession of most of 
its other overseas territories to the United 

States, including the Philippines. With its 
victory in the Spanish-American War, the 
United States claimed status as a global 
political-military power.  Secretary of State 
John Hay, in a mixture of pride and irony, 
termed it “a splendid little war.”  Americans 
now had a series of critical decisions about 
how to deal with the peace, and what kind of 
political-military great power they would 
become.   

At the time of the Spanish-American 
conflict, the United States had not been at 
war for over thirty years.  It had not been at 
war with a foreign nation for fifty years.  
And it had not been at war with a European 
power for more than three-quarters of a 
century.  The war, as events turned out, was 
short and militarily successful, when some 
had feared catastrophe.  But the outcome of 
that war, as opposed to the war's objectives, 
would divide public opinion in the most 
fundamental respects for some time to come 
– and as it continues to divide scholars and 
strategists today. The War with Spain cannot 
be separated from the world of 1898, or at 
least the world as Americans saw it.  Neither 
interventionists nor their opponents believed 
that Spain posed a serious threat to the 
security of the United States, however brutal 
that decrepit empire might be in Cuba.  It 
was rather the complications that might arise 
from the final disintegration of the Spanish 
Empire, or from a dozen other noteworthy 
events, which was the gravest matter of 
strategic concern. 

 
 

The Threat from Germany 
 

“I must say, however,” Assistant 
Secretary of the Navy Theodore Roosevelt 
reflected in February 1898, “that of all the 
nations of Europe, it seems to me Germany 
is by far the most hostile to us.  With Russia 
I don't believe we are in any danger coming 
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into hostile contact; but with Germany, 
under the Kaiser, we may at any time have 
trouble if she seeks to acquire territory in 
South America.” This was an interesting 
assessment from a figure that had made a 
virtual career out of concern with British 
aggression in the Western Hemisphere.  
Roosevelt explained that his concern 
stemmed from an objective assessment.   
 

I am by no means sure that I heartily 
respect the little Kaiser, but in his 
colonial plans I think he is entirely 
right from the standpoint of the 
German race.  International law, and 
above all interracial law, are still in a 
fluid condition, and two nations with 
violently conflicting interests may 
each be entirely right from its 
standpoint.  If I were a German I 
should want the German race to 
expand.  I should be glad to see it 
expand in the only two places left for 
the ethnic, as distinguished from the 
political, expansion of the European 
peoples; that is, in South Africa and 
temperate South America.  There-
fore, as a German I should be 
delighted to upset the English in 
South Africa, and to defy the 
Americans and their Monroe 
Doctrine in South America.1  

 
The United States government had 

become convinced of the seriousness of a 
possible future German challenge as early as 
the Samoan controversy in 1889.  Through-
out the l890s, naval propagandists in 
Germany were publicly contending that the 
Empire required agricultural colonies in 
South America, which in turn necessitated a 
first-class navy.  The German budget in the 
middle of the decade provided for four 

                                                           
1 Roosevelt to Moore, February 5, 1898 and 

Roosevelt to Spring Rice, August 13, 1897, in 
Roosevelt Letters, 1: 768-9, 644-5.   

cruisers to be stationed in the Caribbean and 
the South Atlantic.  In the winter of 1897, 
Emil (or Emile) Lüders, a man claiming to 
be a German national, was jailed in Haiti.  
When the Haitian government refused to 
release Lüders, the Germans broke 
diplomatic relations, dispatched two 
warships to Port-au-Prince, and threatened 
to bombard the presidential palace unless 
Lüders was released with an apology and a 
$30,000 indemnity was paid.  The Haitians 
complied.2   

The U.S. State Department took the 
official position that Berlin had been com-
pletely within its rights during the affair.  
Nevertheless, observers in the United States 
could not help but view the trend of increas-
ing German assertiveness with concern.  
Captain A.S. Crowninshield, the Chief of 
the Bureau of Navigation, called Navy Sec-
retary Long's attention to the German occu-
pation of Kiaochow (Jiaozhou) in China as 
evidence of Germany's intentions to acquire 
colonies in the Western Hemisphere.3   

The Germans had also taken the lead 
on the continent to oppose America's eco-
nomic expansion.  (In some ways, this was 
reminiscent of the British and French 
discussion in the 1840s of the need to 
restrain the growth of the United States 
through a “balance of power” in the New 
World.) Kaiser Wilhelm II had met with his 
cousin, Czar Nicholas II of Russia, in 
September 1896, after which Austria-
Hungary, France and Russia expressed 
interest in taking economic action against 
the United States.  In late 1897,the  Austrian 
Minister of Foreign Affairs, Count Agenor 
von Goluchowski, called upon Europe to 
unite and “fight shoulder to shoulder against 
the common danger” represented by the 
                                                           
2 May, Imperial Democracy, pp. 128, 187.   
3 Crowinshield to Long, February 28, 1898, Navy 

Department, General Board File No.  414-3, cited 
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destructive competition of American exports 
in continental markets. “Just as the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries were absorbed by 
religious wars, as the eighteenth century was 
distinguished by the triumph of liberal 
ideals, and our own century by the appear-
ance of nationality questions,” the Austrian 
Count predicted, so the twentieth century 
would be “marked by a struggle for exist-
ence in the politico-commercial sphere.”4   

German political economist and 
naval advocate Ernst von Halle suggested 
that the best way to deal with the growth of 
American trade and influence was to unite 
the European commercial powers. Von 
Halle urged in the fall of 1896:  
 

…there ought to be an authentic 
interpretation of the views of the 
European cabinets, as to the fashion 
in which they are ready to accept the 
Monroe Doctrine as a recognized 
principle of the Law of Nations, as 
well as a clear assumption of the 
position that there is a limit beyond 
which the protagonists of Pan-
Americanism will have to face a 
Pan-European intervention.5 
 
A member of the Bavarian Center 

party, quoted in the Allgemeine Zeitung, was 
even more explicit.   
 

Who, then, gives the Yankees the 
right to say, America belongs to us?  
On what principle of natural or 
divine law can they rest their case?  
Or can they appeal only to the law of 
force in defense of this monstrous 
pretension?  They are obviously 
imagining this and Europe believes it 

                                                           
4 David Healy, U.S. Expansionism (Madison: 

University of Wisconsin Press, 1970), p. 175.   
5 Cited by Dexter Perkins, The Monroe Doctrine, 

1867-1907 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 
1937), p. 243. 

is Germany's next duty to thrust 
aside the Monroe Doctrine, either in 
good spirit, or by force.  This is, in 
our judgment, the principle reason 
which makes unconditionally desir-
able the existence of a strong sea 
force for Germany.6  
 
Such sentiments were not confined 

to the extremists of the German Navy 
League.  In autumn 1897, the Kaiser again 
met the Czar, this time in Russia.  “The visit 
to Russia turned out far better than I 
expected,” Wilhelm later reported, “and in 
several exhaustive discussions I reached 
complete agreement with Nicky [the Czar] 
on all important political questions, so that 
together we have, so to say, disposed of the 
world…. The Continental blockade against 
America, and, it may be, England has been 
decided upon.  Russia has pledged herself to 
bring France over to the idea bon gre mal 
gre.”7  Napoleon's great Continental system 
was to be resurrected, under another nation's 
leadership, this time directed against the 
other major Anglo-Saxon power. 

Wilhelm speculated that the occasion 
for taking economic measures against the 
United States was provide by the American 
threat to intervene in the Spanish mon-
archy's difficulties in Cuba, which would 
allow him to marshal European anti-repub-
lican sentiment. In a marginal note com-
menting on a dispatch of his ambassador to 
Spain in 1897, the Kaiser wrote: “…the 
rascals will see that Europe's kings really 
stand together and mutually share 
misfortune and joy and are not prepared to 
yield before republican money-madness; in 
the second place, it would be a very excel-
lent device for furthering and establishing 

                                                           
6 Ibid., pp. 243-4.  
7 William Langer, The Diplomacy of Imperialism, 
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the continental union against America 
planned by myself and the Tsar.” And:  
 

The situation stands just thus: Cuba 
has belonged to Spain as a colony for 
hundreds of years. This is a Euro-
pean state.  America wants “by fair 
means or foul” – apparently the latter 
– simply to relieve Spain of her 
colony….  Just to suffer this event, is 
Europe ready to do that?   Shall we 
other monarchs look on placidly as a 
brave colleague of ours has her land 
and … through Cuba's loss … her 
throne torn from her? Through the 
insolence of the Yankee, who will 
be-secretly supported by John Bull? I 
believe it is now high time that we 
other monarchs … agree jointly to 
offer our help to the Queen in case 
the American-British Society for 
International Theft and Warmonger-
ing looks as if it seriously intends to 
snatch Cuba from Spain.  A common 
note which all of us Continentals 
sent to Uncle Sam and John Bull 
with the statement that we would 
mutually stand together and not 
allow Cuba to be stolen from [Her 
Majesty] could not fail to have… 
effect…. Feeling in this connection 
among the great monarchs should be 
tested at once and reported upon to 
me.8  

 
Wilhelm’s line of argument recalled, 

of course, the Holy Alliance, which was the 
efficient cause of the promulgation of the 
Monroe Doctrine 75 years before.  But just 
as in the 1820s, the natural divisions on the 
continent came to the fore and worked to 
America's advantage.  For certain tactical 
reasons – e.g., the close dynastic ties 
between Spain and Austria – Vienna was 
prodded to make the first anti-American 
                                                           
8 May, Imperial Democracy, pp. 196-7. 

move. Count Goluchowski, in turn, be-
lieved France and Britain to be the natural 
leaders of a pro-Spanish coalition, because 
“only by a united and energetic naval 
demonstration” could Washington be forced 
to pause.  But neither Paris nor London was 
willing to assume the lead, although both 
would agree to some diplomatic demarche.  
The Kaiser scoffed at the effectiveness of 
such a course: “Ask Hanotaux [the French 
Foreign Minister] how many cruisers he 
would send if the United States rejected a 
new appeal!” German Foreign Minister 
Bernhard von Bülow, who had been cool to 
the idea from the beginning, responded to a 
Spanish appeal through the embassy at 
Madrid: “the only possible attitude for 
Germany … [is] to hold aloof.  There is no 
need to explain in justification that it is 
Germany's duty to avoid engaging herself 
further or earlier than France in a question 
which has aroused the passions of the 
American people more and more. The 
second Napoleonic Empire's Mexican ad-
venture is sufficient warning for us.”9   

Despite this sense of Germany’s 
limitations, it should not be thought that 
Berlin was indifferent to the outcome of the 
Spanish-American controversy, especially as 
it related to the future of Spain’s empire.  In 
January 1898, Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz, 
commander of Germany’s East Asia 
Squadron, predicted that Spain would be 
unable to hold Philippines much longer due 
to a growing native rebellion, and he 
recommended that German naval planners 
study the geography and military potential 
of the islands.  With both the Spanish and 
Portuguese empires under increasing stress, 
the German naval general staff was desirous 
of obtaining sites from these nations that 
would command a sea lane from Europe to 
the Far East around Africa.  In the Western 
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Pacific, this meant the Sulu Archipelago, an 
island in the Philippines (probably 
Mindanao), the Carolines, and the entire 
Samoa group.  In March 1898, the Kaiser 
noted: “I am determined when the 
opportunity arises, to purchase or simply 
take the Philippines from Spain – when her 
'liquidation approaches.”  When Bülow gave 
his opinion that control of the sea in the Far 
East would pass to the nation controlling the 
Philippines, Wilhelm decreed that the 
islands should not be transferred to a third 
power by Spain without adequate compensa-
tion to Germany.10   

German military activity increased as 
war between Spain and the United States 
seemed more likely.  In February 1898, a 
German (as well as French) warship was 
present in Havana harbor along with the 
USS Maine.11  The Germans relayed reports 
to the Spanish that the American Asiatic 
Squadron, under the command of Admiral 
George Dewey, had left Hong Kong at the 
outset of war, with a probable destination of 
the Philippines.  Prince Henry of Prussia, a 
German admiral on special assignment with 
the East Asia Squadron, cabled the German 
Foreign Ministry on May 11, shortly after 
war had begun: “A German merchant from 
Manila has stated in a way most worthy of 
credence that a rebellion has justified itself 
in the Philippines and will succeed; that the 
natives would gladly place themselves under 
the protection of a European power, 
especially Germany.” A day later, the 
German consul in Manila, Friedrich Krüger, 
corroborated this report: “Existing condi-
tions are that the matter will probably 
terminate with an offer of the throne to a 
German prince.  Ought the thing to be 

                                                           
10 Holger H. Herwig, Politics of Frustration: The 

United States in German Naval Planning, 1889-
1941 (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1976), 
pp. 24-5; Braisted, U.S, Navy in the Pacific, p. 34.   

11 New York Mail and Express ,cited by Wisan, The 
Cuban Crisis, p. 386. 

allowed to develop freely, or should it be 
waved aside?”12  

In March 1898, Admiral Tirpitz had 
stated his regret that “the Spanish-American 
conflict came politically too early for him;” 
that is, before German naval power was able 
“to play a decisive role.” Nevertheless, 
Tirpitz was anxious that German warships 
be sent to the Philippines in order to 
represent Berlin's interests.  And so it was 
that the German cruiser Irene arrived at 
Manila from Nagasaki May 6, less than a 
week after Dewey's decisive victory over the 
Spanish fleet.  The cruiser Cormoran sailed 
into the harbor on May 9, to be followed in 
the next six weeks by the cruiser Kaiserin 
Augusta, flying the flag of Vice Admiral 
Otto von Diederichs, the battleship Kaiser, 
the cruiser Prinzess Wilhelm, and the 
transport Darmstadt, which brought 1,400 
men as relief crews for the German vessels.   

Commodore Dewey, on the other 
hand, had four “protected cruisers” – his 
flagship USS Olympia, the Baltimore, 
Boston and Raleigh – plus two gunboats, a 
revenue cutter, and two transports.  His 
armament had proved far superior to that of 
the Spanish force at Manila, even though the 
battleship USS Oregon had been recalled to 
the Atlantic.  Dewey considered himself to 
be heavily outmatched by the German fleet, 
however.  As early as May 20, Dewey also 
had been apprised by the Navy Department 
that a Spanish relief squadron, consisting of 
“two armored cruisers, six converted 
cruisers, and four destroyers,” was en route 
to the Philippines.  It is therefore not 
surprising that Dewey frantically signaled 
Washington for reinforcement during this 
entire period.  The Navy Department could 
spare no battleships, which is what Dewey 
really required, and the Hero of Manila Bay 
had to be satisfied with the aging monitors 
USS Monterey and Monadnock.  These low 
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freeboard vessels, which were really intend-
ed for coast defense, successfully made their 
rather remarkable transoceanic voyage from 
the Pacific coast at speeds of eight knots and 
less. But the Monterey was armored and had 
two l2~inch and two 10-inch guns, qualities 
of which Dewey was in desperate need.13   

Even so, Dewey believed that his 
squadron was in a precarious state if either 
the Germans or the Spanish – or both – 
decided to press their advantage.  Dewey 
believed that he had every reason to be 
suspicious of Diederichs’ intentions.  The 
American commander repeatedly protested 
the German squadron's provocative be-
havior, which supposedly included inter-
ference with the military operations of the 
Filipino rebels.  Further, the Germans were 
not the only European power in evidence in 
the islands; on June 27, Dewey reported to 
Secretary Long that there were five German 
warships, three British vessels (including the 
cruiser HMS Immortalité), one French 
cruiser, and one Japanese cruiser at Manila.  
Given the rivalries of the great powers over 
what seemed the imminent partition of 
China, Dewey was indeed confronted with 
an explosive situation.  The United States 
certainly had reason to appreciate Great 
Britain’s benevolent neutrality throughout 
the war, whether or not the story of the 
Immortalité moving between the American 
and German fleets at a crucial point was in 
fact accurate.  Whatever were its long-term 
objectives in the Far East, the German 

                                                           
13 Laurin Hall Healy and Luis Kutner, The Admiral 
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Empire was not yet prepared for war with 
the British Empire.14   

Some of these objectives were spell-
ed out in a lengthy memorandum to the 
Kaiser by Admiral Eduard von Knorr, the 
German navy's commanding officer, on 
April 20, 1898.  Knorr recommended that 
Germany use the Spanish-American War to 
seize suitable naval bases (Stützpunkte) at 
key locations.  In particular Knorr was 
interested in obtaining bases in the West 
Indies, possibly in the Dutch (Curacao, 
Aruba) or Danish islands (St.  Thomas, Ste. 
Croix, St.  John).  The Admiral cited 
Mahan's authority in reminding the Kaiser 
that a naval base in the West Indies would 
dominate the trade routes in and to the Gulf 
of Mexico as well as the future isthmian 
canal.15 In regard to East Asia, the Wilhelm-
strasse was initially hopeful that the 
Americans would be so concerned with 
Cuba that they would be prepared to 
abandon the Philippines.  When this seemed 
unlikely, the Germans took the position that 
they could not agree to the transfer of the 
Philippines, in whole or part, to any foreign 
power without suitable compensation for 
Germany.16  This raised the ire of John Hay, 
America's frankly pro-British minister in 
London. “They want the Philippines, the 
Carolines, and Samoa,” he wrote Lodge on 
July 27. “They want to get into our markets 
and keep us out of theirs.”   
 

