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FOR MUCH OF THE 19TH CENTURY, most Americans were preoccupied by continental
expansion. Elections rarely turned on international events, and presidents rarely
made their reputations as statesmen in the world arena. The diplomatic corps,

like most agencies of the federal government, was small and inexperienced. The
government projected its limited military power westward and possessed virtually
no capacity or desire for involvement overseas.

The nation’s rapid industrial growth in the late 19th century forced a turn
away from such continentalism. Technological advances, especially the laying of
transoceanic cables and the introduction of steamship travel, diminished America’s
physical isolation. The babble of languages one could hear in American cities testi-
fied to how much the Old World had penetrated the New. Then, too, Americans
watched anxiously as England, Germany, Russia, Japan, and other industrial
powers intensified their competition for overseas markets and colonies. Some
believed America also needed to enter this contest.

A war with Spain in 1898 gave the United States an opportunity to upgrade its
military and acquire colonies and influence in the Western Hemisphere and Asia.
Under Presidents William McKinley and Theodore Roosevelt, the United States
pursued these initiatives and established a small but strategically important empire.
Not all Americans supported this imperial project, and many protested the subjuga-
tion of the peoples of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines that imperial expan-
sion seemed to entail. In the eyes of anti-imperialists, the United States seemed to
be becoming the kind of nation that many Americans had long despised—one that
valued power more than liberty.
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CHRONOLOGY

1893 Frederick Jackson Turner publishes an essay announcing the
end of the frontier

1898 Spanish-American War (April 14–August 12) ◆ Treaty of
Paris signed (December 10), giving U.S. control of Philippines,
Guam, and Puerto Rico ◆ U.S. annexes Hawaii

1899–1902 American-Filipino War
1899–1900 U.S. pursues Open Door policy toward China
1900 U.S. annexes Puerto Rico ◆ U.S. and other imperial powers

put down Chinese Boxer Rebellion
1901 U.S. forces Cuba to adopt constitution favorable to U.S.

interests
1903 Hay–Bunau-Varilla Treaty signed, giving U.S. control of

Panama Canal Zone
1904 “Roosevelt corollary” to Monroe Doctrine proclaimed
1905 Roosevelt negotiates end to Russo-Japanese War
1906–1917 U.S. intervenes in Cuba, Nicaragua, Haiti, Dominican

Republic, and Mexico
1907 Roosevelt and Japanese government reach a “gentlemen’s

agreement” restricting Japanese immigration to U.S. and
ending the segregation of Japanese schoolchildren in
California

1907–1909 Great White Fleet circles the world
1909–1913 William Howard Taft conducts “dollar diplomacy”
1910 Mexican Revolution
1914 Panama Canal opens
1914–1917 Wilson struggles to develop a policy toward Mexico
1917 U.S. purchases Virgin Islands from Denmark

Roosevelt brushed aside these objections and set about creating an interna-
tional system in which a handful of industrial nations pursued their global
economic interests, dominated world trade, and kept the world at peace. Woodrow
Wilson, however, was more troubled by America’s imperial turn. His doubts
became apparent in his efforts to devise a policy toward post revolutionary Mexico
that restrained American might and respected Mexican desires for liberty. It was a
worthy ambition but one that proved difficult to achieve.

THE UNITED STATES LOOKS ABROAD

By the late 19th century, sizable numbers of Americans had become interested
in extending their country’s influence abroad. The most important groups were
Protestant missionaries, businessmen, and imperialists.
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Protestant
Missionaries

Protestant missionaries were among the most active pro-
moters of American interests abroad. Overseas missionary
activity grew quickly between 1870 and 1900, most of it

directed toward China. Between 1880 and 1900, the number of women’s mission-
ary societies doubled, from 20 to 40; by 1915, these societies enrolled 3 million
women. Convinced of the superiority of the Anglo-Saxon race, Protestant mission-
aries considered it their Christian duty to teach the Gospel to the “ignorant” Asian
masses and save their souls. Missionaries also believed that their conversion efforts
would free those masses from their racial destiny, enabling them to become
“civilized.”

Businessmen Industrialists, traders, and investors also began to look over-
seas, sensing that they could make fortunes in foreign lands.

Exports of American manufactured goods rose substantially after 1880. By 1914,
American foreign investment equaled a sizable 7 percent of the nation’s gross
national product. Companies such as Eastman Kodak (film and cameras), Singer
Sewing Machine, Standard Oil, American Tobacco, and International Harvester
had become multinational corporations with overseas branch offices.

Some industrialists became entranced by the prospect of clothing, feeding, hous-
ing, and transporting the 400 million people of China. James B. Duke, who headed
American Tobacco, was selling 1 billion cigarettes per year in East Asian markets.
Looking for ways to fill empty boxcars heading west from Minnesota to Tacoma,
Washington, the railroad tycoon James J. Hill imagined stuffing them with wheat
and steel destined for China and Japan. He actually distributed wheat cookbooks
throughout East Asia to convince Asians to shift from a rice-based to a bread-based
diet (so that there would be a market there for U.S. flour exports). Although export
trade with East Asia during this period never fulfilled the expectations of Hill and
other industrialists, their talk about the “wealth of the Orient” impressed on politi-
cians its importance to American economic health.

Events of the 1890s only intensified the appeal of foreign markets. First, the
1890 U.S. census announced that the frontier had disappeared and that America
had completed the task of westward expansion. Then, in 1893, a young historian
named Frederick Jackson Turner published an essay, “The Significance of the
Frontier in American History,” that articulated what many Americans feared: that
the frontier had been essential to the growth of the economy and to the cultivation
of democracy.

Living in the wilderness, Turner argued, had transformed the Europeans who set-
tled the New World into Americans. They shed their European clothing styles, social
customs, and political beliefs, and acquired distinctively American characteristics—
rugged individualism, egalitarianism, and a democratic faith. How, Turner wondered,
could the nation continue to prosper now that the frontier had gone?

In recent years, historians of the American West have criticized Turner’s
“frontier thesis.” They have argued that the very idea of the frontier as uninhabited
wilderness overlooked the tens of thousands of Indians who occupied the region
and that much else of what Americans believed about the West was based more
on myth than on reality. They have also pointed out that it makes little sense to
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view the 1890s as a decade in which opportunities for economic gain disappeared
in the West.

Even though these points are valid, they would have meant little to Americans
living in Turner’s time. For them, as for Turner, concern about the disappearing
frontier expressed a fear that the increasingly urbanized and industrialized nation
had lost its way. Turner’s essay appeared just as the country was entering the
deepest, longest, and most conflict-ridden depression in its history (see Chapter
19). What could the republic do to regain its economic prosperity and political
stability? Where would it find its new frontiers? One answer to these questions
focused on the pursuit of overseas expansion.

Imperialists Eager to assist in the drive for overseas expansion was a
group of politicians, intellectuals, and military strategists

who viewed such expansion as essential to the pursuit of world power. They
wanted the United States to join Britain, France, Germany, and Russia as a great
imperial nation. They believed that the United States should build a strong navy,
solidify a sphere of influence in the Caribbean, and extend markets into Asia. Their
desire to control ports and territories beyond the continental borders of their own
country made them imperialists.
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One of the best-known imperialists of the period was Admiral Alfred Thayer
Mahan. In an influential book, The Influence of Sea Power upon History, 1660–1783
(1890), Mahan argued that past empires, beginning with Rome, had relied on their
capacity to control the seas. Mahan called for the construction of a U.S. navy with
enough ships and firepower to make its presence felt across the world. To be effective,
that global fleet would require a canal across Central America through which U.S.
warships could pass swiftly from the Atlantic to the Pacific oceans. It would also
require a string of far-flung service bases from the Caribbean to the southwestern
Pacific. Mahan recommended that the U.S. government take possession of Hawaii
and other strategically located Pacific islands with superior harbor facilities.

