
Who were the anti-imperialists? 
 
There were obvious distinctions in the fears and hopes that determined their respective decisions to denounce the 
acquisition of a colonial empire at the conclusion of the Spanish-American War.  If William James worried over the 
traditional values and unique mission of America, George Vest confined his attention primarily to questions of 
legality, while Edward Atkinson emphasized the economic and military dangers embodied in a policy of colonialism.  
All of these anti-imperialists shared the common characteristic that it was primarily their fears that dictated their 
opposition to a policy of colonial acquisition, but the nature of their apprehensions varied.  If some feared for the 
principles of the Declaration of Independence, others feared for the national debt, the Monroe Doctrine, the letter of 
the Constitution, the tradition of civilian rule, the international reputation of the country, the lives of America’s sons, 
the diplomatic independence of the Republic, or the political prospects of the Democratic Party. Obviously certain of 
these fears were more ‘high-minded’ than others, but on balance were they inspired by a principled opposition to 
injustice or a selfish concern for personal advantage and racial purity? 

No one of [the men studied] determined to oppose imperialism primarily on the grounds that such opposition 
would work to his personal or political advantage. . . . But if it was not personal or partisan advantage that inspired 
these men, was it racism?  Is it true that ‘the anti-imperialists were in fact no more Jeffersonian in their essential out-
look’ than their opponents and shared . . . the conviction of the expansionists in ‘the natural inequality of men”? .  .  . 

Judged by the standards of today, no participant in the Philippines Debate was a cultural relativist  .  .  . . It is 
furthermore true that certain of the anti-imperialists, and particularly those from the South, were as firmly convinced 
of the inferiority and incapacity of colored races as the most vociferous exponent of the ‘White Man’s Burden.’  But is it 
true that it was an antipathy to ‘inferior races’ that primarily determined the position of the anti-imperialists . . . ? 

[Some] were white supremacists in their separate ways and degrees; [others] spoke dourly of passions ‘bred 
by the tropical sun’; and even Charles Francis Adams, Jr., spoke deprecatingly of half-breed peoples and made 
occasional reference to ‘the Barbarian and the Heathen,’ but a number of the leading anti-imperialists . . . can only be 
labeled ‘racist’ by straining the definition past utility and imposing upon one generation the social experience and 
emotional guilt of another. 

Surely there was an element of noblesse oblige in the attitude of [some] towards the Filipino. [They] believed 
that the most fortunate of mortals were those who had been born into the world not only as white Anglo-Saxons but as 
descendants of the heroes of Lexington and Concord.  .  .  . [Some were] convinced that the Filipinos were civilized, 
capable, and Christian. . . . 

{Some] .  .  .  were fighting again the crusade of their youth against slavery .  .  .  . [They] had been active 
participants in the anti-slavery crusade of the 1850's, had without exception cheered the enlargement of the Civil War 
into a war for freedom as well as union, and, again without exception, had supported the initial purposes and acts of 
Radical Reconstruction.  .  .  .  In the decade of the 1890's some of these men were still associated with the support of 
the Freedman and the protection of his political rights .  .  .  . Moorfield Storey accepted election as first president of the 
N.A.A.C.P. in 1911. 

The chief point to be made, however, is that though many of these men expressed a strong antipathy to the 
idea of ‘tropical races’ being incorporated into the American Republic and made endless references to the inability of 
the Malay to understand the values and institutions of the Republic, there is a vast distinction to be made between 
their views representing ‘racial difference’ and those of their imperialist opponents.  If the anti-imperialists were 
victims of the belief that the white man was by nature the most capable and intelligent and the most able to benefit 
from liberty and self-government, a majority of them did not believe that other races were inherently incapable and 
unintelligent or automatically disabled from enjoying the benefits of liberty and self-government. . . . [Some] scorn was 
largely inspired by a belief that the United States had shamefully mistreated the minority groups who resided within 
its continental limits and the island natives would best be served by being allowed to develop . . . a national life along 
their own lines.  .  . . 

.  .  . If many of them were infected by racial snobbery, few suffered the virus of racial domination; if they did 
not want the Filipino as a fellow citizen, neither did they wish him as a vassal.  .  .  . 