They have been flirting and intrigu-
ing with Spain ever since the war 
began and now they are trying to put 
the Devil into the head of [Philippine 
rebel leader Emilio] Aguinaldo.  I do 
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not think they want to fight.  In fact 
they frankly tell us they can't.  
[German Minister] Hatzfeldt said the 
other day, “We cannot remove our 
fleet from German waters.”  But they 
want, by pressure, by threats, and by 
sulking and wheedling in turn to get 
something out of us and Spain.  
There is, to the German mind, 
something monstrous in the thought 
that a war should take place any-
where and they not profit by it.  This 
is awfully indiscreet, but I get sick of 
indiscretion once in a while.17 
 
This attitude was summarized in a 

dispatch from Bülow to Theodor von 
Holleben, the German minister to Washing-
ton, on July 1: “His Majesty the Emperor 
deems it a principal object of German policy 
to leave unused no opportunity which may 
arise from the Spanish-American War to 
obtain maritime fulcra in the East Asia.”  
Holleben was instructed to hint that, if 
properly compensated with “coaling sta-
tions, maritime fulcra and the like,” Ger-
many would be of much greater assistance 
to the United States than would England.  
Holleben subsequently informed the Foreign 
Ministry that Americans had little regard for 
“reciprocity,” and would be disinclined to 
recognize in any tangible manner Germany's 
friendly attitude.18   

While interested above all in the 
division of the Philippines, Bülow briefly 
considered proposing the neutralization of 
the islands under an agreement similar to 
that extended to Belgium by the major Euro-
pean powers in 1839.  The advantage to this 
arrangement was twofold.  First, it would 
obviate the need for hasty unilateral action 
by Germany that might drive the Americans 
into the British camp.  Second, it would 

                                                           
17 Dulles, America in the Pacific, p. 226 
18 Shippee, "Germany and the Spanish-American 

War," pp. 767-71.   

postpone any final determination over the 
status of the Philippines until Berlin was in a 
better position to enforce its demands.  With 
Diederichs in a tactically superior position at 
Manila, Germany could contemplate acting 
as arbitrator in the Far East if the Americans 
flinched.19   

In the end, the Kaiser had to be 
content with the purchase of the Carolines, 
the Pelews, and the Marianas (with the 
exception of Guam) from Spain.  This was 
hardly the end of Germany's machinations in 
the Western Pacific, but it ended for the time 
the threat of war between the United States 
and Germany. Still, it was no coincidence 
that some Europeans would compare 
America in 1898 with Prussia in 1866.  As 
the unification of Germany had an enormous 
impact on the European (and world) balance 
of power, so too would the emergence of the 
United States have great geopolitical conse-
quences. “The European powers must 
reckon with the fact that the Union has 
abandoned for good its policy of isolation, 
and entered upon a course which must bring 
her in contact with other nations in all parts 
of the world,” declared the semiofficial 
Kölnische Zeitung in November 1898.20  
The Kaiser concurred with a similar evalua-
tion by a German envoy: “Right.  Therefore 
quickly a strong fleet.  Then the rest will fall 
into place!”21   

 
 
The Asian Threat: Japan 

 
Despite the possibility of war with 

Spain, the aggressiveness of Germany, and 
the ancient suspicions against Britain, it is 
probably fair to say that American strategists 
were more concerned with the long-term 
threat posed by Japan than with any other 
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power in 1890s.  Shortly after his retirement 
as commander of the Asiatic Squadron, Rear 
Admiral George Belknap cautioned Presi-
dent Cleveland’s Secretary of the Navy, 
Hilary A. Herbert, in March 1893 that 
Tokyo was planning to colonize not only 
Korea and Hawaii, but Mexico and Central 
America as well.  This warning was repeated 
in September 1897 by Captain A.S. Barker 
of the USS Oregon, who told the Navy 
Department that Japan had designs on the 
Nicaraguan canal, Mexico, and Central and 
South America.22   

The energetic Theodore Roosevelt, 
as Assistant Secretary of the Navy, spent 
much of his time planning for a future war 
with Spain.  But he noted in August 1897, 
“at the moment Japan is a more dangerous 
opponent than Spain.” Roosevelt also dis-
cussed with President McKinley in Sep-
tember “what I thought ought to be done if 
things look menacing about Spain, urging 
the necessity of taking an immediate and 
prompt initiative if we wished to avoid the 
chance of some serious trouble, of the Japs 
chipping in.”23   

Herbert considered the implications 
of Japan's maritime forces in his article, “A 
Plea for the Navy,” which appeared in the 
September 1897 issue of the Forum.  
Herbert calculated the American Asiatic 
fleet to be six cruisers and gunboats, and the 
Pacific fleet to be one battleship, two moni-
tors, and four cruisers and gunboats.  This 
force was no match for Japan's projected 
fleet of five battleships (four under 
construction), four armored cruisers (all 
being built), 15 protected cruisers (11 under 
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construction), and 14 gunboats (all being 
built).  In addition, Herbert reported that 
Japan had just purchased two first-class 
12,000 ton battleships rated at 19 knots, and 
would soon take title to two 9,500 ton 
armored cruisers under construction by 
Armstrong at Elswick, England.  The total 
American fleet would still be superior to that 
of Japan, particularly with an 11 to 7 margin 
in battleships.  But virtually all of the heavy 
American warships were in the Atlantic.  
Even if the United States decided it could 
strip its East coast, Japan would be able to 
concentrate its forces at the decisive point 
(e.g., Hawaii) much more rapidly, whether 
the American fleet used the Suez Canal or 
sailed around South America.  Herbert 
calculated that the latter journey of 15,604 
miles (from New York to Honolulu) would 
require 97 days, while the Japanese home 
fleet could concentrate in Hawaiian waters 
within sixteen or seventeen days.24   

Shipbuilder and naval architect 
Charles H. Cramp, writing one month later 
in the North American Review, concluded 
that Japan was “second only to England in 
naval activity, being ahead of France, much 
in advance of Germany, and vastly in the 
lead of Russia and the United States.”  Of 
the three maritime powers most directly 
concerned in the Pacific Ocean (Russia, 
Japan and the United States), “Japan at her 
present rate of naval progress, viewed with 
relation to the lack of progress of the other 
two, must in three years be able to dominate 
the Pacific against either, and, in less than 
ten years, against both.”   
 

If she were simply meditating 
another attack on China alone or 
unsupported, no such fleet as Japan 
is now building would be needed; 
certainly not the enormous battle-
ships and the great armored cruisers.  
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It must therefore be assumed that 
Japan's purpose is the general one of 
predominant sea power in the Orient.  
Japan may, and probably does, 
meditate a renewal of her efforts to 
establish a footing on the Asiatic 
mainland.  Possibly, she may have in 
view the ultimate acquisition of the 
Philippine Islands.  But, whatever 
may be her territorial ambitions for 
the future, it is as plain as an open 
book that she intends, before she 
moves again, to place herself in a 
position to disregard and defy any 
external interference.  This may be 
the true meaning of Japan's extreme 
activity in naval preparation at this 
time.25 
 
At this time, it was not Japanese 

interest in the Philippines that concerned the 
United States, but rather the continuing 
friction over the Hawaiian Islands.  In 1883, 
there were only 116 Japanese in the islands, 
but by 1896 that total had grown to 24,407 
out of a total population of 109,020.26  
Those favoring annexation of Hawaii by the 
United States cited this as evidence that 
Tokyo intended to gain control of the islands 
through infiltration. Senator Hoar, who 
would later oppose acquisition of the 
Philippines, nevertheless supported the 
annexation of Hawaii.  Hoar argued that 
America's failure to act would inevitably 
lead to conflict with Japan in the future.  (He 
regarded the annexation as a matter of 
security rather than imperialism, since 
Hawaii was east of a line drawn from the 
Aleutians to Southern California.27)  A 
                                                           
25 Charles H.  Cramp, “The Coming Sea Power," 

North American Review 165 (October 1897): 447-
51.   

26 Thomas A.  Bailey, "Japan's Protest against the 
Annexation of Hawaii," Journal of Modern History 
3 (March 1931): 46.   

27 Tyler Dennett, Americans in East Asia (New York: 
Barnes & Noble, 1922), p. 626.   

report by the Senate Committee on Foreign 
Relations, issued in March 1898, concluded:  
“The present Hawaiian-Japanese contro-
versy is the preliminary skirmish in the great 
coming struggle between the civilization and 
the awakening forces of the East and the 
civilization of the West. The issue is 
whether, in that inevitable struggle, Asia or 
America shall have the vantage ground of 
the control of the naval “Key of the Pacific,” 
the commercial “Crossroads of the 
Pacific.”28 

American-Japanese relations were 
placed under strain on a number of fronts.  
When Tokyo objected to the efforts of the 
new Hawaiian republican government to 
restrict the immigration of Japanese to the 
islands, many in the United States suspected 
that Japan was using the issue as a pretext to 
pressure Honolulu.  The Naniwa, a protected 
steel cruiser that had been stationed in 
Hawaiian waters during the tense situation 
of 1893-1894, reappeared in March 1897.29  
Even more worrisome from the American 
point of view, Japan vigorously protested 
the Treaty of Annexation that President 
McKinley had resubmitted to the Senate in 
1897. On June 19, 1897, the Japanese 
Minister to Washington, Hoshi Toru, regis-
tered his vigorous objection to Secretary of 
State John Sherman:  
 

First.  The maintenance of the status 
quo of Hawaii is essential to the 
good understanding of the Powers 
which have interests in the Pacific.  
Second.  The annexation of Hawaii 
would tend to endanger the resi-
dential, commercial and industrial 
rights of Japanese subjects in Hawaii 
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secured to them by Treaty and by the 
constitution and laws of that country.  
Third.  Such annexation might lead 
to the postponement by Hawaii of 
the settlement of claims and 
liabilities already existing in favor of 
Japan under treaty stipulations.30  
 
Sherman insisted that vested rights 

acquired by Japanese subjects would not be 
affected by the transfer of Hawaiian 
sovereignty and that the United States did 
not regard its annexation of Hawaii as 
upsetting the status quo in the Pacific.31  On 
July 10, however, after Japan had reasserted 
its objections and the Hawaiian government 
had proposed to submit the immigration 
question to arbitration, Seward cabled to the 
American Minister in Honolulu:  
 

Watch situation carefully.  If Japan-
ese should openly resort to force, 
such as military occupation or 
seizure of public property, you will 
confer with local authorities and 
Admiral, land suitable force, and 
announce provisional assumption of 
protectorate by United States over 
Hawaii pending consummation of 
annexation treaty, declaring at same 
time that all rights established in 
favor of third parties will be 
respected. This contingency is, how-
ever, not expected and you will be 
exceedingly cautious to do nothing 
that might tend to precipitate it, nor 
act except in face of overt act of 
hostility by Japan.32 
 
Secretary Long, at the same time, 

telegraphed Admiral L.A. Beardslee aboard 
the cruiser USS Philadelphia that he was to 

                                                           
30 Cited by Bailey, "Japan's Protest," p. 52. 
31 Ibid.   
32 Seward to H.M.  Sewall, July 10, 1897, cited by 

Clinard, Japan's Influence, p. 12.   

land an adequate force and announce a 
provisional protectorate over Hawaii if 
Japan attempted to intervene.  (Roosevelt 
regarded the Philadelphia as roughly equal 
to the Naniwa.), Long also ordered the USS 
Oregon to be prepared to depart for 
Honolulu on short notice, and directed Rear 
Admiral Frederick V. McNair in the Far 
East to alert the Navy Department to any 
significant activity by the Japanese fleet.33  
Roosevelt summarized the McKinley Ad-
ministration's attitude in August 1897:  
“most certainly the United States ought to 
decide whether or not it will annex the 
Hawaiian Islands without regard to the 
attitude of Japan or any other Power.”34   

The attitude of Japan, then, might 
prove of some significance in the event of 
war with Spain. While America could con-
template with considerable confidence a 
two-ocean naval war against Spain, the task 
of simultaneously combating the Spanish 
fleet in the Atlantic and the Japanese fleet in 
the Pacific was less encouraging. (A number 
of newspapers in the United States, for 
example, speculated in July 1897 that the 
visit of a special Japanese envoy to Spain to 
bestow a Japanese order upon the King of 
Spain actually signified an alliance for the 
mutual protection of Cuba and Hawaii.35)  
Some of those who opposed the annexation 
of Hawaii and/or intervention in Cuba cited 
these rumors in support for American 
inaction.  Thus the Nation on July 22, 1897:  
 

A few years ago nothing would have 
seemed more absurd than alliance 
between Spain and Japan.  That there 
should be any harmony between the 
most effete of European Powers and 
the most progressive of those of the 
Orient seems incredible; and yet we 
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have behaved in such a way towards 
both of them as to make their 
alliance a matter for serious discus-
sion.  Our Congressmen have had 
capital sport with Spain; they have 
thought her so feeble that we could 
insult her with impunity, thereby 
winning much fame for themselves.  
Not all of them would threaten Japan 
with so light a heart; that Power 
recently displayed a combination of 
pugnacity and vigor that was rather 
startling. Nevertheless we have taken 
a step in negotiating the treaty with 
Hawaii the meaning of which the 
Japanese understand perfectly well.  
They are sufficiently astute to know 
that “friendship between nations is 
not sentiment, but acts”; and while 
they are wise enough to keep their 
own counsel, it is not difficult to 
imagine what that counsel is.36 
 
On the other hand, some proponents 

of annexation and intervention, such as 
Joseph Hearst's New York Journal, were 
convinced that a Spanish-Japanese alliance 
was an illusion.  In fact Tokyo's ambitions in 
the Pacific might work to America's ad-
vantage.  “If any fighting were to be done it 
would manifestly be to the interest of Japan 
to take sides against Spain rather than 
against the United States.  The Philippines 
are better worth having than Hawaii and 
much easier to get,” the Journal editorial-
ized in July.37  Few Americans in mid-1897 
anticipated that the United States might 
itself be interested in the disposition of the 
Philippines at the conclusion of a Spanish-
American war.38   

The American press had reported in 
1896 that Japan was secretly providing the 

                                                           
36 Nation (27 July 1897), p. 65.   
37 Cited in Wisan, The Cuban Crisis, p. 276.   
38 New York Tribune, 30 October 1896, cited in ibid., 

p. 214. 

Pilipino insurrectionists with assistance.  
The presence of a Japanese cruiser in the 
islands during Dewey's blockade of Manila 
might also have been an ominous sign.  
Tokyo, however, insisted upon its disinterest 
in the matter.  The British Prime Minister, 
Lord Salisbury, whose own nation had much 
at stake in the final decision on the 
Philippines, was informed by the Japanese 
Minister to Britain that Japan “would take 
no umbrage at the retention of the Islands by 
the Americans, and of course could take no 
exception to their retention by Spain.  But if 
they were transferred to any European 
Power, especially any continental Power – 
and this qualification he emphasized once or 
twice – the proposal would be regarded with 
much aversion by Japan.”39  The English 
Minister in Tokyo, Sir Ernest Satow, 
reported to Salisbury on July 2, 1898:  
 

In view of the rumors that have been 
set afloat that Russia is endeavoring 
to turn the attention of Japan toward 
the Philippines, and to suggest her 
obtaining compensation there for the 
loss of prospects of continental 
acquisition, I mentioned what I had 
heard to Count Okuma.  He replied 
that he should regard any further 
extension to the south as a fresh 
source of weakness as indeed the 
island of Formosa had proved, 
though, that could of course, not be 
undone now.  Japan, he considered, 
was not in a position to indulge in a 
policy of territorial expansion, and so 
must confine herself to strengthening 
her means of defending what she 
already possesses.40 
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This perception of Japan was 
generally accepted in the United States.  The 
missionary and historian Arthur May Knapp 
argued in June 1899 that Japan's conserv-
ative instincts had been strongly opposed to 
the acquisition of the Liaotung peninsula 
after the Sino-Japanese war of 1895-1896.  
Further, “there is no gainsaying the fact that 
at present Japan looks upon Formosa as a 
burden, and as a hindrance to her own 
development….  Japan would not give one 
of her cruisers for the possession of the 
Philippines; but she would lend America the 
whole navy of which she is so proud, could 
she have for her near neighbor the nation 
whose friendship she trusts.”41 
 
 
America’s Two Front Experiment 

 
The Spanish-American War must 

also be considered in the context of the 
nation’s larger objectives in the world.  This 
“large policy” as envisioned by Roosevelt, 
for instance, required a powerful navy and 
the acquisition of strategically placed bases, 
which inherently raised questions about how 
those bases, and the surrounding territories, 
were to be controlled and governed.  For 
Roosevelt, the measure of the strength of the 
U.S. Navy, and the disposition of these 
critical strategic points, was to be the fleets 
of Germany and Japan.   
 

We cannot hope to rival England.  It 
is probably not desirable that we 
should rival France; while Russia's 
three-fold sea front, and Italy's 
peculiar position, render it to the last 
degree improbable that we shall be 
cast into hostile contact with either 
of them.  But Japan is steadily be-
coming a great naval power in the 
Pacific, where her fleet already sur-

                                                           
41 Arthur May Knapp, "Japan and the Philippines," 
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passes ours in strength; and Germany 
shows a tendency to stretch out for 
colonial possessions which may at 
any moment cause a conflict with us.  
In my opinion our Pacific fleet 
should constantly be kept above that 
of Japan, and our naval strength as a 
whole superior to that of Germany.  
It does not seem to me that we can 
afford to invite responsibility and 
shirk the burden that we thus incur; 
we cannot justify ourselves for 
retaining Alaska and annexing 
Hawaii unless we provide a Navy 
sufficient to prevent all chance of 
either being taken by a hostile 
power; still less have we any right to 
assert the Monroe Doctrine in the 
American hemisphere unless we are 
ready to make good our assertion 
with our warships.  A great navy 
does not make for war, but for peace.  
It is the cheapest kind of insurance.42 
 
“If I had my way,” Roosevelt wrote 

Mahan on May 3, 1897, “we would annex 
those islands [Hawaii] tomorrow.  If that is 
impossible I would establish a protectorate 
over them.  I believe we should build the 
Nicaraguan canal at once, and in the 
meantime that we should build a dozen new 
battleships, half of them on the Pacific coast; 
and these battleships should have large coal 
capacity and a consequent increased radius 
of action.” With Hawaii in American pos-
session, Roosevelt believed, “most of the 
danger of friction with Japan would 
disappear.”43  Even the cautious McKinley 
was concerned once the dynamic of the war 
revealed America’s strategic strengths and 
weaknesses.  “We need Hawaii just as much 
and a good deal more than we did 
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California,” he remarked.  “It is manifest 
destiny.”44   

But the “large Americans” also saw 
Hawaii as a stepping stone to the Far East, 
with its promise of trade and influence.  The 
Republican Party of 1898 was a direct 
descendant of the party of William Seward, 
who believed that America's future lay in the 
Pacific Basin.  And the key to the Far East 
was China, whose regime seemed on the 
verge of dissolution and partition as the 
United States decided upon war with Spain.  
Germany, France, and Russia had compelled 
Japan to return the Liaotung Peninsula to 
China after Tokyo's victory in the Sino-
Japanese War.  On March 8, 1898, barely a 
month before the outbreak of the Spanish-
American War, Germany called in its debt.  
China consented to a ninety-nine year lease 
of Kiaochow Bay with its port of Tsingtao to 
Berlin, opening up a scramble for similar 
concessions by the other European powers.  
Russia was granted a twenty-five year lease 
of the Liaotung Peninsula with its ports at 
Talienwan (Darien) and Port Arthur.  In 
April, France received a ninety-nine year 
lease on Kwangchow Bay.  Great Britain, 
which opposed Russia's southward drive 
through Manchuria, then acquired a lease of 
the port of Weihaiwei on the northern coast 
of Shantung “for so long a period as Port 
Arthur shall remain in the occupation of 
Russia.”45   

The leading members of the 
McKinley administration, and the “large 
Americans,” were fully aware of the 
situation in the Far East, and the risks of the 
dismemberment of China, before the battle 
of Manila Bay.  Thomas H.  Talbot, an 
official in President Grant's Administration, 
wrote to Secretary Long on March l0, 1898 
that “it did me good to see the other day that 
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we had warships in waters of the East 
Indies; for, in the event of war upon us by 
Spain, I hope to see even her Philippines 
seized and strongly held by our forces, until 
we see fit to give them up.”   
 

In preventing the closing of portions 
of China to the world's free com-
merce, I think we should have a 
substantial interest, even, if we were 
now, what we once were, a nation 
with only an Atlantic seaboard.  
Now, however, we have a long 
stretch of Pacific Coast, fronting 
eastern Asia; and I do not think we 
can too carefully provide for the 
great future of these Pacific interests 
of ours.  It was my opinion of the 
foreign policy which our nation 
ought now to adopt, which chiefly 
deter[mined] my choice of candi-
dates for President in 1896.  What I 
knew of Cleaveland's [sic] views 
thereon would have prevented my 
repeating my votes for him, had he 
been a candidate. … As, indeed, for 
some years I have considered the 
doctrine of Washington's “Farewell 
Address” as not good gospel for to-
day. I think of it as a “back number,” 
ever since we were able by war-like 
force to restore the integrity of the 
Union.  Our new powers, of which 
we then became conscious, impose 
upon us altogether new duties; and 
we cannot shirk them, if we would.  
Nor are we always to be a mere 
continental, land-bound people.  The 
sea and foreign parts have a loud call 
for some of our people; and we must 
try to find them fit opportunity on 
the ocean and abroad.46 
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The more immediate concern of 
American strategists in 1898 was, of course, 
Cuba and the Caribbean.  The Cuban and 
Caribbean questions in turn pointed toward 
control of the lines of communication to an 
isthmian canal. “Until we definitely turn 
Spain out of those island (and if I had my 
way that would be done tomorrow), we will 
always be menaced by trouble there,” 
Roosevelt reflected to Mahan.  “We should 
acquire the Danish islands, and by turning 
Spain out should serve notice that no strong 
European power, and especially not 
Germany, should be allowed to gain a 
foothold by supplanting some weak 
European power.”47   

The ability of the United States to 
succeed in a war with one European power, 
no matter how weak, was based in part on 
making the correct determination of the 
continental balance of power.  As Hay 
informed President McKinley, Germany was 
caught between two power blocs (the British 
Empire, on the one hand, France and Russia 
on the other), a situation that would 
effectively limit Berlin's freedom of 
action.48  It also relied upon a coincidence of 
British and American interests in East Asia.  
(Some even favored an explicit alliance 
between Washington and London, on the 
theory that such a combination would itself 
deter war.49)  British neutrality ensured that 
the Spanish fleet would be unable to coal at 
Suez, Aden, Colombo or Singapore en route 
to the Philippines.  Although Dewey was 
forced to leave Hong Kong on the outbreak 
of war, British officials looked the other way 
when he used Mirs Bay, opposite Hong 
Kong, as a forward base until Manila fell on 
August 13.  Fearing the outcome of a full-
scale territorial scramble in Asia as a result 
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of Spain's defeat, Salisbury strongly favored 
the retention of the Philippines by the 
United States; failing this, the British 
Cabinet insisted upon the first option to 
purchase the islands.50   

Despite these favorable conditions, 
the McKinley administration believed that it 
was essential that the United States fight a 
short and effective war.  The European 
powers were all “convinced of the European 
character of the problem,” in the opinion of 
the Spanish Foreign Minister in 1897.51  A 
Parisian newspaper warned the United 
States: “The American newspapers which 
are egging the United States to war with 
Spain should reflect that war with Spain 
means war with Europe.”52  In the short run, 
McKinley and his advisers calculated 
correctly that the major European powers 
would remain neutral.  But if the war 
dragged on, those same nations would be 
presented with opportunities not only to 
carve up the remnants of the Spanish 
Empire, but also to deal a sharp setback to 
their American rival.  Roosevelt had 
expressed to Lodge the urgency of “the 
necessity 'of taking an immediate and 
prompt initiative if we wished to avoid the 
chance of some serious trouble, and of the 
Japs chipping in.”   
 

