American Foreign Relations
Reconsidered, 1890-1993

Edited by Gordon Martel

d

_ondon and New York oMo 0
G Al

IOEIN0Y

i



4 TImperialism, American style,
1890-1916

Joseph A. Fry

In April 1899 Theodore Roosevelt exhorted his countrymen to meet the
challenges and responsibilities of an imperial foreign policy: “If we are (o be
a really great people,” Roosevell asserted, *we must strive in good faith to
play a great part in the world,” His vision included building an isthmian
canal, seizing the strategic bases neccessary to decide the “destiny of the
oceans of the Bast and the West,” and subduing and ruling the islands
acquired from Spain. Three years later, Republican Senator George F. Hoar
lamented the nation’s decision to follow TR's advice. Hoar charged the
United States with converting the Monroe Doctrine from a policy of “cternal
righteousness and justice . . . to a doctrine of brutal selfishness looking only
to our own advantage.” Even more tragically, by suppressing the Filipino
revolution, “We crushed the only Republic in Asia . . . made war on the only
Christian people in the East . . . [and] inflicted torture on unarmed men.”!

These conflicting perspectives clearly foreshadowed the difficulty his-
torians have had in “coming to terms” with American empire. Indeed both
Americang generally and tmany influential scholars have been loath (o
acknowledge that the United States had joined the Buropean powers in the
practice of imperialism after 1890. In contrast to the British who justified and
took great pride in their imiperial exploits, Americans have persistently
denied the existence of an American empire or have labored to demonstrate
that it was more benign and more transitory than its European counterparts.?

This discomfort with the existence and nature of American empire lies at
the heart of the differing interpretations of United States foreign relations
from 1890 to 1916. Simply defining the term “imperialism” has generated
intense disagreement and frustration. As carly as 1919, Joseph A. Schumpeter
pronounced “The word ‘imperialism’ ... abused (o the point where it
threatens to lose all meaning.” Conscious of this ambiguity or averse to
linking the United States to imperialism, many historians of this period have
avoided grappling with the definition or the substance of imperialism by
employing the expression “expansion” or by interpreting the period in terms
of America’s rise to “world power.” Still, given the acquisition of the
Philippines, Hawaii, Puerto Rico, Guam, and Samosg; the establishment of
protectorates over Cuba, Panama, and the Dominican Republic; and armed
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interventions in several of these countries as well as Mexico, Haiti, and
Nicaragua, students of these years must acknowledge and confront directly
the phenomenon of imperialism. And, they must define it. Although he was
referring to jazz, musician Fats Waller has provided an applicable admomuon
“Man,” Fats warned, “if you don’t know what it is, don’t mess with it."

Those most reluctant to acknowledge the existence of an American empire
have defined imperialism narrowly. These scholars have essentially equated
imperialism with colonialism, or the formal annexation of territory not meant
to be integrated into the larger body politic. In so doing, they effectively limit
American imperialism to the holding of Puerto Rico and the Philippines and
separate these acquisitions from Hawaii and from previous territorial annex-
ations on the north American continent. Thus American imperialism was a
“great aberration,” a temporary, almost accidental, loss of national direc-
tion, from which the United States quickly recovered after 1900.4

By contrast, those historians most disturbed by US actions abroad have
defined imperialism more broadly. While citing the holding of formal
colonies as imperialistic, they have also contended that the United States had
begun establishing an “informal empire” by the 1890s. These scholars
emphasize that imperial control may be exercised through economic means as
well as political annexations or military interventions and that the United
States built an “overseas economic empire.” Because Americans had pur-
sued commercial expansion abroad to solve internal probiems since the 1780s
and had expanded territorially at the expense of noawhites throughout the
nineteenth century, the imperialism of the (890s was neither accidental nor
transitory. Still other students add culture to the areas of imperial control.
They define “cultural imperialism® as & stronger nation assuming the right to
impose and disseminate its beliefs and values at the expense of a weaker,
native culture.’

Given these widely varying definitions, one might be tempted to agree with
the Australian historian Sir Keith Hancock, who pronounced “Imperialism. .
no word for scholars. The emotional echoes which it arouses are 100 violent
and too contradictory. It does nol convey a precise meaning.’S But the
centrality of imperialism to this period of United States foreign relations
demands a working definition. The key considerations are power, control,
and intent. Imperialism and hence empire exist when a stronger nation or
society imposes or atlempts Lo impose control over a weaker nation or group of
people. This control may be formal (via annexations, protectorates, or military
occupations) or informal (via economic control, cultural domination, or threat
of intervention). The informal species of empire might involve businessmen,
missionaries, and cther non-state actors. Advocates of a stricter definition will
protest the difficulty of measuring the degree of informal control or domin-
ation that constitutes imperialism. Por example, where docs normal commer-
cial activity end and economic imperialism begin? Although absolute certainty
of measurement may be unobtainable in such areas, the phenomenon of
imperialism remains apparent. As Richard Graham, a historian of Latin
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America, observed, “It may take a hydraulic engineer to measure the flow of
water, but anyone can see it flows downhifl.”?

