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Abstract

This study of the Philippine-American War, which lasted officially from 1899 to 1902, debates whether or not America made the right decision at the conclusion of the Spanish-American War in fighting the Filipinos for control of their country, rather than granting them independence as we did the Cubans. The investigation scrutinizes America’s political and military strategy during the Philippine-American War, our subsequent change in foreign policy direction from isolationism to involvement, and our resultant imperialistic strategy for securing and maintaining peace in unstable areas throughout the world. After careful review, the writer concludes that fighting the Philippine-American War was the correct course of action for the Unite States to have undertaken to protect and enhance our twentieth century national security.
America’s First War in Southeast Asia

With the signing of the Treaty of Paris on December 10, 1898, Spain ceded the Philippine Islands, Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam, and other Spanish possessions to the U.S. (Yale, 1898, Article III). Former University of Pennsylvania law professor Frank J. R. Mitchell (1900) adds that with the signing of this treaty, a debate which had been simmering throughout America for at least fifty years concerning whether or not the country should annex the Hawaiian Islands now intensified to the boiling point: Could the U.S. constitutionally keep colonies, and even if so, should it (p. 194)?

Dr. David T. Beito, professor of history at the University of Alabama at Tuscaloosa, and Dr. Linda Royster Beito (2000), professor of social sciences at Stillman College in Tuscaloosa, note that some prominent Americans such as William Jennings Bryan, Mark Twain, and Andrew Carnegie strongly objected to annexation (p. 556). They claimed that we had betrayed the lofty goals of the Spanish-American War by becoming a colonial power ourselves (p. 556). Other anti-imperialists opposed annexation on racist grounds (p. 556). Senator Benjamin Tillman of South Carolina feared that annexation of these territories would lead to an influx of non-white immigrants, thus undermining white racial purity in America (p. 557). 


American journalist and educator Talcott Williams (1900) wondered aloud if “there is no difference…between the position of the U.S. in Puerto Rico or in Alaska, or between the suppression of resistance of the Sioux Indian tribes in the Louisiana purchase or the resistance of the Tagals in the Philippine purchase” (p. 227). The man who edited the Philadelphia Press for thirty years went on to question whether our “twin advances, first across the continent, and next on island realms [are] part of the same movement. Can either or both be justified in the forum of morals and of political principle” (pp. 227-28)?


John W. Burgess (1899), one of the founding fathers of the discipline of political science, wondered if the timing was right: 

So long as we do not inhabit two-thirds of the territory on this continent; so long as we have not explored, much less exploited, its resources; so long as we remain in large measure a mixed population of Americans, Europeans and Africans;…so long as we have an Indian problem and a Mormon problem and a negro problem, to say nothing of many less important questions—so long, it seems to me, we should more nearly follow the natural order of things, if we should remain at home and attend to our own domestic affairs (p. 1-2).


Columbia University Sociologist Franklin H. Giddings (1898) perhaps best expressed America’s somewhat reluctant acceptance, considering the circumstances surrounding the birth of our own nation, of the seeming inevitability of our impending conversion to imperialism. “Opposition to the retention of the Philippine Islands by the U.S. is probably as futile as opposition to the trade wind or the storm….At this particular stage in the development of [our country], territorial expansion is as certain as the advent of spring after winter” (p. 586).

Obviously, Dr. Giddings’ assessment turned out to be correct. By examining America’s political and military strategy during the Philippine-American War, our subsequent change in foreign policy direction from isolationism to involvement, and our resultant imperialistic strategy for securing and maintaining peace in unstable areas throughout the world, this writer aims to show that, despite the many incidents of torture and massacre and all of the deaths that U.S. soldiers suffered and inflicted, fighting the insurgents for control of their country during the Philippine-American War was the correct course of action for the U.S. to have undertaken to protect and enhance our twentieth century national security.

That being said, the Philippine-American War seems to have been relegated to an obscure, little-understood, almost forgotten chapter of our history—as retired U.S. military officers David R. Kohler and James Wensyel (1990) put it—”a mere appendage of the… Spanish-American War” (p. 53). They go on to say that “Suppressing the guerrilla warfare waged by Philippine nationalists…proved far more difficult, protracted, and costly for American forces than the conventional war with Spain that preceded it” (p. 55).