But if we hesitate and let the 
Spaniards take the initiative, they 
could give us great temporary 
annoyance by sending a squadron off 
our coast, not to speak of the fact 
that if they were given time, when 
once it was evident that war had to 
come, there would be plenty of 
German and English, and possibly 
French, officers instructing them 
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how to lay mines and use torpedoes 
for the defense of Cuban ports.  
Besides we should have the Japs on 
our backs.53   
 
The most pressing strategic problem 

for the United States, as was earlier indi-
cated, was to be able to fight a two-ocean 
war. Roosevelt accordingly had sent a 
“Special Confidential Problem” to the Naval 
War College in May 1897:  
 

Japan makes demands on Hawaiian 
Islands.   
 
This country intervenes.   
 
What force will be required to up-
hold intervention, and how shall it be 
employed?  
 
Keeping in mind possible complica-
tions with another Power on the 
Atlantic Coast (Cuba).54 
 
It was with this strategic view in 

mind that the United States developed its 
plans for war with Spain.  By 1896, 
Lieutenant William W. Kimball, an officer 
in naval intelligence, had already completed 
a comprehensive plan for operations against 
Spain in the Caribbean, in Europe and in the 
Far East.  The Kimball plan, which formed 
the basis for actual American conduct of the 
war, envisioned a predominantly naval cam-
paign.  One part of the American fleet was 
to blockade Cuba, forcing Spain to send its 
forces to the relief of the island, at which 
point a decisive battle would be fought for 
control of the Caribbean. The North Atlantic 
Squadron was designated to gain command 
of the Florida Strait, where the Spanish fleet 
would likely pass en route to Havana harbor.  
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The American navy would also have the 
option of attacking the Mediterranean coast 
of Spain, most notably the ports of 
Barcelona and Malaga.  (The war plans 
called for the chartering of British colliers to 
meet the United States' warships).  In the 
eastern Pacific, the seizure of Manila would 
provide a coaling base for the American 
squadron. A quick, hard naval campaign 
would knock Spain out of the war without 
the cost of a large-scale land operation – or 
so it was hoped.55   

Roosevelt, who had a major hand in 
refining Kimball's plan, remained concerned 
that a purely naval war would be 
insufficient.  He was enthusiastic about an 
attack against the Spanish peninsula by a 
specially-composed flying squadron:  
 

…we especially want to keep the 
Spanish cruisers at home to prevent 
depredations on our own coast.  In 
fighting efficiency the Spanish fleet 
is about double what it was so late as 
last April. They now have seven 
battleships, which, in average 
strength, are about equal to the 
Maine and Texas.  We could beat 
these seven battleships if we could 
get at them, but they could cause us 
trouble if we allowed them to choose 
the time and place of attack.  If, 
however, we send a flying squadron, 
composed of powerful ships of speed 
and great coal capacity, to the 
Spanish coasts we can give the 
Spaniards all they want to do at 
home, and will gain the inestimable 
moral advantage of the aggressive.  
The ships to be sent in this squadron 
should be the New York and 
Brooklyn, the Minneapolis and 
Columbia, and two of the auxiliary 
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steamers like the St. Paul and New 
York of the American line, which 
steamers could be fitted in about ten 
days.  The squadron should start the 
hour that hostilities began; it should 
go straight to the Grand Canary, 
accompanied by colliers.  At the 
Grand Canary they should coal to 
their limit and leave coal there, if 
possible under some small guard.  
They should then go straight up, say 
through Gibraltar by night and 
destroy the shipping in Barcelona, 
returning immediately to the Grand 
Canary. If the Spaniards had occu-
pied the Grand Canary in force, they 
could then go home.  If not, they 
could replenish with coal, and strike 
Cadiz; then go off the coast and 
strike one of the northern sea ports 
on the Bay of Biscay.  Probably after 
this they would have to return home.  
Such an enterprise would, in all 
human probability, demoralize the 
Spaniards, and would certainly keep 
their fleet in Spanish waters, for they 
would be “kept guessing” all the 
time.56 
 
Roosevelt thought it a mistake to 

believe that Cuba could be taken quickly, 
without sending an expeditionary force.  As 
he wrote former Secretary of the Navy 
Tracy on April 21, 1898:  
 

There is only one thing which makes 
me question the soundness of your 
position about not sending an army 
to Cuba.  Until Cuba is reduced our 
fleet will have to remain blockading 
its ports.  If the Spaniards are willing 
to give up attempting to relieve Cuba 
they can meanwhile be making 
descents on our coast, causing some 
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little damage and widespread panic.  
Personally I should advocate paying 
no heed to this, keeping our grip firm 
on Cuba, and disregarding the yell 
that will go up from the various 
cities, but unless the administration 
is prepared to accept great temporary 
unpopularity they will find them-
selves embarrassed in following this 
plan; and as Spaniards starve well, 
the blockade might be a long one.  I 
do not believe that the Cubans can 
do more than interrupt interior 
communications and hamper the 
Spanish foraging parties. With all 
this in view it seems to me that if any 
army could be sent down at once, 
and Cuba taken by assault, so to 
speak, it would be a very great 
advantage for our Navy would then 
be footloose, and be more than able 
to protect our own coasts and strike 
counter blows at Spain.  I am of 
course utterly against bombarding 
Havana or any other port where there 
is any risk of damage to our ships 
until the Spanish fleet is disposed of.  
But I am not certain whether we can 
now send our Army at all.  It goes 
without saying that our Army should 
long ago have been prepared, and 
that we should have had forty or fifty 
thousand men, regulars, backed by 
militia that had spent at least a month 
in camps of instruction, ready to 
move from Tampa and Mobile next 
Saturday.57   
 
The attack on the Philippines – the 

most important issue for the purposes of this 
Working Paper – was originally to be a 
secondary part of the overall strategy against 
Spain.  Some historians have concluded, as a 
result, that the operations against the 
Spanish islands were a blunder, an accident, 
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or an afterthought. On the contrary, virtually 
any serious strategist prior to the war 
assumed the necessity and advantage of 
moving against the Philippines. The destruc-
tion of Spanish naval power in the Pacific 
would relieve any possibility of an attack on 
Hawaii or the American West Coast – 
although Senator Chandler admitted “a 
Spanish fleet is not likely to appear there.”58  
Nevertheless, such an eventuality had to be 
taken into account. Striking against the 
Philippines – and supporting native efforts 
on the ground to overthrow the Spanish 
colonial regime – took on greater strategic 
importance when the United States decided 
not to attack the Spanish coast proper. 

Kimball had advocated seizing 
Manila and blockading the islands in order 
to deprive Spain of its Far Eastern 
commerce. American control of the Philip-
pines would also serve as an inducement to 
Spain to make peace once Cuba had been 
liberated.59  In addition, American shipping 
and commerce in the Pacific would be 
secured.  Everett Frazar, a U.S. businessman 
and President of the American Asiatic 
Association, summarized this viewpoint in a 
letter to McKinley in November 1898:  
 

The prompt action at Manila in the 
destruction of the Spanish fleet by 
Admiral Dewey and the holding of 
Manila Bay and city, was a master 
stroke of policy in favor of our 
American trade arid interests in the 
Far East, for the reason, that, at once 
the Pacific Ocean was rendered safe 
and secure from the actions of 
Spanish men-of-war or privateers, 
thus saving our American Pacific 
mail steamers, running between San 
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the Asiatic squadron to facilitate an attack on 
Manila.   

59 Grenville and Young, Politics, Strategy and 
American Diplomacy, p. 272. 

Francisco and Hong Kong, from 
capture, and relieving our Pacific 
coast ports of San Francisco, Seattle, 
Tacoma, etc., from the risks of visits 
from Spanish ships, and the 
payments by American merchants of 
excessive war premiums of insurance 
which were beginning to advance 
almost daily, and likely to continue 
as long as Spain's ships were in the 
Philippines, ready on short notice to 
leave on their cruises towards Hong 
Kong to intercept and capture our 
American vessels, and to proceed to 
our Pacific coast possessions.  Up to 
one and one-half per cent war 
premiums were paid, and had 
Admiral Dewey not destroyed the 
Spanish fleet, in all probability, five 
or even ten per cent, war risks would 
have been charged by marine 
underwriters.  This would have been 
ruinous to the large American 
interests involved, under contract 
deliveries for American products and 
manufactures, being shipped to the 
full capacity of all the various 
steamship lines; six from Pacific 
Coast ports, and four from New 
York, via Suez Canal, to Japan, 
China and Korea.  Many millions of 
dollars to my own knowledge and 
personal experience were involved.60 
 
During the course of the war, many 

of the strategic lessons that had been 
anticipated in war planning were realized.  
After Dewey's victory at Manila, the 
American Asiatic Squadron remained vul-
nerable to attack from a Spanish relief 
expedition, commanded by Rear Admiral 
Manuel de la Camara, using the Suez Canal.  
The Commodore repeatedly urged that an 
American fleet be sent against the Spanish 
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coast in order to hold Spanish naval forces 
near their home ports. The two-front 
dilemma was a serious concern, even against 
a relatively weak power like Spain.  Because 
the Navy Department did not want to 
weaken the American naval forces then 
blockading Admiral Pascual Cervera’s 
squadron at Santiago in Cuba, either to 
relieve Dewey or to attack Spanish territory, 
subterfuge was needed.  Lieutenant William 
S. Sims, the American naval attaché in Paris, 
had an agent in close contact with the 
Spanish ambassador to France.  Acting 
Secretary of the Navy Charles H. Allen 
telegraphed Sims on June 1:  
 

Give out following information: 
probably false, possibly true.  As 
soon as Cervera's Squadron is 
destroyed, an American fleet of 
armored vessels and cruisers will be 
detached against Spanish ports and 
the coast of Spain generally.  The 
Americans seem to be especially 
incensed against Cadiz, and 
doubtless that place will come in for 
a taste of war.61   
 
On June 11, Long ordered his attaché 

to leak “secret information” that American 
battleships and fast cruisers had been issued 
charts of the Spanish coasts.  When Admiral 
Camara's forces departed from Cadiz, Long 
cabled Admiral Sampson on June 18 to 
prepare the battleships USS Iowa and 
Oregon and the armored cruiser Brooklyn to 
raid the Spanish peninsula, should Camara's 
fleet pass Suez. The Spanish, in the mean-
time, were to be informed that the flying 
squadron would consist of three battleships 
and six large cruisers.62   
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62 Braisted, U.S. Navy in the Pacific, p. 31. 

This particular threat to Dewey’s 
position was eliminated when Cervera's fleet 
at Cuba was destroyed on July 4, forcing 
Madrid to recall Camara.  In retrospect, it 
seems unlikely that the Spanish ever 
seriously contemplated operations against 
Dewey but Camara's fleet had to be 
considered at face value by the United 
States. But America had learned a painful 
lesson about the prospective value of an 
isthmian canal, assuming it was under 
American control. The Navy Department 
decided that, if it had to reinforce Dewey, it 
would do so with an Eastern Squadron of 
two battleships and two cruisers under 
Commodore John C. Watson. This squadron 
would first attack Spain's Mediterranean 
coast along with a larger Western Squadron, 
then pass through Suez en route to the 
Philippines.63   

Americans were also learning the 
value of strategic locations that had scarcely 
been contemplated before. Cervera's fleet 
had first assembled in the Canary Islands, 
moved on to the Cape Verde Islands, and 
then to the French port at Martinique.  In the 
Pacific, the War Board ordered the capture 
of Guam as a point of call for American 
ships between Hawaii and the Philippines.64  
The government of the United States did not 
demand acquisition of the Spanish Canaries 
as a price for a peace settlement, although 
some consideration was given to it.  But the 
Philippines, Puerto Rico, Guam, and other 
territories that were later acquired set the 
stage for the most comprehensive debate 
over American foreign policy in the second 
half of the nineteenth century. 
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The Case against Acquisition: 
Isolationist Morality 

 
Although the nation was substantial-

ly united on the issue of war with Spain, that 
consensus quickly broke down over the 
terms of peace, and more precisely, over the 
disposition of the Philippine Islands.  At one 
level, this question revealed the disjunction 
between the “large Americans” and the anti-
imperialists in an entirely new light.  Many 
of the expansionists of the l890s were taken 
aback by proposals to acquire the Philip-
pines. Some, like former President Harrison, 
elected to drop into opposition.  The anti-
imperialists were themselves divided as to 
policy, and in the end were unsuccessful in 
imposing either legal or electoral restrictions 
on the McKinley Administration.  But the 
debate over American foreign policy in the 
aftermath of the momentous events of 1898 
reveals many of the elements of the classic 
divisions of the twentieth century.  There is 
one partial exception – the precise relation-
ship between the United States and the 
continent of Europe. That relationship would 
become fully contentious during Roosevelt's 
mediation efforts in the Moroccan crisis of 
1905, which itself was a preview of the 
debate over intervention in the great Euro-
pean war a decade later.   

Many anti-imperialists, however, 
believed that the reasoning that had brought 
the McKinley Administration to its decision 
about the Philippines would inexorably lead 
the United States into interference with 
strictly European concerns. “To acquire 
these islands,” warned Democratic Senator 
George Gray of Delaware, a member of the 
Peace Commission, “would be to reverse the 
accepted continental policy of the country, 
declared and acted upon throughout our 
history. Propinquity governs the case of 
Cuba and Puerto Rico. Policy proposed 
introduces us into European politics and 
entangling alliances, against which Wash-

ington and all American statesmen have 
protested.”65  (Gray's opinion, needless to 
say, was not the controlling one of the 
Commission.) Democratic Senator Donelson 
Caffery (Louisiana) recalled the warnings in 
this regard of Jefferson and Lincoln, and 
asked:  
 

Were they “little Americans,” Mr. 
President? When Washington be-
sought his countrymen to avoid all 
foreign complications and entangle-
ments was he a little American?  
Who had greater opportunity to 
advance the sword above the plow-
share and to wrench from Britain and 
Spain their contiguous territory?  Sir, 
he counseled that sobriety and con-
siderateness of conduct and bearing 
toward the world which Solomon 
taught us to practice in our pros-
perity. And when the marvelous 
valor of our countrymen has thrown 
into our lap possessions which have 
been a thorn in the side of our 
defeated foe, let us carefully and 
patriotically weigh ourselves in the 
scale of our Constitution, of our 
principles of government, of our 
honor, our race, our interest, and our 
duty. 66  
 
The meaning of Washington's Fare-

well Address, Stanford University President 
and peace activist David Starr Jordan 
explained, was “that America should grow 
strong within herself, should keep out of all 
fights and friendships not her own, should 
secure no territory in which a free man 
cannot live, and should own no possessions 
that may not in time be numbered among the 
United States…. In other words, America 
should not be a power among the nations, 
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but a nation among the powers.  This view 
of the function our country rests on is no 
mere accident of revolution or isolation.  It 
has its base in sound political common-
sense, and in the rush of new claims and 
new possibilities we should not forget this 
old wisdom.”67 

The tradition parallel to the Farewell 
Address, the Monroe Doctrine, likewise 
served as the foundation for the anti-im-
perialists' objection to the acquisition of the 
Philippines. “The Monroe Doctrine is gone,” 
lamented Senator George Hoar. “Every 
European nation, every European alliance, 
has the right to acquire dominion in this 
hemisphere when we acquire it in the 
other.”68  The anti-imperialists regarded the 
Monroe Doctrine as much more than a 
strategic statement of the separation between 
Europe and America.  As Jordan explained: 
“The purpose of the Monroe Doctrine is not 
to keep the European flag from America.  Its 
function is to prevent the extension here of 
European colonial methods, the domination 
of weak races by strong, of one race for the 
good of another, of the principle of in-
equality of right which underlies slavery.”69  
For William Jennings Bryan, the Doctrine 
was a positive statement of the need to 
promote liberty in the Western Hemisphere 
– to “hold up the torches of freedom before 
the nations of the world and prove that the 
governments derive their just powers from 
the consent of the governed and not from the 
rights of hereditary powers.”70   

Bryan perceived a fundamental dis-
tinction between the traditional American 
regime and that which the expansionists 
wished to graft onto public opinion.  He 
rejected “the splendors of a heterogeneous 
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York:  Garland Press, 1972), p. 42.   
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69 Jordan, Imperial Democracy, p. 108.  
70 New York Times, 17 December 1897, cited by 
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empire encircling the globe” in favor of 
“bringing enduring happiness to a homo-
geneous people.”   
 

The forcible annexation of the 
Philippine Islands is not necessary to 
make the United States a world 
power.  For over ten decades our 
nation has been a world power.  
During its brief-existence it has 
exerted that influence without the 
use of sword or Gatling gun.  Mexico 
and the republics of Central and 
South America testify to the benign 
influence of our institutions, while 
Europe and Asia give evidence of the 
working of the leaven of self-
government.  In the growth of demo-
cracy we observe the triumphant 
march of an idea – an idea that 
would be weighted down rather than 
aided by the armor and weapons 
proffered by imperialism.71 
 
The annexations demanded security 

through physical control, when there were 
better and more moral means of self-
defense. Charles Francis Adams recalled 
“the war of spoliation” against Mexico in 
the 1840s, a war that his grandfather, John 
Quincy Adams, had opposed.   
 

Under the theory now gaining in 
vogue, it would then have been our 
plain duty to make of Mexico an 
extra-territorial dependency, and pro-
tect it against itself.  We wisely took 
a different course. Like other Span-
ish communities in America, Mexico 
then passed through a succession of 
revolutions, from which it became 
apparent the people were not in a fit 
condition for self-government.  
Nevertheless, sternly insisting on 
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noninterference by outside powers, 
we ourselves wisely left that country 
to work out its own salvation in its 
own way.  In 1862, when the United 
States was involved in the War of the 
Rebellion, the Europeans took ad-
vantage of the situation to invade 
Mexico, and to establish there a 
“stable government.” They under-
took to protect that people against 
themselves, and to erect for them a 
species of protectorate, such as we 
now propose for the Philippines.  As 
soon as our war was over, we 
insisted upon the withdrawal of 
Europe from Mexico. What followed 
is matter of recent history.  It is 
unnecessary to recall it.  We did not 
reduce Mexico into a condition of 
“tutelage” or establish over it a 
“protectorate” of our own.  We, on 
the contrary, insisted that it should 
stand on its own legs; and, by so 
doing, learn to stand firmly on them, 
just as a child learns to walk, by 
being compelled to try to walk, not 
by being kept everlastingly in 
“leading strings.” This was the 
American, as contradistinguished 
from the European policy; and 
Mexico today walks firmly.72   
 
The degeneration of American 

purpose would be immediately matched by a 
decline in American behavior.  An active 
foreign policy, a nation constantly on the 
verge of war, required a strong government, 
but not necessarily self-government.  
“Democracy yields before diplomacy…,” 
Jordan cautioned. “We cannot try civic 
experiments with a foe at our gates.”  An 
editorial in the San Francisco Argonaut 
speculated on what such a condition meant 
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in the present circumstances: “We shall have 
to adopt the same methods pursued by 
European colonial powers, if we continue in 
our imperialistic groove.”   
 

