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American Resistance to Imperialism: Public Response to the Spanish-American War

Byron Kho

The Spanish-American War, like others in the American experience, contained a prominent backlash to war in the form of anti-imperialist resistance movements.  For these movements, the usage of a language of national righteousness pointed to the visible clash between the view of America as social worker for the world and the often patronizing arguments of globalization, Social Darwinism and economic necessity.  This inconsistency was only one of many in a discourse that encouraged global justice but did little for discrepancies in social and economic justice at home.  More specifically, the social prejudices that sparked reactionary civil liberty, racial rights and labor movements provoked a strong anti-imperialist backlash from these quarters, in response to a public ideology that promised outsiders what those in the ‘inside’ couldn’t have.  The irregular combination of these arguments tended to weaken attempts at reversing American foreign policy.  However, this was not so much a failure; instead, it was successful in moderating American colonial policy and increasing the awareness and power of the under-classes through political participation.
The Spanish-American War, including the short campaign against Spain in Cuba and the struggle against Filipino rebels in the Philippines, was arguably the United States’ first imperialistic war.  In any case, it had occurred at the turn of the twentieth century at a time when the country was making its first diplomatic attempts as a world power.  By declaring the frontier closed in 1893, Frederick Jackson Turner had ended any further ambitions for internal expansion and instead turned any national aspirations for the creation and solidification of power outward, forcing the United States to join the ‘Great Game.’  Their initial positioning on the world map required the major proof of the viability of a nation-state: its military strength, and its capability in dominating weaker states.  As a basic tenet of imperialism – that is, the domination of a weaker state by a stronger one – this requirement both allowed the United States to flex its muscle for a world audience and assuage any strategic and economic needs it might have in mind.
  These included the extension of influence over its Latin American neighbors and especially Cuba, the possible acquisition of Pacific bases in and around the Philippines and the establishment of industry and trade into the Asian market, an opportunity that was being eyed by Europeans as well.  However, these political objectives were never precisely maintained in public propaganda; in fact, the war was more often than not portrayed as a mission of rescue, and as a defense of an unclearly maligned national honor.

The spin placed on American intervention in Cuba after the explosion of the Maine in Havana harbor was clearly humanitarian.  It was explicit in propaganda that any war would be one of liberation and self-determination, against the imperial policies of Spain – that just happened to have impinged on American national honor by attacking its navy.  In this spirit, Congress passed the Platt Amendment in 1901, for insertion into the Cuban Constitution of 1902.  In order to assure Cuba of their good intentions, the rider promised that the US could intervene “for the preservation of Cuban independence [and] the maintenance of a government adequate for the protection of life, property, and individual liberty.”
  The annexation of the Philippines took on similar dimensions.  Even before the Treaty of Paris had ceded the Philippines to the US for a payment of $20 million, Admiral Dewey had taken over Manila Bay by force and expelled the Spanish overlords.
  This action was explained by President William McKinley as “completing the reduction of Spanish power in that quarter and of giving order and security to the islands while in the possession of the United States.”
  McKinley later famously called the Filipinos “our little brown brothers” and proclaimed that the American objective for the Philippines would be a benevolent assimilation which would “educate the Filipinos, and uplift and civilize and Christianize them.”
  

I. Liberty

The major opposition to these plans of war came from the famously liberal American Anti-Imperialist League, who felt that these efforts were imperialistic and were then outraged at the United States’ hypocritical denial of the tenets by which the nation had been founded.  Its members included not only enlightened men like Carl Schurz, Samuel Clemens and Andrew Carnegie, but 30,000 members across the nation with donors numbering over 500,000.  They sponsored local anti-imperialist leagues in all the major cities and were distributed hundreds of thousands of pamphlets all over the nation.  In their platform, the League announced that “it has become necessary in the land of Washington and Lincoln to reaffirm that all men, of whatever race or color, are entitled to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”
  Blatantly, the first line of their platform read: “the policy known as imperialism is hostile to liberty.”
  

