President William McKinley

William McKinley was President of the United States from 1896 until his assassination in 1901. McKinley hoped to make American producers supreme in world markets, and so his administration made a push to control foreign markets. The term "McKinleyism" came to stand for a policy of supporting and promoting business at home and abroad.  At this time, the U.S. had interests in Cuba, the Philippines, Hawaii and China.  While serving as a Congressman, McKinley had been an advocate for the annexation of Hawaii because he wanted to Americanize it and establish a naval base.  He had also said, "we need Hawaii just as much as we did California."  McKinley did not want to fully annex Cuba, just control it.  In the Philippines, he wanted a base there to deal with China that would give the U.S. a voice in Asian affairs; in the end, he decided to take all of the Philippines, a move that led to the Philippine-American War.  Throughout these ordeals, McKinley controlled American policy and news with an "iron hand". McKinley was the first president to have the use of telephones and telegraphs giving him access to battlefield commanders and reporters in mere minutes, and he used this to his full advantage. McKinley was criticized by many for this aggressive turn in U.S. foreign policy – including the Anti-Imperialist League that formed to oppose annexation of the Philippines.  At a meeting with Methodist church leaders on November 21, 1899 McKinley explained why he decided to colonize the Philippines. An account of this explanation follows.

Hold a moment longer! Not quite yet, gentlemen! Before you go I would like to say just a word about the Philippine business. I have been criticized a good deal about the Philippines, but don't deserve it. The truth is I didn't want the Philippines, and when they came to us, as a gift from the gods, I did not know what to do with them. When the Spanish War broke out Dewey was at Hongkong, and I ordered him to go to Manila and to capture or destroy the Spanish fleet, and he had to; because, if defeated, he had no place to refit on that side of the globe, and if the Dons [Spanish] were victorious they would likely cross the Pacific and ravage our Oregon and California coasts. And so he had to destroy the Spanish fleet, and did it! But that was as far as I thought then.

When I next realized that the Philippines had dropped into our laps I confess I did not know what to do with them. I sought counsel from all sides - Democrats as well as Republicans - but got little help. I thought first we would take only Manila; then Luzon; then other islands perhaps also. I walked the floor of the White House night after night until midnight; and I am not ashamed to tell you, gentlemen, that I went down on my knees and prayed Almighty God for light and guidance more than one night. 

And one night late it came to me this way - I don't know how it was, but it came: (1) That we could not give them [the Philippines] back to Spain - that would be cowardly and dishonorable; (2) that we could not turn them over to France and Germany - our commercial rivals in the Orient - that would be bad business and discreditable; (3) that we could not leave them to themselves - they were unfit for self-government - and they would soon have anarchy and misrule over there worse than Spain's was; and (4) that there was nothing left for us to do but to take them all, and to educate the Filipinos, and uplift and civilize and Christianize them, and by God's grace do the very best we could by them, as our fellow-men for whom Christ also died. 

And then I went to bed, and went to sleep, and slept soundly, and the next morning I sent for the chief engineer of the War Department (our map-maker), and I told him to put the Philippines on the map of the United States (pointing to a large map on the wall of his office), and there they are, and there they will stay while I am President!"

Source: General James Rusling, 'Interview with President William McKinley,' in The Christian Advocate (New York), 22 January 1903, p.17.

Senator George Frisbie Hoar
Senator George Frisbie Hoar (R-Mass.) was born in 1826.  He had a long and distinguished career in the House of Representatives and the Senate.  Hoar was long noted as a fighter against political corruption, and campaigned for the rights of African Americans and Native Americans. He argued in the Senate in favor of Women's suffrage as early as 1886 and opposed the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882. He was chairman of the 1888 Republican National Convention. The speech below was given on April 17, 1900 and was entitled “On Self-Government for the Philippines.” At the time of this speech, Hoar, a twenty-three-year veteran of the Senate, was nearing the end of his career. He was seventy-six when he delivered this address in opposition to U.S. acquisition of the Philippines. Hoar was out of step with his party on U.S. imperialism and was one of only two Republican senators to vote against the Treaty of Paris, which ended the Spanish-American War and included annexation of the Philippines.  Hoar's speech remains a timeless argument against one nation imposing its rule upon another nation without the consent of the governed.  Hoar died in 1904 while U.S. fighting still raged in the Philippines.

