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THE EMPIRE AND
THE PEOPLE

Theodore Roosevelt wrote to a friend in the year 1897: “In strict
confidence . . . I should welcome almost any war, for I think this
country needs one.”
The year of the massacre at Wounded Knee, 1890, it was offi-
cially declared by the Bureau of the Census that the internal fron-
tier was closed. The profit system, with its natural tendency for
expansion, had already begun to look overseas. The severe
depression that began in 1893 strengthened an idea developing
within the political and financial elite of the country: that over-
seas markets for American goods might relieve the problem of
underconsumption at home and prevent the economic crises that
in the 1890s brought class war.

And would not a foreign adventure deflect some of the rebel-

lious energy that went into strikes and protest movements toward
an external enemy? Would it not unite people with government,
with the armed forces, instead of against them? This was proba-
bly not a conscious plan among most of the elite—but a natural
development from the twin drives of capitalism and nationalism.
Expansion overseas was not a new idea. Even before the war
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against Mexico carried the United States to the Pacific, the Mon-
roe Doctrine looked southward into and beyond the Caribbean.
Issued in 1823 when the countries of Latin America were winning
independence from Spanish control, it made plain to European
nations that the United States considered Latin America its
sphere of influence. Not long after, some Americans began think-
ing into the Pacific: of Hawaii, Japan, and the great markets of
China.

ere was more than thinking; the American armed forces
had made forays overseas. A State Department list, “Instances of
the Use of United States Armed Forces Abroad 1798-1945" (pre-
sented by Secretary of State Dean Rusk to a Senate committee in
1962 to cite precedents for the use of armed force against Cuba),
shows 103 interventions in the affairs of other countries between
1798 and 1895. A sampling from the list, with the exact descrip-
tion given by the State Department:

1852-53—Axsgentina. Marines were landed and maintained in Buenos
Aires to protect American interests during a revolution.

1853—Nicaragua—to protect American lives and interests during
political disturbances.

1853-54—Japan—The “Opening of Japan” and the Perry Expedition.
[The State Department does not give more details, but this involved
the use of warships to force Japan to open its ports to the United
States.]

1853-54—Ryukyu and Bonin Islands—Commodore Perry on three
visits before going to Japan and while waiting for a reply from Japan
made a naval demonstration, landing marines twice, and secured a
coaling concession from the ruler of Naha on Okinawa. He also
demonstrated in the Bonin Islands. All to secure facilities for com-
merce.

1854—Nicaragua—San Juan del Norte [Greytown was destroyed to
avenge an insult to the American Minister to Nicaragua.]

1855—Uruguay-—U.S. and European naval forces landed to protect
American interests during an attempted revolution in Montevideo.

1859—China—For the protection of American interests in Shanghai.
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1860—Angola, Portuguese West Africa—To protect American lives
and property at Kissembo when the natives became troublesome.

1893—Hawaii—Ostensibly to protect American lives and property;
actually to promote a provisional government under Sanford B.
Dole. This action was disavowed by the United States. -

1894—Nicaragua—To protect American interests at Bluefields follow-
ing a revolution.

Thus, by the 1890s, there had been much experience m over-
seas probes and interventions. The ideology of expansion was
widespread in the upper circles of military men, politicians, busi-
nessmen—and even among some of the leaders of farmers’ move-
ments who thought foreign markets would help them. .

Captain A. T. Mahan\of the U.S. navy, a popular propagandist
for expansion, greatly intfluenced Theodore elt and other
American leaders. 8 es-would
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wrote in
zine article:

In the interests of our commerce . . . we should build the Nicaragua
canal, and for the protection of that canal and for the sake of our
commercial supremacy in the Pacific we should control the Hawai-
ian islands and maintain our influence in Samoa. . .. and when the
Nicaraguan canal is built, the island of Cuba... will become a
necessity. . . . The great nations are rapidly absorbing for their future
expansion and their present defense all the waste places of the earth.
It is 2 movement which makes for civilization and the advancement
of the race. As one of the great nations of the world the United
States must not fall out of the line of march.