Though they understood that the United States government sought to restore liberty, they felt that the administration had a very subjective definition for order, security and liberty as provided for in the Platt Amendment and McKinley’s support of benevolent assimilation.  The American promise to interfere only for the preservation of another nation’s security needs while under annexation seemed entirely implausible and against international influence or approval, a viewpoint demarcating the struggle for power inherent in imperialism.  Schurz himself warned the president in May of 1898 that any false interference in the Pacific and Caribbean would forfeit the good will of the world, which understood the war as “a war of deliverance and not one of greedy ambition, conquest, self-aggrandizement.”
  Furthermore, Schurz declared that any rejection of liberty and self-determination by the government would destabilize American society, and that nothing was “more repellent than a democracy that has ceased to believe in anything.”
  Others were more explicit with reference to imperialism: to them, the rash of annexations seemed suspiciously like an ironic replacement of one form of imperialism with another.  In 1901, Moorfield Storey commented on US involvement in Puerto Rico, remarking that their inhabitants had “no American citizenship, no constitutional rights… this is government without the consent of the governed.  This is what is meant by imperialism.”
  Lenin observed their actions with some level of amusement, remarking that the Anti-Imperialist League were the “last of the Mohicans of bourgeois democracy.”

The opposition pointed out other moral flaws in the continuation of the war.  While Cuba could have been argued to be purely a war of liberation, the Anti-Imperialists found it hard to accept that the annexation of the Philippines could have been anything but conquest, since it had been purchased instead of acquired solely as a byproduct of war.  Anti-Imperialist collaborator Goldwin Smith remarked that by purchasing an “ally,” the people of the United States “surely broke away from the principles on which their own polity is built, and compromised the national character formed on respect for those principles.”
  The defense to these claims included some of the reasoning behind the purchase: according to government propaganda, the Philippines had been included to assuage a demand from the US that Spain provide them with a coaling station.
  The subsequent argument claimed that the US had not ‘expected’ to receive the Philippines and was thus burdened.  The implicit message was that the war did indeed have indispensable economic and military reasons attached purely to a military campaign against the Spanish instead of specifically with the Philippines itself.
  

Cuban nationalist Jose Marti argued for a different focus, one which had sound practical reasoning but had moral ambiguities all of its own.  The United States, in Marti’s view, was “a nation resolved, before putting its own house in order, to engage in an arrogant and perhaps childish rivalry with the world.”
  Historically, this has proved to be wise in certain political settings, as military distraction from failures of domestic policy has served to improve popular morale and jumpstart the economy by focusing attention on important industry.  Henry Watterson, the editor of the Louisville Courier-Journal, contended that the war was important in realigning the construction of society and turning attention away from the many civil and social reforms which were being demanded by the 1890s.  He theorized that the US had escaped the “menace and peril of socialism and agrarianism, as England has escaped them, by a policy of colonialism and conquest… We risk Caesarism, certainly, but Caesarism is preferable to anarchism.”
  It was this Caesar-like adoption of economic imperialism and state-supported capitalism that eventually resulted in McKinley’s assassination by Leon Czolgosz, an anarchist who feared the social repercussions of an expanding global empire to the lower classes of the United States.

II. Labor

The involvement of labor in the anti-imperialist project underlined important economic aspects to the Spanish-American War.  First and foremost among these concerns was the attitude of business toward war in general.  It was fairly clear that business was in favor of the war, for the most part.  Investment into Cuba was above $33 million by the beginning of the Cuban rebellion, and the disruption of trade became a major pressure point for McKinley.
  At one point, McKinley had demanded that the Spanish put down the revolution immediately, as the violence “injuriously effects the normal functions of business, and tends to delay the condition of prosperity to which this country is entitled.”
  Because of an 1893 recession, manufacturers had been spreading overseas, as local consumption had decreased.  Cuba was just one of many new possibilities; increasingly important was the Asian market.  Alongside European promoters, American barons like Rockefeller and Carnegie began investing large sums of money into the development of industry within Asia.
  However, the interest of other European governments was threatening US influence in the Chinese market, and business began looking for other Asian markets to take advantage of.  

The annexation of the Philippines brought about new opportunities for businessmen, as there was little foreign presence on the islands at the time.  Many businessmen and influential statesmen were in support of the annexation for publicly economic reasons, which suggested the enormous wealth to be made for the American people in that country.  The dialogue amongst their own community was less sugarcoated and explicitly one of economic imperialism, in which the Filipinos were seen as important new consumers of American manufactures rather than as an area for foreign capital or as a source of raw materials.  US diplomat to Siam John Barrett described the Philippines as “the most valuable field of development, exploitation and investment yet untouched beyond the borders of the United States.”
  Many of the economic experts also cited the possibility of enticing larger capital investment into China by maintaining favorable trade zones in Asia; the establishment of friendly colonies would increase the confidence in a ‘safe’ investment area.  Trade journals, important indicators of contemporary business trends, were also immediately aware of the possibilities.  The editor of the Age of Steel hoped that when America “gets its foot firmly in the colonial boot,” it would be able to reap “the lion’s share of the commerce of Cuba, Porto Rico, and the Philippines.”
  

