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The McKinley administration's foreign policy particularly the war with Spain 
and the acquisition of America's colonial empire, has received considerable at- 
tention from modern historians.' Most of these studies, however, have been ba- 
sically narrative in their orientation. As a result, there has not appeared a satisfac- 
tory discussion of the actual conceptualization and application of foreign policy 
objectives during this crucial period of American history. 

Walter LaFeber's The New E m ~ i r e , ~  and William Appleman Williams' The Tra- 
gedy of American D ip l~macy ,~  represent the most stimulating of the newer stu- 
dies, but neither author provides sufficient insight into the actual decision-making 
process that created the American empire. LaFeber and Williarris justly criticize 
the naive and counterproductive claims to national innocence that have characte- 
rized much of American diplomatic historiography. They have emphasized the re- 
lationship between economic interest groups and foreign policy dscision making. 
In the case of the McKinley administration and the war with Spain, they agree that 
the American aggressiveness in dealing with Spain grew out of domestic chan- 
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ges in the economic structure -the change from an agricultural exporting nation 
to an industrial exporting nation. 

There is, however, a danger in using this conceptual model. That is, the con- 
centration of attention by the historian on economic and social forces may obscu- 
re the impact of political behavior and political leadership in the direction of fo- 
reign affairs. National politicians are not simply representatives of socio-economic 
interest groups. They are also men whose careers are dependent upon reading 
correctly the drives and ambitions of their heterogeneous constituencies, and an- 
ticipating correctly the future electoral effect of current political policies. It is the- 
refore imperative that the student of diplomatic history strike a meaningful balan- 
ce between the socio-economic dynamic of the time and the political figures who 
represent that dynamic, but who also influence the society's future direction by 
their capacity to make historically significant decisions. 

The long cherished view of McKinley, as a weak and vacillating politician pus- 
hed into the war with Spain, and later into the acquisition of colonies, by Roose- 
velt, Mahan, Lodge, and the public opinion they had been able to generate,4 has 
been largely exploded by his two most recent biographers, Magaret Leech and 
H. Wayne M ~ r g a n . ~  60th authors have resurrected Olcott's~valuation of McKin- 
ley as a strong and imposing politician clearly in charge of his life and his admi- 
nistration. But neither scholar has sufficiently projected these conclusions into the 
realm of foreign policy. Although both authors correctly identify McKinley as the 
major architect of his administration's foreign policy, neither has shown comple- 
tely the coherence of his objectives, the consistency with which he pursued them 
or the implications which his success had on future relationships with other nations. 

The skeletal outline of McKinley's foreign policy objectives was not dissimilar 
to the expressed ambitions of his Republican predecessors Benjamin Harrison, 
and Ulysses Grant: increased economic penetration of Latin America, internatio- 
nal recognition of the United States as political and economic mediator in the he- 
misphere, acquisition of naval bases in the Caribbean, sole control of an intero- 
ceanic canal, and the possession of extra continental Pacific bases for exploitation 
of Asian markets. The war with Spain provided McKinley with the vehicle for im- 
plementing this ~~Large Policy.)) It can not be substantiated that McKinley provo- 
ked this conflict solely to gain these ends; nor can it be denied that a genuine 
humanitarianism was generated in the American people by the excesses of the 
two protagonists in Cuba. However, these statements must be tempered with the 
realization that once war had been declared, McKinley manipulated both the di- 
plomatic and military components of the war effort in order to gain for the United 
States the objectives of the CCLarge Policy.)) 
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American interest in the Caribbean as a gateway to the F'~~cific and the rich 
markets of the East can be traced to the earliest days of the ~Republic. But, at- 
tempts to implement these ambitions had languished as national attention and 
national energies were absorbed by continental expansion, early industrial deve- 
lopment, and the working out of a post civil war political accommodation. By the 
last decade of the nineteenth century, however, a combination of interna1 and ex- 
terna1 factors made possible the fulfillment of these policy objectives, and the as- 
sertion of a more ambitious world role. 

The Harrison administration actively promoted extra continental expansion when 
it sought to purchase the Danish Caribbean colonies of St. Thomas and St. John, 
and promoted the efforts of resident Americans in Hawaii to overthrow the native 
government and seek annexation to the United States. The preliminary nature of 
these acquisitions was clearly seen by James G. Blaine when he wrote that the 
Danish colonies (c ... lack strategic value. They are destined to become ours, but 
among the last of the West lndies that would be taker~.,,~ In addition to Hawaii the- 
re were only two other areas, Blaine thought, of immediate interest to the United 
States. These of course were Cuba and Puerto Rico. The twin objectives of territo- 
rial expansion in the Caribbean and Pacific, and the building of an interoceanic 
canal were given their fullest articulation in the writings of Alfred Thayer Mahan 
and the political expansionists like Henry Cabot Lodge: 

llln the interests of our cornrnerce and of our fullest developrnent we should build the Nicara- 
gua canal, and for the protection of that canal and for the sake of our comrnercial suprernacy 
in the Pacific we should control the Hawaiian lslands and rnaintain our irifluence in Sarnoa. 
England has studded the West lndies with strong places which are a standing rnenace to our 
Atlantic seaboard. We should have arnong those islands at least one strong naval station, and 
when the Nicaragua canal is built, the island of cuba...>>' 

The advent of the Democratic administration of Grover Cleveland thwarted the 
passage of Harrison's Hawaiian annexation treaty. But even this rigid opponent 
of Hawaiian annexation and intervention in Cuba seized upon the British- 
Venezuelan boundary dispute as an opportunity to articulate a tough and aggres- 
sive interpretation of the Monroe Doctrine. As Henry Cabot Lodge expressed it 
in a letter to Arthur Balfour, (70 you the question in Venezuela involves some thou- 
sands of square miles of territory -nothing more ... For us there is at stake there 
a principle ... vital to our safety and our pea~e.,,~ The adamancy with which the 
United States responded to British ambitions in Venezuela can only be explained 
in the context of contemporary events in other hemispheres. 