A Washington Post editorial on the eve of the Spanish-Ameri-
can war:

A new consciousness seems to have come upon us—the conscious-
ness of strength—and with it a new appetite, the yearning to show
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our strength. . . . Ambition, interest, land hunger, pride, the mere joy
of fighting, whatever it may be, we are animated by a new sensation.
We are face to face with a strange destiny. The taste of Empire is in
the mouth of the people even as the taste of blood in the jungle. . . .

' Was‘ that taste in the mouth of the people through some
instinctive lust for aggression or some urgent self-interest? Or
was it a taste (if indeed it existed) created, encouraged, advertised
and exaggerated by the millionaire press, the military, the govern-’
ment, the eager-to-please scholars of the time? Political scientist
John Burgess of Columbia University said the Teutonic and
Anglo-Saxon races were “particularly endowed with the capacity
foF e.stab]ishing national states . . . they are entrusted . . . with the
mission of conducting the political civilization of the modern
world.” |
fs_.-_Se-‘:veraI iyears before his:election. to. the: presidency, William
MecKinley said: “We want a foreign mirket for our surplus prod-
ucts.” Senator Albert Beveridge of Indiana in early 1897 ‘declared:
“American factories are making more than the American people
can use; American soil is producing more than they can consume.
Fate has written our policy for us; the trade of the world must
and shall be ours.” The Department of State explained in 1898:

It seems to be conceded that every year we shall be confronted with
an increasing surplus of manufactured goods for sale in foreign mar-
kem if American operatives and artisans are to be kept employed the
year around. The enlargement of foreign consumption of the prod-
-ucts of our mills and workshops has, therefore, become a serious
roblem of statesmanship as well as of commerce.

. "These expansionist military men and politicians were in touch
with one another. One of Theodore Roosevelt’s biographers tells
us: “]'By 1890, Lodge, Roosevelt, and Mahan had begun exchang-
ing views,” and that they tried to get Mahan off sea duty “so that
he could continue full-time his propaganda for expansion.” Roo-
sevelt once sent Henry Cabot Lodge a copy of a poem by Rud-
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yard Kipling, saying it was “poor poetry, but good sense from the
expansionist standpoint.”

When the United States did not annex Hawaii in 1893 after
some Americans (the combined missionary and pineapple inter-
ests of the Dole family) set up their own government, Roosevelt
called this hesitancy “a crime against white civilization.” And he
told the Naval War College: “All the great masterful races have
been fighting races. . . . No triumph of peace is quite so great as
the supreme triumph of war.”

Roosevelt was contemptuous of races and nations he consid-
ered inferior. When 2 mob in New Orleans lynched a number of
Italian immigrants, Roosevelt thought the United States should
offer the Italian government some remuneration, but privately he
wrote his sister that he thought the lynching was “rather a good
thing” and told her he had said as much at a dinner with “various
dago diplomats . . . all wrought up by the lynching.”

William James, the philosopher, who became one of the lead-
ing anti-imperialists of his tme, wrote about Roosevelt that he
“gushes over war as the ideal condition of human society, for the
manly strenuousness which it involves, and treats peace as a con-
dition of blubberlike and swollen ignobility, fit only for huckster-
ing weaklings, dwelling in gray twilight and heedless of the
higher life. . . .”

Roosevelt’s talk of expansionism was not just a matter of man-
liness and heroism; he was conscious of “our trade relations with
China.” Lodge was aware of the textile interests in Massachusetts
that looked to Asian markets. Historian Marilyn Young has writ-
ten of the work of the American China Development Company
to expand American influence in China for commercial reasons,
and of State Department instructions to the American emissary in
China to “employ all proper methods for the extension of Ameri-
can interests in China.” She says (The Rbetoric of Empire) that the
talk about markets in China was far greater than the actual
amount of dollars involved at the time, but this talk was impor-
tant in shaping American policy toward Hawaii, the Philippines,
and all of Asia.