Kohler and Wensyel (1990) note that terms such as “guerilla warfare, jungle terrain, search and destroy missions, benevolent pacification, strategic hamlets, terrorism, ambushes, free-fire zones, booby traps, [and] waning support for civilians at home” conjure up unpleasant images of the Vietnam War, but these terms applied to the Philippine-American War, too (p. 53). This conflict officially lasted less than four years—from February 4, 1899, to July 4, 1902, but in actuality, the Americans required another fourteen years, until 1916, to totally crush all of the Philippine insurgents (p. 65).

According to James Morris (1996), professor of history at the College of William and Mary’s Christopher Newport College in Williamsburg, America’s justification for invading and occupying the Philippines can be traced at least as far back as February 1898, when an explosion in Havana harbor destroyed the battleship USS Maine (p. 155). In response to the destruction of the Maine, Washington sent warships and troops to assist Cuban rebels in their fight against Spain (p. 155). We also sent forces to Spanish colonies elsewhere, including, of course, the Philippines (p. 156). 

This attack on Spanish possessions was  America’s first war against a foreign power since the Mexican-American War of 1845-48 (Mitchell, 1900, p. 197). The resultant American victory also marked the ascendancy of the American Empire and its attainment of world power status (Burgess, 1899, p. 2). It brought with it increased respect from the other European world powers and gave the U.S. a much larger role in international affairs (p. 2). It also marked a major change in American foreign policy—away from isolationism and toward a much more active role in international affairs, a trend which has continued, more or less, until this day (p. 2).


The American victory also marked the official fall of the Spanish Empire (Morris, 1996, p. 158). Spain had been a great power since the time of Columbus and had once dominated much of the world, but after the Spanish-American War, all that remained were a few small African colonies (p. 158).


Considering the impact of the sinking of the Maine, it is incredible that the responsible parties are still unknown (Morris, 1996, p. 155). Conspiracy theories abound because the perpetrator was never caught and because the act of blowing up the Maine seems to have run counter to the objectives of each of the usual suspects (p. 155).


The string of events that placed the Maine in Havana in 1898 began a year earlier in 1897 (Morris, 1996, p. 155). The Cubans had lived under Spanish colonial rule for almost four hundred years and had just launched the latest in a series of rebellions that had begun during the late 1860s (p. 155). The U.S. had been growing increasingly concerned for the safety of American businessmen in Cuba during the insurrection, and as a consequence, in December 1987, the Navy posted the Maine at Key West, Florida (p. 155). On January 25, 1898, the ship then put in at Havana—officially on a friendly visit, but unofficially to protect Americans in Cuba, to influence Spanish policy in the rebellious colony through gunboat diplomacy and, to enforce the Monroe Doctrine and ensure that another European power such as Germany did not take advantage of the unstable situation and seize the island (p. 155). 


On the night of February 15, 1898, three weeks after its arrival and two days before the ship had been scheduled to leave for New Orleans to participate in Mardi Gras festivities, an explosion tore the ship apart (Morris, 1996, p. 155). Two hundred sixty out of a crew of three hundred fifty were killed (Kohler & Wensyel, 1990, p. 55). 


Dr. Tim McNeese (2002), history professor at York University in Nebraska is convinced that the most obvious explanation for the blast is a mine (p. 96). It could have been a harbor defense weapon that accidentally broke loose from its mooring and drifted into the ship (p. 97). Or it could have been deliberately placed there (p. 97). President McKinley concluded from the U.S. government’s initial investigative report that the ship had been destroyed by a mine, for which the Spanish authorities were responsible, and most Americans, thanks to yellow journalism, agreed with him (p. 78). It must be said, though, that that finding was based on the rules and customs of international law, not on suspicion that Spain actually committed the act (p. 79). Because Havana harbor was under Spanish jurisdiction, the Spanish authorities were responsible under international law for the safety of all friendly ships in the harbor (p. 79). Actually though, Spain would have had a good rebuttal, if it had chosen to pursue it, that the U.S. had acted recklessly in parking the Maine for three weeks in the harbor of a country that was experiencing an insurrection at the time (p. 80).


In any event, the Spanish government was probably not responsible for destroying the Maine (McNeese, 2002, p. 97). While Spain may have felt threatened or insulted by the presence of the Maine, they had nothing to gain from destroying it (p. 97). The Cuban insurrection had already placed it in a tenuous position in the Western Hemisphere (p. 97). The U.S. was the wealthiest and militarily most powerful nation in the Americas, and geographically much closer to Cuba (p. 97). An intentional Spanish attack on an American ship in Havana would have been virtual suicide (p. 97).