THE ECONOMIC PERSPECTIVE

A scholarly consensus on the motives for American imperialism in the period
from 1890 through 1916 has been just as elusive as agreement on a definition
of the phenomenon. Basily the greatest contention has centered on the
influence of economic considerations, Observing the vast increase in Ameri-
can productivity and exports, turn-of-the-century critics of European and
American imperijalism cited the quest for markets and investment oppor-
tunities as the driving force behind United States foreign policy. Scholars such
as Charles A, Beard and Scott Nearing subsequently developed these themes
during the 1920s and 1930s; but it was not until the 1960s and 1970s that the
“revisionist” or “new Left” school of American historians compiled the
most comprehensive brief for the primacy of economic influences. Beginning
in 1959 with the publication of The Tragedy of American Diplomacy, William
A. Williams and a number of his former students emphasized the continuily of
an aggressive, expansionist American foreign policy. Prior to the Civil War,
the United States had constructed an empire on the north American continent:
following Appomattox, the focus shifted 1o a “New Empire” of foreign trade
with the final suppression of the native Americans serving as the crucial
linkage between the two forms of empire. By the 1890s, the makers of US
foreign policy sought markets rather than cxtcensive new territories. Indecd,
they practiced the “imperialistn of anti-imperialism” by arguing for feee trade
and investment and against large colonies.8

According to the revisionist zfrgumcm, the pursuit of this “informa)
empire” intensified during the Gilded Age as repeated depressions disrupted
thc economy and incited an alarming level of social protest, Both farmers and
manufacturers traced the core problem to overproduction, hence the need for
unobstructed access to foreign markets to dispose of the “glut” and to avoid
explosive outbursts such as the Homestead Strike or the Populist Movement,
This compulsive search for an “open door” for foreign trade, and the
altendant practice of looking abroad to solve internal problems, became the
essence of American foreign policy. Building on this theoretical grounding,
on world systems analysis, and on dependency theory, several more recent
studies have argued that the United States emecrged as a core or metropole
(industrialized, commercially and militarily developed) nation during this
period and pursued a foreign policy designed to dominate and exploit
peripheral (weaker, non-industrialized) countries economically and politi-
cally.® From this perspective of more than a century of empire building, the
annexalion of Hawaii and the Spanish islands was more a “culmination®
than an “aberration” and more a product of the nation’s political economy
and place in the world capitalist system than a momentary, irrational act.

Several interlocking “chains of causes” had produced war and empire: the
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depression of the 1890s had solidified the consensus on the need for foreign
markets; the potential for sales in China and the fear that the Europeans were
about to close their spheres of influence to Amnerican trade left businessmen
uneasy and the Far East second in importance only to Cuba among policy-

.makers; and (he government, particularly in the person of McKinley, formu-

lated a partnership with business in promoting foreign trade. Both McKinley
and his business constituents had concluded in mid-March 1898 that only by
restoring international order and preserving domestic tranquility could trade
and particularly the development of US prospects in China be pursued.
Although McKinley “did not want war, he did want what"only a war could
provide: the disappearance of the terrible uncertainty in American political
and economic life, and a solid basis from which to resume the building of the
new American commercial empire.”'® With the conflict came the annexation
of Hawaii, Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines, not as the first steps
toward a great territorial empire but as strategic outposts for safeguarding an
isthmian canal and as outposts ci route to the China markel.

According to the revisionists, both this partnership between business and
government and the drive for international economic expansion remained
central to thc making of American forcign policy in the early twentieth
century. Together with Williams, other historians have asserted that busi-
ncss and political leaders agrecd on (he need for the establishment of a
libera! capitalist world order. This ideal world order would have replicated
American representative government and private capitalistic enterprise,
guaraniced the access of industrialized nations to the raw materials and
markcts of less developed countries, and instituted government action to
maintain the order and stability necessary for economic penetration and
growth and to protect overseas raarkets and investments. The practical
pursuit of thesc objectives led the United Statcs to opposc virtually all
revolutions during these years.'!

With business clamoring for aggressive government supporl through trade
associations such as the National Association ol Manufacturers and the
American Asiatic Association, and establishing a worldwide presence in
cverything from Heinz ketchup to McCormick reapers, the “promotional

‘state” was born. Most importantty, argue the revisionists, the United States

promoted and protected American economic interests by working to exclude
European influcnce and to suppress political and social disorder in Latin
Amecrica and to enforce the open door policy of equal access for trade and
invesiment in China. Government pursuit of these ends encompassed a broad
range of actions. In Latin America, the United States threatened and carried
outl military interventions, established protectorates, administered customs
houses, and applied political and economic pressures, The government also
employed “chosen instruments” ot groups of American bankevs in efforts to
counter Russian or Japanese influence in China or to promote order in the
Caribbean through loans to favored clients. And, as the US government—
business relationship solidified, the United States reformed the consular
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service, adopted, *bargalning” tariffs aimed at forcing concessions from
other nations, established the Burean of Roreign and Domestic Commerce
and the National Foreign Trade Council, and allowed American banks to
establish branches abroad - all with an eye toward augmenting foreign
comirierce and investment.’?