Presidents William McKinley and Theodore Roosevelt would eventually make
almost the whole of Mahan’s vision a reality, but in the early 1890s, Mahan
doubted that Americans would accept the responsibility and costs of empire.
Many Americans still insisted that the United States should not aspire to world
power by acquiring overseas bases and colonizing foreign peoples.

Mahan underestimated, however, the government’s alarm over the scramble of
Europeans to extend their imperial control. Every U.S. administration from the
1880s on committed to a “big navy” policy. By 1898, the U.S. Navy ranked fifth
in the world, and by 1900, it ranked third. Already in 1878, the United States had
secured rights to Pago Pago, a superb deep-water harbor in Samoa (a collection of
islands in the southwest Pacific inhabited by Polynesians), and in 1885, it had
leased Pearl Harbor from the Hawaiians. Both harbors were expected to serve as
fueling stations for the growing U.S. fleet.

These attempts to project U.S. power overseas had already deepened the gov-
ernment’s involvement in the affairs of distant lands. In 1889, the United States es-
tablished a protectorate over part of Samoa, a move meant to forestall German and
British efforts to weaken American influence on the islands. In the early 1890s,
President Grover Cleveland’s administration was increasingly drawn into Hawaiian
affairs, as tensions between American sugar plantation owners and native Hawai-
ians upset the islands’ economic and political stability. In 1891, U.S. plantation
owners succeeded in deposing the Hawaiian king and putting into power Queen
Liliuokalani. But when Liliuokalani strove to establish her independence from
American interests, the planters, assisted by U.S. sailors, overthrew her regime,
too. Cleveland declared Hawaii a protectorate in 1893, but he resisted the imperial-
ists in Congress who wanted to annex the islands.

Still, imperialist sentiment in Congress and across the nation continued to
grow, fueled by “jingoism.” Jingoists were nationalists who thought that a swagger-
ing foreign policy and a willingness to go to war would enhance their nation’s
glory. This predatory brand of nationalism emerged in each of the world’s big
powers in the late 19th century. In the United States, it manifested itself in terms
of an eagerness for war. The anti-imperialist editor of the Nation, E. L. Godkin,
exclaimed in 1894: “The number of men and officials of this country who are
now mad to fight somebody is appalling.” Recent feminist scholarship has empha-
sized the degree to which men of the 1890s saw war as an opportunity to revive
frontier-like notions of masculinity—of men as warriors and conquerors—that
were proving difficult to sustain in industrializing and bureaucratizing America.
Spain’s behavior in Cuba in the 1890s gave those men the war they sought.
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THE SPANISH-AMERICAN WAR

Relations between the Cubans and their Spanish rulers had long been deteriorating.
The Spanish had taken 10 years to subdue a revolt begun in 1868. In 1895, the
Cubans staged another revolt, sparked by their continuing resentment of Spanish
control and by a depressed economy caused in part by an 1894 U.S. tariff law
that made Cuban sugar too expensive for the U.S. market. The fighting was brutal.
Cuban forces destroyed large areas of the island to make it uninhabitable by the
Spanish. The Spanish army, led by General Valeriano Weyler, responded in kind,
forcing large numbers of Cubans into concentration camps. Denied adequate food,
shelter, and sanitation, an estimated 200,000 Cubans—one-eighth of the island’s
population—died of starvation and disease.

Such tactics, especially those ascribed to “Butcher” Weyler (as he was known
in much of the U.S. press), inflamed American opinion. Many Americans sympa-
thized with the Cubans, who seemed to be fighting the kind of anti-colonial war
Americans had waged more than 100 years earlier. Americans stayed informed
about Cuban-Spanish struggles by reading the New York Journal, owned by
William Randolph Hearst, and the New York World, owned by Joseph Pulitzer.
Hearst and Pulitzer were transforming newspaper publishing in much the same
way Sam McClure and others had revolutionized the magazine business (see
Chapter 21). To boost circulation, they sought out sensational and shocking stor-
ies and described them in lurid detail. They were accused of engaging in “yellow
journalism”—embellishing stories with titillating details when the true reports did
not seem dramatic enough.

The sensationalism of the yellow press and its frequently jingoistic accounts
failed to bring about American intervention in Cuba, however. In the final days of
his administration, President Cleveland resisted mounting pressure to intervene.

The U.S. Navy, 1890–1914: Expenditures and Battleship Size

Fiscal
Year

Total Federal
Expenditures

Naval
Expenditures

Naval
Expenditures
as Percentage

of Total
Federal

Expenditures

Size of Battleships
(average tons
displaced)

1890 $318,040,711 $22,006,206 6.9% 11,000

1900 520,860,847 55,953,078 10.7 12,000

1901 524,616,925 60,506,978 11.5 16,000

1905 657,278,914 117,550,308 20.7 16,000

1909 693,743,885 115,546,011 16.7 27,000 (1910)

1914 735,081,431 139,682,186 19.0 32,000

Source: (for expenditures) E. B. Potter, Sea Power: A Naval History (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1982), p. 187;
(for size of ships) Harold Sprout, Toward a New Order of Sea Power (New York: Greenwood Press, 1976), p. 52.
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William McKinley, who succeeded him in 1897, denounced the Spanish even more
harshly, with the aim of forcing Spain into concessions that would satisfy the
Cuban rebels and end the conflict. Initially, this strategy seemed to work: Spain
relieved “Butcher” Weyler of his command, began releasing incarcerated Cubans
from concentration camps, and granted Cuba limited autonomy. Still, Spaniards liv-
ing on the island refused the authority of a Cuban government, and Cuban rebels
continued to demand full independence. Late in 1897, when riots broke out in
Havana, McKinley ordered the battleship Maine into Havana harbor to protect
U.S. citizens and their property. Then, two unexpected events set off a war.

The first was the February 9, 1898, publication in Hearst’s New York Journal
of a letter stolen from Enrique Dupuy de Lôme, the Spanish minister to Washing-
ton, in which he described McKinley as “a cheap politician” and a “bidder for the
admiration of the crowd.” The de Lôme letter also implied that the Spanish cared
little about resolving the Cuban crisis through negotiation and reform. The news
embarrassed Spanish officials and outraged many in the United States. Then, only
six days later, the Maine exploded in Havana harbor, killing 260 American sailors.
Although subsequent investigations revealed that the most probable cause of the
explosion was a malfunctioning boiler, Americans were certain that it had been
the work of Spanish agents. “Remember the Maine!” screamed the headlines in
the yellow press. On March 8, Congress responded to the clamor for war by autho-
rizing $50 million to mobilize U.S. forces. In the meantime, McKinley notified Spain
of his conditions for avoiding war: Spain would pay an indemnity for the Maine,
abandon its concentration camps, end the fighting with the rebels, and commit to
Cuban independence. On April 9, Spain accepted all the demands but the last. Nev-
ertheless, on April 11, McKinley asked Congress for authority to go to war. Three
days later, Congress approved a war resolution, which included a declaration
(spelled out in the Teller Amendment) that the United States would not use the
war as an opportunity to acquire territory in Cuba. On April 24, Spain responded
with a formal declaration of war against the United States.