Dr. McNeese (2002) presents another argument, too (p. 80). While the Maine was being destroyed in Havana Harbor, the Spanish war ship Vizcaya was sitting in New York Harbor (p. 80). Her commander found out about the incident when a large group of hostile New Yorkers surrounded his ship (p. 80). It would have been foolish for Madrid to have ordered the destruction of America’s sixth most powerful battleship when its second most valuable warship was so vulnerable to attack (p. 80). Fortunately for the Vizcaya and Spain, the New York Police Department was able to maintain security around the cruiser during her abbreviated visit (p. 80).

Dr. McNeese (2002) notes also that some observers outside the U.S. suspected that Washington was responsible for the attack (p. 82). While a fake incident might have made sense for those who wanted to annex Cuba, it would hardly have made sense to have destroyed the U.S. Navy’s sixth most powerful  warship and two hundred sixty American lives at the start of the war and then grant Cuba its independence, rather than annex it, after the war was over (p. 82). 

The blast could also have been caused by any number of factions fighting for control of Cuba in 1898 (McNeese, 2002, p. 49). Right wing radicals known as Weylerites were Spanish army officers who were followers of the ruthless former Spanish commander, General Valeriano “the Butcher” Weyler (p. 49). Shortly after Captain Sigsbee’s arrival in Havana with the Maine, an unidentified man thrust a pamphlet into his hand (p. 49). The pamphlet said, in part:
Spaniards!  The moment off action has arrived.  Do not go  to sleep.  Let us teach these vile traitors that we have not yet lost our pride, and that we know how to protest with the energy befitting a nation worthy and strong, as our Spain is, and always will be! Death to the Americans! Death to autonomy! Long live Spain! Long live Weyler! Spaniards! What are you doing that you allow yourselves to be insulted in this way? These Yankee pigs who meddle in our affairs, humiliating us to the last degree, and, for a still greater taunt, order to us a man-of-war of their rotten squadron (pp. 49-50).


That pamphlet clearly incriminates the Weylerites, but the rebels who were fighting for Cuban independence might also have been guilty of sabotaging the Maine (McNeese, 2002, p. 90). They were the one group which had the most to gain from such an incident (p. 90). Although the rebels would not have accepted an exchange of Spanish imperialism for American, they might have been willing to risk American intervention if that seemed to be the only way to achieve their goal of independence (p. 90). They would have been confident that the U.S. would blame Spain (p. 90). Morris (1996) also agrees with this theory: it is “likely that the Cubans placed a ‘submarine mine’ against the Maine’s hull to cause an incident that would force the United States into war with Spain” (p. 155). This author agrees, as well.


The U.S. reacted as expected and declared war on Spain (Morris, 1996, p. 155). However, there is a good chance that even if the Maine had not been destroyed, some other incident would have caused an outbreak of hostilities between Washington, growing and expanding in economic and military power, and Madrid, struggling to maintain their decaying empire in the Americas (Kohler & Wensyel, 1990, p. 55).


It took the U.S. 109 days to defeat the Spanish (Morris, 1996, p. 158). The first fighting took place during the Battle of Manila Bay where, on May 1, 1898, Commodore George Dewey, commander of the U.S. Navy’s Asiatic Squadron aboard the USS Olympia, defeated the Spanish squadron under Admiral Patricio Montojo in a matter of hours (p. 156). Dewey’s forces sustained only one casualty—due to heart attack (p. 156).


By June 1898, the Americans, under the command of Major General Elwell S. Otis, and the Filipinos, under the command of General Emilia Aguinaldo, had taken control of much of the islands except for Manila (Kohler & Wensyel, 1990, p. 57). Aguinaldo, who had been fighting against Spain since 1896, declared the Philippines independent on June 12, 1898 (p. 58). On June 20, 1898, Captain Henry Glass of the cruiser USS Charleston captured the island of Guam (Morris, 1996, p. 158). On July 1, 1898, Lieutenant Colonel Theodore “Teddy” Roosevelt, Colonel Leonard Wood, former Civil War Confederate General Joseph Wheeler, and over a thousand other “Rough Riders” defeated the Spanish at the Battles of El Caney and San Juan Hill outside of Santiago, Cuba (pp. 157-58). The American advance in Cuba then ground to a halt, but elsewhere throughout the Spanish Empire, Spain was on the run (p. 158).