The revisionist critique of US foreign relations elicited one of the most
bitter debates within the American historical profession, Opponents of the 5o-
called “New Economic Determinists” charged them with misunderstanding
and perhaps even consciously miscepresenting the history of the late nine-
teenth century. Rather than a period of panic and depression, the Gilded Age
was, they argue, an era of growth and oplimism. American business looked
first to the home market, and Congress signaled its agreement with this focus
by repeatedly enacting protective tariffs that impeded commercial expansion.
Critics charged the revisionists with cxaggerating (he closeness of govern-
ment-business relations, For example, there was 1o unimpeachable evidence
thal McKinley had acted principally from economic concerns, As Julius W,
Pra(l had argued in the 1930s, business had opposed war until the very eve of
the conflict and had been “indifferent to imperialism or definitely opposed”
until Dewey destroyed the Spanish fleel in Manila Bay. Official policy was
hesitant and contradictory, and “tenuousness of the confacts , .. charac-
terized the structural relationship between business and government,” 13

These critics further asserted thal only by concentrating on the “rhetoric®

of expunsionists at the expense of “abjective realities” could one make (he
economic argument. Business was far from unitary on the issue of commer-
cial expansion, with larger, more concentrated companies providing the bulk
of the exports and smaller concerns beiug the most solicitous of government
aid. The most successful US exporiers, such as the Singer Sewing Machine
Company or Standard Qil, carved out foreign markets with little goverament
assistance, and the value of exports and investiments in Rurope and North
_America far exceeded (hose in Latin America or China, the focus of (nost
expansionist strategies. Indeed, the fabled “China macket” was statistically
a “myth,” since it constituted only 0.3 per cent of American exports in 1890
and less than 1 per cent in 1910. Given tlicse “realities,” placing economic
expansion al the center of US policy made the process unduly “rational®™ and
“unitary” and helped make treatments of this period “the worst chapter in
almost any book.” 14

Such cautions, especially those (reating the structural relations of business
and government, the most successful export companies, the geographic
distribution of American exports, and the overly rational portrayal of policy,
are well taken. However, these critics have not refuted the depiction of the
Jiberal-capitalist ideology which, according to the revisionists, provided the

essential intellectual context for policy formation. While “realistic” trade
figures are useful, they did not prevent generations of Americans from
coveting potential profits in China, Binally, the Gilded Age wus not an era of
optimism for farmers, Plagued by chronic hard times, both cotton planters
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and midwestern producers of livestock and grain clamored for expanded
export markets throughout this period.

THE PRATT SCHOOL AND ITS ADHERENTS

Most of the remaining writing on the motivation for American empire has
investigated alternatives (o the economic interpretation. Building particularly
on the work of Julius W. Pratt and Samuel Flagg Bemis, who res‘.ponQed to
Beard and Nearing in the 1930s and 1940s, and on subsequent studies by
Richard Hofstadter and Ernest R. May in the 19505 and 1960s, scholars
emphasizing non-cconomic explanations have morc often portrayed _US
actions in the twenty-five years after 1890 as humane and well-meaning
rather than selfish and exploitive, as ad hoc and accidental rather than
systemic and predictable, and as breaking with rather than continuing
American foreign policy traditions, .

Like the revisionisis, Hofstadter and Robert Dailek linked foreign policy to
domestic events; however, Lthey contend that the American public’s response
can be understood best in psychological rather than material terms. Buffeted
by the post- 1893 depression, by the Populist Movement, by Lh.e growth and
consolidation of big business, by urbanization and the changmg. nature of
jmmigration, by the labor violence, and by the ostensible closing of the
frontier, the nalion cxperienced a “psychic crisis.” Americans channeled
their domestic frustrations and hwmanitarian concerns into a chauvinistic,
jingoistic foreign policy; both the war and colonial cmpifc “had more to::l]c;
with relieving internal strains than with serving American mtcrc.-zs(s aerad.
Extending this argument, other historians have decried the nation's fmlure to
deliberately weigh “interests and responsibilities.” Instead of acting from
“political realism™ (or cconomic self-intevest), the nation had gone tok war
out of an “explosive combination of altruism and self-assertive national
egoism” and acquired an “empire in a (it of abscnl-milxdcdne§s.”’6 A