The effects of the so-called New lmperialism of the nineteenth century were 
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immediately observable to even the most novice American observer. In the short 
space of a decade the African continent and sizable areas in Asia had been sei- 
zed by the major European states in an ongoing rivalry which seemed to intensify 
with each new adventure. The portent for America was awesome: Jhese powers 
have already seized the islands of the Pacific and parcelled out Africa. Great Bri- 
tain cannot extend her possessions in the East. She has pretty nearly reached 
the limit of what can be secured in Africa. She is now turning her attention to South 
America,), wrote Lodge in 1895.'O 

The possibility of this heightened European colonial rivalry being projected in- 
to the Western Hemisphere was, of course, remote; but the advances of the Euro- 
pean powers in Africa and Asia seemed to hold out the possibility that the United 
States would assert itself too late on the world stage; and would find itself exclu- 
ded from the potentially rich markets of the underdeveloped world. Therefore, the 
immediate effect of the aNew Imperialism~~ was to give a cense of urgency to the 
efforts of the American expansionists, and through them the Venezuelan boun- 
dary dispute was magnified until hemispheric partition seemed imminent. 

As Lodge, speaking in the Senate, summed it up: 

<clf England can do it [seize portions of Venezuela] and is allowed to do it by the United States, 
every other European power can do the same, and they will not be slow to follow England's 
example. We have seen them parcel out Africa, and if we do not interpose now in this case 
the fate of large portions of South Arnerica will be the same.>ll' 

Cleveland's apparently successful use of the Monroe Doctrine as a justifica- 
tion for the assumption of hemispheric police powers was not lost upon the ex- 
pansionists. John Proctor writing in The Forum stated, ((We have but recently pro- 
claimed that our country is paramount on this hemisphere; and we have had that 
claim acknowledged by the only great World-Power possessing ability to dispute 
it.),l2 That both Cleveland and Proctor had misread British ambitions is historicall.y 
unimportant. What is important is that American policy makers had assumed the 
imperial point of view and rationale for action which would characterize the McKinley 
administration's response to the revolution in Cuba and the war with Spain that 
followed. 

McKinley consciously avoided making foreign policy statements during the pre- 
sidential campaign of 1896. Currency and the despression were the major issues 
attacked by Republican orators. Free silver not Free Cuba held the attention of 
McKinley and his party throughout the ~ampaign. '~  McKinley's strength as a con- 
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tender for the Republican nomination, in fact, was based upon liis fiscal regularity 
and party loyalty not his abilities as a critic of foreign affairs or advocate of empire. 
His reputation rested on his work in the House Ways and Means Committee, which 
had culminated in the McKinley tariff of 1890, and his electoral sliowing in the Ohio 
gubernatorial race in 1891 .14 

Nevertheless, McKinley's election was greeted with a universal sigh of relief 
by the expansionists. Cleveland's adamant refusal to act on either Hawaii or Cuba 
had frustrated their every move. Soon after the election, Lodge traveled to Canton 
to sound out McKinley on foreign policy and reported to Theodore Roosevelt: 

<<He is entirely prepared to face the responsibilities at the earliest possible moment and deal 
with them. lndeed his whole attitude of mind struck me as serious, broad in view, and just what 
we al1 ought to desire. I brought from it many good h ~ p e s . ~ ~ ' ~  

McKinley was also sought out by members of the Cuban Revolutionary Party, 
headquartered in New york, and their response was generally as favorable as Lod- 
ge's. McKinley was seen as a cdriend of Cuba,,, ready to act cm her behalf.I6 

The potential force of presidential leadership in the area of foreign affairs was 
forged into reality by the character of McKinley's cabinet seleclions. McKinley's 
first Secretary of State, John Sherman of Ohio, was entering a period of physical 
and mental decline that bordered on senility. As a result the President by-passed 
Sherman on crucial matters, utilizing instead Judge William R. [)ay and Alvey A. 
Adee, a department professional. Sherman's rough treatment drove him out of the 
Cabinet, soon after the outbreak of Jvar, and into the anti-imperialist camp.I7 Day 
remained Secretary throughout the war period but his inexperience seriously han- 
dicapped his ability to develop and augment policy. 

Other Cabinet posts that could have been used to influence foreign policy du- 
ring the eventful months of 1898, also went to men unsuited by personality or poli- 
tical view-point to creatively affect government policy. John Davis 1-ong of the Navy 
Department, neglected by historians in favor of his Assistant Secretary Theodore 
Roosevelt, was both bewildered and overwhelmed by the events in which he pla- 
yed a part. 4 really believe I should like to have our country wkat it was in the 
first half of this century, provincial, dominated by the New England idea . . . . , , l e  Army 
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Secretary Russell Alger was even less prepared to deal with the responsibilities 
of office and soon drew the criticism of Mark Hanna and others, ((Alger makes me 
tired and I am full of pity for him.»lg This weakness in the Cabinet served to un- 
derscore and amplify the role of the President in foreign affairs, and reduce the 
importance of the State Department. The physical limitations of Sherman and the 
deaf Adee, combined with Judge Day's reticence, had led one diplomat to com- 
ment: <The head of the Department knows nothing, the First Assistant says not- 
hing; and the Second Assistant hearS nothing..'O Presidential secretary George 
Cortelyou accurately characterized the Cabinet when he stated: <(He [McKinley] 
is the strong man of the Cabinet, the dominating force.)>*' 