We are told if we oppose the policy of our imperialistic and expanding friends we are bound to suggest some policy of our own as a substitute for theirs. We are asked what we would do in this difficult emergency. It is a question not difficult to answer. I for one am ready to answer it.

   1. I would declare now that we will not take these islands to govern them against their will.

   2. I would reject a cession of sovereignty which implies that sovereignty may be bought and sold and delivered without the consent of the people. Spain had no rightful sovereignty over the Philippine Islands. She could not rightfully sell it to us. We could not rightfully buy it from her.

   3. I would require all foreign governments to keep out of these islands.

   4. I would offer to the people of the Philippines our help in maintaining order until they have a reasonable opportunity to establish a government of their own.

   5. I would aid them by advice, if they desire it, to set up a free and independent government.

   6. I would invite all the great powers of Europe to unite in an agreement that that independence shall not be interfered with by us, by themselves, or by any one of them with the consent of the others. As to this I am not so sure. I should like quite as well to tell them it is not to be done whether they consent or not.

   7. I would declare that the United States will enforce the same doctrine as applicable to the Philippines that we declared as to Mexico and Haiti and the South American Republics … [U]ndoubtedly, having driven out Spain, we are bound, and have the right, to secure to the people we have liberated an opportunity, undisturbed and in peace, to establish a new government for themselves.

   8. I would then, in a not distant future, leave them to work out their own salvation, as every nation on earth, from the beginning of time, has wrought out its own salvation. . . . To attempt to confer the gift of freedom from without, or to impose freedom from without on any people, is to disregard all the lessons of history. It is to attempt

      "A gift of that which is not to be given

      By all the blended powers of earth and heaven."

   9. I would strike out of your legislation the oath of allegiance to us and substitute an oath of allegiance to their own country. . . . 

[Imperialism] directly conflicts with and contradicts the doctrine on which our own revolution was founded, and with which, so far, our example has revolutionized the world. It is the doctrine that when, in the judgment of any one nation or any combination of nations, the institutions which a people set up and maintain for themselves are disapproved they have a right to overthrow that government and to enter upon and possess it themselves . . .

Our imperialistic friends seem to have forgotten the use of the vocabulary of liberty. They talk about giving good government. "We shall give them such a government as we think they are fitted for." "We shall give them a better government than they had before." Why, Mr. President, that one phrase conveys to a free man and a free people the most stinging of insults. In that little phrase, as in a seed, is contained the germ of all despotism and of all tyranny. Government is not a gift. Free government is not to be given by all the blended powers of earth and heaven. It is a birthright. It belongs, as our fathers said and as their children said, as Jefferson said and as President McKinley said, to human nature itself. There can be no good government but self government. . . .

I have failed to discover in the speech, public or private, of the advocates of this war, or in the press which supports it and them, a single expression anywhere of a desire to do justice to the people of the Philippine Islands, or of a desire to make known to the people of the United States the truth of the case…

Why, the … schemes which are proposed are schemes in our interest and not in theirs. If you propose to bring tobacco from Porto Rico or from the Philippine Islands on the ground that it is for the interest of the people whom you are undertaking to govern, for their best interests to raise it and sell it to you, every imperialist in Connecticut will be up in arms. The nerve in the pocket is still sensitive, though the nerve in the heart may be numb. You will not let their sugar come here to compete with the cane sugar of Louisiana or the beet sugar of California or the Northwest, and in determining that question you mean to think not of their interest but of yours. The good government you are to give them is a government under which their great productive and industrial interests, when peace comes, are to be totally and absolutely disregarded by their government. …

Now, what are the facts as to the Philippine Islands and the American flag? We have occupied a single city, part of one of four hundred islands, and with a population of 120,000 or thereabouts out of 10,000,000. The Spanish forces were invested and hemmed in by the people of those islands, who had risen to assert their own freedom when we got there. Now, what kind of Americanism, what kind of patriotism, what kind of love of liberty is it to say that we are to turn our guns on that patriot people and wrest from them the freedom that was almost within their grasp and hold these islands for our own purposes in subjection and by right of conquest because the American flag ought not to be hauled down where it has once floated, or, for the baser and viler motive still, that we can make a few dollars a year out of their trade? 