For example, in the Philippines we 
may have to adopt Spanish methods 
in many ways. We may find it neces-
sary to stir up one tribe of natives 
against another. Thus we could arm 
the Visayans, drill them, and ship 
them to Luzon. The Visayans hate 
the Tagalos [Tagalogs], and we 
could set the two tribes to fighting 
together, and with the Visayans we 
might exterminate the Tagalos.  
Then, after the Tagalos were exter-
minated or subjected, we could stir 
up the fierce Moros of Mindanao 
against the Visayans.  By judiciously 
fomenting strife we could exter-
minate the Visayans.  There would 
then remain only the Moros, and 
probably we could get away with 
them ourselves. Here is another 
suggestion. The Spaniards have al-
ways found it necessary to use 
treachery, torture and bribery in the 
Philippines.  We shall probably have 
to do the same.  The Anglo-Saxon 
methods of warfare do not appeal to 
the Malay.  In pursuance of our 
imperialistic plans, it would be well 
to hire some of the insurgent 
lieutenants to betray Aguinaldo and 
other chieftains into our clutches.  A 
little bribery, a little treachery, and a 
little ambuscading, and we could trap 
Aguinaldo and his chieftains.  Then, 
instead of putting them to death in 
the ordinary way, it might be well to 
torture them.  The Spaniards have 
left behind them some means to that 
end in the dungeons in Manila.  The 
rack, the thumbscrew, the trial by 
fire, the trial by molten lead, boiling 
insurgents alive, crushing their bones 



The American Regime Change Debates of the 1890s: A Matter of Principle and Interest 
 

 

 74

in ingenious mechanisms of torture – 
these are some of the methods that 
would impress the Malay mind.  It 
would show them that we are in 
earnest.  Ordinary, decent, Christian, 
and civilized methods, such as the 
United States have always pursued in 
warfare, will only lead them to 
believe that we are weaklings and 
cowards, and that we are therefore to 
be steadily and sturdily combated.73 
 
And to what end?  To accept the 

responsibilities of empire would mean an 
endless preoccupation with the balance of 
power.  Who could doubt, Democratic 
Senator Augustus Bacon of Georgia asked 
his colleagues in January 1899, “that if we 
reach out and take these islands we have put 
ourselves in a position where we are in 
danger at any time of being involved in a 
world war?” And do not think that such a 
war would be confined to the Orient, Bacon 
admonished. “If that war comes it will 
involve every leading nation of the world.  If 
that war comes, not only will our young men 
lay their bones upon the distant soil of Asia, 
but our own country still will have to stand 
its defense.” What good would the Philip-
pines be in such a global conflagration?  
 

If we become involved in a war with 
a foreign power – the Philippine 
Islands would be our weak spot.  It 
was the weak spot of Spain – and we 
struck it first because it was the weak 
spot, and if we succeeded to her 
dominion it would be our weak spot, 
and any foreign government with 
which we engaged in war would 
strike that first.  Mr. President, if we 
were to maintain our authority, if we 
were to meet that stroke, at least 
100,000 men must be transported 
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across the Pacific Ocean 7,000 
miles.74 
 
The anti-imperialists also challenged 

the vision of commercial plenty that would 
be promoted by the acquisition of the 
Philippines.  Andrew Carnegie reasoned that 
colonial expansion was actually inimical to 
commercial expansion; the Philippines 
would “place the whole republic within the 
zone of wars and rumors of wars, and the 
rumor of war, it must be remembered, is in 
itself destructive to commerce.”75  H.D. 
Money, in an essay in The Arena of April 
1900, pointed out that the United States had 
become the world's greatest exporting nation 
without the benefit of a single colony.  Great 
Britain, the world's most impressive empire, 
had lost five percent of its trade in the past 
seven years, during which time the United 
States gained eighteen percent in its export 
trade.  Only seven percent of Great Britain's 
trade was with India, the empire's greatest 
possession.  Money contended that London's 
success as a world trader did not stem from 
the colonies, but from England's commercial 
efficiency.76  

Senator Caffery hammered upon this 
theme during the debates over ratification of 
the treaty of peace with Spain in early 1899.  
Less than one-tenth of American trade was 
with Asia, Africa and South America 
combined; nine-tenths of exports from the 
United States went to Western Europe.  
Caffery explained that men in the tropics 
would never consume significant quantities 
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of manufactured goods, and that the 
American surplus could only be sent to 
Europe.77  “I know what I'd do if I was Mac 
(McKinley),” reflected the immortal Mr. 
Hennessy. “I'd hist a flag over th' Ph'lipeens, 
an' I'd take in th' whole lot iv thim.”  “An' 
yet,” retorted Mr. Dooley, “'tis not more 
than two months since ye learned whether 
they were islands or canned goods.”78   

With education, the anti-imperialists 
hoped to convince the public that the Philip-
pines in no way represented canned goods 
but a distinct polity, with a large population, 
and no government.  If the United States 
was not to acquire the Philippines, and if 
American public opinion would not permit 
them to be returned to the tender mercies of 
Spain, then what did the anti-imperialists 
propose to do with the spoils of war?  Some 
advocated the simple expedient of declaring 
them independent and sailing away.  The 
more common proposal was that of Bryan: 
independence as soon as practical, with the 
United States to declare a protectorate over 
the islands, while retaining a coaling station 
at Manila.   
 

A European protectorate often results 
in the plundering of the ward by the 
guardian.  An American protectorate 
gives to the nation protected the 
advantage of our strength, without 
making it the victim of our greed.  
For three-quarters of a century the 
Monroe Doctrine has been a shield to 
neighboring republics and yet is has 
imposed no pecuniary burden upon 
us.  After the Filipinos had aided us 
in the war against Spain, we could 
not honorably turn them over to their 
former masters; we could not leave 
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them to be the victims of the ambi-
tious designs of European nations, 
and since we do not desire to make 
them a part of us or to hold them as 
subjects, we propose the only alter-
native, namely, to give them inde-
pendence and guard them against 
molestation from without.79 
 
Another possibility, suggested by 

Edward Atkinson, a founder of the Anti-
Imperialist League, and Senator Hoar, was 
to neutralize the islands by international 
agreement. As Atkinson analyzed the 
problem:  
 

The alternative is an agreement 
among the great powers to neutralize 
these islands.  We have precedents in 
the neutralization of Belgium by 
agreement; in the neutralization of 
Switzerland by agreement…. We 
have a precedent in the neutralization 
of the Suez Canal.  Why should we 
not continue on these lines?  England 
does not wish and will not risk her 
soldiers in taking possession of the 
Philippine Islands, even if the 
opportunity were offered.  Germany 
will not take them; Japan might not 
take them; no other nation desires to 
take them; each nation desires that 
the other shall not; each nation 
desires a coaling station; the open 
door to commerce, the development 
of the wants of the Filipinos through 
commerce to the end that their 
demand for manufactures may 
increase; [and] the development of 
their own products correspondingly.  
The necessities of war, of military 
occupation, of defense against 
aggression, increase the burden and 
diminish the commerce; and whereas 
if by agreement it were ordained that 
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all fortifications should be destroyed, 
that no naval warfare should be 
permitted within the waters of the 
Philippine Islands, that all nations 
might buy coaling stations, land 
commodities and enjoy commerce 
under the same system of collecting 
the revenue, called the open door…80  
 
The anti-imperialist position assum-

ed that the United States had the power 
either to establish a protectorate or to ensure 
a neutral Philippines.  Jordan waved aside 
any suggestion of great power interference.   
 

But this German bugaboo is set up 
merely as an excuse.  No nation on 
earth would dare set the heel of 
oppression on any land our flag has 
made free.  The idea that every little 
nation must be subject to some great 
one is one of the most contemptible 
products of military commercialism.  
No nation, little or big, is “derelict” 
that minds its own business, 
maintains law and order, and res-
pects the development of its own 
people.  If we behave honorably 
towards the people we have freed, 
we shall set a fashion which the 
powers never dare to disregard.81  

 
Aside from the reasons of national 

self-interest, the anti-imperialists raised 
serious constitutional objections to the 
acquisition of the Philippines.  These objec-
tions were summarized most notably in the 
Vest Resolution, which Missouri Senator 
George Vest (Democrat) introduced in the 
Senate on December 1, 1898: 
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…That under the Constitution of the 
United States no power is given to 
the Federal Government to acquire 
territory to be held and governed 
permanently as colonies. The coloni-
al system of European nations cannot 
be established under our present 
Constitution but all territory acquired 
by the Government, except such 
small amount as may be necessary 
for coaling stations, connection of 
boundaries, and similar government-
al purposes, must be acquired and 
governed with the purpose of 
ultimately organizing such territory 
into States suitable for admission 
into the Union.82   
 
The anti-imperialists denied that they 

were anti-expansionists. They defined 
“expansion” as “the taking in of territory 
which can be created into states,” while 
imperialism involved “the conversion of a 
republic into an empire, wherein part of the 
people govern themselves and also govern 
the colonies.”83  Legally, if the Philippines 
were acquired from Spain, they must be 
governed by the Constitution (which 
mandated preparation for statehood).  They 
could not legally be governed outside the 
Constitution, for that would be despotism.  
The anti-imperialists argued that there was 
no sentiment toward granting the Philippines 
statehood, now or ever. Carl Schurz predict-
ed catastrophe if any tropical territory was 
permanently incorporated into the Union.   
 

Have you thought of it, what this 
means? … fancy ten or twelve tro-
pical States added to the Southern 
States we already possess; fancy the 
Senators and Representatives of ten 
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or twelve millions of tropical people, 
people of the Latin race mixed with 
Indian and African blood; …fancy 
them sitting in the Halls of Congress, 
throwing the weight of their 
intelligence, their morality, their 
political notions and habits, their 
prejudices and passions, into the 
scale of the destinies of this 
Republic; and, what is more, fancy 
the Government of this Republic 
making itself responsible for order 
and security and republican institu-
tions in such States, inhabited by 
such people; fancy this, and then tell 
me, does not your imagination recoil 
from the picture?84 
 
The main authority for this anti-

imperialist interpretation of the Constitution, 
interestingly enough, was the decision of the 
Supreme Court in the 1857 case of Dred 
Scott v. Sanford. Vest admitted that the 
decision of the court in regard to slavery had 
been overturned “by shot and shell and saber 
stroke for all time to come.”85 Still, 
according to Vest, there was a portion of 
that opinion that was accepted by all nine 
judges, including dissenting Justices 
McLean and Curtis, and that was still 
binding.  The relevant portion of Taney's 
decision read:  
 

There is certainly no power given by 
the Constitution to the Federal 
Government to establish or maintain 
colonies bordering on the United 
States or at a distance to be ruled and 
governed at its own pleasure, nor to 
enlarge its territorial limits in any 
way except by the admission of new 
States.  That power is plainly given; 
and if a new State is admitted it 
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needs no further legislation by 
Congress because the Constitution 
itself defines the relative rights and 
powers and duties of the State and 
the citizens of the State and the 
Federal Government.  But no power 
is given to acquire a territory to be 
held and governed permanently in 
that character.86 
 
The pro-annexationists predictably 

derived a great deal of amusement and 
political capital from this tainted source of 
their opponent's argument.  But the anti-
imperialists argued that this position was 
inherent in the Constitution and that it 
existed quite apart from the slavery 
question. Senator Bacon recalled the posi-
tion of Massachusetts Federalist Congress-
man Josiah Quincy in 1811 – that the 
government of the United States had no 
constitutional authority to acquire any 
foreign territory, and that such a course 
would be sufficient reason for New England 
to withdraw from the Union.  (Bacon 
doubted seriously whether Quincy had any 
interest in the maintenance of slavery as a 
motivation for his argument.87) Jordan con-
tended that even a continental Union became 
possible only as the result of the develop-
ment of transportation (i.e., railroads and the 
telegraph). Without these improvements, 
even the Louisiana Purchase would have had 
a dubious constitutional status.  On these 
grounds, Jordan challenged the legal validity 
of the purchase of Alaska.88   

The heart of the anti-imperialist posi-
tion, however, rested in the belief that incur-
poration of the Philippines was immoral as 
well as illegal. “The question is this,” 
Senator Hoar declared.  “Have we the right, 
as doubtless we have the physical power, to 
enter upon the government of ten or twelve 
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million subject people without constitutional 
restraint?”89 The analogy that the opponents 
of the McKinley policy raised over and over 
again was that of the great slavery contro-
versy.  Just as Lincoln denied that the Union 
would remain half-slave and half free, so the 
anti-imperialists claimed it could not remain 
half republic, half empire. “Mr. President, 
Abraham Lincoln said, 'No man was ever 
created good enough to own another man,'“ 
Hoar reminded the Senate, adding, “No 
nation was ever created good enough to own 
another.” To say that the United States 
would govern the Philippines for its own 
good was no different than the slaveholder's 
claim that he owned men for their own 
good.90   

Jordan recalled Steven A. Douglas' 
statement: “I am for the black man, as 
against the alligator, but between black man 
and white man, I am for the white man every 
time.” This inequality before the law, Jordan 
explained, was the essence of slavery, and 
the essence of imperialism, which itself was 
nothing more than the master-slave relation-
ship as applied to nations.91   

For nearly a hundred years, Senator 
Mason argued, the United States “piled up 
the wealth of unrequited toil of the slaves.  
We said, 'This is the land of the free and the 
home of the brave,' and sold women and 
children to the highest and best bidder for 
cash. No picture could be painted of the 
genius of our country in which the slave pen 
and whipping post did not rear their heads.”  
The country had forgotten the law of 
compensation and wrongly believed that that 
there was no vicarious atonement for a 
nation's crime.  In the end, the slave pen and 
the auction block were torn down, but even 
they did not provide enough material to 
make headboards for the graves.  America, 
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Mason warned, was on the verge of 
forgetting the law of compensation again in 
the Philippines.   
 

You cannot govern the Philippine 
Islands…without taxing them.  You 
have not their consent to tax them.  
You propose again to tax without 
representation!  Look out for tea 
parties.  Those semi-social functions 
are liable to occur, for Yankee 
Doodle and Dixie and the Star 
Spangled Banner have been heard in 
the Archipelago. 
 
And what of the contention that the 

Filipinos were incapable of governing 
themselves?  
 

But, Mr. President, we are told that 
they cannot govern themselves.  
Where is the student of evolution 
who talks like this?  Where is the 
man who has read who does not 
know that all government is made to 
fit the people and does not rise either 
above or below the people them-
selves?  Who does not know the 
difference between “canned liberty,” 
as the distinguished Speaker of the 
House calls it, and the genuine 
liberty which we enjoy? No, no; they 
cannot govern themselves.  I was 
told so the other day by one of my 
beloved constituents, who never 
governs himself fifteen minutes at a 
time; but he was willing to take an 
assignment under the present Ad-
ministration to govern all the 
Philippines at a fair salary. 
(Laughter)92  
The great statement of American 

morality – indeed, universal morality – for 
the anti-imperialists was the Declaration of 
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Independence. “To give up the idea of 
'equality of all men before the law' would be 
to abandon our sole excuse for being as a 
nation,” Jordan maintained. “We would then 
become a mere geographical expression or 
police arrangement, and logically might as 
well join Canada as a dependency of Great 
Britain.”93 Congressman Reed, the Repub-
lican Speaker of the House and an opponent 
of annexation, reflected that “our fathers did 
not make their Declaration of Independence 
as a piece of rhetoric but as a guide of 
national life.”94  That great document did 
more than declare the independence of 
America – it proclaimed the dignity of 
human nature itself.95   

The Democratic Party taunted the 
expansionist Republicans for accepting 
Douglas' interpretation of the Declaration.  
As Minnesota Democratic Senator Charles 
A. Towne pointed out in the November 1900 
issue of the Forum, Douglas had held that 
the Declaration referred only to the fact that 
British subjects in North America were 
equal to British subjects born and residing in 
Great Britain. The New York Sun, a Demo-
cratic newspaper that had consistently 
supported McKinley, was cited by Towne as 
stating:  
 

The Declaration of Independence 
was made to suit a particular existing 
condition of things.  The Declaration 
meant simply that the colonies had 
become tired of British domination, 
deeming it oppressive, and intended 
to set up a government of their own 
by the right of revolution.   

 
And also the New York Tribune:  
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The Declaration of Independence 
was a formal notice that the 
inhabitants of the colonies consented 
no longer to British rule.   
 

To which Towne was pleased to give the 
reply of Lincoln to Douglas in a speech at 
Springfield, Illinois on June 26, 1857:  
 

The assertion 'that all men are creat-
ed equal' was of no practical use in 
effecting our separation from Great 
Britain; and it was placed in the 
Declaration, not for that, but for 
future use.  Its authors meant it to be 
– as, thank God, it is now proving 
itself – a stumbling block to all those 
who in after times might seek to turn 
a free people back into the hateful 
paths of despotism.  They knew the 
proneness of prosperity to breed 
tyrants, and they meant, when such 
should reappear in this fair land and 
commence their vocation, they 
should find left for them at least one 
hard nut to crack.96 
 
Senator Hoar, like Reed a Civil War-

era Republican, warned against reading the 
Declaration of Independence out of the 
Constitution. “The Declaration of Indepen-
dence is coequal with the Constitution, the 
one being a grant of power and the other a 
sovereign rule of interpretation.” “The 
Constitution must be interpreted in the light 
of the Declaration of Independence, and, 
therefore … we have no right under the 
Constitution to acquire territory for the 
purpose of governing a people without their 
consent.”   
 

Expositio contemporanea maxime 
valet.  The great contemporaneous 
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exposition of the Constitution is to 
be found in the Declaration of 
Independence.  Over every clause, 
syllable, and letter of the Consti-
tution the Declaration of Indepen-
dence pours its blazing torchlight.  
The same men framed it.  The same 
States confirmed it.  The same 
people pledged their lives, their 
fortunes, and their sacred honor to 
support it.  The great characters in 
the Constitutional Convention were 
the great characters of the Conti-
nental Congress. There are undoubt-
edly, among its burning and shining 
truths, one or two which the con-
vention that adopted it were not 
prepared themselves at once to put 
into practice.  But they placed them 
before their countrymen as an ideal 
moral law to which the liberty of the 
people was to aspire and to ascend as 
soon as the nature of existing 
conditions would admit.  Doubtless 
slavery was inconsistent with it, as 
Jefferson, its great author, has in 
more than one place left on record.  
But at last in the strife of a great civil 
war the truth of the Declaration 
prevailed and the falsehood of 
slavery went down, and at last the 
Constitution of the United States 
conformed to the Declaration and it 
has become the law of the land, and 
its great doctrines of liberty are 
written upon the American flag 
wherever the American flag floats.  
Who shall haul them down?97 
 
Senator Orville H. Platt raised the ire 

of both Hoar and Mason when he observed, 
as a matter of fact, that the just powers of 
government were derived from the consent 
of some of the governed.  Mason rushed to 
                                                           
97 Congressional Record 32, 55: 3, part 1, January 9, 

1899, pp. 494, 499; January 10, 1899, p. 528. 

the defense of what he regarded as the 
original meaning of the Declaration.   
 

This sentence, Mr. President, has 
been a pillar of fire by night and a 
cloud by day to the downtrodden and 
oppressed all over the world.  In the 
light of this sentence crowns have 
fallen to the dust and men have stood 
anew in their own manhood.  In the 
light of this sentence Simon Bolivar, 
the liberator of South America, laid 
in blood and carnage the foundation 
stones of the South American 
Republics. In the light of this 
sentence Kosciusko led his Spartan 
hand against the hosts of Russian and 
Austrian oppressors of his native 
Poland.  This burning sentence 
attracted the attention of Lafayette, 
across the water, and his ships set 
sail for our relief.  In the light of this 
sentence Garibaldi struck down 
Bourbon tyranny and carved his 
name not only in the hearts of lovers 
of liberty in Italy, but all over the 
world.  No, Mr. President, we will 
not amend that sentence now.  We 
will not insert the word “some” just 
yet.  It has passed beyond the power 
of this country to amend the 
Declaration of Independence, and 
when the distinguished Senator from 
Connecticut and I and all the rest of 
us are moldering in forgotten dust, 
that sentence will continue to live 
and to burn, a menace to tyrants and 
a beacon light to the downtrodden 
and the oppressed.98   
 
The anti-imperialists feared that, if 

the nation was allowed to drift into empire 
without careful consideration, because of the 
siren call of “destiny” or “necessity,” the 
moral character of the people would be 
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forever corrupted.  Hoar insisted that he did 
not distrust the American public.  “But the 
strongest frame may get mortal sickness 
from one exposure; the most vigorous health 
or life may be destroyed by a single drop of 
poison, and what poison is to the human 
frame the abandonment of our great doctrine 
of liberty will be to the Republic.”   
 