The concept of national hysteria driving the nation to war raised the cru.cml
question of how this overwhelming public pressure was trans.lated into
governmental action. If businessmen were reluctant followers in the de-
cisions for war and empire, who provided the impetus for these momentous
steps? Writing in the 1930s, Julius Pratt offered several se'mmal inter-
pretations. First, he credited scholars and publicists such as Adm.lral A.lfredb’l‘.
Mahan, Congregationalist minister Josiah Strong, and Co!umbu.l Umvcrsn.ty
professor John W, Burgess with instructing the American public in the merilts
of a “new manifest destiny.” Burgess and Strong assured Americans of the
superiority of their Anglo-Saxon governmental inslitutions.anc.l Protestant
Christianity and urged them 1o spread this superior ci.villzallon abroad.
Mahan argued for a “large policy” featuring the construction of a grea.t navy
and an isthmian canal and the holding of key naval bases in the Caribbean
and the Pacific for both strategic and commercial purposes. Therefore, when
the American public sought an emotional, psychological release from the
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problems of the 1890s, they had before them a racial, religious, and strategic
blueprint.'” To these domestically-produced prescriptions, subsequent his-
torians have added the influence of the contemporary example of European
imperialism and the assumption that imperialism was a requisite of the great
power status to which the United States aspired.'?

Other histarians, wriling contemporaneously with Pratt, agreed that an
aroused public had driven McKinley and the Republican Party into war:
liowever, these historians ciled the sensational reporting of the American
press as primarily responsible for focusing American sympathy on the plight
of the Cuban pcople. Drawing on their own reporters and information
provided by the Cuban junta in New York City, the “yellow press” had
inundated readers with a flood of biased stories depicting Spanish cruelty and
Cuban suffering. The American public’s intensely humanitarian response,
when combined with its outrage over the sinking of the battleship Maine,
dictated war.'®

Pratt augmented these explanations by providing another ostensible point of
linkage between the public outery and the McKinley administration, Although
Mahan was the principal popularizer of the “large policy,” Assistant Scc-
retary of the Navy Theodore Roosevelt and Scnator Henry Cabot Lodge were
the government officials most responsible for laying the “fruits of war” at the
feet of this aroused public. Roosevelt and Lodge had adopted and advacated
Mahan’s ideas, had anticipaled that war with Spain would afford the oppor-
tunity for its consummation, and had helped manipulate a weak McKinicy
(who was “clay” in their “hands”) into (he acquisition of empire, In sum, a
skilled group of “large policy” conspirators had utilized their positions and
the war brought on by a public convinced of its racial, humanitarian, and
nationalistic mission to launch the nation on its imperial voyage,20

Repardless of the exact source of the stimulus, the concept of an overly-
excited puhlic forcing war on a resistant political and business establishment
became common staple by the 1950s. Ernest R. May ciled the “feverish
emotion™ and “‘mass passion” that gripped the nation, while providing the
most forceful depiction of still another linkage between popular opinion and
government action!” “Overshadowing all other factors . . . was the domestic
political aspect of the Cuban probiem.” May’s study culminated a long
tradition of portraying McKinley as weak and politically expedient. His
“duty to the Republican party was mach clearer than his duty to the nation,”
and he bowed to public opinion in order to avert the threat of Democratic
victories in the mid-term congressional elections of November 1898.2! If
then, as the cumulative “Pratt approach” contended, the US decision for war
and empire had been unplanned and accidental, manipulated by a few
conspirators, or the result of sincers (if misplaced or misguided) humanitarian
concern, the nation was absolved of the seffish, calculated, and exploitive
motives ascribed to it by the revisionists.

The emphasis on idealistic and humanitarian objectives provided another
alternative to the economic argument for explaining not only the onset of war
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and empire but also the essence of US foreign policy during (he decade and a
half after 1900. Pratt’s treatment of the “imperialism of righteousness” had
again anticipated this new trend when he contended that “the missionary
minded” among Protestant religious groups had argued effectively that the
United States had a “moral and religious responsibility” to spread Chris-
fianity and uplift mankind in Cuba, the Philippines, and the world over.
Concentrating particularly on Asia, the missionary movement experienced its
“golden age” from 1900 Lo 1915. As a group, missionaries had much greater
exposure to Asia than other Awericans. They and the domestic religious
establishment bad the greatest influence over general American perceptions
of the Far East, and, according to sume historians, exercised considerable
control over general policy formation,?2

Although the missionary movement provides the most obvious cxample of
humanitarian motives, scholars have not confined this argument to organized
religion. They have asserted that the benign impulse to aid others charac-
terized US policy in general, within both the insular empire and the
Caribbean. By promoting sanitation, furthering education, building public
works, maintaining order, and instituting democratic institutions, the United
States sought to prepare these less developed countries for material prosperity
and self-governance, Within this interpretive framework, presidents from
McKinley through Wilson are seen as acting to extend “civilization” (o
others, as promoling “progressive” socicties abroad, or as practicing “mis-
sionary imperialism.”2* Working from this reform dimension of US policy,
other historians have suggested that American imperial actions abroad were
natural cxiensions of the progressive movement for honesty, efficiency, and
expanded opportunity at home. 2! )