Back on the home front, Congress brought to a close America’s fifty-year debate concerning the future of Hawaii (Morris, 1996, p. 161). Liberalism gave way to realism. The strong do what they want, and the weak suffer what they must. We would need these islands to help service the new territories we were taking possession of in the Western Pacific—Guam and the Philippines (p. 161). On July 7, 1898, President McKinley signed the Newlands Resolution which provided for the official annexation of Hawaii (p. 161).


In the Caribbean, on July 25, 1898, General Nelson A. Miles invaded Puerto Rico with 3,300 soldiers and met little resistance (Morris, 1996, p. 158). Spain soon sued for peace (p. 158). Hostilities were halted on August 12, 1898, with the signing in Washington of a Protocol of Peace between the United States and Spain (p. 158). 

The next day, August 13, 1898, Filipino and American forces captured Manila from the Spaniards, unaware that the protocol had just been signed (Kohler & Wensyel, 1990, p. 58). This marked the end of Filipino-American collaboration, as American forces prevented Filipino forces from entering the city after the battle—an act that the Filipinos deeply resented (p. 58). One day later, on August 14, 1898, the U.S. sent 11,000 ground troops in to officially “escort” the Spanish troops off the islands, but in reality to occupy and secure control of the islands (p. 58). Tensions between the Filipinos and the American soldiers escalated as it became more and more clear to the Filipinos that their former allies had betrayed them (p. 59). The Philippine-American War began on February 4, 1899, when a drunken American soldier named Robert William Grayson shot a Filipino soldier who was crossing a bridge into an American occupation zone in Manila (p. 59).

By the end of February, 1899, the Americans had prevailed in the struggle for Manila (Kohler & Wensyel, 1990, p. 59). Hard-fought victories on the island of Luzon followed during the remainder of the year at Quingua, Zapote Bridge, and Tirad Pass (p. 59). With the June assassination of General Antonio Luna and the death of Brigadier General Gregorio del Pilar at Tirad Pass, the Filipinos’ ability to fight a conventional war rapidly diminished (p. 59).


In 1900, the leader of the Philippine insurgents, Emilio Aguinaldo, switched his tactics from conventional to guerilla warfare—a means of operation much better suited to the Filipinos (Kohler & Wensyel, 1990, p. 59). This made American occupation of the archipelago all the more difficult over the next few years (p. 59). The Filipino resistance fighters began staging bloody ambushes and raids. At first, it even seemed as if the Filipinos would fight the Americans to a stalemate. President McKinley considered withdrawing (p. 59).


History professor Dr. Paul A. Kramer (2008) of the University of Iowa points out that the U.S. soldiers recovered, though (¶4). The shift to guerilla warfare angered them into acting even more ruthlessly than they had before (¶4). Their counter-strategy included scorched earth campaigns that destroyed entire villages (¶5). They stopped taking prisoners, and began torturing and/or killing all who surrendered (¶7). General Jacob H. Smith’s order to “Kill everyone over ten” was the caption in the New York Journal cartoon on May 5, 1902 (¶11). The soldiers herded guerilla sympathizers into concentration camps where thousands died from disease and starvation (¶8). As a result of these tactics by the Americans, many Filipino guerillas felt obliged to surrender in order to stop the suffering the war was causing their people (¶19).


Dr. Charles A. Byler (2005), professor of history at Carroll College in Waukesha, Wisconsin, reports that Muslim Filipinos (referred to as “Moros” by the Americans) on the southern island of Mindanao, however, continued to resist in what has come to be known as the Moro Rebellion, or the second phase of the Philippine-American War (p. 41-42). Captain John J. Pershing, who was “assigned to the American garrison at Iligan, successfully established friendly relations with the Sultan of Madaya, Ahmai-Manibilang”—the most influential Moro leader on the island (p. 44). Their alliance did much to secure America’s standing among the Moros (p. 44).