“A Splendid
Little War”

Secretary of State John Hay called the fight with Spain
“a splendid little war.” Begun in April, it ended in August.
More than 1 million men volunteered to fight, and fewer

than 500 were killed or wounded in combat. The American victory over Spain was
complete, not just in Cuba but in the neighboring island of Puerto Rico and in the
Philippines, Spain’s strategic possession in the Pacific.

Actually, the war was more complicated than it seemed. The main reason for
the easy victory was U.S. naval superiority. In the war’s first major battle, a naval
engagement in Manila harbor in the Philippines on May 1, a U.S. fleet commanded
by Commodore George Dewey destroyed an entire Spanish fleet and lost only one
sailor (to heat stroke). On land, the story was different. On the eve of war, the U.S.
Army consisted of only 26,000 troops. These soldiers were skilled at skirmishing
with Indians but ill-prepared and ill-equipped for all-out war. A force of 80,000
Spanish regulars awaited them in Cuba, with another 50,000 in reserve in Spain.
Congress immediately increased the army to 62,000 and called for an additional
125,000 volunteers. The response to this call was astounding, but outfitting, train-
ing, and transporting the new recruits overwhelmed the army’s capacities. Its
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standard-issue, blue flannel uniforms proved too heavy for fighting in tropical
Cuba. Rations were so poor that soldiers referred to one common item as “em-
balmed beef.” Most of the volunteers had to make do with ancient Civil War rifles
that still used black, rather than smokeless, powder. The initial invasion force of
16,000 men took more than five days to sail the short distance from Tampa, Florida,
to Daiquiri, Cuba. Moreover, the army was unprepared for the effects of malaria and
other tropical diseases.

That the Cuban revolutionaries were predominantly black also came as a
shock to the U.S. forces. In their attempts to arouse support for the Cuban cause,
U.S. newspapers had portrayed Cuban rebels as similar to white Americans. They
were described as intelligent, civilized, and democratic, possessing an “Anglo-
Saxon tenacity of purpose.” And they were “fully nine-tenths” white, according
to one report. The Spanish oppressors, by contrast, were depicted as dark-
complexioned— “dark cruel eyes, dark swaggering men” wrote author Sherwood
Anderson—and as possessing the characteristics of their “dark race”: barbarism,
cruelty, and indolence. The U.S. troops’ first encounters with Cuban and Spanish
forces challenged these stereotypes. Their Cuban allies appeared poorly outfitted,
rough mannered, and largely black. The Spanish soldiers appeared well disci-
plined, tough in battle, and light complexioned.

The Cuban rebels were skilled guerrilla fighters, but racial prejudice prevented
most U.S. soldiers and reporters from crediting their military expertise. Instead, they
judged the Cubans harshly—as primitive, savage, and incapable of self-control or
self-government. White U.S. troops preferred not to fight alongside the Cubans;
increasingly, they refused to coordinate strategy with them.

At first, the U.S. Army’s logistical unpreparedness and its racial misconceptions
did little to diminish the soldiers’ hunger for a good fight. No one was more eager
for battle than Theodore Roosevelt, who, along with Colonel Leonard Wood, led a
volunteer cavalry unit composed of Ivy League gentlemen, western cowboys, sher-
iffs, prospectors, Indians, and small numbers of Hispanics and ethnic European
Americans. Roosevelt’s Rough Riders, as the unit came to be known, landed with
the invasion force and played an active role in the three battles fought in the hills
surrounding Santiago. Their most famous action, the one on which Roosevelt
would build his lifelong reputation as a military hero, was a furious charge up
Kettle Hill into the teeth of Spanish defenses. Roosevelt’s bravery was stunning,
although his judgment was faulty. Nearly 100 men were killed or wounded.
Reports of Roosevelt’s bravery overshadowed the equally brave performance of
other troops, notably the 9th and 10th Negro Cavalries, which played a pivotal
role in clearing away Spanish fortifications on Kettle Hill and allowing Roosevelt’s
Rough Riders to make their charge. One Rough Rider commented: “If it had not
been for the Negro cavalry, the Rough Riders would have been exterminated.”
The 24th and 25th Negro Infantry Regiments performed equally vital tasks in the
U.S. Army’s conquest of the adjacent San Juan Hill.

Theodore Roosevelt saw the Rough Rider regiment that he commanded in the
Spanish-American War as a melting pot of different groups of white Americans.
Combat, he further believed, would forge these many groups into one, as war had
always done in the American past. African Americans were the group most conspic-
uously absent from the Rough Rider mix. Yet the fury of the fighting on Kettle Hill
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and San Juan Hill so scrambled the white and black regiments that by the time the
troops reached the San Juan summit, they were racially intermixed. Combat had
brought blacks into the great American melting pot. The black troops, Roosevelt
declared, were “an excellent breed of Yankee,” and no “Rough Rider will ever for-
get,” he added, “the tie that binds us to the Ninth and Tenth Cavalry.”

But Roosevelt did not truly believe that blacks were the equals of whites or that
they could be absorbed into the American nation. So, a few months after returning
home, he began downplaying the role of black troops and questioned their ability
to fight. The attack on black fighting abilities would become so widespread that by
the start of the First World War, the U.S. military had largely excluded black troops
from combat roles. Thus, an episode that had demonstrated the possibility of inter-
racial cooperation in America ended in the hardening of racial boundaries.

The taking of Kettle Hill, San Juan Hill, and other high ground surrounding
Santiago gave the U.S. forces a substantial advantage over the Spanish defenders

Rough Riders and
10th Cavalry.
Roosevelt stands with his
Rough Riders (top image)
while members of the
10th Cavalry pose in the
bottom image. Both
groups played pivotal
roles in the battles of San
Juan and Kettle hills, but
America would celebrate
only the Rough Riders,
not the black cavalrymen.
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in Santiago. Nevertheless, the troops were short of food, ammunition, and medical
facilities. Their ranks were devastated by malaria, typhoid, and dysentery, and more
than 5,000 soldiers died from disease. Even the normally ebullient Roosevelt was
close to despair: “We are within measurable distance of a terrible military disaster,”
he wrote his friend Henry Cabot Lodge on July 3.

Fortunately, the Spanish had lost the will to fight. On the very day Roosevelt
wrote to Lodge, Spain’s Atlantic fleet tried to retreat from Santiago harbor and was
promptly destroyed by a U.S. fleet. The Spanish army in Santiago surrendered on July
16; on July 18, the Spanish government asked for peace. While negotiations for an
armistice proceeded, U.S. forces overran the neighboring island of Puerto Rico. On
August 12, the U.S. and Spanish governments agreed to an armistice, but before the
news could reach the Philippines, the United States had captured Manila and had
taken prisoner 13,000 Spanish soldiers.

The armistice required Spain to relinquish its claim to Cuba, cede Puerto Rico and
the Pacific island of Guam to the United States, and tolerate the American occupation
of Manila until a peace conference could be convened in Paris on October 1, 1898. At
that conference, American diplomats startled their Spanish counterparts by demanding
that Spain also cede the Philippines to the United States. After two months of stalling,
the Spanish government agreed to relinquish their coveted Pacific colony for $20
million. The transaction was sealed by the Treaty of Paris on December 10, 1898.

U.S. Naval Blockade
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THE UNITED STATES BECOMES A WORLD POWER

America’s initial war aim had been to oust the Spanish from Cuba—an aim that
both imperialists and anti-imperialists supported, but for different reasons. Imperi-
alists hoped to incorporate Cuba into a new American empire; anti-imperialists
hoped to see the Cubans gain their independence. But only the imperialists con-
doned the U.S. acquisition of Puerto Rico, Guam, and particularly the Philippines,
which they viewed as integral to the extension of U.S. interests into Asia. Soon after
the war began, President McKinley had cast his lot with the imperialists. First, he
annexed Hawaii, giving the United States permanent control of Pearl Harbor.
Next, he established a U.S. naval base at Manila. Never before had the United
States sought such a large military presence outside the Western Hemisphere.