Historians seeking to refute the “sinister and sordid motives™ associ-
ated with the economic interpretation have also accentuatced strategic con-
siderations. Focusing particularly on the Caribbean region, thesc writers
tmake “continental sccurity” the essence of policy; the United States acted
to safeguard the isthmian canal route and (o prevent European nations from
securing bases or threatening the safety of the continental United States.
Pollowing the nation’s rapprochement with Great Britain at the turn of the
century, both US civilian and military leaders feared German meddling in
Latin America, and similar apprehensions over German intentions had
prompted retention of the entire Philippine acchipelago rather than a single
coaling station, Maintaining the order and stability necessary to block
European jntrusions had required annexations, foymal protectorates, admin-
istration of customs houses, military interventions and occupations, and the
general suppression of revolutions, But these actions were undertaken
reluctantly and for defensive purposes rather than to gratuitously dominate
and exploil smaller, weuaker nations. Termed by. some ‘‘protective” or
“preclusive imperialism,” such ostensibly defensive, mon-economic be-
havior has led others to dismiss “North American imperialism” during
these years as a “myth,”?>
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Accomplishing such strategic objeclives required power or the “toals of
empire,” Foremost among these 1ools was the development of US military
capacity and especially a modern navy. With increased strength came an
enhanced institutional and professional role for the American military, From
their positions on the Navy General Board and the Army General Staff,
military leaders endorsed the antirevolutionary drive for order and stability
in the Caribbean, favored the exclusion of Europeans from the western
hemisphere, and sought additiona) resources and bases in the Far East.
Significantly, historians have contended (hat these military spokesmen were
motivated primarily by sirategic concerns, and secondly by their desire (o
strengthen their own branches of the service.26

According to other historians, enhanced American naval power was part of
the larger process of modernization by which the United States and Europe
outstripped the rest of the world technologically. The resulting disparity in
power, togcther with parallel differences in national coherence and purpose,
undergirded empire. Making modernizalion the essential context, Richard
H. Collin has portrayed a vibrant, materialistic, technologically advanced,
conjoint, and Protestant United States confronting a Icss developed, com-
paratively inert, disparate, and Catholic Latin America. Against this back-
ground of cultural dissonance and of US strength and Latin weakness, both
conflict and American predominance were virtually inevitable,?” This analysis
represents “imperialism as an objective process due fundamentally 1o the
unavoidable impact of advanced western civilization on the comparatively
backward native cultures of the third world.” Objectivists also emphasize the
necessity for advanced nations “to intervene . . . to impose order on chaotjc
conditions” and the interventions as “primarily a work of education and
civilization.”2® If (he process is inexorable and progressive, then selfish
national or political interests are minimized or excluded.

Just as Lhe economic analysis clicited stringent criticism, the “Pratt
approach™ has not gone unscathed. Students of Amcrican naval policy have
discrediled a central aspectof the “farge policy” conspiracy by demonstrating
that a group of navy officers, rathcr than Theodore Roosevelt, formulated the
battle plan directing Admiral Dewey 10 attack the Spanish Heet at Manila Bay.
Drafted before Roosevelt took office as assistant secretary, the plan had been
personally approved by President McKinley prior to its tmplementation,.2?
This portrayal of the president controlling sirategic planning is part of the more
recent depiction of McKinley as a masterful politician and adept manager of
men who dominaled his administration and its foreign policy. H. Wayne
Morgan, Lewis L. Goold, and Jobn L. Offner have argued convincingly that
McKinley was neither manipulated by large policy conspirators nor over-
whelmed by public pressure. Instead, he opted for war and empire based on a
deliberate assessment of US interests. In the most recent and exhaustively
researched of these valumes, Offner constructs a strong case for the influence
of domestic political over economic considerations in McKinley's thinking.
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But Offner's McKinley is a much strenger, more competent, and reflective
leader than the man presented by Ernest May,30

Bven with Offner’s meticulous recondtruction of the political and diplo-
matic context, definitively proving that ihe reticent McKinley acted princip-
ally from humanitarian or political motives remains only slightly less difficult
than demonstrating his primary economic aims. Similarly, determining the
true nature of “public opinion” at the turn of the century, and linking such
sentiment to the actual formation of policy has proven most difficult. Who
constituted the publie? In the absence of Gallup polls, how can public opinion
be gauged? Were cditorial opinions synonymous with and representative of
public opinion? Other scholars have questioned the influence of intellectuals
and publicists. Men such as Strong and Mahan, according to James A. Field,
Jr, were more concerned with internal prablems or sirategic defensc than with
aggressive expansion or imperialism, and their decisive impact on American
public perceptions remains unsubstanliated.3!