Not all U.S. officers were as diplomatic as Pershing, though. Many veterans of the Indian Wars took their “The only good Indian is a dead Indian” mentality with them to the Philippines, where “Civilize ‘em with a Krag” became their new catchphrase (Kramer, 2008, ¶12). Reports of abuse did not sit well with the American public (¶24). A letter that Sergeant Charles Riley wrote home found its way into the Northampton, Massachusetts Daily Herald (¶25). In it, Riley described the water-cure torture (¶25). Riley had witnessed a Filipino man being bound and forced full of water (¶26). The man’s throat had been “held so he could not prevent swallowing the water, so that he had to allow the water to run into his stomach. The water was then forced out of him by pressing a foot on his stomach or else with [the soldiers’] hands” (¶26).

Theodore Roosevelt, who had been President since McKinley’s assassination in September of 1901, deplored the nation’s betrayal by anti-imperialist critics “who traduce our armies in the Philippines” (Kramer, 2008, ¶30). By conquering the Philippines, he claimed, the United States was, in fact, putting an end to the Aguinaldo’s regime’s cruelty (¶31).
Our armies do more than bring peace, do more than bring order. They bring freedom. Such wars are as historically necessary as they are difficult to contain. The warfare that has extended the boundaries of civilization at the expense of barbarism and savagery has been for centuries one of the most potent factors in the progress of humanity. Yet from its very nature it has always and everywhere been liable to dark abuses (¶31).

Kramer (2008) adds that the debate continued, but lost momentum (¶34). April 16, 1902’s New York World painted an unflattering caricature of the American public sitting down to eat breakfast with a newspaper full of Philippine atrocities (¶34):
It sips its coffee and reads of its soldiers administering the water cure to rebels; of how water…is forced down the throats of the patients until their bodies become distended to the point of bursting; of how our soldiers then jump on the distended bodies to force the water out so that the treatment can begin all over again. The American Public takes another sip of its coffee and remarks, “How very unpleasant!” But where is that vast national outburst of astounded horror which an old-fashioned America would have predicted at the reading of such news? Is it lost somewhere in the 8,000 miles that divide us from the scenes of these abominations? Is it led astray by the darker skins of the alien race among which these abominations are perpetrated? Or is it rotted away by that inevitable demoralization which the wrong-doing of a great nation must inflict on the consciences of the least of its citizens (¶34)?


As the war ground on and thoughts of faraway torture faded, Americans answered these questions with silence (Kramer, 2008, ¶34). The war officially ended on July 4, 1902, when President Roosevelt issued a proclamation declaring an end to the Philippine Insurrection and a halt to hostilities “except in the country inhabited by the Moro tribes, to which this proclamation does not apply” (Kohler & Wensyel, 1990, p. 69). The guerrilla war did not completely subside, however, until 1913 when US President Woodrow Wilson promised that, after a transitional period, the Philippines would be granted full independence (Byler, 2005, p. 44).


All in all, 4,324 American soldiers were killed and 2,818 were wounded during both phases of the Philippine-American War (Kohler & Wensyel, 1990, p. 65). Philippine military deaths are estimated at twenty thousand and civilian deaths at between two hundred fifty thousand and one million (p. 65).

The high casualty figures were due to a greater number of American soldiers and the superiority of American technology (Kohler & Wensyel, 1990, p. 60). They were lavishly armed with the most modern weapons in the world—superb bolt action rifles and machine guns (p. 60). Even better were the U.S. warships which were called upon to fire their big guns and decimate Philippine positions when needed (p. 60). In contrast the Filipinos were armed with motley rifles, many of which were taken from dead Spanish or American soldiers, or smuggled in by Philippine patriots (p. 60). Their artillery was not much better—mostly worn out artillery pieces captured from the Spanish (p. 60). They did have a few Maxim and Gatling machine guns and a few modern Krupp artillery pieces, but these were so highly prized that they were left at the rear of the fighting to protect them from being captured (p. 60). Rifles and ammunition became scarce as the war dragged on, and they had to manufacture their own (p. 61). Most did not even have firearms and used instead obsolete weapons such as bolos (machete-like long knives), spears, and lances (p. 61).

A hundred years later, Jacquelyn Estavillo (2008), a Philippine citizen and Troy University International Relations graduate student, relates that Filipino history textbooks do not paint such a one-sided picture of the war (J. Estavillo, personal communication, April 21, 2008). The freedom-fighters knew their own country and rough terrain well, in contrast to the Americans, who were fighting in an alien environment (J. Estavillo, personal communication, April 21, 2008). And despite the technological disadvantages they faced, the Filipinos still managed to win some battlefield encounters through courage and tenacity (J. Estavillo, personal communication, April 21, 2008). Modern Filipinos are extremely proud of the resistance their ancestors put up during the Philippine-American War (J. Estavillo, personal communication, April 21, 2008). At the same time, few still hold any grudges against the invading Americans. Most are able to see the good that the American soldiers eventually brought to their country (J. Estavillo, personal communication, April 21, 2008).

