The Rise and Fall of American Adventurism

 

The rise of Imperialism in the United States was born out of a desire for military power over the seas and furthered by the interest of businesses which saw American domination in the world as an opportunity to see business friendly policies and governments installed in foreign lands.  However, within a Republic, such a public and expensive undertaking could not be accomplished without the support of a willing populace.  The rise of progressivism, in particular, required a careful handling of the public perception of Imperialism.  The public perception was managed through propaganda like the sensationalistic yellow journalism and with the ideal that American cultures and values such as Christianity and our culture, would ultimately benefit the natives of these foreign lands.  Theodore Roosevelt was a major figure in the encouragement of the nation toward Imperialism, promoting a vision of “manly” adventurism as a backbone of American strength.  However, foreign adventures and wars, and the management of colonies were expensive and complicated, often brutal to the people ruled over.  These factors caused the public to sour on the new wave of Manifest Destiny in the world.

 

A major, early proponent of American Imperialism was Alfred Thayer Mahan who advocated for American naval dominance in the world, a goal that required a degree of Imperialism owing to the need for bases throughout the world.  The stirrings of Imperialism were also somewhat romanticized with a sort of sentimental longing for the lost days of Manifest Destiny and the settlement of the American West, a cultural influence that hearkened back to a time of prosperity and freedom.  Theodore Roosevelt was a strong supporter of the idea of the steely eyed, flinty American Cowboy.  But, a major force driving the expansion was also business interests.  For instance, American sugar plantations were the driving force for the overthrow of the Hawaiian nationalist government so that the island could be annexed to the United States to avoid the tariffs that were levied against the island nation beginning in 1890.  Another example of business interests influencing American policy was when the general Victoriano Huerta was encouraged to overthrow democratically elected Francisco Madera, who was hostile to American business interest there.

 

Whatever the underlying motivations for American imperialism, such a large and expensive undertaking could not survive in a republic without the tacit approval of the public.  This approval was gained by way of appeals to morality, romanticism and also what could be considered outright trickery.   The trickery came in the form of yellow journalism, as was the case with the sensational coverage of the wreck of the Maine, which was used by Pulitzer’s paper “The World” and Hearst’s “New York Journal” to raise popular sentiment for a war with Spain in Cuba.  The popular sentiment toward Imperialism was helped by the Spanish-American war, which was brief in duration and successful.  Furthermore, with the rise of progressivism, such sentiments as spreading morality, Christianity and American values were put forward as justification for expansionism.  For instance, in defense of the annexation of the Phillipines, McKinley made the moral case that the US should, “take them all and to educate the Fillipinos and uplift and Christianize them.”

 

However, this sentiment toward expansionism and military dominance and adventurism was not without its critics.  The Anti-Imperialist league was an example of this.  Some of those who opposed this movement did so on purely moral grounds, that conquering sovereign people was against American values like freedom.  Others had less auspicious objections.  Some made the racist argument that foreign people becoming citizens of the US would pollute the racial purity of the nation.  Still others objected for more practical reasons, citing the unwelcome competition that would be brought to the US with the annexing of cheap and abundant labor forces overseas.  Ultimately, though, Imperialism was a very expensive enterprise and required a large standing army that some felt threatened American liberties.  Furthermore, the control of foreign populations was difficult and often incredibly brutal.  Specifically, reports of brutality from the occupation and control of the Philippines soured American sentiment so that by the time World War I came along, the United States was hesitant to get involved at all.