Upon assuming the Presidency, McKinley's first statement on foreign affairs 
is found in his instructions to the new ambassador to Madrid, James Woodford: 

At this juncture our Government must seriously inquire whether the time has not arrived when 
Spain, of her own volition, moved by her own interests and by every paramount sentiment of 
humanity, will put a stop to this destructive war and make proposals of settlement honorable 
to herself and just to her Cuban coiony and to mankind. The United States stands ready to 
assist her and tender good offices to that end.'* 

This statement, however, was basically little more than a reiteration of the po- 
licy pursued by the Cleveland administration. 

The essentials of this policy consisted of a statement to the Government of 
Spain that the United States considered the situation in Cuba intolerable, and an 
admonition to Spain to develop a compromise with the rebellious Cubans or face 
American intervention: 

... you will not disguise the gravity of the situation, nor conceal the President's conviction that, 
should his present efforts be fruitless, his duty to his countrymen will necessitate an early deci- 
sion as to the course of action which the time and the transcendent emergency may demand.23 

The practica1 result of this bankrupt policy was to encourage the rebels to per- 
severe in their rejection of Spanish compromise efforts, since they realized that 
the continuation of the war would eventually bring American intervention and the 
end of Spanish r ~ l e . ' ~  

The final act in this decade-long drama of military coersion clothed in the rhe- 
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toric of selfless humanitarianicm was the appropriation of fifty million dollars by 
Congress following the Maine disaster. Ambassador Woodford took this occasion 
to offer a final  compromi mi se)^ to Spain: the purchase of Cuba. The response of 
the Spanish intermediary illustrates the futility of American policy, 

... he had seen in the papers rumors of the willingness of the United States to buy Cuba, but 
that Spain will never sell Cuba to the United States. That no Spanish Government could do 
this and live. 

Pressing the (~businesslike)~ nature of the offer Woodford elicited, 

... that the vote of fifty million by the American Congressended al1 hope of the succes of auto- 
nomy therefore of compromise, as it would encourage the rebels to per~evere. '~ 

McKinley's final decision to go to war and his subsequent formulation of war 
aims were largely determined by a confiuence of factors outsido his control or in- 
fluence. The German seizure of Krachow in January, 1898 follo\ved soon by Rus- 
sia's advances into China that culminated in the acquisition of F'ort Arthur in May 
indicated to Americans that the partition of China was immanent. The result of 
such a partition would be the exclusion of American business from this potentially 
rich area. As John Proctor phrased it, 

The time is approaching when the cotton-growers of the South, the wheal-growers of the West, 
the meat-producers on our plains, and the manufacturers and wage-eariiers al1 over our land 
will realize that exclusion from Asian markets will be disastrous to theiir best intere~ts. '~ 

This new burst of imperial aggrandizement in the Orient heightened the an- 
xiety of the American expasionists that if America did not act inimediately to as- 
sert her place in the world cornrnunity, she would face being relegated to a posi- 
tion of minor influence. As The American Banker of May 11, 1898 put it 

That a war with Spain should have transpired at precisely this time, when Europe is tending 
to divide a considerable section of the inhabited earth, is a coincidence which has a providen- 
tial sir." 

These events, however, are transparently not coincidental, biit are rather two 
incidents of the same phenomenon. The war with Spain was not undertaken in 
isolation. The McKinley administration was forced to consider the responses its 
policies would provoke from the other interested governments. 

To ascertain the European reaction to his Cuba policy, McKiriley directed his 
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Ambassador to Spain, General Woodford, to undertake a circuitous route to Ma- 
drid, stopping in the major capitals and sampling opinion. In addition, Ambassa- 
dor to Spain, General Woodford, to undertake a circuitous route to Madrid, stop- 
ping in the major capitals and sampling opinion. In addition, Ambassador to Britain, 
John Hay, and private citizens like Charles Dawes and Andrew Carnegie also re- 
ported to the President. The reports were initially unencouraging. Public and go- 
vernmental opinion in both Germany and France were over-whelmingly hostile to 
the position assumed by the United States. John Hay summing up his conclusions 
in a letter to Lodge in the spring of 1898 wrote, K . .  the jealousy and animosity 
felt toward us in Germany is something which can hardly be exaggerated. They 
hate us in France, but French hate is as straw fire compared to German~.'~ 

The exception was Great Britain. Despite the flare-up over Venezuela in 1895, 
Great Britain welcomed and encouraged America's new aggressiveness in foreign 
affairs. The reasons were twofold. First, the general popular acceptance of the Malt- 
husian and Spencerian world view promoted fears in both nations that failure to 
emerge victorious in the fast-paced expansion of the period, would mean national 
economic and political disaster. Rapid industrial progress and expanded agricul- 
tural production seemed to presage a day when economic disaster would only be 
averted by control of substantial portions of the world markets. As Albert Beverid- l 
ge put it in his defense of imperialism, 1 

1 

American factories are making more than the American people can use; American soil is pro- I 

ducing more than they can consume. Fate has written our policy for us; the trade of the world 
must and shall be ours. And we will get it as our mother England has told us h ~ w . ' ~  

This overtly expansionist view, however, was not seen as self interest, but as 
the vehicle of world peace and prosperity. The Fortnightly Review of 1897 capsu- 
led the advantages of Anglo-Saxon cooperation in these terms, 