This explicitly imperialist attitude bothered proponents of labor, because there were bad portents in the eagerness of business to go overseas.  Pulling in threads from other anti-imperialist arguments, Samuel Gompers, president of the American Federation of Labor, argued that the war was a “cure for domestic discontent,” and that it was a device of tyrants to distract from the troubles of profit and fair wages in the United States. 
  Ultimately, they argued that the annexation of the Philippines would be extremely detrimental to labor, as it would open up immigration and “engulf our people and our civilization” – one form of blowback for the American nation.
  The effect of such a willing working population of foreign immigrants would be to ruin the efficacy of strikes, diminish the effectiveness of unions and reduce the overall price of labor.  Those in business took up the argument against immigration as well.  Watterson’s comments about the menace of socialism referred to the common perception that the immigrants who made up much of the unionizing forces of labor were Communists.  Any addition to the ranks of labor by these influence would be a peril to the American interest.
  

The anti-imperialists in labor scoffed at the idea of bringing liberty and justice to the people of the Philippines.  From their point of view, 
if innocent men can be shot down on the public highway… because they dare ask for humane conditions at the hands of the moneyed class of our country, how much more difficult will it be to arouse any sympathy…at any crime against [the Filipinos] inherent and natural rights to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness?
 
Part of this argument consisted of a plea to shield these countries from the misfortune that they had received from treatment by big business.  An editorial in the Journal of the Knights of Labor argued that Americans should not have “an India saddled upon them” in order that big business should have more territory in which “to rule and plunder.”
  Other anti-imperialist labor journals, including the National Labor Standard and the American Federationist judged the annexation and resultant ‘free trade’ – inasmuch as there could be free trade – to be only beneficial to big business and not to the workingman.
  Their arguments prophesied a flood of cheap Asian goods into the American market, decreased tariffs and lessened import protections due to American sponsorship of these foreign goods and the removal of American factories and associated jobs to cheaper ports of production in Cuba and the Philippines.  The labor appeal against the war rapidly lost interest in the war itself and concentrated on the after-effects of war, by supporting legislation for Chinese exclusion and other racial protectionist measures.  

This complaint of an influx of immigration was very specific to the American experience, as European imperialism had tended to encourage the movement of their home population outwards instead of enticing foreigners inward.  In effect, this particular argument was that economic expansion was akin to imperialism, and that those were not “the most important elements of the American symbol,” according to contemporary Social Darwinist William Graham Sumner.
  The labor response to the Spanish-American War did begin as somewhat of a moral argument against the abuse of the working man in the Philippines and elsewhere, but it was rapidly clear that this was only an external cover for fears of grave economic repercussions to the working class within America itself.

III. Color

Another class of anti-imperialists that would emerge from the woodwork included another oppressed class: the men of color.  The domination of non-white nations by a distinctly white country disturbed the black intellectuals – for poor and migrant blacks were not likely to be knowledgeable of the goings-on of American foreign policy – who had inherited a cultural legacy from the Civil War and the decisive conclusion to the anti-slavery movement three decades before.  The action of annexation and control over large races of colored peoples seemed especially imperialistic and racist, coming not long after the delicate healing process begun during Reconstruction.  Their question was why the administration felt that spreading justice and liberty to foreign nations was in any way important when their own citizens had not achieved that same feat.  The Colored National League compared their struggles against racism with the supposed strive for liberty in Cuba:  “do the colored people of the United States deserve equal consideration with the Cuban people at the hands of your administration, and shall they, though late, receive it?”
  White anti-imperialists addressed this problem as well, with obvious racist feeling: “did the United States, which already had a ‘black elephant’ in the South, ‘really need a white elephant in the Philippines, a leper elephant in Hawaii, a brown elephant in Porto Rico and perhaps a yellow elephant in Cuba?’”
  They believed that America had taken more than they could handle, and that any colonial actions were merely a distraction from civil rights work that needed to be done at home.  Many black newspapers, such as the Cleveland Gazette, made clear their opposition to American “imperialism” in the Philippines through the white domination of “colored peoples,” but expressed a distinct focus on President McKinley’s domestic record rather than his foreign policy.
  In any case, the two could be related; the war could be partly a distraction from the rising number of racial crimes and lynchings during that time.