After all, I am old-fashioned enough 
to think that our fathers, who won 
the Revolution and who framed the 
Constitution, were the wisest build-
ers of states the world has yet seen.  I 
think that they knew where to seek 
for the best lessons of experience and 
they knew how to lay down the rules 
which should be the best guides for 
their descendants. They did not dis-
dain to study ancient history.  They 
knew what caused the downfall of 
the mighty Roman Republic.  They 
read, as Chatham said he did, the 
history of the freedom, of the decay, 
and the enslavement of Greece.  
They knew to what she owed her 
glory and to what she owed her ruin.  
They learned from her the doctrine 
that while there is little else that a 
democracy can not accomplish it 
cannot rule over vassal states or 
subject peoples without bringing in 
the elements of death into its own 
constitution.  The Americans have 
been aptly called the Greeks of 
modern times. The versatile, enter-
prising, adventurous Yankee has 
been likened to the people of Athens, 
who were of the Ionian race, and the 
brave, constant, inflexible men of the 
South to the brave, constant, and 
inflexible Sparta, whose people were 
Dorians.   
 
There are two lessons our fathers 
learned from the history of Greece 
which they hoped their children 

would remember: the danger of 
disunion and domestic strife and an 
indulgence in the greed and lust of 
empire.  The Greeks stood together 
against the power of Persia as the 
American states stood together 
against the tyranny of England.  For 
us the danger of disunion has happily 
passed by.  Our Athenians and our 
Spartans are bound and welded 
together again, each lending to the 
other the strength of their steel and 
the sharpness of their tempered blade 
in an indissoluble Union. Our danger 
to-day is from the lust of empire.  It 
is a little remarkable that the tempta-
tion that besets us now lured and 
brought to ruin the Athenian people 
in ancient times.  I hope that we may 
be able to resist and avert that danger 
as we resisted and averted the peril 
of disunion.99  
 
“I heard much calculated to excite 

the imagination of the youth seeking wealth, 
of the youth charmed by the dream of 
empire,” Hoar responded to a speech by 
Indiana's exuberant Senator, Albert 
Beveridge, in January 1900.  “But the words 
Right, Justice, Duty, Freedom were 
absent.”100 Beveridge and the so-called pro-
gressives promised reform at home; how 
could they consistently permit such 
fundamental abuses abroad?  “Is there some 
place in the Pacific Ocean where we change 
the code of ethics and good morals as we 
change the calendar and the ship's clocks in 
crossing?” Senator Mason wondered.  “God 
Almighty help the party that seeks to give 
civilization and Christian liberty hypoderm-
ically with 13-inch guns.”101   
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The patriotism of many of the anti-
imperialists inevitably came into question.  
Bryan, who had supported the war and who 
had helped form a volunteer regiment from 
Nebraska, warned McKinley in September 
that his men had joined “to attempt to break 
the yoke of Spain in Cuba, and for nothing 
else.  They did not volunteer to attempt to 
subjugate other peoples, or establish United 
States sovereignty elsewhere.”102 Bryan 
subsequently resigned his commission under 
politically controversial circumstances.   

The most controversial position, 
however, was that of Harvard Professor 
Charles Eliot Norton.  In a speech that was 
condemned even by such anti-imperialists as 
Hoar, Norton advised students not to enlist.   
 

The country is in no peril.  There is 
always in a vast population like ours 
an immense, a sufficient supply of 
material of a fighting order, often of 
a heroic courage, ready and eager for 
the excitement of battle, filled with 
the old notion that patriotism is best 
expressed in readiness to fight for 
your country, be she right or wrong.  
Better the paying of bounties to such 
men to fill the ranks than that they 
should be filled by those whose 
higher duty is to fit themselves for 
the service of their country in the 
patriotic labors of peace.  We mourn 
the deaths of our noble youth fallen 
in the cause of their country when 
she stands for the right; but we may 
mourn with a deeper sadness for 
those who have fallen in a cause 
which their generous hearts mistook 
for one worthy of the last sacri-
fice.103   
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None of the amendments and resolu-

tions in Congress intended to limit the 
McKinley administration in the Philippines 
were adopted during the 55th or 56th 
Congress. The anti-imperialists were none-
theless optimistic that the elections of 1898, 
and most importantly, 1900, would turn the 
tide.  They were hopeful that, by defeating 
the reelection bid of President McKinley, 
they could achieve an electoral revolution 
equivalent to that of Lincoln and the 
Republicans in 1860. In fact, the early 
impetus to the organization of the anti-
imperialist movement came from those 
many of the old anti-slavery and abolitionist 
voices, such as Schurz, who had supported 
Lincoln.  The anti-imperialists recalled that 
the anti-slavery stance of the Republican 
Party, which took practical form in 
opposition to the repeal of the Missouri 
Compromise, had attracted a variety of 
otherwise disparate elements into a 
successful political coalition. Thus the 
following resolution of the New York Anti-
Imperialist League on May 24, 1900:  
 

Resolved that the question of 
imperialism overshadows in import-
ance all other public questions; that 
the approval or disapproval of the 
imperialistic policy pursued by the 
present Administration should be the 
supreme issue in the coming elec-
tion; and that all American citizens 
having the good name and best 
interests of our free institutions at 
heart should unite in an earnest effort 
to secure the condemnation of that 
policy and the sternest possible 
rebuke to its authors by a decisive 
popular vote.104 
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Under the right candidate, the 

Philippine issue might re-unite the Gold and 
Silver wings of the Democratic Party, and 
attract disaffected Republicans and various 
independents, who had separated-from the 
Republican Party in the 1872 “Liberal 
Republican” revolt or the 1884 “Mugwump” 
movement. Politics has made stranger bed-
fellows than the old-line Northern Repub-
lican abolitionists and the old-line Southern 
Democratic racists.  By January 1899, even 
Hoar, the impeccable Republican who once 
called the Mugwumps the “vilest set of 
political assassins that ever disgraced this or 
any other country,” was corresponding with 
charter Mugwumps Schurz and Moorfield 
Storey.105   

After toying with the possibility of 
launching a third party for the 1900 elec-
tions, most anti-imperialist leaders decided 
to support the Democratic Party's nominee.  
The party’s choice was again Bryan, even 
though his credentials as an anti-imperialist 
were suspect because of· his support, for 
tactical reasons, of the Peace Treaty's 
ratification.  The Great Commoner's support 
for free silver, and his image as a radical, 
was not particularly helpful, either.  Many of 
Bryan's supporters urged him to concentrate 
on the imperialism issue as the one common 
rallying point for the Democrats.  William 
A. Croffut, secretary and founder of the 
Washington Anti-Imperialist League, wrote 
to Bryan in September 1899, “imperialism is 
certainly to be the great issue next summer.”   

If there were no other issue than that 
I believe you would be elected, and I 
beg you to think profoundly before 
encumbering the platform with 
anything else.  If you will leave in 
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abeyance the definite demand for 
free silver, I don't believe anything 
can beat you. If that demand is 
explicitly reiterated, you cannot 
carry Massachusetts, Connecticut or 
New York. You will be fifty elec-
toral votes short and our country will 
be cursed with a continuation of this 
monstrous and wicked policy.  Let us 
be politic this time…106  
 
In another echo of Lincoln's policy 

in the campaigns of 1858 and 1860, George 
Boutwell, an old-line Republican and 
president of the New England Anti-
Imperialist League, argued that the imperial 
question was the only decisive issue in 
American politics.   
 

In the month of November 1900, the 
future of the nation will be decided, 
Republic or Empire?  That is the 
question, the only question of any 
importance before the country.  If 
any false financial or industrial 
policies are entered upon by a new 
administration, adequate corrections 
may be applied in four or eight years, 
but a policy by which Puerto Rico 
and the Philippines are incorporated 
in the Union, or attached to it as 
vassal dependencies, can never be 
reversed until this republic is 
numbered among the states that have 
fallen through an unjust and criminal 
greed for empire and power.107 
 
Or as Jordan conceived of the situa-

tion, “The greatest political problems the 
world has ever known are ours today and 
still unsolved – the problems of free men in 
freedom.” Jordan did not accept the imperial 
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urge as an indication of a vigorous national 
character but rather as a manifestation of 
weakness and cowardice towards essential 
domestic problems.  “Because these are hard 
and trying [the labor problem, the 
corporation problem, the race problem, the 
problem of coinage] we would shirk them in 
order to meddle with the affairs of our weak-
minded neighbors.”108   

As the Democratic Party's candidate 
for the presidency in 1900, Bryan dis-
regarded the advice to concentrate on the 
issue of imperialism.  On the one hand, he 
regarded it neither principled nor expedient 
to abandon free silver, a stance that had 
allowed him to become a national figure.  In 
addition, Bryan professed to see a link 
between McKinley's foreign and domestic 
policies, which policies were best attacked 
as a whole.  “The issue presented in the 
campaign of 1900 is the issue between 
plutocracy and democracy,” he began an 
article in the June 1900 North American 
Review.  “All the questions under discussion 
will, in their last analysis, disclose the 
conflict between the dollar and the man – a 
conflict as old as the human race, and one 
which will continue as long as the human 
race endures.” In the circumstances of 1900, 
Bryan concluded, this great general conflict 
had three particular manifestations: the 
money question, the trust question, and 
imperialism.109  “In the future, as in the past, 
the desire to be free will be stronger than the 
desire to enjoy a mere physical existence,” 
Bryan told a Cincinnati audience in January 
1899. “The conflict between right and might 
will continue here and everywhere until a 
day is reached when the love of money will 
no longer sear the national conscience and 
hypocrisy no longer hide the hideous feat-
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ures of avarice behind the mask of philan-
thropy.”110   

The various aspects of the money 
question were clearly paramount in the 
Nebraska Democrat's mind; according to 
historian Paolo E. Coletta, Bryan spoke 
more against the trusts than any other 
subject during the 1900 campaign.111 In this 
context, Bryan argued that acquisition of the 
Philippines would offer no benefit to the 
common man, but only to the privileged 
few.   
 

Imperialism would be profitable to 
the army contractors; it would be 
profitable to the ship owners, who 
would carry live soldiers to the 
Philippines and bring dead soldiers 
back; it would be profitable to those 
who would seize upon the franchises, 
and it would be profitable to the 
officials whose salaries would be fixt 
(sic) here and paid over there; but to 
the farmer, to the laboring man and 
to the vast majority of those engaged 
in other occupations it would bring 
expenditure without return and risk 
without reward.112    
 
Bryan attempted to capture the 

essence of his teaching during a well-
publicized speech in Madison Square 
Garden: “When I tell you that the first and 
most important object of government is not 
money-making or the extension of com-
merce or even the care of property, but 
rather the protection of human rights, I am 
not asserting an original proposition, I am 
not promulgating a western theory; I am 
simply giving expression to a fundamental 
truth.”113 
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The Case for Acquisition: 
Expansive Necessity 

 
Historians have long struggled to 

explain America's sudden foray into what 
Samuel Flagg Bemis termed the “Great 
Aberration.”  There was unquestionably an 
element of haste and indecision about the 
acquisition of the Philippines.  “The march 
of events rules and overrules human action,” 
McKinley noted in his directions to the 
American Peace Commission in September 
1898.114 When William Howard Taft sup-
posedly told McKinley that he did not 
approve of the administration's policy and 
that he did not want the Philippines, the 
President answered, “Neither do I, but that 
isn't the question.  We've got them.”115  John 
Hay admitted to Andrew Carnegie in a letter 
dated August 22, 1898, “I have read with 
keenest interest your article in the North 
American Review.  I am not allowed to say 
in my present fix, how much I agree with 
you.  The only question in my mind is how 
far it is now possible for us to withdraw 
from the Philippines.”116   

Even those arch-large Americans, 
Roosevelt, Mahan and Lodge, were caught 
off guard for the moment.  “I myself, though 
rather an expansionist, have not fully 
adjusted myself to the idea of taking them, 
from our own standpoint of advantage,” 
Mahan admitted at one point to Lodge.  The 
Massachusetts Senator himself toyed with 
the idea of exchanging all or part of the 
Philippines with Great Britain in return for 
certain British possessions in the Carib-
bean.117  But given the intellectual bent of 
the large Americans, the decision to retain 
most of Spain's Asian empire was entirely 
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predictable, even if it was taken under the 
pressure of events. McKinley's famous ac-
count of his conversion to a pro-annexa-
tionist stance parallels that of many Ameri-
can leaders.   
 

The truth is I didn't want the Philip-
pines and when they came to us as a 
gift from the gods, I did not know 
what to do with them….  I sought 
counsel from all sides – Democrats 
as well as Republicans – but got little 
help.  I thought first we would take 
only Manila; then Luzon; then other 
islands, perhaps, also.  I walked the 
floor of the White House night after 
night until midnight; and I am not 
ashamed to tell you, gentlemen, that 
I went down on my knees and prayed 
Almighty God for light and guidance 
more than one night.  And one night 
late it came to me this way – I don't 
know how it was, but it came: (1) 
that we could not give them back to 
Spain – that would be cowardly and 
dishonorable; (2) that we could not 
turn them over to France or Germany 
– our commercial rivals in the Orient 
– that would be bad business and 
discreditable; (3) that we could not 
leave them to themselves – they were 
unfit for self-government – and they 
would soon have anarchy and 
misrule over there worse than Spain's 
was; and (4) that 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.  And 
then I went to bed, and went to sleep 
and slept soundly.118 
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The significance of McKinley's 
analysis consists not in his appeal to the 
divine, but in the fact that he took this step 
without the influence of the leading figures 
of the large America movement. “Unless I 
am utterly and profoundly mistaken,” Lodge 
wrote to Roosevelt on May 24, 1898, “the 
Administration is now fully committed to 
the large policy that we both desire.”119  But 
that new “large policy” was not immediately 
that of the jingoes of the l890s, however 
much they might have prepared the way.  
Lodge was hardly an intimate of McKinley, 
who was actually much closer to Lodge's 
anti-imperialist colleague from Massa-
chusetts, Senator George F. Hoar. Roose-
velt, the enfant terrible of the Navy Depart-
ment, had resigned his post to help train an 
obscure lot of would-be cavalrymen.  Mahan 
was an advisor to Navy Secretary Long, but 
he hardly constituted a decisive vote.  The 
Spanish-American War was fought, won and 
settled under the direction of the mainstream 
of the Republican Party.  That direction was 
not infirm.  Tradition has it that McKinley, 
upon hearing of Dewey's victory at Manila 
Bay on May 1, turned to a globe to discover 
where the Philippines actually were.  But 
Charles Dawes, a close confidant of the 
President, recorded in his diary on May 3 
that McKinley “is much pleased at the 
outcome of this movement at Manila as he 
issued the orders a week ago for the fleet to 
proceed to Manila and destroy the Spanish 
ships.”120   

Why did the Administration prefer, 
in the end, to acquire all of the Philippines, 
instead of taking a less controversial course?  

                                                                                       
Gould examines the accuracy of this quote, which 
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119 Lodge to Roosevelt, May 24, 1898, Roosevelt-
Lodge Correspondence, 1: 300.   

120 Bascom N. Timmons, ed., Charles Dawes: A 
Journal of the McKinley Years (Chicago: 
Lakeside Press, 1950), p. 158.   

Most of the intelligence that McKinley 
received indicated that the islands could 
neither be divided nor made independent.  
McKinley’s private secretary gave him a 
copy of the July 1898 issue of the Contem-
porary Review, in which John Foreman, an 
Englishman who was regarded as the 
foremost authority on the islands, painted a 
pessimistic picture. The Tagalong insurrec-
tion was hardly of a nationalist character, 
Foreman explained; the Filipinos were 
sharply divided by tribal and racial dif-
ferences. “The Philippine Islands … would 
not remain one year peaceful under an 
independent native government. It is 
impossibility.” McKinley was also officially 
advised by the Japanese Foreign Minister 
that the Filipinos were incapable of self-
government.121 

On September 30, the President 
received a report from Brigadier General 
Francis V. Greene, who had commanded a 
brigade in the islands during the Battle of 
Manila.  Greene informed McKinley that a 
restoration of Spanish rule was impossible.  
He also argued that the rebel leader 
Aguinaldo's scheme of government would 
be a pure despotism, a dictatorship of the 
South American type.  The inhabitants of the 
central islands, the Visayans, would 
probably oppose the Tagalong insurrection 
of Aguinaldo. Greene claimed that the 
educated and propertied Filipinos in Manila 
had little faith in Aguinaldo, and that this 
group would support a Philippine Republic 
under American protection.122   

In the meantime, Commander R.B. 
Bradford, the U.S. Navy’s adviser to the 
Peace Commission, had been asked to make 
a strategic evaluation of the islands.  Brad-
ford concluded that it would be less difficult 
to defend the entire group than a single 
island.  If Manila Bay, or Luzon, were taken 
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alone, they would be vulnerable to attack 
from almost any direction. Bradford favored 
acquiring all of the Landrones as well as 
Guam, plus the Carolines.  When pressed to 
suggest a lesser division, Bradford drew a 
line around Luzon that veered back to 
include Mindoro and Palawan, and other 
islands to the southwest. If the United States 
allowed Spain to retain some of the islands, 
Bradford warned, Spain would shortly sell 
them to Germany.  An attempted partition of 
the islands between the United States and 
certain European powers, or to administer 
the Philippines jointly, would almost 
certainly end in great controversy. 123  If the 
United States permitted the islands to fall 
into the hands of a continental power, for 
example, it seemed unlikely that British 
would stand idly by and see its Far Eastern 
lines of communications so threatened.  
French possession of the Philippines, along 
with France's colonies Annam and 
Cambodia, would serve to close the South 
China Sea. The British might have acquiesc-
ed in Japanese occupation, but this would 
alarm Tokyo's and London's great Asian 
rival, Russia.  The most likely course for the 
United States seemed to be to cede the 
islands to Britain, in return for concessions 
in the Western Hemisphere.  Lodge had 
favored this course at one time, and 
Roosevelt agreed to that idea in July 1899 
“if she [Britain] would leave this continent.  
The relations between Canada and England 
always tend to bring on friction between us 
and both of them.”124  But British possession 
of the Philippines was also open to serious 
objections.  Britain's enemies would regard 
her possession of the islands as a drive for 
                                                           
123 Ibid., pp. 326-7, 339-40.  To pull out of the islands 

altogether, in the opinion of the expansionists, 
meant that "almost all Europe [would be] on their 
backs the next morning before breakfast.”  See 
Senator Foraker in Congressional Record 32, 55: 
3, part l, January 11, 1899, p. 571. 

124 Roosevelt to Wilson, July 12, 1899, Roosevelt 
Letters, 2: 1032. 

Far Eastern hegemony – it would place 
Britain on the flanks of France's colonies in 
Indochina, for instance.   