Source: Congressional Record, Senate, 56th Congress, 1st session, April 17, 1900, 4303–4305.

Vice-President Theodore Roosevelt

Theodore Roosevelt was born on October 27, 1858 and is best known for being the twenty-sixth President of the United States.  A leader of the Republican Party and of the Progressive Party, he was a Governor of New York and a professional historian, naturalist, explorer, hunter, author, and soldier.  As Assistant Secretary of the Navy, Roosevelt prepared for and advocated war with Spain in 1898.  He organized and helped command the 1st U.S. Volunteer Cavalry Regiment – the Rough Riders – during the Spanish-American War. Returning to New York as a war hero, he was elected governor.  In 1901, as Vice President, the 42-year-old Roosevelt succeeded President William McKinley after McKinley's assassination by anarchist Leon Czolgosz.  He distrusted wealthy businessmen and dissolved forty monopolistic corporations as a "trust buster". He was clear, however, that he did not disagree with trusts and capitalism in principle but was only against corrupt, illegal practices.  His "Square Deal" promised a fair shake for both the average citizen (through regulation of railroad rates and pure food and drugs) and the businessmen.  In foreign policy, he advocated using a “Big Stick” to vigorously promote and protect U.S. interests around the world – including using the military and warfare as a useful tool.  Below is an excerpt from Roosevelt’s 1900 acceptance of the vice-presidential nomination.  He lays out the history of American expansion and explicitly makes Philippine annexation part of that history.

While paying heed to the necessity of keeping our house in order at home the American people cannot, if they wish to retain their self-respect, refrain from doing their duty as a great nation in the world. The history of the nation is in large part the history of the nation's expansion. …

The simple truth is that there is nothing even remotely resembling "imperialism" or "militarism" involved in the present development of that policy of expansion which has been part of the history of America from the day when she became a nation. The words mean absolutely nothing as applied to our present policy in the Philippines; for this policy is only imperialistic in the sense that Jefferson's policy in Louisiana was imperialistic; only military in the sense that Jackson's policy toward the Seminoles or Custer's toward the Sioux embodied militarism; and there is no more danger of its producing evil results at home now than there was of its interfering with freedom under Jefferson or Jackson, or in the days of the Indian wars on the plains. …

When we expanded over New Mexico and California we secured free government to these Territories and prevented their falling under the "militarism" of a dictatorship like that of Santa Anna, or the "imperialism" of the real empire in the days of Maximilian. We put a stop to imperialism in Mexico as soon as the Civil War closed. We made a great anti-imperialistic stride when we drove the Spaniards from Porto Rico and the Philippines, and thereby made ready the ground in these islands for that gradually increasing measure of self­government for which their populations are severally fitted.

Cuba is being helped along the path to independence as rapidly as her own citizens are content that she should go. 

Of course, the presence of troops in the Philippines during the Tagal insurrection has no more to do with militarism or imperialism than had their presence in the Dakotas, Minnesota, and Wyoming during the many years which elapsed before the final outbreaks of the Sioux were definitely put down. There is no more militarism or imperialism in garrisoning Luzon until order is restored than there was imperialism in sending soldiers to South Dakota in1890 during the Ogillallah outbreak. The reasoning which justifies our having made war against Sitting Bull also justifies our having checked the outbreaks of Aguinaldo and his followers, directed, as they were, against Filipino and American alike. …

If we have a right to establish a stable government in the islands it necessarily follows that it is not only our right but our duty to support that government until the natives gradually grow fit to sustain it themselves. How else will it be stable? The minute we leave it, it ceases to be stable.

Properly speaking, the question is now not whether we shall expand-for we have already expanded-but whether we shall contract. The Philippines are now part of American territory. To surrender them would be to surrender American territory. They must, of course, be governed primarily in the interests of their own citizens. Our first care must be for the people of the islands which have come under our guardianship as a result of the most righteous foreign war that has been waged within the memory of the present generation. …

It must be remembered always that governing these islands in the interests of the inhabitants may not necessarily be to govern them as the inhabitants at the moment prefer….