More gencrally, the analytical approach of finding exceplions (o the cco-
nomic argument or comparing “rhetoric” to “reality” might also be applied
to the humanitarian or strategic ceasoning, For example, even the most ardent
practitioners of the Pratt approach arc cimbarrassed by Theodore Roosevell's
high-handed treatment of Colombia and his expedient response {0 the Panama
“revolution™; nor were the fixing of elections in Nicaragua and Santo
Domingo or the violent military rule of Ilaiti consistent with democratic
doctrine. Similarly, Melvin Small has questioned the widely held view that
Germany constituted a military and strategic threat in the Caribbean after
190332 1f the reality were not so menacing, then the rhetoric of contemporaries
and those historians who justified US interventions in the Caribbean or Mexico
inust also be challenged. Such “exceptions™ or discrepancies between rhetoric
and reality raise the larger issue of American “innocence.” Can such inno-
cence and alleged devotion (o principle and self-defense be reconciled with the
uncanny promotion of US material interests by humanitarian and strategic
policies?** And can the innocent and aberrant nature of US policy from 1890
to 1916 be sustained other than by narrowly defining imperialism and by

ignoring the continuity of an acquisitive, domineering policy toward Mexicans,
Indians, and other nonwhites?

DEVELOPMENT AND DEPENDENCY

Such questions demand an assessment of the impact of American imperialism
on other nations and peoples. Generally, but not exclusively, those scholars
working within the conceptual boundaries of the Pratt approach have
positively evaluated the outcomes of American policies. They emphasize that
the United States undertook jroperialism with an “uneasy conscience” and a
commilment to prepare others for sell-government. This commitment dis-
tinguished American imperialism from the European variety and operated as
a “safety valve” protecting the United States from “some of the temptations
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— (o abuse, to diillusionment, and 1o cynicism - of ils great power.”” As the
requisite ﬁrst‘ét'ep__io imparting respect for democratic processes, the United
States impésed order and stability on the Philippines and the Caribbean. By
subduing chrénic banditry and suppressing revolution, Americans reduced
the persistent violence in these societies and rescued them from the threat of
Etropean intervention,*

- According to these historians, this greater domestic tranquility facilitated

other positive achieveinents. American control in Cuba, Puerto Rico, or the
Philippines improved public sanitation, eradicated disease, extended educa-
tion, and transformed public facilitics. The enhanced political and social
order also attracted foreign investinents for economic development, at least a
portion of which trickled down (o the general population. While acknow-
ledging that US policies had kept some unpopular governments in power, that
the lessons in self-government had not always been learned well, or that
development had not brought general prosperity, these scholars concluded
that “by the comparative standard, the United States had no reason to
apologizc for its record,"33

Other students of US policy in the Philippines and Caribbean have been
less complimentary, arguing that the costs of the US quest for order and
stability have been far too high. Suppressing the Philippine revolution
between (899 and 1902 resulted in eighteen thousand Filipino battle casnal-
ties and contributed to al least another hundred thousand deaths from disease
and starvation. Other interventions led to several hundred Mexican and more
than two thousand Haitian deaths. Critics have also attributed deleterious
social and economic developmenis (o these military occupations. Louis A,
Pérez, Jr argues convincingly that US intervention against Spain stifled thic
social portion of the Cuban revolution that had called for the distribution of
land to the dispossessed. Similarly, the American military has been credited
with extending discriminatory racial codes and opposing labor organization
in areas under its control.38

This conservative bent has also been detected in the political realm where
the order imposed by the United States repeatedly produced or sustained
elitist, usually autocratic, domination rather than effectively promoting the
adoption of democratic institutions. American-trained and armed natonal
guards provided the bases for decades-long dictatorships, and catering to
American wishes became more crucial than public service to successful office
holding. Corruption and narrow pecsonal and upper-class self-interest, in
the absence of clear domestic accountability, too often characterized these
distorted polities. Those emphasizing the negative aspects of US control have
vigorously disputed the contention that an American presence benefitted
smaller nations economically, They argue that increased US and foreign
investmenl, better roads and ports, enhanced technology. greater productivity,
and expanded exports failed 10 improve the standard of living for the great
majority of Filipino, Caribbean, or central American peasants and workers.
Instead, these countries developed export economies focused on agriculturat
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or extractive products that were often controlled by foreign owners or local
clites and were especially vulnerable to international cconomic forces. The
poor repeatedly lost small, food-psoducing farins to large haciendas and were
left as migrant workers subject to seasonal unemployment. The experience of
Puerto Rico provides perhaps the most telling refutation of the “exaggerated
claims” for the bepign influence of US administration and economic presence,
Despite orderly, honest, efficient government imposed by the United States,
despite significant private investment in sugar, tobacco, and public utilities,
and despite greatly expanded exports, the overall standard of living remained
static between 1898 and 1930. As Daniel R, Headrick has perceptively noted,
“growth™ and “development” are not synonymous. The latter requires
investment in human rather than physical capital — a process that seldom
occurred under the imperial mantle,?’?