The prospect of American foreign influence bringing common American racist attitudes overseas was a strong justification for a race-based movement that attempted to keep black soldiers out of the war, and especially out of the Philippines and Cuba.  Powerful colored organizations, especially church-affiliated ones, argued that Negro men should not enter the Army as they were spreading American racism abroad.  One preacher commented that “valuing a man by his color was unknown in Cuba until the scoundrels and villains of this country went there.”
  Indeed, it was argued by the national Afro-American Council that as America was so “impregnated with colorphobia,” it was in no way prepared to “carry on the work of expansion… among the dark races of the earth.”
  It seemed ludicrous to some that a nation “so enamored of Anglo-Saxon superiority” could try and improve “our little brown brother,” if they believed that could ever happen.
  Some preachers, accepting the political inevitability of the war, saw the government’s imperialistic attitudes as just a logical extension of its policy toward its own black population.  

The popular Rudyard Kipling poem “The White Man’s Burden” was published in McClure’s magazine during February of 1899 and served as a call to America to join Europe in her imperial adventures.  Even if merely sarcastic in promoting the Western world’s imperial responsibilities, the poem outlined a common racial characterization of the peoples of colonized lands, labeling them “new-caught sullen peoples, half devil and half child.”
  This imagery was certainly part of the American view of the blacks in the South, and even more so toward the Filipinos and Cubans which they had taken an interest that was at once selfish and paternal.  Not everybody accepted the Social Darwinist dogma that US civilization should lead the way.  One newspaper made the point that contempt for the Filipinos would certainly not increase “the southern white’s regard for the negro as a fellow-being of like feelings and claims to life and liberty as himself.”
  The black anti-imperialists themselves found that equalization of the races meant that criticisms against the Filipinos were in fact against them as well, and were insulted.  In such a situation, how could a black man fight when the war was essentially the “pitting of Negro against Negro”?
  
IV. After-effects of the Anti-Imperial Movements

Though a large anti-imperialist movement did exist in America throughout the entire course of the Spanish-American War and the Philippines intervention, the entire war effort was exceedingly popular for a large sector of the population.  There was no doubt that the military activity demonstrated America’s might against the old imperial powers like Spain and established a new-found ascendancy among the world powers by its bold intentions.  American prestige was bolstered by the demonstration of might, and American business was able to establish and further develop economic ties in the Asian markets through their presence in the Philippines.  These effects did not support the image of a successful anti-imperialist movement.  In fact, the history of peace movements has pointed out a reactionary tendency in political activism that dies out quickly after the end or in the prolongation of a conflict.  With so much political and public momentum behind the declaration of war – a state which it is naturally hard to retract from – it is not hard to understand that there is very little to be done which can change the practicalities of such a state.  Also, the successful promotion of a national patriotism encouraged a romantic belief that everything not right in the world could be corrected, and thus a sense of purpose was bred in American citizens as a national ideal.  This theoretical basis for progress and the extension of American influence allowed the American public to ignore events of moral outrage simply because the call of duty and national honor came above those conditions.  In any case, Filipinos were foreigners, and as yet, enemies.  An interesting extension of this idea was the argument that the patriotism aroused by a war with publicly stated humanitarian aims did much in healing the rift between North and South.  This, however, cannot be true regarding race relations, considering that the incidence of lynching in the years after the war were the highest in American history.  

From these arguments, one may be persuaded that the anti-imperialist movements had little effect on American foreign policy at the turn of the twentieth century.  This was true in that the multitude of anti-imperialist arguments did not create a strongly unified opposition that had enough political support to reverse the war effort.  However, the movement can be seen as successful when realizing that these arguments were not about the war itself so much as they were about domestic issues, and the conciliation of labor, civil liberties and racial rights movements with national goals.  These issues were debated in public circles and served to heighten public dialogue and support for measures directly aimed at each specific issue; also, it increased political awareness and participation among the under-classes who might typically not bother with it at all.