There are now in the United States communities of Indians which have so far advanced that it has been possible to embody them as a whole in our political system, all the members of the tribe becoming United States citizens. There are other communities where the bulk of the tribes are still too wild for

it to be possible to take such a step. There are individuals among the Apaches, Pawnees, Iroquois, Sioux, and other tribes, who are now United States citizens, and who are entitled to stand, and do stand, on an absolute equality with all our citizens of pure white blood. Men of Indian blood are now serving in the army and navy and in Congress, and occupy high positions both in the business and the political world.

There is every reason why as rapidly as an Indian, or any body of Indians, becomes fit for self-government, he or it should be granted the fullest equality with the whites; but there would be no justification whatever in treating this fact as a reason for abandoning the wild tribes to work out their own destruction. 

Exactly the same reasoning applies in the case of the Philippines. To turn over the islands to Aguinaldo and his followers would not be to give self-government to the islanders; under no circumstances would the majority thus gain self-government. They would simply be put at the mercy of a syndicate of Chinese half-breeds, under whom corruption would flourish far more freely…

Source: Collected Works of Theodore Roosevelt, vol. XIV 

 Senator Albert Beveridge
Albert Jeremiah Beveridge was an American historian and United States Senator from Indiana. In 1899, at the age of 37, Beveridge was elected to the U.S. Senate as a Republican and served until 1911. He was known as a compelling speaker, delivering speeches supporting territorial expansion by the U.S. and increasing the power of the federal government. Beveridge is known as one of the great American imperialists and in a speech delivered January 9, 1900, he showed support for the annexation of the Philippines. Excerpts of this speech are provided below.  In it, Beveridge laid out the various "hawk" or imperialist arguments favoring U.S. expansionism. Almost a year elapsed from the time of his election to the Senate until his swearing in on December 4, 1899. During this time Beveridge toured the Philippines extensively.  At the time Beveridge delivered this speech U.S. troops were engaged in warfare to put down an insurrection by the Filipinos. Beveridge's speech was filled with the bragging of racial superiority and the belief that the United States was God's chosen instrument to bring order to the world. The more extreme aspects of this speech bothered many within his own party and made him the subject of ridicule by critics.  Beveridge, somewhat chastened by the criticism he received, took a less extreme approach in subsequent speeches. When Beveridge finished the address the packed galleries of the Senate burst into applause.

Mr. President, the times call for candor.  The Philippines are ours forever, "territory belonging to the United States," as the Constitution calls them.  And just beyond the Philippines are China's illimitable markets.  We will not retreat from either… We will not abandon our opportunity in the Orient. We will not renounce our part in the mission of our race, trustee, under God, of the civilization of the world.  And we will move forward to our work, not howling out regrets like slaves whipped to their burdens but with gratitude for a task worthy of our strength and Thanksgiving to Almighty God that He has marked us as His chosen people, henceforth to lead in the regeneration of the world.  

This island empire [China] is the last land left in all the oceans.  If it should prove a mistake to abandon it, the blunder once made would be irretrievable.  If it proves a mistake to hold it, the error can be corrected when we will.  Every other progressive nation stands ready to relieve us.  

But to hold it will be no mistake....The Philippines give us a base at the door of all the East.  Lines of navigation from our ports to the Orient and Australia, from the Isthmian Canal to Asia, from all Oriental ports to Australia converge at and separate from the Philippines.  They are a self-supporting, dividend-paying fleet, permanently anchored at a spot selected by the strategy of Providence, commanding the Pacific.  And the Pacific is the ocean of the commerce of the future.  Most future wars will be conflicts for commerce. The power that rules the Pacific, therefore, is the power that rules the world. And, with the Philippines, that power is and will forever be the American Republic.

...It will be hard for Americans who have not studied them to understand the people [the Filipinos].  They are a barbarous race, modified by three centuries of contact with a decadent race [the Spanish].  The Filipino is the South Sea Malay, put through a process of three hundred years of superstition in religion, dishonesty in dealing, disorder in habits of industry, and cruelty, caprice, and corruption in government.  It is barely possible that 1,000 men in all the archipelago are capable of self government in the Anglo-Saxon sense…. 