Dependency theory has provided one of the most provocative attempts 1o
cxplain the developmental experience of smaller, poorer countries. In essence,
this complex body of thought contends that the development and prosperity of
the industrialized, technologically sophisticated “metropolitan” nations and
the agrarian, non-industrialized, and poor “peripheral” countries have been
incompatible. Using their wealth and technology, their controf of markets,
and (heir military might, metropolitan nations have forced the periphery to
supply raw materials and consume foreign-produced industrial goods.
According (o dependency theorists, this relationship compels the poor
countrics to concentrate on a few exportable products, and leaves them with
little control cver economic decisions and with severely limited capacity to
industrialize and enhance national welfarc. Real power resides with the
metropolitan nations: they determine the terms of trade and, together with
local elites, derive the profits from the system.*®

Dependency theory has evoked spirited rejoinders. Dissenlers assert that
this analysis gives insufficient weighl to local conditions, such as the colonial
history of elite rule, neglect of education, or lack of physical and human
resources for industrialization jn Latin America. Others complain that
dependencestas fail to devole preper atienlion 1o non-pecuniary ideologies or
to account for different rates of development among third-world countrics.¥
Given these and other criticisms, dependency theory fails to demonstrate
direct US responsibility for alf the ills of its client states, but this analytical
shortcamjng does not refute the theory’s accurate description of dismal
conditions in the Philippines or Latin America.

While dependency theory has addressed the imperial relationship in
economic terms, the concept of “cultural imperialism” encompasses ideas
and beliefs, Once more differences over definition abound. Some scholars
believe that the process must be forcefully imposed and promote political or
cconomic ends. Others reject this “functional™ approach for a “structural™
theory thal accentuates the discrepancy in power between two societies and
the ability of the stronger one to provide the (eachers and to define topics
(ranging from religion to technology) worthy of swdy. The latter approach
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coincides most closely with the broad working definition of imperialism
adopted earlier in this essay. Regardiess of definition, the concept of cultural
imperialism facilitates an examination of the roles of often-overlooked “non-
slate actors™ such as missionaries, teachers, and medical personnel in US
foreign relations and promotes a more inclusive assessment of the impact of
US presence abroad. 40

In the broadest sense, American insistence that others should adopt
democratic and capitalistic instituiions has been “profoundly imperial-
istic."4! By pressuring Cubans to eschew political violence or Filipinos
to prepare for self-government based on a US model, the United States
demanded that these countries remake their societies according to American
values. Clearly, the “reforms” aimed at stabilizing economies, or instituting
honest, efficient, ropresentative governments, or promoting improved sani-
tation or nmedical practices embodied a critical cultural dimension. To effect
changes in any of these societal or political areas required altcrations of
cultural beliefs and practices.

Missionarjes were the most prominent group of non-state actors propa-
gating American cultural beliefs abroad from (890 through 1916. Indeed. this
era has been characterized as the most aggressive in American missionary
history. Phrasing their goals in a Janguage of conquest, missionaries went to
China and the Philippines not as “passive cultural intermediaries” but as
“conscious agents of change, of radical transformation. They came to Asia to
do something to Asia and Asians.” Missionaries sought to impose religious
codes that they deemed to be superior; they also labored tirclessly on
educational and medical projects 42

BEducation obviously provided a mechanism for disseminating western
values and technology, but historians have also included western medicine
among the “tools of empire.” On an immediate and practical level, Ameri-
cans instituted measures for improved sanitation to protect their adminis-
trators and soldiers in Cuba, Mexico, or the Philippines and to help prevent
the spread of disease from the Caribbean to the mainland, But Americans also
viewed medicine as a ‘‘superior form of propaganda for the henefits of
western civilization and capitalism.” Missionaries perceived medicine as a
way to do good while at the same time making contacts with and acquiring
influence over indigenous populations. Medicine, contends David Arnold,
was a “celcbration of empire itself,” since it often involved inassive
exercises in state and military intervention and the ccordering of indigenous
societies along western lines, %3

If US imperialism produced mixed economic results, what was the cultural
impact? Historians once referred to tremendously “constructive activities™
and “useful reforms and achievements” in the Philippines and other arcas
under American control.*® More recent scholarship cither questions the
positive effects of the American presence or suggests that the impact has been
exaggerated — both negatively and positively. Virtually all historians agree that
efforts fo transplant US political institutions were largely futile. Even if ciienl
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states adopted an ostensibly representative government, they were invariably
plagued by dictatorships, elite domination, politically related violence, inef-
ficiency and corruplion. In short, palterns that existed prior to US control
persisied. The same was often true in education or medicine. For example, US
efforts 1o promote education in the Philippines were well intentioned and aided
tens of thousands of Filipinos, but by (913 the average child spent only two
years in school and the overall literacy rate had not impraved. Similarly, the US
occupation of Vera Cruz in 19{5 produced a startling medical and sanitary
transforination of the cily into a much cleaner and healthier place; soon after the
US departure, all had returned to “normal.’” Finally, missionaries in the
Philippines and China contriboted to a spirit of individualism promoting
democracy in the former and revolution in the latler, The missionaries in China
also furthered education and medical innovations on a scale similar (o that in
the Philippines, but they converted few Chinese to Christianity. Again, the
native culture was tenaciously resistant 1o change. A. B. Campbell’s observa-
tion concerning political transference seems more generally applicable; “They
[subject peoples] cannot be made more civilized, and therefore fitter for seif-
government, if civilization is defined in alien terms.”3