Also a hundred years later, in America a new question is being debated: Can (and should) the U.S. military be used to administer occupied territories? American military historian Max Boot (2003) notes that when George W. Bush became President, he condemned the “nation building” enterprises undertaken by his predecessor, Bill Clinton, in Haiti, Bosnia, and Kosovo (p. 413). After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, though, Bush revised his stance (p. 415). He launched ambitious nation-building efforts in both Afghanistan and Iraq (p. 415). There is no doubt that U.S. forces are improving the lives of the people there, but whether America will succeed in planting the seeds of democracy remains to be seen (p. 430).


The historical record provides some perspective on the challenges facing America (Boot, 2003, p. 419). On April 28, 2003, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld was asked on the Arabic satellite television network al-Jazeera whether the U.S. was “empire building” in Iraq and Afghanistan (p. 419). Rumsfeld replied defiantly, “We don’t seek empires. We’re not imperialistic. We never have been” (p. 419). That it is not true, though (p. 417). The U.S. has been an empire since at least 1803, when Thomas Jefferson purchased the Louisiana Territory (p. 417). Throughout the nineteenth century, Jefferson’s “empire of liberty” expanded across the continent (p. 417-18). When U.S. power stretched “from sea to shining sea,” the American empire moved abroad, acquiring territory in the Caribbean, Pacific, and Alaska (p. 418).



Israeli-American sociologist Amitai Etzioni (2004) notes that European empires all but disappeared after World War II. The founder of the communitarian movement in the early 1990s notes that the U.S. embarked upon another kind of imperialism in Germany and Japan—”occupation” (p. 4). Likewise, recent “nation-building” experiments in Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Iraq amount to imperialism under another name (p. 5-9). This is not the old-fashioned imperialism bent on looting nations of their natural resources (p. 40). If that were the motivation would not have intervened in some of the poorest countries on the planet, such as Haiti and Afghanistan (p. 38). Iraq, of course, does have vast oil reserves, but the cost of the military occupation will far exceed any economic benefits we ever derive from guaranteeing uninterrupted access to the Iraqi oil supply (p. 119).


Compared with the realist imperialism of the past, America’s liberal imperialism pursues far different goals (Etzioni, 2004, p. 187). It aims to replace tyranny with democracy in hopes of short-circuiting terrorism, military aggression, and weapons proliferation (p. 187). This is an ambitious undertaking, the most successful examples of which are post-World War II Germany, Italy and Japan (p. 188). In those cases, the U.S. Army helped transform militaristic dictatorships into pillars of liberal democracy (p. 188-89).

Critics of nation building such as John Bellamy Foster (2006), professor of sociology at the University of Oregon, question the relevance of these examples to today’s world (p. 75). Germany, Italy, and Japan were advanced industrialized nations that had some experience with the rule of law and democratic institutions (p. 109). “And besides, the U.S. made a very large, very long-term commitment to those countries, a commitment justified by their importance to the world, but one that America has not so far made anyplace it has intervened since then” (p. 111).

According to Dr. Andrew J. Bacevich (2003), professor of international relations at Boston University, a look at peacekeeping efforts between the Spanish-American War and the Great Depression reveals that the U.S. embarked on an ambitious attempt at liberal imperialism in the Caribbean, Central America, and the Pacific (p. iv). We acted for a variety of concerns, including strategic (keeping foreign powers out of areas deemed vital to U.S. interests, such as the Panama Canal Zone) and economic (expanding opportunities for American businesses in promising markets, such as China) (p. 27-28). Above all, we also felt the weight of “The White Man’s Burden,” the title of a poem Rudyard Kipling wrote in 1899 to try to persuade Washington to annex the Philippine Islands (p. 28).


The United States did annex the Philippines (Bacevich, 2003, p. 78). It also occupied a number of other territories that remain part of the United States to this day: Samoa, Guam, Hawaii, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands (p. 78). America occupied a number of other places temporarily in addition to the Philippines: the Panama Canal Zone, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, and the Mexican city of Veracruz (p. 80).