It is not true that charity begins at home.  Selfishness begins there; but charity begins abroad and ends in its full glory in the home...

Administration of good government is not denial of liberty.  For what is liberty? It is not savagery.  It is not the exercise of individual will.  It is not dictatorship.  It involves government, but not necessarily self-government.  It means law.  First of all, it is a common rule of action, applying equally to all within its limits.  Liberty means protection of property and life without price, free speech without intimidation, justice without purchase or delay, government without favor or favorite...  What will best give all this to the people of the Philippines--American administration, developing them gradually toward self-government, or self-government by a people before they know what self-government means?

Mr. President, this question is deeper than any question of party politics; deeper than any question of the isolated policy of our country even; deeper even than any question of constitutional power.  It is elemental.  It is racial.  God has not been preparing the English-speaking and Teutonic peoples for a thousand years for nothing but vain and idle self-contemplation and self-admiration.  No! He has made us the master organizers of the world to establish system where chaos reigns.  He has given us the spirit of progress to overwhelm the forces of reaction throughout the earth.  He has made us adepts in government that we may administer government among savage and senile peoples.  

Were it not for such a force as this the world would relapse into barbarism and night.  And of all our race.  He has marked the American people as His chosen nation to finally lead in the regeneration of the world.  This is the divine mission of America, and it holds for us all the profit, all the glory, all the happiness possible to man.  We are trustees of the world's progress, guardians of its righteous peace.  The judgment of the Master is upon us: "Ye have been faithful over a few things; I will make you ruler over many things." 

What shall history say of us? Shall it say that we renounced that holy trust, left the savage to his base condition, the wilderness to the reign of waste, deserted duty, abandoned glory, forget our sordid profit even, because we feared our strength and read the charter of our powers with the doubter's eye and the quibbler's mind?  

William Jennings Bryan
William Jennings Bryan was born on March 19, 1860 in Salem, Illinois.  He was renowned as an excellent speaker and took full advantage of this gift. With the beginning of the controversy in Cuba in the 1890s, Bryan remained unusually uninvolved. As other politicians began to favor a conflict with Spain, he began to ardently campaign for Cuban independence. He argued that America was responsible for spreading the virtues of democracy to such a close neighbor. Waving a small Cuban flag in one hand and a small American one in the other, he excited large crowds in favor of his optimistic ideals.  After the war, Bryan became a staunch supporter of the Anti-Imperialist League and protested the proposal for the U.S. annexation of the Philippines, declaring that his support of the Spanish-American War had been purely in the name of freedom.  Bryan declared that his anti-imperialistic views were a result of his sense of social justice. To him, colonial governments represented exploitation and organized robbery.  However, as is seen in the speech excerpted below, a racist perspective also influenced his point of view.  In a quest to keep the American population homogenous, he feared the annexation of the Pacific islands would bring confusion and racial conflict to American politics.  (To the surprise of his contemporaries he also later outspokenly approved the ratification of the Treaty of Paris, which provided for the Philippine annexation. He felt the islands had a greater chance of receiving freedom after control had been given to America than if they had remained in Spanish possession. His active support for the treaty may have greatly influenced its narrow ratification. As a result, many of his fellow anti-imperialist politicians criticized his actions, declaring him a traitor to his cause.) The speech below was given as Bryan accepted the Democratic nomination for President in Indianapolis, Indiana on August 8, 1900.
...If it is right for the United States to hold the Philippine Islands permanently and imitate European empires in the government of colonies, the Republican party ought to state its position and defend it, but it must expect the subject races to protest against such a policy and to resist to the extent of their ability.

The Filipinos do not need any encouragement from Americans now living.  Our whole history has been an encouragement, not only to the Filipinos, but to all who are denied a voice in their own government.  If the Republicans are prepared to censure all who have used language calculated to make the Filipinos hate foreign domination, let them condemn the speech of Patrick Henry.  When he uttered that passionate appeal, "Give me liberty or give me death," he expressed a sentiment which still echoes in the hearts of men.  Let them censure Jefferson; of all the statesmen of history, none have used words so offensive to those who would hold their fellows in political bondage.  Let them censure Washington, who declared that the colonists must choose between liberty and slavery.  Or, if the statute of limitations has run out against the sins of Henry and Jefferson and Washington, let them censure Lincoln, whose Gettysburg speech will be quoted in defense of popular government when the present advocates of force and conquest are forgotten.