Both dependency theory and cultural imperialism raise the issue of collabor-
ation between Americans and the people they sought to control. This, like the
impact of the US prescnce morse gencrally, has been a relatively neglected
topic. But, as European scholars have emphasized, collaboration was an
essential component of the imperial process. From the BEuropean and American
perspective, it was directly retated (o the cost of empire. Without indigenous
collaborators, the administration of either colonics or informal empirc would
have been prohibitive. Discerning the motives of local collaborators has
proven more difficult. Politicians often cooperated with the United States or
solicited US aid or intervention as a means of gaining or retaining control
of their governments. Merchants who were well placed usually profited from
US trade and investment, Elites in Cuba or the Philippines understood the US
tendency to block revolution and thereby preserve their social and economic
positions. Still, narrow sclf-interest was not the only motive for collaboration.
Muny politicians, merchants, or aristocrats also considered US political
institutions, economic practices, and technology as the most viable route to
modernization and general prosperity. Therefore, elite collaborators were often
complex figures who pursued national as well as personat goals within severely
constricted choices. For the masses in Cuba or the Philippines the reality of
American power and the futility of resistance were probably more responsible
for their acquiescence, if not active collabosation.46

IMPERIALISM, AMERICAN STYLE

What conclusions emerge from this welter of interpretations? First, the
United States was neither so exceptional nor so innocent as scholars once
coniended. Like their European contemporaries, Americans possessed and
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employed superior power 1o control others, After al] the justifications have
been stripped away, the essential process remains one of “Big Dog eais Litlle
Dog.”47 Second, the economic, social, and political dislocation of the 1890s
provided an essential backdrop for a more assertive foreign policy, but
American imperialism was not the result of conspiracy, mass irrationality,
incompetent leadership, or national absent-mindedness, McKinley, Roosevelt,
and Wilson were compelent leaders who dominated their foreign policies and
acted from considered assessments of national and international interests,

When evalnated from the perspective of long-lerm ideological and policy
patterns, the evenis of the 1890s were neither an accident nor an aberration.
American imperialism followed logically from a heritage of continental
expansion at the expense of Mexicans and Indians and from an ideology that
had long emphasized the inequality of raccs and the superiority of white
Anglo-Saxons, had linked US expansion (o a “mission” extending liberty to
others, and had made economic growth central to obtaining national great-
ness.*® The campaign after 1890 for a liberal world order featuring demo-
cratic institutions and capitalism was built on solid foundations.

Regnrdless of the specific motive or objective — whether economic expan-
sion, strategic security, democratic reform, cultural uplift, or religious con-
version — those who made policy in the United States, and those “who
attempted to influence if, invariably sought order and stability and opposed all
revolutionary change they felt unable to control. Indeed, the pursuit of order
and stability and a predictable international environment open to American
ideals and intcrests provided the principal operational theme for US policy
from 1890 through 1916. Turn-of-thc-century Americans were not, however,
completely cynical and selfisli. Although variously interested in national
welfare and personal and economic fulfillment and certainly ethnocentric and
patronizing toward their supposed “inferiors,” Americans sincerely believed

_that US tmperialism would benefit those being controlled. And the various
motives for American imperialism reinforced one another; they were not
mutually exclusive. National aggrandizement and altruistic motives coexisted
quite comfortably with one another; economic, strategic, racial, philosophical,
and religious influences fused imperialism and idealism.*

Still, any assessment of American imperialism must not divorce cven the
most benign motives from their impact abroad. The effects of American
policies have received much less scholarly consideration than the domestic
roots of imperialism, and greates attention needs to be devoted to the role of
the periphery and collaboration within the American empire. Interestingly,
the desire to prepare others for self-government and the conviction that these
clients should follow the developmental example of the United States has
persuaded many observers that their policies were less exploitive than those
of the Buropeans; but these objectives simultaneously rendered Americans
more imperialistic, not less, becanse they were more ambitious in their
insistence uponinstituting more fundamental changes in indigenous societies.
Moreover, the claims for the benefits of American control must not be
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overstated. Order was imposed; education was promoted; sanitation and
medical care were improved; roads, railroads, and ports were constructed;
private capital was infused; productivity was enhanced. But such ceforms
usually proved ransitory and did little to improve the lot of the majority of
local inhabitants. Neither democratic institulions nor true economic de-
velopment and general prosperity proved exportable to the Caribbean or the
Philippines. This failure resulted in part from the tenacity of indigenous
cultural, political, and economic forces. But the US presence also contributed
to the deaths of thousands of Filipinos and Latin Americans, to elite-
controlled and dictatorial politics, and to static or declining economic
conditions for the masses. Only by ignoring such outcomes and the coercion
involved or by attempting o narrowly define US imperialism out of existence
can the image of American innocence and the fundamental uniqueness of
imperialisim, American style be sustained,
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