Most of these occupations followed a particular pattern (Boot, 2003, p. 422). We were drawn in by political unrest and a threat to our foreign financial interests (p. 422). We often feared that if we did not act, some other power would. We then occupied the capital and our armed forces fanned out over the countryside to establish order (p. 422). We often encountered guerrilla resistance, but our troops, who were better trained and had more sophisticated weaponry, usually put it down quickly (p. 422). 

Once we established rule, we set up a “constabulary”—a quasi-military police force led by Americans, but made up of local enlisted men (Boot, 2003, p. 422). Though the American officials were often resented at first, they usually proved more efficient and fair than their local predecessors (p. 422). American imperialists usually moved much more quickly than their European counterparts to the next step: transferring power to democratically elected local rulers, as they are attempting to do now in Iraq by setting up a governing council of Iraqis (p. 422).


Our next step was to work with local officials to administer a variety of public services, running the gamut from vaccinations and schools to tax collection (Boot, 2003, p. 423). A priority was improving public health, in part to keep American troops healthy in a tropical clime (p. 423).

In 1907, under U.S. rule, the Philippines became the first Asian state to establish a national legislature (Boot, 2003, p. 423). In 1935 the archipelago became a domestically autonomous commonwealth headed by President Manuel Quezon, a former insurrectionist who once complained of the difficulty of fostering nationalism under this particular colonial regime: “Damn the Americans! Why don’t they tyrannize us more” (p. 423)? Total independence came in 1946, after Filipinos had fought side by side with GIs against the Japanese (p. 423).


The record is mixed as to whether or not we achieved our liberal imperialist goals (Boot, 2003, p. 425). Our greatest success (outside those territories that remain a part of the U.S. today) was in the Philippines—”which, uncoincidentally, was the site of one of our longest occupations” (p. 425). Among the institutions we bequeathed to the Philippines were “public schools, a free press, an independent judicial system, a modern bureaucracy, democratic government, and separation of church and state” (p. 425). Unlike the Dutch in the East Indies, the British in Malaya, or the French in Indochina, we left virtually no legacy of economic exploitation (p. 425). Congress was so concerned about protecting the Filipinos that it barred large landholdings by American individuals or corporations (p. 425). Our legacy has also been enduring (p. 425). The Philippines has been “for the most part a free and democratic state, except perhaps for the Ferdinand Marcos period of rule from 1972 to 1986” (p. 425).


Most successful examples of state building begin by imposing the rule of law—as Britain did in India the U.S. did in the Philippines—which is a prerequisite for economic development and the eventual manifestation of democracy (Boot, 2003, p. 431). We learned in Haiti in 1994 that merely holding an election and leaving will likely achieve nothing (p. 431). For occupation to have a positive impact, it has to last fairly long (p. 431). If we intend to exit quickly, we might as well stay home (p. 431).


History teaches another important lesson: that occupation duty often results in human rights abuses (Foster, 2006, p. 36). “Whenever a small number of occupation troops are placed in the midst of millions of potentially hostile foreigners, unpleasantries are likely to occur” (p. 36). American troops must take great care to avoid heinous acts, “not only for moral but also for Machiavellian practical reasons” (p. 39). It is impossible to win the hearts and minds of civilians in the occupied territory if you torture and kill their relatives (p. 39). And if the imperialists are provoked into grisly reprisals, as what happened to the French in Algeria and the Americans in Vietnam, support back home is likely to evaporate (p. 36).

Given the costs, are the benefits of imperialism worth the trouble? The answer is no different today than it was a hundred years ago. There are economic benefits: the U.S. can add such areas as Iraq, Central Asia, and the Balkans to the world free-trade system, within which we prosper (Boot, 2002, p. 135). These regions might be economic basket cases today, but so were Taiwan and South Korea a few decades ago (p. 135). Both have prospered under U.S. military protection (p. 135). There are soft power benefits: We have a reputation for saving people from starvation, ethnic cleansing, and tyranny (Bacevich, 2003, p. 180). This is an adaptation of the “white man’s burden,” except today this responsibility is not limited to whites or even to men, but extends to everyone in the West (p. 180). These are not the only reasons for us to undertake nation building. Since September 11, 2001, another argument for imperialism has come to the fore: national security (Etzioni, 2004, p. 190). We can only speculate what might have happened if the United States had attempted to help build Afghanistan into a viable state after the Soviet Union was driven out of there in the early 1990s (p. 192). It might not have become the home of the Taliban and Al Qaeda, and the World Trade Center might still be standing (p. 192).