The Englis-speaking nations, if they act in harmony, and if they prove worthy of their high des- 
tiny, hold the fate of the world in their hands. They can make right triumph over mere might; 
they can render wars impossible without their permission; they can introduce an era of peace 
and prosperity such as has been unknown in h i ~ t o r y . ~ ~  

The second factor promoting Anglo-American cooperation was the growing di- 
plomatic isolation of Great Britain in Europe. Excluded from the French-Russian 
and German-Austrian combinations by virtue of her expansionist zeal; Britain's tra- 
ditional policy of alliance with a major European landpower had to be abandoned. 
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Excluded from Europe and overextended as a result of recent expansions in Afri- 
ca, Britain was unable to militarily and diplornatically assure the Open Door in Chi- 
na, or i f  China was partitioned, to successfully compete with her less glutted con- 
tinental rivals. 

Britain's apparent acceptance, during the Venezuelan cricis, of Cleveland's 
claim to hernispheric imperiurn, and the growing popularity of ttie Anglo-Arnerican 
world mission reported by Hay and others, led McKinley to assert his right to rne- 
diate in the Cuban revolution. Ambassador Woodford manifested this growing ag- 
gressiveness over the Cuban question in an interview with his t3ritish counterpart 
in Madrid: 

[[I endeavored to impress upon him [the British Ambassador] that the sugar of Cuba is as vital 
to our people as are the wheat and cotton of India and Egypt to Greait Brita~n.>>~' 

Woodford's statement asserted a relationship between the lJnited States and 
Cuba that had previously been unexpressed. That is, the special econornic rela- 
tionship between Cuba and the United States carried political irnplications as well. 
British acquiesence to this new position was recorded by Woodford as early as 
August 10, 1897, Jhey [British officials] probably expect that Cuba will eventually 
come under the control of the United States either by a virtual protectorate or by 
actual annexat ion.~~~ 

A more practica1 indication of British support arrived soon after war had been 
declared. Andrew Carnegie, a strong advocate of an Anglo-Arnerican detente, who 
had been flying a home-made flag combining the Union Jack and Stars and Stri- 
pes over his sumrner home in Scotland for y e a r ~ , ~ ~  wrote to McKinley reporting 
a conversation with the Prince of Wales: 

It is no secret from Queen down they are with us ... Germany and Russia and France, they 
regard with suspicion and antipathy-evident that a combination against B,ritain is only too pro- 
bable in the opinion of England-with Britain standing by us you have nothiiig to fear from Euro- 
pean action .... 

The letter also suggest that in a ((pinch)), Sir Julian [British Ambassador to Was- 
hington] could be seen about coaling stations and harbor facilities for action against 
Spain i t ~ e l f . ~ ~  

The end result of Britain's growing diplomatic isolation in Europe and the ra- 
cial enthusiasm of the time, was the freeing of McKinley's hands in dealing with 
Spain, and the encouragement of the administration to assume an imperial role 
once war had been declared. European intervention on behalf of Spain was im- 
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possible without Britain's cooperation and support. This eventuality had been, at 
least partially, preempted by McKinley's appointment of anglophiles, like Hay, to 
the major European posts, where they strengthened the resolve of British leaders 
working for a detente.35 

The first step in the implementation of the aLarge Policy,, was initiated by McKin- 
ley nine months prior to the outbreak of war. Hawaii had been left in limbo during 
the Cleveland administration: neither attached formally to the United States, nor 
returned to its former indigenous leadership. The importance of Hawaii to the ex- 
pansionists was briefly outlined by Lodge in a Senate speech in 1895, Jhey are 
the key of the Pacific. If we are ever to build the Nicaraguan Canal, it would be 
folly to enter upon it if we were not prepared to take possession of those is- 
l and~ . , , ~~  That McKinley moved so quickly on behalf of annexation indicated the 
advent of a new aggressiveness in foreign affairs. 

Early in June, 1897, the President decided, rather suddenly after a cabinet mee- 
ting, to frame a new annexation t r e a t ~ . ~ ~  Assistant Secretary of State Day assig- 
ned the task to the veteran diplomat, John W. Foster, without the knowledge of 
John Sherman. Caught in route to Europe, Foster hastily drafted a new treaty, dra- 
wing heavily on the ignored version of 1893. On June 16, 1897, McKinley forwar- 
ded the treaty to the Senate with the injunction: ~Annexation is not a change it 
is a cons~mmation.,,~~ 

Once again, however, the treaty bogged down in the Senate and it was not 
until war became imminent that its passage was pushed with energy. Hay tele- 
graphed McKinley in March 1898 that the British would support American anne- 
xation before the war with Spain got underway. This indicated to McKinley a gene- 
ral support for the United States and specific support for Pacific e x p a n ~ i o n . ~ ~  It 
was the exigencies of the war itself that assured McKinley's victory on the anne- 
xation issue. On May 3, 1898 Hay again wired reporting an ( t . . .  excellent authority 
in German matters suggests prompt action in annexation of Hawaii before war clo- 
ses as otherwise Germany might seek to complicate the question with Samoa or 
Philippine I ~ l a n d s . , ~ ~ ~  

Spurred by the possibility of European intervention McKinley used Roosevelt 
and Mahan to bring recalcitrant Republicans, like George F. Hoar of Massachu- 
setts, into line. When this ploy failed McKinley resorted to personal interventions 
on behalf of annexation, suggesting that Japan would seize the islands by force 
if the United States did not act f i r ~ t . ~ '  Military expediency, however, only partially 
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explains McKinley's consistent and anxious interest. A broader explanation is sug- 
gested by his personal secretary in a June 8 note in his diary: 