In a departure of equal importance, McKinley announced his intent to adminis-
ter much of this newly acquired territory as U.S. colonies. Virtually all territory the
United States had obtained in the 19th century had been part of the North Ameri-
can continent. These lands had been settled by Americans, who had eventually peti-
tioned for statehood. Of these new territories, however, only Hawaii would be
allowed to follow this traditional path toward statehood. There, the powerful U.S.
sugar plantation owners prevailed on Congress to pass an act in 1900 extending
U.S. citizenship to all Hawaiian citizens and putting Hawaii on the road to state-
hood. No such influential group of Americans resided in the Philippines. The coun-
try was made a U.S. colony and placed under a U.S. administration that took its
orders from Washington rather than from the Filipino people. Such colonization
was necessary, in the eyes of American imperialists, to prevent other powers, such
as Japan and Germany, from gaining a foothold somewhere in the 400-island archi-
pelago and launching attacks on the U.S. naval base in Manila.

The United States might have negotiated an arrangement with Emilio
Aguinaldo, the leader of an anti-colonial movement in the Philippines, that would
have given the Philippines independence in exchange for a U.S. naval base at
Manila. An American fleet stationed there would have been able to protect both
American interests and the fledgling Philippine nation from predatory assaults by
Japan, Germany, or Britain. Alternatively, the United States might have annexed
the Philippines outright and offered Filipinos U.S. citizenship as the first step
toward statehood. McKinley and his supporters, however, believed that the “infe-
rior” Filipino people lacked the capacity for self-government. The United States
would undertake a solemn mission to “civilize” the Filipinos and thereby prepare
them for independence, but until that mission was complete, the Philippines would
submit to rule by presidentially appointed U.S. governors.

The Debate over
the Treaty
of Paris

The proposed acquisition of the Philippines aroused opposition
both in the United States and in the Philippines. The Anti-
Imperialist League, strong in the Northeast, enlisted the sup-
port of several elder statesmen in McKinley’s own party, as

well as the former Democratic President Grover Cleveland, the industrialist Andrew
Carnegie, and the labor leader Samuel Gompers. William Jennings Bryan, meanwhile,
marshaled a vigorous anti-imperialist protest among Democrats in the South and
West, while Mark Twain, William James, William Dean Howells, and other men of
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letters lent the cause their prestige. Some anti-imperialists believed that subjugating the
Filipinos would violate the nation’s most precious principle: the right of all people to
independence and self-government. Moreover, they feared that the military and dip-
lomatic establishment needed to administer the colony would threaten political liber-
ties at home.

Other anti-imperialists were motivated more by self-interest than by democratic
ideals. U.S. sugar producers, for example, feared competition from Filipino producers.
Trade unionists worried that poor Filipino workers would flood the U.S. labor mar-
ket and depress wage rates. Some businessmen warned that the costs of maintaining
an imperial outpost would exceed any economic benefits that the colony might
produce. Many Democrats, meanwhile, simply wanted to gain partisan advantage
by opposing the Republican administration’s foreign policy. Still other anti-imperialists
feared the contaminating effects of contact with “inferior” Asian races.

Despite their contrasting motivations, the anti-imperialists almost dealt McKinley
and his fellow imperialists a defeat in the U.S. Senate. On February 6, 1899, the Sen-
ate voted 57 to 27 in favor of the Treaty of Paris, only one vote beyond the minimum
two-thirds majority required for ratification. Two last-minute developments may have
brought victory. First, William Jennings Bryan, in the days before the vote, abandoned
his opposition and announced his support for the treaty. Second, on the eve of the
vote, Filipinos rose in revolt against the U.S. army of occupation. With another war
looming and the lives of American soldiers imperiled, a few senators who had been
reluctant to vote for the treaty may have felt obligated to support the president.

The American-
Filipino War

The acquisition of the Philippines immediately embroiled the
United States in a long, brutal war to subdue the Filipino
rebels. In four years of fighting, more than 120,000 American

soldiers served in the Philippines and more than 4,200 of them died. The war cost
$160 million, or eight times what the United States had paid Spain to acquire the
archipelago. The war brought Americans face-to-face with an unpleasant truth:
American actions in the Philippines were virtually indistinguishable from Spain’s
actions in Cuba. Like Spain, the United States refused to acknowledge a people’s
aspiration for self-rule. Like “Butcher” Weyler, American generals permitted the use of
savage tactics. Whole communities suspected of harboring guerrillas were driven into
concentration camps, and their houses, farms, and livestock were destroyed. American
soldiers killed so many Filipino rebels (whom they called “goo-goos”) that the ratio of
Filipino dead to wounded reached 15 to 1, a statistic that made the American Civil
War, in which one soldier had died for every five wounded, seem relatively humane.
One New York infantryman wrote home that his unit had killed 1,000 Filipinos—
men, women, and children—in retaliation for the murder of a single American soldier.
A total of 15,000 Filipino soldiers died in the fighting. Estimates of total Filipino
deaths from gunfire, starvation, and disease range from 50,000 to 200,000.

The United States finally gained the upper hand in the war after General Arthur
MacArthur (father of Douglas) was appointed commander of the islands in 1900.
MacArthur did not lessen the war’s ferocity, but he understood that it could not be
won by guns alone. He offered amnesty to Filipino guerrillas who agreed to surrender,
and he cultivated close relations with the islands’ economic elites. McKinley supported
this effort to build a Filipino constituency sympathetic to the U.S. presence. He sent
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William Howard Taft to the islands in 1900 to establish a civilian government.
In 1901, Taft became the colony’s first “governor-general” and declared that he in-
tended to prepare the Filipinos for independence. He transferred many governmental
functions to Filipino control and launched a program of public works (roads, bridges,
schools) that would give the Philippines the infrastructure necessary for economic
development and political independence. By 1902, this dual strategy of ruthless war
against those who had taken up arms and concessions to those who were willing to
live under benevolent American rule had crushed the revolt. Though sporadic fighting
continued until 1913, Americans had secured control of the Philippines. The explicit
commitment of the United States to Philippine independence (a promise that was
deferred until 1946), together with an extensive program of internal improvements,
eased the nation’s conscience.

Controlling
Cuba and
Puerto Rico

Helping the Cubans achieve independence had been a major
rationalization for the war against Spain. Even so, in 1900
when General Leonard Wood, commander of U.S. forces in
Cuba, authorized a constitutional convention to write the laws

for a Cuban republic, the McKinley administration made clear it would not easily
relinquish control of the island. At McKinley’s urging, the U.S. Congress attached to
a 1901 army appropriations bill the Platt Amendment, delineating three conditions
for Cuban independence: (1) Cuba would not be permitted to make treaties with
foreign powers; (2) the United States would have broad authority to intervene in
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By 1900, the American South Pacific empire consisted of a series of strategically located
islands with superior harbor facilities, stretching from the Hawaiian Islands and Samoa in
the middle of the Pacific to the Philippines on the ocean’s western edge.
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Cuban political and economic affairs; and (3) Cuba would sell or lease land to the
United States for naval stations. The delegates to Cuba’s constitutional convention
were outraged, but the dependence of Cuba’s vital sugar industry on the U.S. market
and the continuing presence of a U.S. army on Cuban soil rendered resistance futile.
In 1901, by a vote of 15 to 11, the delegates reluctantly wrote the Platt conditions
into their constitution. “There is, of course, little or no independence left Cuba under
the Platt Amendment,” Wood candidly admitted to his friend Theodore Roosevelt,
who had recently succeeded the assassinated McKinley as president.