Those who would have this nation enter upon a career of empire must consider not only the effect of imperialism on the Filipinos, but they must also calculate its effects upon our own nation. We cannot repudiate the principle of self-government in the Philippines without weakening that principle here....

The Republican platform assumes that the Philippine Islands will be retained under American sovereignty, and we have a right to demand of the Republican leaders a discussion of the future status of the Filipino.  Is he to be a citizen or a subject? Are we to bring into the body politic eight or ten million Asiatics so different from us in race and history that amalgamation is impossible? Are they to share with us in making the laws and shaping the destiny of this nation?

...If the Filipino is not to be a citizen, shall we make him a subject?... The Filipino cannot be a subject without endangering our form of government.  A republic can have no subjects.  A subject is possible only in a government resting upon force; he is unknown in a government derived without consent and taxation without representation.

What is our title to the Philippine Islands? Do we hold them by treaty or by conquest? Did we buy them, or did we take them? Did we purchase the people? If not, how did we secure title to them? Were they thrown in with the land?  … If governments derive their just powers from the consent of the governed, it is impossible to secure title to people, either by force or by purchase.

There can be no doubt that we accepted and utilized the services of the Filipinos [during the Spanish-American War], and that when we did so we had full knowledge that they were fighting for their own independence, and I submit that history furnishes no example of turpitude [immorality] baser than ours if we now substitute our yoke for the Spanish yoke.

Let us consider briefly the reasons which have been given in support of an imperialistic policy.  Some say that it is our duty to hold the Philippine islands.  But duty is not an argument; it is a conclusion.  To ascertain what our duty is, in any emergency, we must apply well settled and generally accepted principles.  It is our duty to avoid stealing, no matter whether the thing to be stolen is of great or little value.  It is our duty to avoid killing a human being, no matter where the human being lives or to what race or class he belongs.

...Some argue that American rule in the Philippine islands will result in the better education of the Filipinos. Be not deceived. If we expect to maintain a colonial policy, we shall not find it to our advantage to educate the people. The educated Filipinos are now in revolt against us, and the most ignorant ones have made the least resistance to our domination. If we are to govern them without their consent and give them no voice in determining the taxes which they must pay, we dare not educate them, lest they learn to read the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution of the United States and mock us for our inconsistency.

... It is not necessary to own people in order to trade with them.  We carry on trade today with every part of the world, and our commerce has expanded more rapidly than the commerce of any European empire.  We do not own Japan or China, but we trade with their people.  We have not absorbed the republics of Central and South America, but we trade with them.  It has not been necessary to have any political connection with Canada or the nations of Europe in order to trade with them.

Anti-Imperialist League

The Anti Imperialist League was formed in 1898 in opposition to the United States’ involvement in the Philippines. The league’s members came from many different walks of life and joined the league for a variety of reasons. Most Americans supported overseas expansion, but many of the nation's most illustrious citizens were appa11ed by American imperialism.  Former President Grover Cleveland, industrialist Andrew Carnegie, labor leader Samuel Gompers, and novelist Mark Twain were all prominent members of the league.  The League attempted to bring Filipino leaders to the United States to speak for themselves and to make their case for independence.   Once the war began in the Philippines, the League focused on discovering and disseminating the truth about the fate of the Filipinos under American occupation. They publicized firsthand testimonies of tortures like the "water cure" that U.S. forces employed. The League’s platform, written in October 1899, is excerpted below.
We hold that the policy known as imperialism is hostile to liberty and tends toward militarism, an evil from which it has been our glory to be free. We regret 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. We maintain that governments derive their just powers from the consent of the governed. We insist that the subjugation of any people is "criminal aggression" and open disloyalty to the distinctive principles of our Government.