The President is anxious about Hawaii. He is for annexation because he believes it will be 
for the best interests of the country. Speaking to me about it a few everiings ago he said: 'We 
need Hawaii just as much and a good deal more than we did California. It is manifest 
d e ~ t i n ~ ' > > . ~ '  

Lodge also sensed this deeper commitment when he wrote to Roosevelt in 
July, ((He did everything to secure the annexation of Hawaii and speaks of it as 
a step in a p o l i ~ y . ) ) ~ ~  What Lodge had correctly sensed was that McKinley was 
committed to extra-territorial expansion, the ((Large Policy.>) Hawaii represented 
the first step in a policy of colonial expansion made possible by the war with Spain. 

During the Senatorial debate over McKinley's war message, the Cuban inter- 
ventionists, who had been frustrated by Cleveland's obstructionism and angered 
by McKinley's slow response to the DeL6rne note and the sinking of the Maine, 
rallied to support the Turpie-Foraker amendment to the resolution authorizing 
McKinley to act on the Cuban question. The amendment would have recognized 
the Cuban Revolutionary government, headquartered in New york, as the legiti- 
mate government of the island. McKinley viewed the amendment as a threat to 
presidential foreign policy perrogatives and bent the entire weight of his adminis- 
tration to defeat Although his effort proved successful, the atlministration was 
forced to accept the Teller amendment that had also been addled to McKinley's 
request for war powers. This amendment, like the Turpie-Foraker amendment, res- 
tricted the President's direction of foreign policy by stipulating that the United Sta- 
tes would not establish sovereignty over Cuba. This famous ((self denying. provi- 
so, however, did not restrict the acquisition of naval bases or the application of 
military intervention to guarantee governments favorable to American economic 
interests. The amendment, nevertheless, was seen by both McKinley and the Re- 
publican jingoes as a compromise that would assure party regularity on the Turpie- 
Foraker vote. The advent of war reduced the incidence of congressional insurgency 
and provided McKinley with an opportunity to assert full presidential power in fo- 
reign affairs. Events in Asia obscured the once clear issue of Cuban sovereignty, 
and freed the administration's hand for the work of empire. 

Plans calling for an assault on the Philippines in the event of ci war with Spain 
had been developed in the Navy department by Lieutenant William W. Kimball 
as early as 1896.45 Nevertheless, historians have persisted in crediting Roosevelt 
with being the evil genius of Pacific expansion; playing Mephistopheles to McKin- 
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ley's, F a ~ s t . ~ ~  One of the most cherished scenes of the folklore of 1898 is that of 
the bewildered and overwhelmed McKinley sitting at his desk with a secondary 
school text trying to locate the Philippines after receiving word of Dewey's victory. 
Like most myths, this one also has its basis in fact, but McKinley's use of the text- 
book was the result of inadequate cartographical resources, not geopolitical nai- 
vete.47 McKinley well informed of the strategic and commercial objectives vulne- 
rable to American a t t a ~ k ~ ~  had himself ordered the Pacific fleet to attack the 
Philippines on April 24.49 

The first hint that McKinley's interest in the Philippines was not limited to mili- 
tary expediency was the decision taken on May 2, the day after Dewey's victory 
at Manila and three days before complete details of the battle were available. On 
this date McKinley ordered a land force of some fourteen thousand regulars and 
volunteers under General Merritt to the Philippines for the pacification of the ar- 
~ h i p e l a g o . ~ ~  

Dewey was officially congratulated by Navy Secretary Long on behalf of McKin- 
ley on May 7. Long also notified Dewey in the same telegram that the (cUSS Char- 
leston)) and the Pacific Mail Company steamer ((Pekin)) would leave immediately 
to resupply his fleeL5l What was not included in this message was that before joi- 
ning Dewey at Manila the ((Charleston)) was detoured to conquer the Ladrone Is- 
lands, a convenient coaling and supply station located between Hawaii and the 
Philippines. 

The full import of this decision was quickly grasped by Lodge when later in- 
formed: 

There is one thing that has given me great encouragement and that is the taking of the Ladro- 
ne lslands -he McKinley must have orderea this far back in May when the Charleston left 
San Francisco. 

And more explicitly, (c... now why the President should have taken those islands 
unless he expects to hold on to the Philippines I can not c o n c e i ~ e . ~ ~ ~ ~  The preli- 
minary decision, as Lodge suspected, was made in early May barely after formal 
notification of Dewey's victory. 

The cornpleteness of the naval victory in Manila Bay removed the possibility 
of a Spanish attack on either Hawaii or America's pacific coast. McKinley's deci- 
sion, therefore, to send substantial ground forces to the Philippines holds out the 
possibility that the President sought a more permanent advantage from Dewey's 
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feat than the temporary protection of American shipping ancl harbor facilities. 
McKinley would later comment to a visitor that, e... the general principie of hol- 
ding onto what we get ....)) was w i ~ e . ~ ~  The decision to send Merritt indicated that 
McKinley was unwilling to let <cwhat we getp depend on chan~ce. 