Cuba’s status, in truth, differed little from that of the Philippines. Both were col-
onies of the United States. In the case of Cuba, economic dependence closely followed
political subjugation. Between 1898 and 1914, U.S. trade with Cuba increased more
than tenfold (from $27 million to $300 million), while investments more than qua-
drupled (from $50 million to $220 million). In 1903, the United States compelled
Cuba to lease it 45 square miles of land and water on the island nation’s southeast
coast. There the United States built the U.S. Naval Station at Guantanamo Bay, a
facility that it maintains to this day. The United States also intervened in Cuban
political affairs five times between 1906 and 1921 to protect its economic interests
and those of the indigenous ruling class with whom it had become closely allied.
The economic, political, and military control that the United States imposed on
Cuba would fuel anti-American sentiment there for years to come.

Puerto Rico received somewhat different treatment. The United States annexed the
island outright with the Foraker Act (1900). Unlike every previous annexation autho-
rized by Congress since 1788, this act contained no provision for making the inhabi-
tants of Puerto Rico citizens of the United States. Instead, Puerto Rico was designated
an “unincorporated” territory, which meant that Congress would dictate the island’s
government and specify the rights of its inhabitants. Puerto Ricans were allowed no
role in designing their government, nor was their consent to its establishment sought.
With the Foraker Act, Congress had, in effect, invented a new, imperial mechanism for
ensuring sovereignty over lands deemed vital to U.S. economic and military security.
The U.S. Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of this mechanism in a series of
historic decisions, known as the Insular Cases, in the years from 1901 to 1904.

In some respects, Puerto Rico fared better than “independent” Cuba. Puerto
Ricans were granted U.S. citizenship in 1917 and won the right to elect their own gov-
ernor in 1947. Still, Puerto Ricans enjoyed fewer political rights than Americans in the
48 states. Moreover, throughout the 20th century, they endured a poverty rate far
exceeding that of the mainland. As late as 1948, for example, three-fourths of Puerto
Rican households subsisted on $1,000 or less annually, a figure below the U.S. pov-
erty line. In its skewed distribution of wealth and its lack of industrial development,
Puerto Rico resembled the poorly developed nations of Central and South America
more than it did the affluent country that took over its government in 1900.

The subjugation of Cuba and the annexation of Puerto Rico troubled Ameri-
cans far less than the U.S. takeover in the Philippines. Since the first articulation of
the Monroe Doctrine in 1823, the United States had, in effect, claimed the Western
Hemisphere as its sphere of influence. Within that sphere, many Americans
believed, the United States possessed the right to act unilaterally to protect its inter-
ests. Before 1900, most of its actions (with the exception of the Mexican War) had
been designed to limit the influence of European powers—Britain, France, Russia,
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and Spain—on the countries of the hemisphere. After 1900, however, the United
States assumed a more aggressive role, seizing land, overturning governments it
did not like, and forcing its economic and political policies on weaker neighbors in
order to turn the Caribbean Sea into what policymakers called (with the example of
ancient Rome in mind) an American Mediterranean.

China and the
“Open Door”

Except for Hawaii, the Philippines, and Guam, the United
States made no effort to take control of Asian lands. Such a
policy might well have triggered war with other world pow-

ers that were already well established in the area. The United States opted for a
diplomatic rather than a military strategy to achieve its foreign policy objectives.
For China, in 1899 and 1900, it proposed the policy of the “open door.”

The United States was concerned that the actions of the other world powers in
China would block its own efforts to open up China’s markets to American goods.
Britain, Germany, Japan, Russia, and France each coveted a chunk of China, where
they could monopolize trade, exploit cheap labor, and establish military bases. By
the 1890s, each of these powers was building a sphere of influence, either by wring-
ing economic and territorial concessions from the weak Chinese government or by
seizing outright the land and trading privileges they desired.

To prevent China’s breakup and to preserve U.S. economic access to the whole
of China, McKinley’s secretary of state, John Hay, sent “open door” notes to the
major world powers. The notes asked each power to open its Chinese sphere of in-
fluence to the merchants of other nations and to grant them reasonable harbor fees
and railroad rates. Hay also asked each power to respect China’s sovereignty by
enforcing Chinese tariff duties in the territory it controlled.

None of the world powers embraced either of Hay’s requests, although Britain
and Japan gave provisional assent. France, Germany, Russia, and Italy responded
evasively, indicating their support for the Open Door policy in theory but insisting
that they could not implement it until all of the other powers had done so. Hay put
the best face on their responses by declaring that all of the powers had agreed to
observe his Open Door principles and that he regarded their assent as “final and
definitive.” The rivals may have been impressed by Hay’s diplomacy, but whether
they intended to uphold the United States’ Open Door policy was not at all clear.

The first challenge to Hay’s policy came from the Chinese. In May 1900, a
Chinese organization, colloquially known as the “Boxers,” sparked an uprising to
rid China of all “foreign devils” and foreign influences. Hundreds of Europeans
were killed, as were many Chinese men and women who had converted to Chris-
tianity. When the Boxers laid siege to the foreign legations in Beijing and cut off
communication between that city and the outside world, the imperial powers raised
an expeditionary force to rescue the diplomats and punish the Chinese rebels. The
force, which included 5,000 U.S. soldiers, rushed over from the Philippines, broke
the Beijing siege in August, and ended the Boxer Rebellion soon thereafter.

Hay feared that other major powers would use the rebellion as a reason to
demand greater control over Chinese territory. He sent out a second round of
Open Door notes, now asking each power to respect China’s political independence
and territorial integrity, in addition to guaranteeing unrestricted access to its mar-
kets. Impressed by America’s show of military strength and worried that the
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Chinese rebels might strike again, the imperialist rivals responded more favorably
to this second round of notes. Britain, France, and Germany endorsed Hay’s policy
outright. With that support, Hay was able to check Russian and Japanese designs
on Chinese territory. Significantly, when the powers decided that the Chinese gov-
ernment should pay them reparations for their property and personnel losses during
the Boxer Rebellion, Hay convinced them to accept payment in cash rather than in
territory. By keeping China intact and open to free trade, the United States had
achieved a major foreign policy victory.

THEODORE ROOSEVELT, GEOPOLITICIAN

Roosevelt had been a driving force in the transformation of U.S. foreign policy during
the McKinley Administration. As assistant secretary of the navy, as a military hero, as
a speaker and writer, and then as vice president, Roosevelt worked tirelessly to remake
the country into one of the world’s great powers. He believed that Americans were a
racially superior people destined for supremacy in economic and political affairs. He
did not assume, however, that international supremacy would automatically accrue to
the United States. A nation, like an individual, had to strive for greatness and cultivate
physical and mental fitness; it had to build a military force that could convincingly
project power overseas; and it had to be prepared to fight. All great nations, Roosevelt
declared, ultimately depended on the skill and dedication of their warriors.

Restoring Order in China. This 1900 photograph depicts the international nature of
the expeditionary force raised to defeat the Chinese rebels known as Boxers. The soldiers/
marines depicted above represented these nations (left to right): Great Britain, the United
States, Russia, India, Germany, France, Austria-Hungary, Italy, and Japan.
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Roosevelt’s appetite for a good fight caused many people to rue the ascension
of this “cowboy” to the White House after McKinley’s assassination in 1901. But
behind his blustery exterior lay a shrewd analyst of international relations. As much
as he craved power for himself and the nation, he understood that the United States
could not rule every portion of the globe through military or economic means. Con-
sequently, he sought a balance of power among the industrial nations through
negotiation rather than war. Such a balance would enable each imperial power to
safeguard its key interests and contribute to world peace and progress.