We earnestly condemn the policy of the present National Administration in the Philippines. It seeks to extinguish the spirit of 1776 in those islands. We deplore the sacrifice of our soldiers and sailors, whose bravery deserves admiration even in an unjust war. We denounce the slaughter of the Filipinos as a needless horror. We protest against the extension of American sovereignty by Spanish methods.

We demand the immediate cessation [end] of the war against liberty, begun by Spain and continued by us. We urge that Congress be promptly convened to announce to the Filipinos our purpose to concede [give] to them the independence for which they have so long fought and which of right is theirs.

The United States have always protested against the doctrine of international law which permits the subjugation of the weak by the strong. A self governing state cannot accept sovereignty over an unwilling people. The United States cannot act upon the ancient heresy that might makes right.

Imperialists assume that with the destruction of self-government in the Philippines by American hands, all opposition here will cease. This is a grievous error. Much as we abhor the war of "criminal aggression" in the Philippines, greatly as we regret that the blood of the Filipinos is on American hands, we more deeply resent the betrayal of American institutions at home. The real firing line is not in the suburbs of Manila. The foe is of our own household. The attempt of 1861 [during the Civil War] was to divide the country. That of 1899 is to destroy its fundamental principles and noblest ideals…
We deny that the obligation of all citizens to support their Government in times of grave National peril applies to the present situation. If an Administration may with impunity ignore the issues upon which it was chosen, deliberately create a condition of war anywhere on the face of the globe, debauch the civil service for spoils to promote the adventure, organize a truth suppressing censorship and demand of all citizens a suspension of judgement and their unanimous support while it chooses to continue the fighting, representative government itself is imperiled….

We propose to contribute to the defeat of any person or party that stands for the forcible subjugation of any people. We shall oppose for reelection all who in the White House or in Congress betray American liberty in pursuit of un-American gains. We still hope that both of our great political parties will support and defend the Declaration of Independence in the closing campaign of the century.

We hold, with Abraham Lincoln, that "no man is good enough to govern another man without that man’s consent. When the white man governs himself, that is self-government, but when he governs himself and also governs another man, that is more than self-government.  That is despotism. … Our reliance is in the love of liberty which God has planted in us. Our defense is in the spirit which prizes liberty as the heritage of all men in all lands. Those who deny freedom to others deserve it not for themselves, and under a just God cannot long retain it.”

Samuel Gompers

Samuel Gompers was an American labor union leader and a key figure in American labor history. Gompers founded the American Federation of Labor (AFL), and served as its president from 1886 until his death in 1924. Gompers was the best-known national spokesman for labor unions and the working class generally. He served on many commissions and made his national headquarters a publicity machine that generated many interviews, speeches and pamphlets to spread the message of prosperity through cooperation between business and labor.  He promoted harmony among the different craft unions that comprised the AFL, but favored unions comprised of skilled workers (who were predominantly white and male) and advised against "industrial unions" that included unskilled workers (who were often recent immigrants, women or people of color).  His speech below in opposition to the annexation of the Philippines reflects both his concern for the common and poor workingman and his bias against non-white peoples. The speech excerpted here was delivered at the Chicago Peace Jubilee on Oct. 18, 1898.

It is worse than folly, aye, it is a crime, to lull ourselves into the fancy that we shall escape the duties which we owe to our people by becoming a nation of conquerors, disregarding the lessons of nearly a century and a quarter of our national existence as an independent, progressive, humane and peace-loving nation. We cannot with safety to ourselves, or justice to others keep the workers and the lovers of reform and simple justice divided, or divert their attention, and thus render them powerless to expose abuses and remedy existing injustice.

A "foreign war as a cure for domestic discontent" has been the device of tyrants and false counselors from time immemorial, but it has always lead to … certain decadence and often utter ruin. In our country we are perhaps too powerful to incur outside disaster; but we shall certainly court worse evils at home if we try to benumb the nation's sense of justice and love of right, and prevent it from striving earnestly to correct all proved errors.

If the Philippines are annexed what is to prevent the Chinese, the Negritos and the Malays coming to our country? How can we prevent the Chinese coolies from going to the Philippines and from there swarm into the United States and engulf our people and our civilization? If these new islands are to become ours, it will be either under the form of Territories or States. Can we hope to close the flood-gates of immigration from the hordes of Chinese and the semi-savage races coming from what will then be part of our own country? Certainly, if we are to retain the principles of law enunciated from the foundation of our Government, no legislation of such a character can be expected.