On May 19, the day of Aguinaldo's arrival in Manila, the Precident sent Secre- 
tary Long a copy of his political instructions to General Merritt. The Secretary was 
informed that the Army occupation forces would aim to destroy !3panish rule com- 
pletely and assure c<order and security. in the islands during American posses- 
sion. His order made no provision for Philippine self-government, much less for 
independence. It left no place for either Aguinaldo, or his revolutionary ~ a r t y . ~ ~  
The end result of McKinley policy, undertaken in the first weeks of the war was 
to create a power vacuum of such substantial proportions in the Philippines, that 
the only real alternative open to the American peace negotiators in September 
was the institution of American colonial r ~ l e . ~ ~  

The rapid success of American arms in the East momentarily diverted atten- 
tion from the causebelli, the remnants of the Spanish colonial possessions in the 
Western Hemisphere. To Mahan and the other theorists of empire, American am- 
bitions in the Far East were without substance unless the Caribk~ean components 
of the <<Large Policy* were implemented as well. Without the construction of an 
interoceanic canal, the United States would be unable to wield sufficient power 
in the Orient to exercise even limited hegemony. In turn, the canal itself would 
never be secure without the acquisition of strategic bases to control the approa- 
ches to the canal. Mahan had detailed the necessity of this progressive expansio- 
nism in 1895: 

For, granting that the lsthrnus is in the Caribbean the predominant interest, cornrnercial ... but 
also rnilitary ... it follows that entrance to the Caribbean, and transit across the Caribbean to 
the Isthrnus, are two prime essentials to the enjoyrnent of the advantages of the latter canal. 
Therefore, in case of war, control of these two things becornes a rnilitary object not second to 
the lsthrnus itself ...56 

With Cuban annexation, at least in the traditional sense, removed from the realm 
of expansionist options by the Teller amendment, McKinley soon focused the ad- 
minictrations attention on Spain's other major hemispheric possess~ion, Puerto Rico. 
McKinley's interest in Puerto Rico soon found eager echos in the expansionist 
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press. Mayo Hazeltine, writing in the North American Review, characterized the 
Teller amendment as <<... the somewhat hasty and gratuitous resolution passed 
by Congress,)) and pointed to Puerto Rico as a secondary objective for Caribbean 
ex~ansion.~' 

But gratuitous or not, the amendment did restrict, if not deny, American use 
of Cuba as a strategic base from which the lsthmus could be controlled. The reali- 
zation of this limitation caused a curious readjustment of priorities in the rhetoric 
of the leading expansionists. Henry Cabot Lodge, who had earlier characterized 
United States intervention on behalf of the Cuban revolutionaries as K.. an unsel- 
fish, a pure, a noble demand...))58 altered his position to the rather curious, 
N,.. as to Cuba I am in no sort of hurry. Our troops are fresh and raw. They ought 
to be hardened u p . , ~ ~ ~  In the eyes of both McKinley and the expansionists, like 
Lodge, the freeing of Cuba had become a secondary objective. The primary ob- 
jective was seen as the acquisition of extraterritorial possessions from which the 
United States could assert power and influence in Latin America and Asia. The 
island of Puerto Rico, therefore, became a military objective of major importance. 

Puerto Rico, like Cuba, had experienced the rise of opposition political groups 
throughout the nineteenth century, but unlike Cuba, the demographic and geo- 
graphic limitations of the island prevented these nascent independence movements 
from becoming armed insurrections. Unable to foresee success in continued agi- 
tation, those irreconcilable to Spanish rule accepted exile or emigration. The most 
highly politicized segment gathered in New York City and evolved a working rela- 
tionship with ihe Cuban Revolutionary Junta and.sought to promote American in- 
t e r~en t i on .~~  

For the majority of Puerto Ricans, politics was a luxury they could scarcely 
afford. The pressures of population growth upon the ancient and limited econo- 
mic structure had not yet reached crisis proportions, but illiteracy and hunger we- 
re the lifetime companions of most of the island's population. When questioned 
in 1897 about a rumored revolt at Yauco, the American consul wrote, <The natives 
have no discipline, no arms, no spirit, no resources, and no leaders.,) More speci- 
fically, <<No revolution exists and none will be attempted in Puerto R i ~ o . ~ ~ ~ ~  

Those Puerto Ricans who were politically active, yet were unwilling to emigra- 
te, sought to amend the Spanish imperial system so as to gain a readjustment 
in the decision making process in favor of local leadership and local personnel. 
These groups were generally mollified by the promise of local autonomy by Spain 
in late 1897. 
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Porto Ricans are generally jubilant over the news received from Spain concerning the promi- 
sed Autonomy and the nation generally believes that Spain will grant them such a form of Ho- 
me Rule as will be in every way satisfactory to then.62 

Following the first elections held under the Autonomous Charter on March 27, 
1898, Consul Hanna wrote, ((1 see no reason why the new form of government in 
this lsland should not become a ~ u c c e s s . ~ ~ ~ ~  

The initial justification for the seizure of Puerto Rico by the United States was 
military necessity. General Miles, picked to head the Puerto Rican expeditionary 
force, summed this up in a letter to Alger in May: 

J h e  possession of Porto Rico would be of very great advantage to the military .... It could be 
well fortified, the harbor mined, and would be a most excellent port for our ~ a v ~ . > > ~ ~  

Schely's victory over the Spanish fleet off Santiago de Cuba on July 3,65 ho- 
wever, had removed the immediate threat of Spanish action against the North Ame- 
rican coast and reduced the poignancy of the military argument. 