The balance of European and Asian 
power seemed to McKinley to require 
American annexation of the Philippines.  
“By holding the Philippines we…postpone 
at least a general European war,” Charles 
Denby, the former U.S. Minister to China, 
contended.125  “Our duty to mankind enjoins 
us not to precipitate a general war, and the 
surest mode of discharging that duty is to 
take the Philippines ourselves,” the writer 
Mayo W. Hazeltine concurred.126  Britain 
urged Washington to keep the islands.  So 
too did Japan.  Senator Albert Beveridge 
was told by Marquis Ito, Japan's Premier, 
“First you must keep the islands…because if 
you do not, another Power will immediately 
take them involving the world in war in all 
probability, for which you will be 
responsible.”127   

Why, then, not establish a protect-
orate over the Philippines, as many of the 
anti-imperialists desired? As Roosevelt 
answered, citing William Howard Taft, “to 
abandon the Islands and yet establish a 
protectorate over them, simply meant to 
pledge ourselves to perpetual war…”128  The 
United States would be committed to the 
defense of the Philippines without 
exercising any control over the actions of a 
future native government in Manila.  To 
extend the Monroe Doctrine to the 
Philippines – for that was the effect of the 
anti-imperialist's proposal – seemed even 
more radical than acquiring the islands.  
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Charles Dicks made this point in the 
November 1900 issue of the Forum:  
 

The Monroe Doctrine is not globe 
encircling, and in a senseless attempt 
to extend it to the Eastern hemi-
sphere we should destroy it. To 
maintain a protectorate over the 
islands would be a greater task than 
to govern them.  We must not set up 
a government which is to be manag-
ed by others, but at the same time 
requires our land and naval forces to 
uphold it.  We must be masters of the 
situation or abandon it.  There is no 
middle ground. It is too late to debate 
the question of retaining these 
islands.129 
 
American possession of the Philip-

pines held out the prospect that the United 
States could exercise strong – and perhaps 
decisive – influence over events in China.  
Denby later admitted that “I advocated the 
acquisition of these islands chiefly on the 
ground that their possession would enable us 
to prevent the partition of China.  Holding 
enormous territories in the Far East, we 
would have the right to intervene in any 
matter which points to the destruction of our 
interests.”130 The annexation of the Philip-
pines would provide the United States with 
the needed leverage in the Far East, 
Hazeltine stated, because:   
 

Such is their strategic relation to 
China that our possession of them 
would give us an influence at Peking 
second only to that of Russia and 
Great Britain, an influence that we 
could use to thwart such of the 
European powers as contemplate a 
thoroughgoing partition of the 

                                                           
129 Charles Dicks, "Why the Republicans Should Be 
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130 Healy, U.S. Expansionism, p. 192. 

Middle Kingdom, and to cooperate 
effectively with those that are 
resolved to uphold what is left of 
China's territorial integrity and to 
keep at all events an open door to 
that most populous and resourceful 
section of the Celestial Empire 
which is watered by the Yang-tse-
Kiang.  It is, in a word, freedom of 
access for American manufacturers 
to the best part of China which 
would be powerfully furthered by 
our retention of the Philippines.131 
 
Or as Lodge commented to Elihu B. 

Hayes, a Massachusetts friend, in May 1898, 
“All Europe is seizing on China and if we do 
not establish ourselves in the Far East, from 
which we must draw our future prosperity, 
and that great region in which alone we can 
hope to find the new markets so essential to 
us, will be practically closed to us 
forever.”132 The only alternative, Denby 
warned, was for the United States to seize 
territory in China itself.133   

Most large Americans adjusted 
quickly to the need to acquire the 
Philippines because of their belief that the 
Pacific Basin represented the center of 
future world power.  The Journal of Com-
merce asserted: “The one all-controlling 
reason is that we have an imperative need 
for an impregnable defensive position in the 
Pacific, and that we have no other way of 
getting it than by keeping these Islands, and 
cannot calculate upon another opportunity if 
this be neglected.”134 Linked with other 
American possessions in the Pacific, 
Alabama Senator John T. Morgan, a 
Democrat, noted, the Philippines were a 
valuable strategic asset.   
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The necessary care of our commerc-
ial affairs, and the defense of our 
coasts, will require the annexation of 
Hawaii, and the establishment of a 
naval station in Pango Pango Bay, in 
Samoa, where we have this right, by 
treaty. A military post in the Philip-
pines, connecting with these other 
islands and with Asia, would form a 
strategic situation of immense value 
in time of war, and would place us 
on an equal footing with all other 
powers in the control of the 
commerce of the Southern Pacific 
Ocean.   
 
Morgan insisted, however, that such 

power would never be intended to support a 
policy of conquest or colonization but only 
to protect the rights of American citizens, 
and the liberty of commerce.  Besides, “the 
Philippines are not within the sphere of 
American political influence, but are 
Asiatic, and should remain Asiatic.”  The 
United States had no justifiable motive in 
acquiring the islands (Morgan wrote in the 
June 1898 North American Review) “unless 
that is the only feasible way of saving those 
people from destruction; or unless those 
islands become indispensable to our national 
safety.”135   

The issue of whether America was to 
become a world power (at least by European 
standards) was squarely joined in the 
settlement of the Spanish-American war.  
Lodge believed there to be no acceptable 
substitute for greatness.   
 

Now is the accepted time.  I do not 
want this generation to fail in the 
task which has been imposed upon it: 
I do not want our children and our 
children's children reaping a bitter 
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harvest which has grown from our 
mistakes or our cowardice…. I want 
them to be able to say of us that we 
saw that the United States could not 
be turned into a gigantic Switzerland 
or Holland, that it could not be a 
hermit nation hiding a defenseless, 
feeble body within a huge shell; that 
it could not be shut up and kept from 
its share of the world's commerce 
until it was smothered by a power 
hostile to it in every conception… 
when it might have prevented such a 
fate.136 
 
While the opponents of the acquisi-

tion of the Philippines preferred to call 
themselves anti-imperialists, most of the 
advocates of annexation insisted that they 
were not imperialists.  During the debate 
over the Philippines they generally styled 
themselves as expansionists, in the great 
tradition of American expansion.  “I do not 
think that there is any such thing as 
imperialism,'“ Lodge declared, “but I am 
clearly of the opinion that there is such a 
thing as 'expansion' and that the United 
States must control some distant depen-
dencies.”137  Roosevelt asserted in his letter 
of acceptance of the Republican Vice Presi-
dential nomination: “The simple truth is, 
there is nothing even remotely resembling 
'imperialism'…involved in the present 
development of that policy of expansion 
which has become part of the history of 
America from the day she became a nation.  
The words mean absolutely nothing as 
applied to our present policy in the 
Philippines.”138  
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The expansionists recognized that 
the weight of such traditional pronounce-
ments as the Monroe Doctrine and 
Washington's Farewell Address seemed to 
be against them.  In some cases, this called 
for an argument that these traditions were 
not truly being challenged; in other 
instances, the expansionists frankly argued 
that the traditions were outmoded.  The 
former approach appeared in a letter from a 
friend to Secretary Long:  
 

The foreign policy of the United 
States, as formulated in the 
“Farewell Address,” the Monroe 
message and subsequent applications 
of the same is limited exclusively to 
our intervention in European politics 
and European intervention in 
American politics.  It was based 
upon our determination not to be 
drawn into the questions raised by 
the balance of power in Europe, nor 
to allow Europe to introduce 
questions of European balance of 
power into America.  Its prime 
object of attack was the Holy 
Alliance, which has been succeeded 
by the doctrines of the primacy of 
the great powers and the concert of 
Europe.  Therefore, whether the 
dominant factor of European politics 
be the balance of power or the 
succeeding schemes for European 
dynastic control, it is as utterly apart 
from the interest and policy of the 
United States, as are the structure 
and conditions of life on the planet 
Mars.  Hence our foreign policy 
outside of America and Europe – 
whether in the Pacific, eastern Asia 
or southern Africa has no connection 
with, nor can it in any way affect our 
Monroe Doctrine for good or evil.139 
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Outsiders, such as British sociologist 
Benjamin Kidd, envisioned a different set of 
principles governing American action. 
 

The meaning of Washington’s Fare-
well Address, delivered when the 
United States contained only about 
6,000,000 people, surrounded on 
every side by hostile powers and 
hostile natural conditions, appears to 
be lost when they will be 
200,000,000.  The people whom 
Henry Adams described as living at 
the beginning of the nineteenth 
century “in an isolation like that of 
the Jutes and Angles of the fifth 
century” have tamed a continent, 
have covered it with a vast network 
of the most magnificent railroads in 
the world, have grown to be the 
largest and most heterogeneous 
nation on the face of the earth, with a 
great world-movement behind it, and 
certain a great world-part in the 
future before it.  It is because the 
man in the Western states to-day, in 
a dim and instinctive way, realizes 
these things, because he has himself 
been in the midst of this 
development, and has even been a 
factor in it, that he seems to be 
willing to take the risks which more 
theoretical minds hesitate at.140 
 
“The fetish of isolation must be cut 

down,” Whitelaw Reid’s New York Tribune 
proclaimed near the end of the War.  Reid 
would become one of McKinley’s selections 
for the U.S.  Peace Commission that would 
negotiation with Spain.141 
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The most familiar justification for 
the acquisition of the Philippines was that of 
trade. “The administration seems to be 
hesitating about the Philippines,” Lodge 
informed Roosevelt in August 1898, “but I 
hope they will at least keep Manila, which is 
the great prize, and the thing which will give 
us the Eastern trade.”142 Overproduction was 
the great economic fear of the l890s, and the 
vast markets of Asia seemed to be the 
solution, as Beveridge told an audience in 
Boston two days after the declaration of war 
against Spain.   
 

American factories are making more 
than the American people can use; 
American soil is producing more 
than they can consume. Fate has 
written our policy for us; the trade of 
the world must and shall be ours.  
And we will get it as our mother 
[England] has told us how.  We will 
establish trading-posts throughout 
the world as distributing-points for 
American products.  We will cover 
the ocean with our merchant marine.  
We will build a navy to the measure 
of our greatness.  Great colonies 
governing themselves, flying our 
flag and trading with us, will grow 
about our posts of trade.  Our 
institutions will follow our flag on 
the wings of our commerce.  And 
American law, American order, 
American civilization, and the 
American flag will plant themselves 
on shores hitherto bloody and 
benighted, but by those agencies of 
God hence to be made beautiful and 
bright.143   
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Beveridge finished the thought in a 
controversial speech before the Senate on 
January 9, 1900:  
 

But to hold it [the Philippines] will 
be no mistake.  Our largest trade 
henceforth must be with Asia.  The 
Pacific is our ocean.  More and more 
Europe will manufacture the most it 
needs, and secure from its colonies 
the most it consumes.  Where shall 
we turn for consumers of our sur-
plus? Geography answers the ques-
tion. China is our natural customer.  
She is nearer to us than to England, 
Germany, or Russia, the commercial 
powers of the present and the future.  
They have moved nearer to China by 
securing permanent bases on her 
borders.  The Philippines give us a 
base at the door of all the East.  
Lines of navigation from our ports to 
the Orient, and Australia from the 
Isthmian Canal to Asia; from all 
Oriental ports to Australia, converge 
at and separate from the Philippines.  
They are a self-supporting, dividend-
paying fleet, permanently anchored 
at a spot selected by the strategy of 
Providence, commanding the Pacific.  
And the Pacific is the ocean of the 
commerce of the future.  Most future 
wars will be conflicts for commerce.  
The power that rules the Pacific, 
therefore, is the power that rules the 
world.  And, with the Philippines, 
that power is and will forever be the 
American Republic.144 
 
McKinley had informed his Peace 

Commission in September 1898 that the 
protection of American trade was indeed 
official policy, although he did not consider 
it to be of the first rank, at least for the 
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record. “Incidental to our tenure of the 
Philippines is the commercial opportunity to 
which American statesmanship cannot be 
indifferent,” his instructions read.  “It is just 
to use every legitimate means for the 
enlargement of American trade; but we seek 
no advantages in the Orient which are not 
common to all.  Asking only the open door 
for ourselves, we are ready to accord the 
open door to others.”145   

The expansionists had to defend 
themselves from the charge that they were 
solely motivated by the sordid greed 
common to imperialists.  Lodge told the 
Senate on March 7, 1900:  
 

When these arguments are offered in 
behalf of our Philippine policy the 
opponents of that policy stigmatize 
them as sordid.  I have never been 
able to see why they were any more 
sordid than arguments of exactly the 
same character urged against the 
retention of the islands, but we may 
let that inconsistency pass as one of 
the familiar incidents of political 
discussion.  I do not myself consider 
them sordid, for anything which 
involves the material interests and 
the general welfare of the people of 
the United States seems to me of the 
highest merit and the greatest 
importance.  Whatever duty to others 
might seem to demand, I should 
pause long before supporting any 
policy if there were the slightest 
suspicion that is was not for the 
benefit of the people of the United 
States.   
 
I conceive my first duty to be always 
to the American people, and I have 
ever considered it the cardinal prin-
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ciple of American statesmanship to 
advocate policies which would 
operate for the benefit of the people 
of the United States, and most 
particularly for the advantage of our 
farmers and our workmen, upon 
whose well-being, and upon whose 
full employment at the highest 
wages, our entire fabric of society 
and government rests.  In a policy 
which gives us a foothold in the East, 
which will open a new market in the 
Philippines, and enable us to increase 
our commerce with China, I see 
great advantages to all our people 
and more especially to our farmers 
and our workingmen.146  
 
“Nations are selfish,” Republican 

Senator John C. Spooner of Wisconsin had 
argued in the debates over ratification of the 
Peace Treaty a year earlier.  “They must be 
selfish or they cannot live.  I do not mean 
grasping and overweening of necessity, but 
they must look to their own interests and the 
interests of their own people.” When 
Spooner attempted to compare the acquisi-
tion of Puerto Rico – to which there was 
little opposition – with that of the 
Philippines, he provoked the following 
exchange with Senator Bacon:  
 

Mr. BACON.  I think, Mr. President 
that the attitude of the United States 
in that particular is entirely justified 
upon the ground that the continued 
possession by Spain of any West 
India island is recognized as inimical 
to the interests and to the peace of 
this country, and, for that reason, on 
the ground of the safety of this 
country and the future peace of this 
country, not only has the Govern-
ment of the United States made that 
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demand as to Porto Rico, but as to all 
the other West India possessions of 
Spain.   
 
Mr. SPOONER.  Mr. President, I 
thank the Senator from Georgia.  He 
has in a single sentence made a more 
powerful argument in support of my 
contention than I could ever hope to 
make.  He says that the Declaration 
of Independence is suspended in the 
West Indies.  Why? Because it is for 
the interest of the United States.   
 
Mr. BACON.  No.   
 
Mr. SPOONER.  Yes.   
 
Mr. BACON.  I beg the Senator's 
pardon; not the interest.   
 
Mr. SPOONER.  Yes.   
 
Mr. BACON.  To the public safety, 
which goes beyond interest.   
 
Mr. SPOONER.  Oh, the United 
States, Mr. President, is interested in 
its public safety.  (Laughter)  
 
Mr. BACON.  There are a great 
many things, however, that are to the 
interest of the country which are not 
essential to its safety.   
 
Mr. SPOONER.  But this is the 
particular thing that we are talking 
about, Mr. President; not a great 
many other things.  The Senator 
justifies the taking of Porto Rico, as 
he must, without asking the consent 
of the inhabitants.  Otherwise we 
could not probably take it at all.  He 
bases his justification upon the fact, 
for it is a fact, that we require it in 
our business; in other words, that we 
regard it –  
 
Mr. BACON.  The Senator must take 
my words, and not use other words.  

I say necessary, not for our interest, 
not for our business, but essential to 
our safety.  Now, if the Senator will 
use that word, I will stand by it; and I 
will say further that I go fully with 
him to the extent –  
 
Mr. SPOONER.  Spain occupied it 
for one hundred and twenty years 
and we were safe.   
 
Mr. BACON.  To the extent that the 
acquisition of territory necessary to 
our safety is perfectly justifiable 
under the Declaration of Indepen-
dence and our Constitution.   
 
Mr. SPOONER.  The Senator has 
surrendered.   
 
Mr. BACON.  Safety, not interest.   
 
Mr. SPOONER.  I accept his surren-
der.   
 
Mr. BACON.  No.   
 
Mr. SPOONER.  Mr. President, there 
is no escape from it.  That is the 
principle upon which nations transact 
business.   
 
Mr. BACON.  If the Senator can 
show that the Philippines are 
essential to our safety, I am with 
him.   
 
Mr. SPOONER.  Wait a moment.  It 
is the same sort of selfishness which 
leads a man to prefer the interest of 
his own children to the interest of the 
public.  It is the same sort of selfish-
ness that leads a man to safeguard 
his own home.  It is the foundation 
of all society.  It is the one thing that 
we ought never to lose sight of.  We 
ought to legislate and we ought to 
deal, where we can, with reference 
primarily to the interests of our 
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people, not to the interest of any 
other people, not to please any other 
Government.147   
 
John Barrett, a journalist and advisor 

to Admiral Dewey, in his August 1899 
North American Review article entitled “The 
Paramount Power of the Pacific,” argued 
that the markets of the Far East would unite 
the nation on the basis of self-interest.  If the 
annexation of the Philippines and the search 
for trade in China had been merely sectional 
issues, Barrett agreed that “there might be a 
grave question as to the advisability of 
taking a strong position as to the future of 
the empire.”  But America's Western states 
were in a position to provide China and 
other Asiatic nations with flour and timber.  
In time, Asian-Pacific demand for cotton 
might take up the South's surplus supply of 
this staple.  The North and East, in turn, 
could provide the manufactured cotton, iron, 
steel and miscellaneous products to the 
teeming millions of the Far East.  “The 
farmers of the West and South can unite 
with the laboring man of the North and East 
in supporting the shippers, manufacturers 
and exporters in developing a strong Asiatic 
policy.”148   

As to the objection of the anti-
imperialists that the United States had not 
the Constitutional authority to acquire the 
Philippines without the intention of prepar-
ing the islands for statehood, the expan-
sionists were delighted to take the 
Hamiltonian high ground.  After all, were 
not the anti-imperialists taking their 
authority from that vehicle of states' rights, 
the Dred Scott decision?  Charles Dawes' 
speech at a Lincoln Day banquet in 1900 
stressed that “the Republican party stands 

                                                           
147 Ibid., 32, 55: 3, part 2, February 2, 1899, pp. 

1383-4.    
148 John Barrett, "The Paramount Power of the 

Pacific," North American Review 169 (August 
1899): 169-70.   

now as in the days of Lincoln, behind the 
nation's sovereignty.”149 The “little Ameri-
cans” advocated a constitutional doctrine 
that denied the government of the United 
States legitimate powers possessed by every 
other sovereign entity.  They refused to 
accept the verdict of the Civil War, which 
found the United States to be one nation, in 
favor of the verdict of Dred Scott.  Senator 
Teller elaborated on this theme in December 
1898:  
 

Mr. President, that question was 
settled, and settled for all time.  It 
was settled when Lee handed his 
sword to Grant at Appomattox.  
Whatever might have been the 
difference of opinion amongst the 
American people up to that hour, in 
the minds and in the hearts of the 
American people we took our place 
as a nation, as a nation endowed with 
all the powers and all the dignity of 
any nation in the world.  Why should 
it not be, Mr. President?  Why 
should it not be in the case of a great 
nation containing within itself forty-
five other nations, all yielding 
obedience to it, all recognizing in 
national affairs that the nation was 
supreme, they themselves nations in 
some sense of the term, as Chief 
Justice Marshall said in 1821, 
sovereigns and yet subordinates, 
sovereign in their local affairs, 
subordinate when it came to inter-
national affairs, their international 
sovereignty having been merged into 
the sovereignty of this great nation of 
ours? Mr. President, it is strange to 
me, and I think it will be strange to 
the American people, that we should 
be now discussing the question in the 
American Senate whether this is a 
nation with all the prerogatives and 
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all the powers and all the dignity of 
any nation in the world.  The 
American people, North and South, 
East and West, believe it is a nation.  
Everywhere there is a national 
sentiment which denies to this 
Government no power that any other 
nation in the world claims.150 
 
Of course, debate over the meaning 

of the Constitution preceded the Civil Way 
by many years, going back even to the 
ratification of the basic document itself.  The 
heart of the debate was over the validity of 
Hamilton's formulation of implied powers, 
which, in the eyes of the large Americans/ 
expansionists, was intended to protect both 
the nation and the Constitution:  
 

Now a constitution, however marvel-
ous its intrinsic excellences a hun-
dred years ago, and however won-
derfully adapted to the wants of a 
growing nation, could not, in the 
nature of things, make definite and 
specific provisions for such new 
conditions.  Moreover, the demands 
made by the new conditions cannot 
be set aside: on the contrary, they are 
often imperative and irresistible.  No 
intelligent people will ever be 
permanently bound by an obstructing 
law, or even an obstructing consti-
tution, that cannot be changed.  If, 
therefore, the Constitution, in case it 
unmistakably and persistently resists 
the demands of public opinion, can-
not be modified, it will either bend or 
break.  In the development of the 
country thus far it has, with all 
needed flexibility, yielded to new 
necessities.  The inference as to what 
is likely to occur in the future is 
unmistakably plain; and the question, 
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20, 1898, p. 325.  .   

as to the propriety and desirability of 
the permanent occupation of insular 
territory, so far from being one of 
constitutional law, is simply one to 
be determined by considerations of 
national policy.151 
 
And then there were those, New 

York Senator T. C. Platt contended, whose 
appeal to tradition was meant to obscure 
their rejection of this healthy constitutional 
doctrine.   
 