Absent from Roosevelt’s geopolitical thinking was concern for the interests of
less powerful nations. Roosevelt had little patience with the claims to sovereignty
of small countries or the human rights of weak peoples. In his eyes, the peoples of
Latin America, Asia (with the exception of Japan), and Africa were racially inferior
and thus incapable of self-government or industrial progress.

The Roosevelt
Corollary

Ensuring U.S. dominance in the Western Hemisphere ranked
high on Roosevelt’s list of foreign policy objectives. In 1904,
he issued a “corollary” to the Monroe Doctrine, which had

asserted the right of the United States to keep European powers from meddling in
hemispheric affairs. In his corollary, Roosevelt declared that the United States pos-
sessed a further right: to intervene in the domestic affairs of nations in the Western
Hemisphere to quell disorder and forestall European intervention. The Roosevelt
corollary formalized a policy that the United States had already deployed against
Cuba and Puerto Rico in 1900 and 1901. Subsequent events in Venezuela and the
Dominican Republic had further convinced Roosevelt of the need to expand the
scope of U.S. intervention in hemispheric affairs.

Both Venezuela and the Dominican Republic were controlled by dictators who
had defaulted on debts owed to European banks. Their delinquency prompted a
German-led European naval blockade and bombardment of Venezuela in 1902
and a threatened invasion of the Dominican Republic by Italy and France in 1903.
The United States forced the German navy to retreat from the Venezuelan coast in
1903. In the Dominican Republic, after a revolution had chased the dictator from
power, the United States assumed control of the nation’s customs collections in
1905 and refinanced the Dominican national debt through U.S. bankers.

The willingness of European bankers to loan money to Latin America’s corrupt
regimes had created the possibility that the countries ruled by these regimes would
suffer bankruptcy, social turmoil, and foreign intervention. The United States, un-
der Roosevelt, did not hesitate to intervene to make sure that loans were repaid
and social stability restored. But rarely in Roosevelt’s tenure did the United States
show a willingness to help the people who had suffered under these regimes estab-
lish democratic institutions or achieve social justice. When Cubans seeking true na-
tional independence rebelled against their puppet government in 1906, the United
States sent in the Marines to silence them.

The Panama
Canal

Roosevelt had long believed, along with Admiral Mahan, that
the nation needed a way of moving its ships swiftly between
the Pacific and Atlantic oceans. Central America’s narrow

width, especially in its southern half, made it the logical place to build a canal. In fact,
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a French company had obtained land rights and had begun construction of a canal
across the Colombian province of Panama in the 1880s. But even though a “mere”
40 miles of land separated the two oceans, the French were stymied by technological
difficulties and by the financial costs of literally moving mountains. Moreover, French
doctors found they were unable to check the spread of malaria and yellow fever
among their workers. By the time Roosevelt entered the White House in 1901, the
French Panama Company had gone bankrupt.

Roosevelt was not deterred by the French failure. He first presided over the sign-
ing of the Hay-Pauncefote Treaty with Great Britain in 1901, releasing the United
States from an 1850 agreement that prohibited either country from building a Central
American canal without the other’s participation. He then instructed his advisers to
develop plans for a canal across Nicaragua. Though the Panamanian route chosen
by the French was shorter than the proposed Nicaraguan route, and the canal begun
by the French was 40 percent complete, the French company wanted $109 million for
it, more than the United States was willing to pay. In 1902, however, the company
reduced the price to $40 million. Secretary of State Hay quickly negotiated an
agreement with Tomas Herran, the Colombian chargé d’affaires in Washington. The
agreement, formalized in the Hay-Herran Treaty, accorded the United States a
six-mile-wide strip across Panama on which to build the canal. Colombia was to
receive a one-time $10 million payment and annual rent of $250,000.

The Colombian legislature, however, rejected the proposed payment as insuffi-
cient and sent a new ambassador to the United States with instructions to ask for a
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one-time payment of $20 million and a share of the $40 million being paid to the
French company. Actually, the Colombians were hoping to stall negotiations until
1904, when they would regain the rights to the Canal Zone and consequently to the
$40 million sale price promised to the French company.

As negotiations failed to deliver the result he desired, Roosevelt encouraged the
Panamanians to revolt against Colombian rule. Panamanians had staged several rebel-
lions in the previous 25 years, all of which had failed. The 1903 rebellion succeeded,
mainly because a U.S. naval force prevented the Colombian government from landing
troops in its Panama province. Meanwhile, the U.S.S. Nashville put U.S. troops ashore
to help the new nation secure its independence. The United States formally recognized
Panama as a sovereign state only two days after the rebellion against Colombia began.

Philippe Bunau-Varilla, a director of the French company from which the United
States had bought the rights to the canal, declared himself Panama’s diplomatic rep-
resentative, even though he was a French citizen operating out of a Wall Street law
firm and hadn’t set foot in Panama in 15 years. Before the true Panamanian delega-
tion (appointed by the new Panamanian government) even reached the United States
for negotiations over the canal, Bunau-Varilla and Secretary of State Hay signed the
Hay–Bunau-Varilla Treaty (1903). The treaty granted the United States a 10-mile-
wide canal zone in Panama in return for the package Colombia had rejected—$10
million down and $250,000 annually. Thus the United States secured its canal by
dealing with Bunau-Varilla’s French company rather than with the newly installed
Panamanian government. When the Panamanian delegation arrived in Washington
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This map shows the route of the completed canal through Panama and the 10-mile-wide
zone surrounding it that the United States controlled. The inset map locates the Canal
Zone in the context of Central and South America.
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and read the treaty, one of them became so enraged that he knocked Bunau-Varilla
out cold. Under the circumstances, however, the Panamanian delegation’s hands were
tied. If it objected to the counterfeit treaty, the United States might withdraw its
troops from Panama, leaving the new country at the mercy of Colombia. The instru-
ment through which the United States secured the Canal Zone is known in Panamanian
history as “the treaty which no Panamanian signed,” and it bedeviled relations between
the two countries for much of the 20th century.

Roosevelt’s severing of Panama from Colombia prompted angry protests in
Congress. The Hearst newspapers decried the Panama foray as “nefarious” and “a
quite unexampled instance of foul play in American politics.” Roosevelt was not
perturbed, later gloating, “I took the Canal Zone and let Congress debate!”

Roosevelt turned the building of the canal into a test of American ingenuity and
willpower. Engineers overcame every obstacle; doctors developed drugs to combat
malaria and yellow fever; armies of construction workers “made the dirt fly.” The
canal remains a testament to the labor of some 30,000 workers, imported mainly
from the West Indies, who, over a 10-year period, labored 10 hours a day, 6 days
a week, for 10 cents an hour. Roosevelt visited the canal site in 1906, the first
American president to travel overseas while in office. When the canal was trium-
phantly opened to shipping in 1914, the British ambassador James Bryce described
it as “the greatest liberty Man has ever taken with Nature.” The canal shortened
the voyage from San Francisco to New York by more than 8,000 miles and signifi-
cantly enhanced the international prestige of the United States. The strategic impor-
tance of the canal, in turn, made the United States even more determined to
preserve political order in Central America and the Caribbean.