It was the Puerto Rican members of the New York Junta that provided McKin- 
ley's continued interest in Puerto Rico with the veil of legitimacpf. Dr. Julio J. Hen- 
na, president of the revolutionary group, and Roberto Todd, his representative in 
Washington, had actively promoted United States intervention ion behalf of their 
~ a r t y . ~ ~  

The Junta, by positing itself as representative of <(free>, Puerto Rico, undertook 
the task of justifying the expedition to American and world opinion, 

In view of the projected invasion of Porto Rico by the American Army, and authorized by a number 
of Porto Ricans now residing in the United States ... we will satisfy theni that the purpose of 
the American invasion is to redeem the natives from the ignominious yoke of the tyrant, and 
not to conquer them with the sword and enslave them ayain under another flag and master. ..67 

Thus, even though Puerto Rico no longer represented a military threat to the 
successful completion of the announced American purpose of enterir?g the war: 
the freeing of Cuba, McKinley was able to justify the expeditiori and the subse- 
quent prolongation of the war on moral grounds. 

It involves no ungenerous reference to our recent foe, but simply a recognition of the plain tea- 
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chings of history, to say that it was not compatible with the assurance of permanent peace on 
and near our own territory that the Spanish flag should remain on this side of the sea.68 

The strategic considerations, however, proved the primary factor in McKinley's 
decision to prolong the war, in order to acquire Puerto Rico from Spain. The value 
of Puerto Rico to America's new world role was summarized by Mahan in 1899: 

This estimate of the military importance of Puerto Rico should never be lost sight of by us as 
long as we have any responsibility, direct or indirect, for the safety and independence of Cuba. 
Puerto Rico, considered militarily, is to Cuba, to the future lsthmian Canal and to our Pacific 
coast, what Malta is, or may be, to Egypt and the beyond...6g 

Control of Puerto Rico would give the United States preminence in the Carib- 
bean and subsequently control of the lsthmus and the prospected canal. Our am- 
bitions in the Orient were without means of fulfillment unless the Caribbean and 
canal were ours. Without these two hemispheric objectives, possession of Hawaii 
and the Philippines would not insure Asian supremacy for the United States. 

The decision to acquire Puerto Rico is first hinted at by Senator Burrows of 
Michigan on May 4, who when leaving a White House conference told reporters, 
((Everything is moving along smoothly and well. What we want now is Puerto Rico. 
We ought to have that tomor r~w.b~~~ The lack of further substantiation limits the 
credulity of Senator Burrows, but by May 24, Lodge could write Roosevelt, cgPuer- 
to Rico is not forgotten and we mean to have ¡t. Unless I am utterly and profoundly 
mistaken, the Administration is now fully committed to the large policy that we both 
de~ i re .~ '  

McKinley had avoided making any public statement about American war aims 
during the major portion of the war. This reticence led the government of Great 
Britain to inquire, on June 3, through Ambassador Hay, as to American objectives 
in a peace settlement. Although not formally replying to the British note until June 
30, Secretary of State Day cabled John Hay on June 3 that the United States would 
seek Puerto Rico in lieu of any cash indemnity from S~a in . ' ~  This note to Hay 
contained the basic outline of the later peace protocol signed with Spain on July 
30.73 Lodge, unaware of McKinley's decision could not report definitive informa- 
tion until after a conversation with Secretary Day on June 15, U.. . there is of course 
no question about Porto Rico, everyone is agreed on that, the only question for 
us to consider is how much we should do in the Phi l ippines.~~~ 
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In the interim between the Hay correspondence and the Lodge conversation, 
McKinley received a telegram from the Paris Embassy on June 13, 

He [French Minister of Foreign Affairs Harrotaux] supposes an armistice will be suggested or 
asked as a means of opening negotiations, but that of course cannot be conceded now. Spain, 
he believes, 1s ready for making peace now, when she rnay still save ~ o m e t h i n g . ~ ~  

Neither McKinley nor the State Department responded to this communication. 
Given the later role of the French Government in initiating the peace negotiations 
and the consistently friendly relations between it and Madrid throughout the war 
period, this note probably represented a peace feeler undertaken with the fore- 
knowledge of the Spanish Government. McKinley's behavior then represents not 
callousness, but rather an incompatibility between the war aims cabled to tiay on 
the Third and the desire of the Spanish Government to asave something.), 

McKinley feared that if negotiations were begun prior to an actual American 
occupation of Puerto Rico, European diplomatic pressures would make acquisi- 
tion difficult, if not impossible. The Germans in particular had consistently sought 
advantages from the war. Ambassador White reported a conversation with Ger- 
man Foreign Minister von Richthofen who, «... in his remarks generally on this sub- 
ject ... seemed to me to indicate a very strong wish that Germany should be able 
to secure something in a territorial way at the final ~ettlement.,,'~ German ambi- 
tions reported to Washington by the Embassy had acted as a spur throughout the 
war prompting McKinley to move quickly on the question of Hawaiian annexation 
and reinforcing his decision to send occupation troops to the Phili ippine~.~~ McKin- 
ley, therefore, aware of German territorial ambitions and encouraged by British 
s ~ p p o r t ~ ~  ignored the French note and pushed General Miles to undertake the ex- 
pedition without de la^.^^ 

The actual invasion of Puerto Rico preceded the agreement oii a peace proto- 
col by less than a week. The invasion, as predicted by Dr. Heniia and Roberto 
Todd, met only token resistence and American government in the form of martial 
law was established. The protocol discussion had shown the United States intran- 
sigent on the issue of Puerto Rico: its surrender was a non-negotiable precondi- 
tion to ceasefire. With the acceptance of the protocol by Spain the full program 
of the (<Large Policy), had been implemented. 