There has never been absent from the 
floor of the Senate that class of 
intellect which has found, in the 
Constitution its warrant for opposing 
new things.  It has always been a 
superior class of intellect, without 
doubt earnest and sincere, but not 
always to be appreciated by ordinary 
minds that believe in finding a 
practical solution for practical ques-
tions as they arise one after another 
in the course of national experience, 
and that starts out in its consideration 
of all public questions with the 
assumption that the founders of our 
Government did not intend it to be 
anything less than a competent 
government. Nor is it new things 
only which are so resolutely opposed 
in the name of the fathers.  It is old 
things, with new faces, as well.  Here 
we have been for a whole century 
annexing territory – annexing with a 
club or with a caress, just as the 
necessities demanded and yet Sena-
tors are discovering to one another 
the most acute distress over what 
they boldly describe as a “departure 
from time honored traditions.”152 
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The national history of the United 

States had been one of almost continuous 
expansion. Even that arch-enemy of Hamil-
ton, Thomas Jefferson, swallowed his con-
stitutional scruples and permitted the pur-
chase of Louisiana.  Beveridge could not 
understand why the latter-day Jeffersonians 
railed against further expansion in the name 
of that same Constitution.   
 

The power to govern all territory the 
nation may acquire would have been 
in Congress if the language affirming 
that power had not been written in 
the Constitution.  For not all powers 
of the National Government are 
expressed.  Its principal powers are 
implied.  The written Constitution is 
but the index of the living 
Constitution.  Had this not been true, 
the Constitution would have failed.  
For the people in any event would 
have developed and progressed.  And 
if the Constitution had not had the 
capacity for growth corresponding 
with the growth of the nation, the 
Constitution would and should have 
been abandoned as the Articles of 
Confederation were abandoned.  For 
the Constitution is not immortal in 
itself, is not useful even in itself.  
The Constitution is immortal and 
even useful only as it serves the 
orderly development of the nation.  
The nation alone is immortal.  The 
nation alone is sacred.  The Army is 
its servant.  The Navy is its servant.  
The President is its servant. This 
Senate is its servant.  Our laws are its 
methods. Our Constitution is its in-
strument.  This is the golden rule of 
constitutional interpretation: The 
Constitution was made for the 
people, not the people for the 
Constitution.   

 
Beveridge and some (but not all) of 

the annexationists believed that even if the 
people of the United States were not the 
final cause of expansion, they were the 
efficient cause.    
 

Mr. President, this question is deeper 
than any question of party politics; 
deeper than any question of the 
isolated policy of our country even; 
deeper even than any question of 
constitutional power.  It is elemental.  
It is racial.  God has not been 
preparing the English-speaking and 
Teutonic peoples for a thousand 
years for nothing but vain and idle 
self-contemplation and self-admira-
tion.  No.  He has made us the master 
organizers of the world to establish 
system where chaos reigns.  He has 
given us the spirit of progress to 
overwhelm the forces of reaction 
throughout the earth.  He has made 
us adepts in government that we may 
administer government among 
savage and senile peoples.  Were it 
not for such a force as this the world 
would relapse into barbarism and 
night.  And of all our race He has 
marked the American people as His 
chosen nation to finally lead in the 
regeneration of the world.  This is 
the divine mission of America, and it 
holds for us all the profit, all the 
glory, all the happiness, possible to 
man.  We are trustees of the world's 
progress, guardians of its righteous 
peace.  The judgment of the Master 
is upon us: “Ye have been faithful 
over a few things; I will make you 
ruler over many things.”153 
 
Nor was it sufficient for Beveridge 

that all previous territorial acquisitions (with 
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the exception of Alaska and Hawaii) had 
been contiguous to the United States.  “Is 
there a geographical interpretation to the 
Constitution?  Do degrees of longitude fix 
constitutional limitations?” The ocean 
separating the Philippines was not a barrier, 
but a highway. “Land may separate men 
from their desire, the ocean never.”154  
Technology – steam power and electricity – 
had brought the globe together in the same 
way that the North American continent had 
been united by the railroad and the 
telegraph.   

Senator Platt (Connecticut) objected 
on similar grounds to Vest's position that the 
United States was constitutionally unable to 
acquire territory without intending to incor-
porate that territory as states.  After all, the 
anti-imperialists admitted exceptions to that 
rule, for example, the establishment of 
coaling stations in the Philippines.   
 

The Senator from Missouri himself 
does not accept it without qualifi-
cation.  He says that we cannot 
acquire territory except to make new 
States of it and to establish coaling 
stations and to correct boundaries.  
The Senator himself is not willing to 
go to the full length of the dictum of 
Judge Taney.  Where is a specific 
clause to be found in the Constitution 
declaring that we may acquire 
territory for coaling stations? How 
large may a station be?  To what 
limits must it be circumscribed?  If 
we can acquire property for a coaling 
station, why not for a naval station, 
which the Senator does not incor-
porate in his resolution or admit by 
it?  And how much territory may we 
acquire for a naval station? And if 
acquired, what sort of government 
may we establish in connection with 
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our naval station?  The doctrine of 
the resolution seems frivolous.155   
 
But what of the moral argument: 

even if the United States had the power, did 
it also have the right to annex the 
Philippines? The expansionist were required 
to address the challenge of their opponents, 
that the “conquest” of these islands violated 
the very core of the American regime, as 
embodied in the principles of the Declara-
tion of Independence.  Some chose to admit 
the anti-imperialists point, while arguing (as 
did Amos K.  Fiske, a long-time editorial 
writer of the New York Times and The 
Journal of Commerce) that the Declaration 
“consecrated to perpetuity some of the most 
obvious fallacies that were ever promulgated 
to mislead men.”  The Declaration was pro-
claimed as part of the emergency repre-
sented by the revolt of the thirteen colonies, 
and was not intended “for the future 
government of this or any other people.”  
The Founders “prefaced their Declaration 
with that sweeping and glowing utterance, 
which had a Broad application as to the truth 
of their case, but which becomes a delusive 
bundle of fallacies when promiscuously 
applied to the universal state of man.” But 
Fiske believed that in no sense was “the 
Revolution based upon any self-evident 
truth of the equality of men, or upon the 
theory that governments derive their just 
powers from the consent of the governed.”   
 

They proclaimed it to be a self-
evident truth “that all men are 
created equal; that they are endowed 
by their Creator with certain inalien-
able rights; that among these are life, 
liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”  
Whatever interpretation and exegesis 
may do for this declaration, in the 
sense in which it is commonly 
accepted and used in the place of 
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argument, it is neither self-evident 
nor truth.  There is nothing more 
evident to human observation and 
human reason that the inequalities 
with which men come into the world 
and pass through it and out of it.  Not 
only are different races unequal in 
capacities of various kinds, but the 
members of the same race present 
every diversity of inequality. Nor can 
any power at the command of 
mankind make them equal in this 
world or in the processes of time 
whatever may be their destiny in 
eternity.   
 
It is useless to argue around this 
immutable fact, or try to interpret 
into the Declaration a meaning 
which it does not contain. All men 
are simply not created equal in any 
possible sense of the word.  The 
negroes held in slavery by some of 
the signers of the Declaration of 
Independence were not created the 
equals of their masters nor of the 
average members of the race to 
which their masters belonged.  The 
mass of the white people of the 
colonies were not all created equal, 
nor were the people of Mexico and 
South America at that time created 
equal to the people inhabiting the 
Republic then in the throes of 
birth.156   
 
Harvard Professor A. Lawrence 

Lowell also sought to grapple with the Dec-
laration's statement that “all men are created 
equal.”  In a February 1899 article in the 
Atlantic Monthly, Lowell divided the 
doctrine of human equality into civil and 
political rights, of which there was no 
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necessary connection.  Civil equality was an 
essential principle of common law, the 
unshakeable creed of all civilized nations, 
extending back to such traditions as the 
Magna Charta.  Political equality was quite 
another matter.  It was obviously not true in 
the strict sense that a worthless street loafer 
and Abraham Lincoln were equally fit to be 
entrusted with the direction of public affairs.  
If such inequalities were not too severe, then 
the doctrine of political equality might be 
close enough to the truth to act upon.  The 
Northern states, for example, where the 
population was tolerably homogenous and 
political education tolerably diffuse, 
qualified as such as area.  In the larger cities, 
however, “where the inequalities of social 
condition are enormous, and where there is a 
huge mass of foreigners untrained in self-
government, the Utopia foretold by the 
prophets of democracy has not been quite 
fulfilled.  Tammany does not altogether 
realize the dreams of Jefferson.”157   

Lodge and many of the other 
expansionists implied that the principles of 
self-government were limited in their 
application, perhaps decisively, by condi-
tions of race, geography, and climate.   
 

The capacity of a people, moreover, 
for free and representative govern-
ment is not in the least a matter of 
guesswork.  The forms of govern-
ment to which nations or races 
naturally tend may easily be 
discovered from history.  You can 
follow the story of political freedom 
and representative government 
among the English-speaking people 
back across the centuries until you 
reach the Teutonic tribes emerging 
from the forests of Germany and 
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bringing with them forms of local 
self-government which are repeated 
to-day in the pure democracies of the 
New England town meeting.  The 
tendencies and instincts of the 
Teutonic race which, reaching from 
the Arctic Circle to the Alps, swept 
down upon the Roman Empire, were 
clear at the outset.  Yet the individual 
freedom and the highly developed 
forms of free government in which 
these tendencies and instincts have 
culminated in certain countries and 
under the most favorable conditions 
have been the slow growth of nearly 
fifteen hundred years.   
 
There never has been, on the other 
hand, the slightest indication of any 
desire for what we call freedom or 
representative government east of 
Constantinople.  The battle of 
Marathon was but the struggle 
between a race which had the instinct 
and desire for freedom and the 
opposite principle.  The form of 
government natural to the Asiatic has 
always been a despotism.  You may 
search the history of Asia and of the 
East for the slightest trace, not 
merely of any understanding, but of 
any desire for political liberty, as we 
understand the word.   
 
One could not alter the tendencies of 

race in a moment, Lodge cautioned; those 
peculiarities were capable of being modified 
only by very slow processes.  “Buckle's 
theory, that you could make a Hottentot into 
a European if you only took possession of 
him in infancy, and gave him a European 
education among suitable surroundings, has 
been abandoned alike by science and history 
as grotesquely false.”158   
                                                           
158 Congressional Record 33, 56 :1, part 3, March 7, 

1900, p. 2621.   

The anti-imperialists were reading 
too much into the Declaration, in the opinion 
of Ohio Republican Senator Joseph B. 
Foraker.   
 

You will not find there any com-
plaint against the colonial system of 
government.  You find there only a 
recitation of wrongs and grievances 
and outrages and tyrannies, as they 
are characterized, which the people 
of the colonies had suffered at the 
hands of the British ministry, and 
their sole purpose, as they claimed 
over and over again, both before the 
war and for nearly a year after the 
war commenced, was, not to secure 
independence, but simply to redress 
the wrongs and grievances to which 
they had been subjected by the 
mother country.  There was no 
complaint about the colonial system 
proper.159 
 
As a consequence of such misinter-

pretations, Americans had been taught to 
overlook the maintenance of civil and 
economic rights as secured by the Consti-
tution, in favor of certain less important 
political dogmas.  “Our public orators have 
created a fictitious, theoretical Constitution, 
into which fragments of the real Constitution 
and scraps of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, have been worked as in a mosaic,” an 
unsigned commentary in the February 1899 
issue of the Yale Review explained.   
 

Historically, the Declaration of 
Independence cannot for a moment 
be put upon the same plane as the 
Constitution.  The former was a 
political manifesto, issued by a 
revolutionary body, and like most 
such manifestoes, was a rhetorical 
appeal for support.  The latter is the 
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fundamental law of the country, 
which can be quoted in court, and 
according to which the rights of the 
individual may be gauged.  Leaving 
aside rhetoric and an appeal to the 
feelings, it lays down carefully and 
exactly the really essential maxims 
of good government.  It very wisely 
leaves the subject of political rights 
almost untouched, allowing the 
States to decide for themselves who 
shall vote, and how the votes shall be 
counted; but it does lay great 
emphasis upon the maintenance of 
civil rights.  It protects the citizen 
against unjust searches and seizures; 
it secures him against the loss of life, 
liberty, and property, without due 
process of law; it guarantees him the 
right of trial by jury in criminal suits.  
Practically these civil rights have 
done much more to make our 
country prosperous and great than 
the possession of political rights.  
People flock to our shores, not 
because they can vote, for the 
inhabitants of most European 
countries from which we receive 
immigrants already enjoy that right 
at home; but they come here because 
they are free to earn their own living 
in their own way, secure in their 
persons and property, and exempt 
from the burden of a standing army 
and of a military aristocracy.  The 
right of suffrage is worth little 
without the ability to earn a 
comfortable living, as we may see in 
the case of the Negroes, and the lack 
of the right of suffrage does not 
seriously impair the attractiveness of 
the country as long as there is a 
chance to earn good wages, as is 
seen in the case of the Chinese.160 
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The expansionists were placed on the 
rhetorical defensive by Senator Orville 
Platt's statement, made in response to a 
question by Hoar, that he regarded govern-
ment to derive its just powers from the 
consent of some of the governed.  Lodge 
supported Platt's interpretation of the 
Declaration, noting that Jefferson's language 
did not include either the word “some,” or 
“all.”   
 

In order to interpret Jefferson's 
language aright let us see what kind 
of a government he was himself 
engaged in setting up, for there alone 
can we get light as to his meaning.  
The Declaration of Independence 
was the announcement of the 
existence of a new revolutionary 
government upon American soil.  
Upon whose consent did it rest? Was 
it upon that of all the people of the 
colonies duly expressed?  Most 
assuredly not.  In the first place we 
must throw out all negroes and 
persons of African descent, who 
formed about one quarter of the 
population, and who were not 
consulted at all as to the proposed 
change of government.  So we must 
immediately insert the word “white” 
in Jefferson's sentence.  Let us go a 
step further.  Were women included 
in the word “governed?”  They 
certainly were not permitted by voice 
or vote to express an opinion on this 
momentous question.  They must, 
therefore, be excluded, and we must 
add the word “white” to the word 
“male” as a further limitation upon 
the governed to whom Jefferson had 
in mind.   
 
Did the revolutionary government 
rest on the consent of all the white 
males in the colonies?  Most 
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assuredly not.  There was the usual 
age limitation which shut out all 
male persons under twenty-one, and 
manhood suffrage, as we understand 
it, did not exist in a single colony.  
Everywhere the suffrage was limited, 
generally by property qualifications, 
sometimes by other restrictions.  So 
another amendment becomes neces-
sary to Jefferson's phrase if we are 
going to make it fit the government 
which he was actually engaged in 
setting up.  Conforming to the facts 
the sentence then would read 
something like this: “deriving their 
just powers from the consent of the 
white male governed who have the 
right to vote according to the laws of 
the various colonies.”   
 
Nor was that all. The nation was 

further divided into those who supported the 
Revolution, and those who opposed it.  The 
revolutionaries imposed their new govern-
ment on the Loyalists at the point of the 
bayonet, forcing them to choose between 
accepting that government or exile.  Lodge 
attributed the sentiments in the Declaration 
to the influence of Rousseau and the 
doctrines of the social compact. “What 
Jefferson really did – with Rousseau and the 
theory of the social compact in mind – was 
to put in the form of a large generalization 
the principle for which the colonies engaged 
in the Revolution, which was that they were 
not to be taxed without representation and 
without their consent.”  Jefferson did not 
therein intend to establish a constitution 
providing for all contingencies and creating 
all sorts of limitations. “To pull a sentence 
out of a revolutionary manifesto and deal 
with it as if it was one of the labored and 
chiseled clauses of the Constitution shows a 
sad confusion of thought.” The phrase “con-
sent of the governed,” Lodge insisted, 
represented a great and just principle, but 

one whose application in practice would be 
determined by actual facts and conditions.161   

Among those conditions, Senator 
Teller explained, was the fact that not 
everyone was permitted to participate in the 
affairs of government: aliens were excluded, 
as were the vicious and ignorant, women 
and infants. And yet all of the above were 
liable to pay taxes.162 The problem arose 
from trying to apply an abstract doctrine, 
even if philosophically true, to the world of 
concrete circumstances. Senator Spooner, 
who made this point in February 1899, 
believed that the “consent” doctrine, along 
with one or two others conjoined with it, 
were intended to form the theoretical basis 
for the right of revolution.  Spooner argued 
that abstractions often had to give way to 
practical affairs, and would remain that way 
“until the millennium comes. It never can be 
while government is entrusted to men and 
holds sway over men.  It never can be until 
perfection comes into life, and until the 
weaknesses, the passions, the violence, the 
faults, and the foibles of our common 
humanity are eliminated.”163 For Repub-
licans, there was also the political truth of 
the recent past.   
 

There cannot be much doubt that if 
our brethren of the South had been 
accorded the privilege “of the 
consent of the governed,” there 
would be here now four republics, or 
monarchies, instead of one great and 
indestructible Union, which honor-
ably and rightly and justly in spite of 
all this sentimentalism was pinned 
together by bayonets.164  
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Even if it was true, as Lodge said, 
that the United States had the power and 
right to “govern the Philippines without 
making them economically or politically 
part of our system,” the annexationists did 
not intend to govern the islands tyrannically.  
How could the United States deprive the 
residents of the Philippines of their liberty 
when they had possessed none prior to the 
arrival of the flag and armed forces of the 
United States?165 This seemed to imply that 
there was a higher political good than 
governing according to the consent of the 
governed. “The consent of the governed 
doc-trine must not in my opinion be pushed 
to an extent that would restore savagery,” 
Roosevelt wrote after his election as Vice 
President in November 1900.  “…it is not 
true that the democratic system of 
government is fit for all men.”  If a 
government were to be established “on strict 
1imitations of savagery, we would violate 
the theory of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence if pushed to its extreme form, just as 
much as we violated it upon insisting that 
we may govern the Philippines now.”166 

Roosevelt told cartoonist Finley 
Peter Dunne that his criticism that the 
expansionists wished to “take up the white 
man's burden and put it on the coon,” hit the 
weak spot in his position.167  And yet it 
seemed to Elihu Root, the new Secretary of 
War, that there was a sharp distinction 
between those peoples who were capable of 
self-government; and those who were not.  
The essential point was not, therefore, 
consent of the governed, but that each 
society should have an adequate govern-
ment.  Even if a society was incapable of 
providing for itself, it was still necessary 
“that the weak shall be protected, that 
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cruelty and lust shall be restrained, whether 
there be consent or not.”  Was it a violation 
of Jeffersonian principles “for the external 
forces of civilization to replace brutal and 
oppressive government, with which… 
people in ignorance are content, by ordered 
liberty and individual freedom.”168   

Root and others, from this line of 
analysis, concluded that the Philippines need 
not be made independent immediately.  Nor 
did it mean, in the opinion of Teller, that the 
islands would ever me admitted as states, or 
that their citizens be given elective 
franchise.  “But it does mean that you shall 
give them that moral aid, that moral 
encouragement, which will enable them to 
take care of themselves.”169  Even more 
concretely, Senator Orville Platt believed 
that the United States operated under moral 
obligations and constraints in its relations 
with the Philippines.   
 

We must legislate on the great 
principles which underlie our 
institutions, with liberty, justice, and 
the protection of individual rights in 
view.  We must legislate in the spirit 
of republicanism, not in the 
monarchical or despotic spirit.  We 
must legislate with the idea of the 
right of self-government, when 
people shall become fitted for self-
government, always in view.  We 
must legislate for the security of 
every personal right which the 
individual is fitted to appreciate and 
enjoy.  In other words, we must 
provide for the people of any 
territory that we may acquire the 
most liberal, just, and beneficent 
government which they may be 
capable of enjoying, always with 
reference to their development and 
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welfare and in the hope that they 
may be finally fitted for independent 
self-government.170 
 
Neither Platt nor Lodge believed that 

any Congressional resolution intending to 
bind the government to any course of action, 
constitutional or otherwise, was at all 
advisable.   
 