Was there also a significant difference between the policy objectives of the anti-imperialists and their oppon-
ents  .  .  . ? [As one historian argues,] ‘anti-imperialists and imperialists alike, though differing over their techniques to 
be employed, favored a militant American expansion into world markets’ .  .  .  . 

Of [the] twenty-five men [studied], no more than four could be classified as advocates of economic imperial-
ism . . . .  A majority of them were advocates of free trade and an even larger majority saw a connection between the 
domestic tranquility of the nation and the prosperity of all sectors of its economy . . . .  On balance the anti-imperialist 
leadership had no more use for dollar diplomacy than for gunboat diplomacy.  They favored the expansion of trade, 
but they opposed either governmental coercion or colonial acquisition as instruments for its promotion.  .  .  . The anti-
imperialists believed, on balance, that it was immoral and dangerous for the Republic to acquire distant and heavily 
populated territories that would remain by design in a stage of perpetual subservience.  They believed that whether 
the nation’s flag should follow the nation’s trade was a question of marked relevance to the safety of that Republic. 



 

“Shall we take Hawaii in, sirs?” 
    That’s the question of the day. 
Would the speedy annexation of the dusky              
country pay? 
Would the revenues from sugar and from  
     smuggled opium 
Counteract the heavy burdens that with  
    them are sure to come? 

 
Anti-imperialists included people of varied interests and philosophy, from industrialist Andrew Carnegie to 
union chief Samuel Gompers, from author Mark Twain to reformer Jane Addams, from former Presidents 
Benjamin Harrison and Grover Cleveland to philosopher William James (who saw the United States about to 
“puke up its heritage”). 
 
They argued that it would be unconstitutional to annex the Philippines because no one wanted to grant them 
statehood (the Supreme Court ruled in 1901-1904 that the Constitution did not follow the flag, i.e., that the 
Constitution did not automatically and immediately apply to the people of an annexed territory and did not 
confer on them all the privileges of American citizenship).   It violated the spirit of the Declaration of 
Independence to govern a country without the consent of its people.  The United States would be “trampling . . . 
on our own great Charter, which recognizes alike the liberty and the dignity of individual manhood.”  Reforms 
were needed at home; they required American energy and money.  “Before we attempt to teach house-keeping to 
the world,” Americans must “set our own house in order.” 
 
Many anti-imperialists were not so idealistic.  Some were governed by racial and ethnic prejudices.  They did not 
oppose expansion, just expansion that brought “unfit” people under the American flag.  Labor leaders feared the 
competition that “the Chinese, Negritos, and the Malays” would bring when these foreigners flooded the country.  
Some argued that Filipinos--nonwhite, Catholic, and inferior in size and intelligence--could not be assimilated 
and that annexation would result in miscegenation and contamination of superior white blood.  In addition, 
acquisition meant the possibility of having to defend the new territories; this could mean higher taxes and bigger 
government in order to build and maintain the necessary naval forces, as well as the commitment of American 
troops. 
 
Many felt displaced by a younger generation; attacking imperialism was an attack on modern forces that 
threatened their elite position. 
 
In November 1898, they formed the Anti-Imperialist League to oppose the peace treaty with Spain; its terms 
made the Philippines an American possession.  Membership centered in New England and included more 
Democrats than Republicans. 
 

We changed the Monroe Doctrine from a doctrine of eternal righteous-
ness and justice, resting on the consent of the governed, to a doctrine of 
brutal selfishness looking only to our own advantage.  We crushed the 
only republic in Asia.  We made war on the only Christian people in 
the East.  We converted a war of glory [against Spain in Cuba] to a 
war of shame [in the Philippines].  We vulgarized the American flag.  
We introduced perfidy into the practice of war.  We inflicted torture on 
unarmed men to extort confession.  We put children to death.  We de-
vastated provinces.  We baffled the aspirations of a people for liber-
ty.” (Senator George F. Hoar of Massachusetts) 

 

“[The imperialists’ policy] violate[s] liberty .  .  . [which means] leaving people to live out their own lives in their 
own way, while we do the same. 
 
“If we believe in liberty, as an American principle, why do we not stand by it?  Why are we going to throw it 
away to enter upon a Spanish policy of dominion and regulation?” (Professor William G. Sumner, 1898) 

 
 