The uncompromised success of this adventure in imperialism also promoted 
a rather novel use for the soon to be Americanized island of Puerto Rico. The Te- 
ller amendment had prevented American seizure of Cuba, but did not restrict an- 
nexation if proposed by the Cubans. W. D. Washburn writing in March of 1898 fo- 
recast Cuba's immediate future: 
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The ultimate future of this island is foreordained. She will be given her chance to redeern her- 
self. She will probably fail, as has almost every other Spanish-American people. Cuba will then 
be merged into the United States ....'O 

That this prospect had at least a dim echo in administration circles is recorded 
in the Journal of Charles Dawes: 

J h e  President, of course, will decide this question as he decides all, but I hope it will be along 
lines which will retain such points in the Philippines as will secure to us the maximum of com- 
mercial advantages ... and hold for us absolutely Porto Rico and Cuba 'until pacified.' The lat- 
ter logically under conditions now and hereafter to exist in Cuba means ultimate annexation.>B8' 

Dawes later mentions a conversation between Governor Allen of Puerto Rico 
and McKinley which suggests a further possibility of imperial expansion: 

He [AllenJ is enthusiastic over the prospects of Porto Rico and is deterrnined that the first foun- 
dations of the government there shall be bedded on the rock of right principie. He believes 
that Porto Rico can be made such an exarnple of the benefits of American supervision that 
Cuba will voluntarily seek annexation with the United states after some efforts to get along in- 
dependently have been made with doubtful s~ccess .~ '  

As the last vestiges of Spanish military power crurnbled in mid-summer, the 
McKinley administration redirected its attention to the Philippines. Dewey and Ge- 
neral E. S. Otis, who had succeeded Merritt m comrnand of the land forces, had 
effectively destroyed the Spanish colonial structure in accordance with the Presi- 
dents instructions. The cornmanders in the field, and McKinley discounted Filipi- 
no self-government as an alternative to some form of American or European con- 
t r01.~~ The naval attache at the Berlin embassy had telegraphed the Navy 
Department in July that Germany had hoped to gain a, < c . . .  naval station in te Phi- 
lippines,~, as a reward for her, a... good w i l l . , ~ ~ ~  Once again European aggressive- 
ness reaffirmed the will of the American expansionists, and provided the rationale 
for territorial acquisition. 

Lodge had seen the administration resolutely implement the <(Large Policy,~ he 
had worked for. The final objective he sought was in the East, <(. .. I hope they will 
at least keep Manila, which is the great prize, and the thing which will give us the 
Eastern trade.>P5 Lodge and Mahan had labored to illustrate the importance of 
Manila to American commerce. They sought out Judge Day and other influential 
administration figures and lobbied for maintaining a presence in the Phi l ipp ine~.~~ 
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Their efforts were rewarded when Secretary Day presented McKinley with a 
plan for creating a naval base on Luzon. McKinley, however, 'tabled Day's propo- 
sal, commenting that Day wanted only a cehitching post,, in the Philippines. Later 
the President confided to the Judge that he, <<... was afraid it would This 
first indication that McKinley sought more than a Philippine naval station was fi- 
nally confirmed in his instructions to the United States Peace Gommission. The 
United States, he informed them, would seek no less than the entire island of Lu- 
z ~ n . ~ ~  By mid October McKinley's position had hardened slill futher and John 
Hay, newly returned from London to become Secretary of State, cabled the Com- 
mission that the United States had decided to take the entire island g r o ~ p . ~ ~  With 
this decision McKinley had completed the work of empire. The olutline he had drawn 
would be augmented and filled in by his twentieth century successors, but the de- 
cisions made during this eventful administration shaped the future course of Ame- 
rican foreign policy. 

McKinley had skillfully used the powers and perrogatives of his office to con- 
trol the direction of foreign affairs. Surrounded by a weak, unirnaginative cabinet, 
he had become his own Secretary of State. This was immediately grasped by Hay 
when he returned from Europe, <<He [McKinley] seems well aiid strong; but says 
he feels tired. He scared me by saying he would not worry anymore about the 
State Department. He has evidently been Secretary of State for the past year.ngO 

Understanding a President's tremendous power to take the political initiative, 
McKinley commited the United States to a series of faits accomplis before any 
effective protest could be made: ordering Dewey to Manila, selnding a naval force 
to Guam, securing the results of Dewey's victory with American land forces, and 
dispatching a compliant peace commission to Paris to negotiate the treaty. These 
events occured within the space of a few months, and it would have taken an ex- 
traordinarily, strong, united, and determined opposition to check McKinley during 
this period. That no such opposition developed is indicative of IVlcKinley's political 
skill and administrative ability. 

The New York Sun of June 10, 1898 stated that, 40 mainitain our flag in the 
Philippines we must raise our flag in Ha~ai i . ,>~ l  

To McKinley and the American expansionists the mainteniance of the Ameri- 
can flag, and subsequently the maintenance of American comrnerce and prestige 
in the Orient required the raising of the American flag in the Caribbean and on 
the lsthums as well. The signing of the treaty of peace in Paris marked the near 
fulfillment of the expansionist credo as outlined by Mahan and explicated by Lod- 
ge and Roosevelt. But none of these men were responsible for the successful im- 
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plementation of this ideal. They were representative of a significant body of Ame- 
rican opinion, and as individuals and in alliance with other men of power and 
influence; they must be accepted as having a major importance in coloring the 
political mileau of the McKinley era. They were not, however, privy to the deci- 
sions that have so greatly affected the subsequent history of the United States. 
From the decision to send Merritt to the Philippines and the ~Charleston,, to the 
Ladrones; to the decision to take and keep Puerto Rico, William McKinley remai- 
ned the architect and builder of his administration's foreign policy and the creator 
of the American Empire. 