When that treaty is ratified, we have 
full power and are absolutely free to 
do with those islands as we please; 
and the opposition to its ratification 
may be summed up in a single 
sentence, that the American people 
and the American Congress are not 
to be trusted with that power and 
with that freedom of action in regard 
to the inhabitants of those distant 
islands.  Every one of the resolutions 
thus far offered on this subject is an 
expression of distrust in the 
character, ability, honesty, and 
wisdom of the American people and 
an attempt to make us promise to be 
good and wise and honest in the 
future and in our dealings with other 
people.  It is a well-meant effort to 
make us give bonds to fate by means 
of a Congressional resolution.171 
 
In fact, many of the expansionists 

claimed that they were much more radically 
democratic than their opponents were.  An 
editorial in the October 1898 issue of the 
Outlook asserted that  
 

the radical difference between the 
expansionist and the continentalist – 
that is, between the one who believes 
that American ideas and institutions 
are good for the whole world, and 
the one who thinks they are adapted 

                                                           
170 Ibid., December 19, 1898, p. 295.   
171 Ibid., January 24, 1899, p. 959. 

only to the continent of North 
America -- is not that the former is 
an imperialist and the latter a 
democrat, but that the former is a 
more radical, a more enthusiastic, 
and a more optimistic democrat than 
the latter.172 
 
Lodge made the following compar-

ison: Bryan and the Democrats “think we 
should abandon the Philippines because they 
are not fit for self-government.  I believe 
that for the same reason we should retain 
them.”173 Those who shrank from such a 
task were cowardly rather than principled; 
Roosevelt accused them of using moral 
arguments to rationalize abdication of 
responsibility.174 

To what degree did morality require 
the United States to undertake a global 
civilizing mission? Even though Mahan 
believed that interest and altruism ran 
together by bringing backward peoples 
forward, thus alleviating the barbarian threat 
– duty must be in the forefront.  “If the ideas 
get inverted, and the nation sees in its new 
responsibilities, first of all, markets and 
profits, with incidental resultant benefits to 
the natives, it will go wrong,” Mahan wrote 
in 1899.175 Or as Roosevelt argued in 
February 1900 about Puerto Rico: “Our only 
justification for keeping the islands is that 
we intend to benefit them.  If we do not 
intend to so benefit them, then for Heaven's 
sake let them go and strike out for 
themselves!”176  

For some of the expansionists, the 
nation's task for spreading civilization was a 
primary function of “large Americanism.”  
Senator Orville Platt spoke of the 
government's “mission to relieve the 
                                                           
172 Healy, U.S. Expansionism, p. 62.   
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oppressed, to right every wrong, and to 
extend the institutions of free govern-
ment.”177  Beveridge reasoned that the 
Declaration of Independence could not 
forbid the American nation to do its part in 
the regeneration of the world.  “If it did, the 
Declaration would be wrong – just as the 
Articles of Confederation, drafted by the 
very same men who signed the Declaration, 
was found to be wrong.”178   

In principle, the expansionists ac-
knowledged that the Philippines could one 
day become independent or (much less 
likely) be admitted as a state of the Union.  
Their present status as a territory of the 
United States was a condition of circum-
stance, a circumstance that admittedly was 
likely to continue for some time.  Roosevelt 
expressed the expansionists’ official creed in 
a letter to Charles William Eliot on 
November 14, 1900:  
 

By every consideration of honor and 
humanity we are bound to stay in the 
Philippines to put down the insur-
rection, establish order and then give 
a constantly increasing measure of 
liberty and self-government, while 
ruling with wisdom and justice.  
Whenever the islands can stand 
alone I should be only too glad to 
withdraw.  At present to withdraw 
would be on a small scale to work 
the infinite damage that would be 
worked in India by following out the 
views of the “Perish India” school of 
English politicians.179 
 
But the expansionists, unlike the 

anti-imperialists, refused to make any 
legally binding commitment to the perma-

                                                           
177 Congressional Record 32, 55: 3, part 1, December 

19, 1898, p. 297.   
178 Ibid. 33, 56: 1, part 1, January 9, 1900, p. 710. 
179 Roosevelt to Norton, November 14, 1900, 

Roosevelt Letters, 2: 1415. 

nent status of the Philippines.  The anti-
imperialists alleged that the annexationists' 
hesitation stemmed from political expedi-
ency – in fact, the Administration had no 
intention of ever freeing the islands.  The 
expansionists responded by pointing to the 
delicate situation in the Far East, with an 
insurrection smoldering in the Philippines 
and a potential war in sight over the partition 
of China.  Any binding Congressional action 
would destroy the freedom of action 
essential to the policy-making discretion of 
the executive.  Lodge characterized this anti-
annexationist tactic as “both diaphanous and 
elusive.”   
 

Another proposition is that we 
should treat the Philippines as we 
treat Cuba.  That is precisely what 
we are doing.  But what is really 
meant by this demand is not that we 
should treat the Philippines as we 
treat Cuba, but that we should make 
to them a promise as to the future.  
And that is what every proposition 
made by those opposed to the 
Republican Party comes down to, a 
promise as to the future.  We are to 
put down insurrection and disorder 
and hold the islands temporarily 
without the consent of the governed, 
but simultaneously we are to make 
large promises as to the future, 
which will look well in print and 
keep insurrection and disorder alive.   
 
Negotiations, concessions, promises 

and hesitations were only proofs of 
weakness to the Asiatic mind, Lodge 
emphasized.   
 

The resolutions offered by Senators 
on the other side and the tenor of 
their speeches are all of this 
description.  They present no policy, 
but invite us to make promises.  
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Promises are neither action nor 
policy, and, in the form of legis-
lation, are a grave mistake.  Those 
which involve us in pledges of 
independence have the additional 
disadvantage of being the one sure 
means of keeping alive war and 
disorder in the islands.  Those who 
offer them or urge them proceed on 
the assumption that you can deal 
with an Asiatic in the same manner 
and expect from him the same results 
as from a European or an American.  
This shows, it seems to me, a fatal 
misconception.  The Asiatic mind 
and habit of thought are utterly 
different from ours.  Words or acts 
which to us would show generosity 
and kindness and would bring peace 
and order, to an Asiatic mean simply 
weakness and timidity and are to him 
an incentive to riot, resistance, and 
bloodshed.  Promises of this kind, 
therefore, are neither effective action 
nor intelligent policy, but the sure 
breeders of war.  If we must abandon 
the Philippines, let us abandon them 
frankly.  If we mean to turn them 
over to domestic anarchy or foreign 
control, let us do it squarely.  If we 
are to retain them, let us deal 
manfully with the problems as they 
arise.180  
 
Senator Orville Platt opposed a 

resolution introduced by Senator Bacon, 
which would have declared the right of the 
Philippine people to independence.  The 
resolution would do more than place the 
United States on record as being committed 
to eventual independence for the Philippines 
– it would have direct and disastrous conse-
quences, precisely as the anti-imperialists 
intended.   
                                                           
180 Congressional Record 33, 56: 1, part 3, March 7, 
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Mr. Aguinaldo would come with the 
joint resolution in his hand and say, 
“You passed a solemn resolution in 
order to ratify the treaty, saying we 
were entitled to independence, and 
that it was not the purpose of the 
Government 'to secure and maintain 
permanent dominion over the same 
…or to incorporate the inhabitants 
thereof as citizens of the United 
States.’ You disclaimed any disposi-
tion or intent to exercise permanent 
sovereignty.”  He would also point to 
this clause, “announced in the great 
Declaration that governments derive 
'their just powers from the consent of 
the governed;'“ that ‘the Government 
of the United States recognizes that 
the people of the Philippine Islands 
of right ought to be free and 
independent.’”  And would he not 
have a right to say so? Would not 
every nation in Europe say that 
Aguinaldo, with that joint resolution 
passed in the Senate, had a right to 
insist on the immediate indepen-
dence of the Philippine Islands, 
because governments could only 
derive their just powers from the 
consent of the governed, and he did 
not consent to the United States in 
those islands at all, and his 
government did not, because the 
joint resolution declared that the 
Filipinos of right ought to be free 
and Independent.181 
 
Even talk about a firm commitment 

to Philippine independence would only fan 
the fires of insurrection – and whet the 
appetite of certain European powers – thus 
jeopardizing the lives of American soldiers.  
Roosevelt denounced “the peace-at-any-
price Senators and publicists,” on whose 
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shoulders rested a heavy responsibility for 
the outbreak of hostilities between American 
forces and those of Aguinaldo in early 
1899.182  “The bullets that slay our men in 
Luzon are inspired by the denouncers of 
America here,” Roosevelt fumed.  The 
Filipino will stop killing our soldiers very 
soon after he becomes convinced that he 
will receive no aid in the effort from the 
party of which Mr. Bryan is chief.183  
Beveridge joined the attack during his well-
publicized Senate speech of January 9, 
1900: 
 

 Mr. President, reluctantly and only 
from a sense of duty am I forced to 
say that American opposition to the 
war has been the chief factor in 
prolonging it.  Had Aguinaldo not 
understood that in America, even in 
the American Congress, even here in 
the Senate, he and his cause were 
supported; had he not known that it 
was proclaimed on the stump and in 
the press of a faction in the United 
States that every shot his misguided 
followers fired into the breasts of 
American soldiers was like the 
volleys fired by Washington's men 
against the soldiers of King George 
his insurrection would have 
dissolved before it entirely crystal-
lized…. It is believed and stated in 
Luzon, Panay, and Cuba that the 
Filipinos have only to fight, harass, 
retreat, break up into small parties, if 
necessary, as they are doing now, but 
by any means hold out until the next 
Presidential election, and our forces 
will be withdrawn.   
 
All this has aided the enemy more 
than climate, arms, and battle.  
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Senators, I have heard these reports 
myself; I have talked with the 
people; I have seen our mangled 
boys in the hospital, and field; I have 
stood on the firing line and beheld 
our dead soldiers, their faces turned 
to the pitiless southern sky, and in 
sorrow rather than anger I say to 
those whose voices in America have 
cheered those misguided natives on 
to shoot our soldiers down, that the 
blood of those dead and wounded 
boys of ours in on their hands, and 
the flood of all the years can never 
wash that stain away.  In sorrow 
rather than anger I say these words, 
for I earnestly believe that our 
brothers knew not what they did.184 

 
The expansionists argued that such 

anti-American behavior by the anti-imperial-
ists belied the latter's contention that the 
“large Americans” were bent on destroying 
the character of the American regime.  (How 
could Bryan demand the “consent of the 
governed” in the Philippines, Roosevelt 
wondered, when he and the Democrats 
“profited by the denial of this same so-called 
right in North Carolina and Alabama.”185)  
Roosevelt branded the anti-imperialists as 
“the political heirs and assigns” of the 
copperheads of the Civil War, and reminded 
Americans that the Democrats had accused 
Lincoln of wanting to become emperor.  In 
Detroit during the campaign of 1900, he 
asked the men in uniform in the audience to 
stand up, and then told the cheering crowd, 
“Behold your tyrants.”186   

The political battle between the an-
nexationists and anti-imperialists, in its 
essence, involved a struggle to articulate the 
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commanding definition of American expan-
sionism. Just as the new expansionists 
sought to claim the Federalist-Whig-Repub-
lican nationalist heritage in domestic 
matters, so too did they wish to capture the 
expansionist tradition which had largely 
been a Democratic province during the 
nineteenth century.  The “small American” 
doctrine, in this case, a too-literal reading of 
the Declaration of Independence, “would 
have turned back the Mayflower from 
Plymouth Rock,” in the words of 
Connecticut's Platt.187 Senator Foraker 
wondered further: if the territory of Florida, 
or the territory commanding the mouth of 
the Mississippi, had been inhabited by 
people who were incapable of self-govern-
ment, “would that have precluded this 
Government from acquiring that territory… 
to promote the interests of the people and 
advancing them?” The United States, 
obviously, had not been so precluded and it 
did in fact acquire these strategic posses-
sions without consulting the wishes of the 
local inhabitants.188   

The great American expansionist 
tradition had always been opposed by an 
anti-expansionist opposition, Lodge em-
phasized, and he noted that the “small 
Americans” of past times had made 
arguments similar to those of the contem-
porary anti-imperialists.   

Prophets of evil are not lacking to 
declare ruin inevitable if we persist 
in our career of expansion and in 
setting no fixed bounds to the 
progress of the country.  Like the 
raven of Macbeth they croak 
themselves hoarse in predicting the 
downfall of the Republic.  These dire 
forebodings are not new.  Look back 
to the debates of 1803 and the 
succeeding years, and you will find 
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there all that is being said now in 
almost the same language, and with 
the same certainty of swift-coming 
disaster.  In view of the results of the 
Louisiana Purchase the gloomy 
prophecies of these old Cassandras 
look very queer and make us smile.  
But they are no queerer than the 
black predictions of their successors 
of to-day will appear to the next 
generation.  The downfall of the 
Republic has been constantly and 
confidently foretold many times 
since the foundation of the Govern-
ment, generally on trivial grounds, 
and always when a great expansion 
of territory took place.  Never has it 
come true.  Only once was the great 
peril real and near, and that was not 
when men were trying to widen the 
bounds of the Republic, but when 
they sought to divide it and make it 
small.   

 
If the annexation of the Philippines 

was morally wrong in the light of the 
Declaration of Independence, Lodge reflect-
ed, “then our whole past record of expansion 
is a crime, and Thomas Jefferson, and John 
Quincy Adams, and James Monroe, and all 
the rest of our Presidents and statesmen who 
have added to our national domain are 
traitors to the cause of liberty and to the 
Declaration of Independence.”  That record, 
far from violating the great Declaration, 
succeeded in spreading its principles over 
vast regions where they were previously 
unknown.189 
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IV. CONCLUSION: 
THE UNITED STATES ON THE 

EVE OF THE 20TH CENTURY 
 
To sum up:  As the 19th century 

came to a close, Americans were increas-
ingly concerned about the strategic and 
economic threats posed by the expansion of 
conflicting European empires – and, in the 
case of Spain, by an empire in terminal 
decline.  The rapid American success in the 
war against Spain – a conflict justified in 
large part because of human rights concerns 
– left the United States in possession of a 
number of former Spanish territories, 
including the Philippines.  Americans con-
fronted the fundamental question:  Should 
the United States itself become a formal, 
European-style empire, with colonies and a 
permanent division between the center and 
the periphery?  A significant group of 
Senators – and their public advocates, such 
as Theodore Roosevelt – favored an overtly 
imperial solution to the matter of the 
Philippines (or at least they refused to 
preclude that option).  They saw the 
acquisition of those islands, as well as the 
annexation of Hawaii, as the first steps in 
the emergence of a formal American empire 
(or at least they refused to preclude that 
option).  In any case, they insisted that a 
“large America” would be qualitatively 
different from the European empires.  
Another significant group of Senators – and 
another vigorous, outside group, including 
Mark Twain – saw these actions as contrary 
to the principles of the Declaration of 
Independence and fatal to the republican 
character of the American regime.  (Some in 
this group, especially from the South, also 
rejected the acquisition frankly on grounds 
of racism and economic self-interest.)  The 
anti-imperialist solution was to renounce 
American sovereignty and grant the 

Filipinos full independence as soon as 
possible.   

A middle group emerged that even-
tually carried the day, at least in practical 
terms. The Philippines, for reasons of neces-
sity and circumstance, would become U.S. 
territory, but the theory of American federal-
ism remained unchanged.  That is, when the 
Filipino peoples became capable of self-
government – and it was the United States’ 
obligation to govern the islands so as to 
bring them to that point – the islands would 
either be admitted to the Union as a full 
member or members (a highly unlikely 
outcome); or be granted their independence.  
The acquisition and governance of the 
Philippines, as a colony, would not become 
the future norm for United States foreign 
policy.  The debate shifted to one of not if, 
but when, the Filipinos would gain their 
independence; and specifically, whether the 
United States should make a formal com-
mitment to that end, with a specific ter-
mination date of its sovereignty. The 
Republican and Democratic presidential 
administration also differed over the means 
by which the Filipinos would be prepared 
for independence and self-government.1   

The fierce resistance to American 
rule in the islands only strengthened the 
growing national opinion that by and large 
favored strategic and economic expansion 
but opposed formal political imperialism. 
When hostilities with Spain ceased in 
August 1898, the United States was already 
deeply involved in the domestic affairs of 
the islands.  Commodore (later Admiral) 
Dewey had supported a Filipino revolution-

                                                           
1 For a detailed assessment of the different American 
approaches to the development of the Philippines, 
beginning with McKinley’s policy of “Benevolent 
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of the Philosophical Foundations of Philippine 
Liberal-Democracy,” Ph.D. Dissertation, Claremont 
Graduate School, 1996. 
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ary group led by Emilio Aguinaldo, who 
returned from exile in Hong Kong aboard an 
American warship. The native forces cap-
tured most of Spanish-occupied territory 
except Manila, which the Spaniards sur-
rendered to the Americans.  In June 1898, 
Aguinaldo declared the independence of the 
Philippines. Class, ethnic, language, and 
religious differences divided the Filipinos 
from each other as well as from the 
Americans. Some natives, especially the 
wealthy elites, welcomed American rule.  
Many were undecided or apathetic.  But 
tensions with the occupying American 
forces grew steadily.  Fighting broke out in 
February 1899 between Aguinaldo’s troops 
and the U.S. Army.  In the short run, news 
of the conflict may have tipped the balance 
in the U.S. Senate favor of ratification of the 
peace treaty, as undecided members decided 
to support American troops under fire.  Even 
so, the treaty was barely ratified by the 
required two-thirds majority, 57-27.   

Any lingering prospect that the 
Philippines might be the immediate jumping 
off point for a new American Empire or 
Large America, however, was put to rest by 
stiff Filipino resistance in the jungles, 
swamps, and mountains of the islands.  The 
U.S. military, after a period of trial and 
error, waged an effective counterinsurgency 
campaign that was aided by sympathetic 
natives. The United States eventually de-
ployed over 120,000 men in the Philippines 
and suffered more than 4,000 deaths, with 
roughly a fourth killed in action.  The 
capture of Aguinaldo in March 1901 
deprived the resistance of its most visible 
leader. But the American military’s techni-
ques, especially the resort to concentration 
camps, resulted unintentionally in consider-
able civilian deaths due to disease (200,000 
or more by some estimates).  Stories of 
outright military atrocities by U.S. troops 

also troubled Americans.2 The Philippine 
peoples, for the most part, collectively came 
to terms with American rule although some 
resistance continued after 1902. But the 
logic of American politics, and facts on the 
grounds, pointed toward eventual indepen-
dence. 

The fierce U.S. debate over the 
Philippines indicated the limits of popular 
support for expansionism, even if Americans 
remained proud of what they regarded as an 
honorable military triumph over Spain.  
President McKinley’s victory against Bryan 
in the election of 1900 did not turn on issues 
of imperialism but rather on the increasingly 
prosperous American economy and the 
resultant ebb of Bryan’s agrarian/economic 
populism. The economic and strategic 
interests that led to the acquisition of the 
Philippines did not disappear, however.  The 
United States explored other, less intrusive, 
but still controversial means to achieve its 
objectives, such as the Open Door.   

The McKinley administration’s pol-
icy, and that of the political middle ground, 
did not point toward the establishment of a 
formal U.S. empire.  Public opinion was 
deeply influence by a strong anti-imperialist 
movement, even if the anti-imperialists did 
not always win out on particular policy 
matters. Interest, ideals, and experience 
pointed towards solutions other than 
territorial expansion and a foreign policy 
that actively promoted regime change.  
Americans retained a deep attachment to the 
principle that peoples could be governed 
only with their own consent.  The United 
States arguably could obtain access to 
overseas markets and military bases without 
establishing colonies.  Perhaps domestic 
economic and political change was the 
answer to industrial overproduction.  Racist 
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assumptions cut both ways. Many supporters 
of an interventionist American foreign 
policy, as well as their opponents, did not 
want the country “tainted” by acquiring non-
white peoples.  And if foreign cultures were 
indeed highly resistant to change, perhaps 
the costs and risks of “civilizing” others was 
simply too great.  The coming twentieth 
century would witness Americans trying to 
operate in a difficult, contentious middle 
ground between empire and non-inter-
vention. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 