In 1921, the United States paid the Colombian government $25 million as
compensation for its loss of Panama. Panama waited more than 70 years, however,
to regain control of the 10-mile-wide strip of land that Bunau-Varilla, in connivance
with the U.S. government, had bargained away in 1903. President Jimmy Carter signed
a treaty in 1977 providing for the reintegration of the Canal Zone into Panama, and
the canal was transferred to Panama in 2000.

Keeping the
Peace in East
Asia

Roosevelt strove to preserve the Open Door policy in China
and the balance of power throughout the region. The chief
threats came from Russia and Japan, both of whom wanted
to seize large chunks of China. At first, Russian expansion

into Manchuria and Korea prompted Roosevelt to support Japan’s 1904 attack on
the Russian Pacific fleet anchored at Port Arthur, China. Once the ruinous effects of
the war on Russia became clear, however, Roosevelt entered into secret negotiations
to arrange a peace. He invited representatives of Japan and Russia to Portsmouth,
New Hampshire, and prevailed on them to negotiate a compromise. The settlement
favored Japan by perpetuating its control over most of the territories it had won
during the brief Russo-Japanese War. Its chief prize was Korea, which became a
protectorate of Japan, but Japan also acquired the southern part of Sakhalin Island,
Port Arthur, and the South Manchurian Railroad. Russia avoided paying Japan a
huge indemnity, and it retained Siberia, thus preserving its role as an East Asian
power. Finally, Roosevelt protected China’s territorial integrity by inducing the
armies of both Russia and Japan to leave Manchuria. Roosevelt’s success in ending
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the Russo-Japanese War won him the Nobel Prize for Peace in 1906; he was the first
American to earn that award.

Although Roosevelt succeeded in negotiating a peace between these two world
powers, he subsequently ignored, and sometimes encouraged, challenges to the sover-
eignty of weaker Asian nations. In a secret agreement with Japan (the Taft-Katsura
Agreement of 1905), for example, the United States agreed that Japan could domi-
nate Korea in return for a Japanese promise not to attack the Philippines. And in the
Root-Takahira Agreement of 1908, the United States tacitly reversed its earlier stand
on the inviolability of Chinese borders by recognizing Japanese expansion into south-
ern Manchuria.

In Roosevelt’s eyes, the overriding need to maintain peace with Japan justified
ignoring the claims of Korea and, increasingly, of China. The task of American
diplomacy, he believed, was first to allow the Japanese to build a secure sphere of
influence in East Asia (much as the United States had done in Central America and
the Caribbean), and second to encourage them to join the United States in pursuing
peace rather than war. This was a delicate diplomatic task that required both sensitivity
and strength, especially when anti-Japanese agitation broke out in California in 1906.

White Californians had long feared the presence of East Asian immigrants (see
Chapter 20). They had pressured Congress into passing the Chinese Exclusion Act
of 1882, which ended most Chinese immigration to the United States. They next
turned their racism on Japanese immigrants, whose numbers in California had
reached 24,000. In 1906, the San Francisco school board ordered the segregation
of Asian schoolchildren so that they would not “contaminate” white children. In
1907, the California legislature debated a law to end Japanese immigration to the
state. Anti-Asian riots erupted in San Francisco and Los Angeles, encouraged in
part by hysterical stories in the press about the “Yellow Peril.”

Outraged militarists in Japan began talking of a possible war with the United
States. Roosevelt assured the Japanese government that he, too, was appalled by the
Californians’ behavior. In 1907, he reached a gentlemen’s agreement with the Jap-
anese, by which the Tokyo government promised to halt the immigration of Japanese
adult male laborers to the United States in return for Roosevelt’s pledge to end anti-
Japanese discrimination in California. Roosevelt did his part by persuading the San
Francisco school board to rescind its segregation ordinance.

At the same time, Roosevelt worried that the Tokyo government would inter-
pret his sensitivity to Japanese honor as weakness. So he ordered the main part of
the U.S. fleet, consisting of 16 battleships, to embark on a 45,000-mile world tour,
including a splashy stop in Tokyo Bay. Many Americans deplored the cost of the
tour and feared that the appearance of the U.S. Navy in a Japanese port would pro-
voke military retaliation. Roosevelt brushed his critics aside, and, true to his predic-
tion, the Japanese were impressed by the show of strength by the Great White
Fleet. Their response seemed to lend validity to the African proverb Roosevelt often
invoked: “Speak softly and carry a big stick.”

In fact, Roosevelt’s handling of Japan was arguably the most impressive aspect
of his foreign policy. Unlike many other Americans, he refused to let racist attitudes
cloud his thinking. He knew when to make concessions and when to stand firm.
His policies lessened the prospect of a war with Japan while preserving a strong
U.S. presence in East Asia.
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WILLIAM HOWARD TAFT, DOLLAR DIPLOMAT

William Howard Taft brought impressive foreign policy credentials to the job of
president. He had gained valuable experience in colonial administration as the first
governor-general of the Philippines. As Roosevelt’s secretary of war and chief negoti-
ator for the Taft-Katsura agreement of 1905, he had learned a great deal about con-
ducting diplomacy with imperialist rivals. Yet Taft lacked Roosevelt’s grasp of
balance-of-power politics and capacity for leadership in foreign affairs. Furthermore,
Taft’s secretary of state, Philander C. Knox, a corporation lawyer from Pittsburgh,
lacked diplomatic expertise. Knox’s conduct of foreign policy seemed directed almost
entirely toward expanding opportunities for corporate investment overseas, a disposi-
tion that prompted critics to deride his policies as “dollar diplomacy.”

Taft and Knox believed that U.S. investments would effectively substitute “dol-
lars for bullets,” and thus offer a more peaceful and less coercive way of maintaining
stability and order. Taking a swipe at Roosevelt’s “big stick” policy, Taft announced
that “modern diplomacy is commercial.”

The inability of Taft and Knox to grasp the complexities of power politics, however,
led to a diplomatic reversal in East Asia. Prodded by banker associates, Knox sought to
expand American economic activities in China—even in Manchuria, where they en-
croached on the Japanese sphere of influence. In 1911, Knox proposed that a syndicate
of European and American bankers buy the Japanese-controlled South Manchurian
Railroad to open up North China to international trade. Japan reacted by signing a
friendship treaty with Russia, its former enemy, which signaled their joint determination
to exclude American, British, and French goods fromManchurian markets. Knox’s plan
to purchase the railroad collapsed, and the United States’ Open Door policy suffered a
serious blow. Knox’s further efforts to increase American trade with Central and South
China triggered hostile responses from the Japanese and the Russians and contributed to
the collapse of the Chinese government and the onset of the Chinese Revolution in 1911.

Dollar diplomacy worked better in the Caribbean, where no major power con-
tested U.S. policy. Knox encouraged U.S. investment. Companies such as United
Fruit of Boston, which established extensive banana plantations in Costa Rica and
Honduras, grew powerful enough to influence both the economies and the govern-
ments of Central American countries. When political turmoil threatened their
investments, the United States simply sent in its troops. Thus, when Nicaraguan dic-
tator José Santos Zelaya reportedly began negotiating with a European country to
build a second trans-Isthmian canal in 1910, a force of U.S. Marines toppled his
regime. Marines landed again in 1912 when Zelaya’s successor, Adolfo Diaz,
angered Nicaraguans with his pro-American policies. This time the Marines were
instructed to keep the Diaz regime in power. Except for a brief period in 1925,
U.S. troops would remain in Nicaragua continuously from 1912 until 1933. Under
Taft, the United States continued to do whatever American policy makers deemed
necessary to bolster friendly governments and maintain order in Latin America.