For imperialism itself, the anti-imperialist effort was able to reduce the more ambitious colonial measures for a more cautious approach which attempted to encourage economic development and social modernization in favor of political independence.  The success of the war and perceived success of the occupation increased American confidence in their national rightness and laid out the groundwork for their later diplomatic efforts.  The overall effect of the anti-imperialist movement on foreign policy was such that historian Daniel Schirmer could argue that “the dominant imperialist group turned away from outright colonialism to indirect forms of political domination.”
  After the US had initiated combat in the Philippines, it was understood by politicians and intellectuals in the movement that it would have been wrong on many levels to simply leave; instead, they had the choice to either deal with the population in a harsh, draconian manner, or to promote some sort of independence in the near future.  By their very propaganda, and frank attention from anti-imperialists and others in the popular press, the government was forced to institute a program that attempted to uplift a nation that most Americans had been belittling for years.  In one sense, the anti-imperialists did not help by putting forth a complaint that perhaps these foreign men were simple and unworthy of American attentions – once the Americans were there, that racist statement could be interpreted wrongly.  But on the whole, the United States ruled with little of the corruption and brutality that would have been expected from traditional European examples.  They built schools and railroads, reformed the legal system, and gave political assemblies increasing political independence.  Their major contribution was the exposing of a political vacuum by implementing constitutional reform that required a broader base for political participation in the Philippines.
  Also, any previous arguments of economic necessity in the Philippines did not come to fruit as the Filipinos were not abused and exploited for their resources.  It is highly likely that the major reason for the US presence in the Philippines turned out to be the island’s naval strategic capacities, in order to keep France and Britain out of the Asian trade and out of the Asian sphere.

In terms of political participation, the movement had found wide-ranging support from beyond all class and racial boundaries, and had involved the strong political force of the under-classes in a venue which they usually took little part in.  Their strength in numbers – particularly from the labor and civil rights groups – provided evidence of a very definite anti-imperialist trend that was seen and heard in the popular media and from the mouths of politicians who were responding to their queries and issues.  By February of 1899, anti-imperialist pressure had almost been able to defeat the popular Treaty of Paris in the Senate, the document that effectively gave the Philippines and other annexed properties to the United States.
  If they had succeeded, they would have prevented or slowed colonial ambitions in that sector.  More importantly, however, was their ability to put the expansionists and war hawks on the defensive such that they felt the need to sell the war in a more believable light than they had been.  
This defensive attitude became more obvious later in the war.  The initial response of the administration, using McKinley’s justifications, had been dwelling on the ennobling virtues of such a venture.  By 1900, this was no longer acceptable, as the anti-imperialist argument was gaining ground.  The advertisement of public atrocities by US troops in the Philippines sparked some sympathy and anger if not at the colonial policy itself, but the form that US occupation took on.
  Henry Cabot Lodge, premier politician and statesman, defended American policy in the Philippines during a speech to Congress by echoing the arguments for duty and responsibility but markedly emphasizing the strategic and economic advantages of the war.
  Lodge reminded the nation of the possibilities of expanding markets, and the national obeisance to profit – and this key logic helped in assuaging the economic fears of big business and labor.  To a lesser degree, President McKinley had been already pursuing the economic angle.  During a Philadelphia speech in June 1897, McKinley stressed the need for new markets as a way of unloading excess product: “there is no use in making a product if you cannot find somebody to take it.”  More interesting to labor, if it had been pursued more in his domestic policy, was the claim that “you will not employ labor to make a product unless you can find a buyer.”
  By claiming foreign markets, the US would be providing business with a reason to employ more labor.  This was good in light of the recession, but bad in that the price of labor would not necessarily rise.  In any case, the new focus of government propaganda lessened the opacity of the administration’s initial goals and also promoted a reasoning that was more cautious and less jingoistic – meaning that the drive for more colonies had been reduced.  By 1902, a close friend of known war-hawk Theodore Roosevelt claimed that “no one but a few Jingoes wanted any more colonies.”
  However, decreased colonial ambitions did not mean an end to it altogether; the methods of quelling Cuba and the Philippines were used as models for hemispheric ‘protection’ of Latin America into the 1930s.
For most in the anti-imperialist movements, the gist of their message revolved around the sentiment that the occupied could have no trust in the allegory of benevolent assimilation if the occupiers themselves did not have the same experience.  It did not escape attention that the war was essentially imperialistic, in that there existed the domination of weaker states for the benefit of the stronger, and that the administration could possibly be treating domestic issues in the same way.  Though they were not able to reverse foreign policy, these movements were successful in capturing national attention to social issues that might otherwise have been ignored, including economic issues with repercussions of the 1893 recession, racial movements with the legacies of slavery, and civil liberties issues, for which the Civil War had been fought so bloodily and so tragically.  Their arguments included a moral dialogue whose broadcasting helped to eventually decrease the momentum for colonial objectives, thus moderating American foreign policy to a degree.  Most importantly, such abroad movement helped to promote the increased  political participation of the under-classes by displaying the extent of their numbers and their capabilities.
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