In a country such as ours the conditions and opportunities of the wage-earners are profoundly affected by the view of the worth or dignity of men who earn their bread by the work of their hands. The progress and improvement in the condition of the wage-earners in the former slave States have been seriously obstructed for decades in which manual labor and slave labor were identical. The South now, with difficulty, respects labor, because labor is the condition of those who were formerly slaves, and this fact operates potentially against any effort to secure social justice by legislative action or organized movement of the workers. If these facts have operated so effectually to prevent necessary changes in the condition of our own people, how difficult will it be to quicken our conscience so as to secure social and legislative relief for the semi-savage slave or contract laborers of the conquered islands?

If we attempt to force upon the natives of the Philippines our rule, and compel them to conform to our more or less rigid mold of government, how many lives shall we take? Of course, they will seem cheap, because they are poor laborers. They will be members of the majority in the Philippines, but they will be ruled and killed at the convenience of the very small minority there, backed up by our armed land and sea forces. The dominant class in the islands will ease its conscience because the victims will be poor, ignorant and weak. When innocent men can be shot down on the public highway as they were in Lattimer, Pa., and Virden, Ill., men of our own flesh and blood, men who help to make this homogenous nation great, 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, and secure relief for the poor semi-savages in the Philippines, much less indignation at any crime against their inherent and natural rights to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness? …

SOURCE: Gompers, Samuel. "Imperialism -- Its Dangers and Wrongs." William Jennings Bryan, et al., Republic or Empire? The Philippine Question (Chicago: The Independence Co., 1899).

Filipino Representatives: Emilio Aguinaldo and Clemencia Lopez

Emilio Aguinaldo

President of the Independent Philippine Republic

Emilio Aguinaldo led Filipino resistance against Spanish forces, successfully driving out the colonizing power and establishing an independent government  in 1897. When the United States came to his people’s help, he welcomed it. With Spain kicked out of the islands, however, the United States saw an opening for itself. Aguinaldo vehemently opposed any foreign occupation of the Philippines, which he expressed in his address below.

 From "To the Philippine People," in Major-General E.S. Otis, Report of Military Operations and Civil Affairs in the Philippine Islands, 1899 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1899), 95-96.

. . . I published the grievances suffered by the Philippine forces at the hand of the [U.S] army of occupation. The constant outrages and taunts, which have caused misery of the people of Manila, and, finally, the useless conferences and the contempt shown the Philippine government prove the premeditated transgression of justice and liberty. . . . I have tried to avoid, as far as it has been possible for me to do so, armed conflict, in my endeavors to assure our independence by pacific means and to avoid more costly sacrifices. But all my efforts have been useless against the measureless pride of the American government. . .

SOURCE: Reprinted in D. Schirmer and S.R. Shalom (eds.), The Philippines Reader (Boston: South End Press, 1987), 20-21.

Clemencia Lopez

Clemencia Lopez, an activist in the Philippine Struggle for Independence, opposed annexation. In this speech, she addressed American women, comparing their struggle for suffrage [voting rights] to the Filipino struggle for independence. 
    "Women of the Philippines: Address to Annual Meeting of the New England Woman's Suffrage Association, May 29, 1902."

I believe that we are both striving for much the same object -- you for the right to take part in national life; we for the right to have a national life to take part in. . . . Mentally, socially, and in almost all the relations of life, our women are regarded as the equals of our men. . . . this equality of women in the Philippines is not a new thing. It was not introduced from Europe. . . Long prior to the Spanish occupation, the people were already civilized, and this respect for and equality of women existed. . . in the name of the Philippine women, I pray the Massachusetts Woman Suffrage Association do what it can to remedy all this misery and misfortune in my unhappy country. You can do much to bring about the cessation of these horrors and cruelties which are today taking place in the Philippines, and to insist upon a more human course. . . you ought to understand that we are only contending for the liberty of our country, just as you once fought for the same liberty for yours..

SOURCE: The Woman's Journal (June 7, 1902). 