WOODROW WILSON, STRUGGLING IDEALIST
Woodrow Wilson’s foreign policy in the Caribbean initially appeared no different
from that of his Republican predecessors. In 1915, the United States sent troops to
Haiti to put down a revolution; they remained as an army of occupation for 21
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years. In 1916, when the people of the Dominican Republic (who shared the island
of Hispaniola with the Haitians) refused to accept a treaty making them more or
less a protectorate of the United States, Wilson forced a U.S. military government
upon them. When German influence in the Danish West Indies began to expand,
Wilson purchased the islands from Denmark, renamed them the Virgin Islands,
and added them to the U.S. Caribbean empire. By the time Wilson left office in
1921, he had intervened militarily in the Caribbean more often than any American
president before him.

Wilson’s relationship with Mexico in the wake of its revolution, however, reveals
that he was troubled by a foreign policy that ignored a less powerful nation’s right to
determine its own future. He deemed the Mexicans capable of making democracy
work and, in general, showed a concern for morality and justice in foreign affairs—
matters to which Roosevelt and Taft had paid scant attention. Wilson wanted U.S.
foreign policy to advance democratic ideals and institutions in Mexico.

Another motivation in Wilson’s Mexican dealings was a fear that political unrest
in Mexico could lead to violence, social disorder, and a revolutionary government
hostile to U.S. economic interests. With a U.S.-style democratic government in Mex-
ico, Wilson believed, property rights would be respected and U.S. investments would
remain secure. Wilson’s desire both to encourage democracy and to limit the extent of
social change made it difficult to devise a consistent foreign policy toward Mexico.

The Mexican Revolution broke out in 1910 when dictator Porfirio Diaz, who
had ruled for 34 years, was overthrown by democratic forces led by Francisco
Madero. Madero’s talk of democratic reform frightened many foreign investors,
especially those in the United States and Great Britain, who owned more than half
of all Mexican real estate, 90 percent of its oil reserves, and practically all of its rail-
roads. Thus, when Madero was overthrown early in 1913 by Victoriano Huerta, a
conservative general who promised to protect foreign investments, the dollar diplo-
matists in the Taft administration and in Great Britain breathed a sigh of relief.
Henry Lane Wilson, the U.S. ambassador to Mexico, had helped engineer Huerta’s
coup. Before close relations between the United States and Huerta could be worked
out, however, Huerta’s men murdered Madero.

Woodrow Wilson, who became president shortly after Madero’s assassination
in 1913, refused to recognize Huerta’s “government of butchers” and demanded
that Mexico hold democratic elections. Wilson favored Venustiano Carranza and
Francisco (“Pancho”) Villa, two enemies of Huerta who commanded rebel armies
and who claimed to be democrats. In April 1914, Wilson used the arrest of several
U.S. sailors by Huerta’s troops as a reason to send a fleet into Mexican waters. He
ordered the U.S. Marines to occupy the Mexican port city of Veracruz and to
prevent a German ship there from unloading munitions meant for Huerta’s army.
In the resulting battle between U.S. and Mexican forces, 19 Americans and 126
Mexicans were killed. The battle brought the two countries dangerously close to
war. Eventually, however, American control over Veracruz weakened Huerta’s
regime to the point where Carranza was able to take power.

Carranza did not behave as Wilson had expected. Rejecting Wilson’s efforts to
shape his government, Carranza announced a bold land reform program. That pro-
gram called for the distribution of some of Mexico’s agricultural land to impover-
ished peasants and the transfer of developmental rights on oil lands from foreign
corporations to the Mexican government. If the program went into effect, U.S.
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petroleum companies would lose control of their Mexican properties, a loss that
Wilson deemed unacceptable. Wilson now threw his support to Pancho Villa, who
seemed more willing than Carranza to protect U.S. oil interests. When Carranza’s
forces defeated Villa’s forces in 1915, Wilson reluctantly withdrew his support of
Villa and prepared to recognize the Carranza government.

Furious that Wilson had abandoned him, Villa and his soldiers pulled 18 U.S.
citizens from a train in northern Mexico and murdered them, along with another 17
in an attack on Columbus, New Mexico. Determined to punish Villa, Wilson received
permission from Carranza to send a U.S. expeditionary force under General John J.
Pershing into Mexico to hunt down Villa’s “bandits.” Pershing’s troops pursued
Villa’s forces 300 miles into Mexico but failed to catch them. The U.S. troops did,
however, clash twice with Mexican troops under Carranza’s command, once again
bringing the countries to the brink of war. The United States, about to enter the First
World War, could not afford a fight with Mexico; in 1917, Wilson quietly ordered
Pershing’s troops home and grudgingly recognized the Carranza government.

Wilson’s Mexico Policy. This 1916 cartoon illustrates the double character of Wilson’s
policy toward Mexico: on the one hand, he wanted Mexico to be successful in its efforts to
become self-governing; on the other hand, not trusting Mexico to find its way through its
own revolution, he felt compelled to put the country on his back and show it the way.
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Wilson’s policies toward Mexico in 1913–17 seemed to have produced few
concrete results, except to reinforce an already deep antagonism among Mexicans
toward the United States. His repeated changes in strategy, moreover, seemed to
indicate a lack of skill and decisiveness in foreign affairs. Actually, however, Wilson
recognized something that Roosevelt and Taft had not: that more and more peoples
of the world were determined to control their own destinies. The United States,
under Wilson, was looking for a way to support these peoples’ democratic aspira-
tions while also safeguarding its own economic interests. The First World War
would make this quest for a balance between democratic principles and national
self-interest all the more urgent.

CONCLUSION

We can assess the dramatic turn in U.S. foreign policy after 1898 either in relation to
the foreign policies of rival world powers or against America’s own democratic
ideals. By the first standard, U.S. foreign policy looks impressive. The United States
achieved its major objectives in world affairs: It tightened its control over the Western
Hemisphere and projected its military and economic power into Asia. It did so while
sacrificing relatively few American lives and while constraining the jingoistic appetite
for truly extensive military adventure and conquest. The United States added only
125,000 square miles to its empire in the years from 1870 to 1900, while Great
Britain, France, and Germany enlarged their empires by 4.7, 3.5, and 1.0 million
square miles, respectively. Relatively few foreigners were subjected to U.S. colonial
rule. By contrast, in 1900, the British Empire extended more than 12 million square
miles and embraced one-fourth of the world’s population. At times, American rule
could be brutal, as it was to Filipino soldiers and civilians alike, but on the whole it
was no more severe than British or French rule and significantly less severe than that
of German, Belgian, or Japanese imperialists. McKinley, Roosevelt, Taft, and Wilson
all placed limits on American expansion and avoided, until 1917, extensive foreign
entanglements and wars.

If measured against the standard of America’s own democratic ideals, however,
U.S. foreign policy after 1898 must be judged more harshly. It demeaned the peo-
ples of the Philippines, Puerto Rico, Guam, Cuba, and Colombia as inferior and
primitive and denied them the right to govern themselves. In choosing to behave
like the imperialist powers of Europe, the United States abandoned its longstanding
claim to being a different kind of nation—one that valued liberty more than power.

Many Americans of the time judged their nation by both standards and thus
faced a dilemma that would extend throughout the 20th century. On the one
hand, they believed with Roosevelt that the size, economic strength, and honor
of the United States required it to accept the role of world power and policeman.
On the other hand, they continued to believe with Wilson that they had a mission
to spread the democratic values of 1776 to the farthest reaches of the earth. The
Mexico example demonstrates how hard it was for the United States to reconcile
these two very different approaches to world affairs.
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