In the Balkans we can already see results from Western nation building efforts (Boot, 2002, p. 130). The violence that claimed three hundred thousand lives during the breakup of Yugoslavia is over. “Kosovo, Macedonia, Croatia, Serbia, Slovenia, and Bosnia live in a state of peace,” albeit an uneasy peace, under the watchful eyes of Western troops (p. 131). Aside from saving lives, there is another reason for us to be pleased with this outcome: we have denied Islamic extremists a toehold in the region (p. 134). Many migrated to the Balkans in the early 1990s to help their fellow Muslims in Kosovo and Bosnia resist Serbian oppression (p. 134-35). NATO troops have been able to arrest and deport many of these suspected terrorists before they could carry out any attacks (p. 135). We may need to consider taking similar action to drain other potential swamps that breed terrorism (Kramer, 2008, ¶42). In Iraq, in particular, the United States has an opportunity to begin transforming an entire region—the Middle East—that has emerged as the greatest threat to American security since the demise of the Soviet Union (¶42).


Any call for a renewed campaign of nation building by Western states is likely to run into an obvious objection: Imperialism went out of style decades ago when European imperialists were evicted from one colony after another (Foster, 2006, p. 111). The brand of imperial missions that the United States is likely to undertake today, though, are very different (Boot, 2002, p. 228). The Europeans fought to subjugate colonial population; Americans fight to bring them democracy and the rule of law (p. 228). Nobody wants to make Iraq and Afghanistan our fifty-first and fifty-second states (p. 231). European takeovers were justified by racial prejudices; American interventions are justified by self-defense  (national security) and human rights doctrines accepted by all signatories to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (p. 229-30).

Our attempts at nation building will not be easy or painless, though (Boot, 2002, p. 312). Dealing with local warlords is a difficult task that, if mishandled, can lead to disaster, as in Lebanon in 1983 (Foster, 2006, p. 160). We failed to learn from our mistakes there and committed them again in Somalia in 1993 (p. 162). Dr. Kimberly Zisk Marten (2004), political science professor at Columbia University, points out that Iraq has not proven to be as easy as the optimists expected (p. 56). Years after the fall of Saddam Hussein’s government, urban guerrillas continue to attack US troops and continue to inflict casualties (p. 75). Still, it is important to note that the bulk of Iraqis support the American peacekeeping presence in their country (p. 60). In Kosovo, Afghanistan, and most parts of Iraq (especially those areas dominated by Kurds and Shiites), American troops are seen as liberators, not oppressors (p. 60). Many inhabitants of these war-torn lands want us to stay as long as possible (p. 60). Unfortunately, many politicians in Washington irresponsibly call for an early “exit strategy” (p. 91). America requires long-term staying power in order to leave a positive legacy (Boot, 2002, p. 137). 

If there is one thing that we should have learned by now from the Philippine-American War, it is that nation-building can succeed, but it may travel a very bumpy road in the beginning and require an almost unbearable amount of manpower, resources, and time to accomplish. And as mankind supposedly grows more and more civilized over the centuries, we also grow less and less tolerant of a “building” nation’s barbarous treatment of the indigenous peoples. Most Americans did not bat an eye at the extermination of the people that came before us as we pushed our way from the Atlantic to the Pacific. When we saw this occurring in a far-away land like the Philippines, however, we immediately grew a conscience, albeit a very small one. Our conscience has grown much bigger, for the better, during our nation-building exercise in Iraq. We still have a long, long way to go, though. Most, if not all, of our past nation-building episodes can be described as “necessary” to protect our national security, but it is extremely regrettable that our “building” has caused so much destruction, devastation, and death.
It seems to this writer that all of the issues discussed here—America’s political and military strategy during the Philippine-American War, our subsequent change in foreign policy direction from isolationism to involvement, and our resultant imperialistic strategy for securing and maintaining the peace in unstable areas of the world—point toward the inevitable conclusion that fighting the insurgents for control of their country during the of the Philippine-American War was the correct course of action for the U.S. to have undertaken to protect and enhance our twentieth century national security.
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