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Abstract 
 
 

 The United States successfully acquired a number of overseas possessions as a 

result its victory in the Spanish-American War.  Two years later, the Boxer Rebellion 

erupted in China and the United States worked with other European nations (and Japan) to 

ensure the safety of its citizens and suppress the rebellion.1  The result of this action was 

that the Qing government signing the Boxer Protocol, which included a massive indemnity 

payment program (but the continued existence of the Qing government.)  Despite 

similarities in the American cultural attitude towards the Chinese and the Filipinos, the 

American government worked against any potential further division of China by the 

victorious powers.  The American government pursued this course because many 

prominent politicians in the government espoused the belief that such a division would be 

deleterious to the United States’ economic interests, and because the prevailing cultural 

mood considered undesirable that the United States be required to govern more large 

populations of non-white, non-Christian foreigners. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
1 Max Boot, The Savage Wars of Peace: Small Wars and the Rise of American Power, 2nd ed.  
(New York: Basic Books, 2014), 69. 



 

 

 On the fourth of February 1899, the United States Army began fighting the forces of the 

First Philippine Republic in a conflict that would last for three years officially with unofficial 

resistance continuing for a full decade.2  This bloody conflict claimed the lives of thousands of 

soldiers of both sides from direct combat, but even more from the spread of disease in the 

unsanitary conditions generated by the war.  Meanwhile, in June of 1900, angry Chinese citizens 

surrounded the compounds housing the diplomatic staff of several European nations as well as 

Japan.  On the twenty-first of June 1900, Empress Dowager Cixi issued a declaration of war 

against the foreign countries that had forced the Qing Empire to sign a series of treaties requiring 

it to give them special privileges and rights in Qing territory.3  In both of these cases the United 

States sent armed troops into foreign territory to protect their citizens and keep the peace.  In the 

case of the Philippines the United States occupied territory awarded to it under the terms of a 

treaty (the legality of said treaty being disputed by the Filipinos themselves) whereas in the case 

of the Boxer Rebellion, the United States worked with other powers.  What unifies these two 

conflicts is more than geography and contemporaneity: both these conflicts tested the U.S. 

military’s capabilities (which would become more important to national prestige in coming 

years), and the same personalities would be involved in the creation and prosecution of U.S. 

policy in both cases which led to similarities in policies.  However, why did the Philippines 

become a U.S. colony, while China remained free?  My research has led me to conclude that 

racism and strategic considerations worked together to determine U.S. policies in each case, but 

                                                        
2 Boot, 99-128. 
3 Boot, 69-98. 



 

in China strategic considerations forced the U.S. to pursue a less aggressive set of policies than it 

did in the Philippines. 

 The sources used can be sorted into three broad categories; primary sources, general 

historical literature, and literature dealing specifically with U.S. Imperialism as the primary 

topic.  The division between these is by necessity subject to individual judgment, and in this case 

it was decided the division between these last two categories is the question of focus: does the 

work deal with (and decry) the U.S.’s actions as imperial, or are is the stance more neutral or 

does the work deal with the idea of imperialism as being incidental and not the object of 

analysis?  In terms of primary sources the most useful were David Starr Jordan’s Imperial 

Democracy and the U.S. Department of Commerce and Labor’s report The Commercial Orient 

in 1905.  The former represents the distilled thinking of one of the United States’ most important 

advocates of Imperialism in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, while the latter was 

an invaluable source of trade data.  In my search for literature regarding American Imperialism 

as a historical and cultural phenomenon I was blessed with a wealth of sources: Manifest Destiny 

by Albert Weinberg from 1935, American Insurgents: A Brief History of American Anti-

Imperialism by Richard Seymour from 2012, and Racism in U.S. Imperialism by Rubin Weston 

from 1972 were all excellent sources, incorporating both analysis and a variety of primary 

sources into their arguments.  In terms of works dealing primarily with history itself I turned to 

The Savage Wars of Peace: Small Wars and the Rise of American Power by Max Boot written in 

2002, The United States and China: A History from the Eighteenth Century to the Present by 

Dong Wang written in 2013, America’s First Adventure in China: Trade, Treaties, Opium, and 

Salvation written in 2013 by John Haddad, and the U.S. Department of State’s own Office of the 

Historian website.  The author recommends fully all the resources listed in my bibliography: the 



 

level of analysis, attention to detail, and general awareness of historical was quite strong in all of 

the academic works consulted.  All of the works listed above (with the exception of the 

Commercial Orient report) acknowledge and discuss the role the U.S.’s popular opinion of the 

peoples of Asia, and how said popular opinion had been used by politicians and cultural figures 

to further their own agenda, and how the public opinion was also balanced against economic and 

military considerations by the important diplomats, generals, and other governmental figures of 

the time. 

 By the end of the nineteenth century the United States had expanded to encompass all 

fifty states (though several states, such as Hawaii and Alaska, were still only territories at that 

time,) but it continued to look westward for economic and cultural reasons.  Culturally speaking, 

the United States wished to “civilize and Christianize” those deemed culturally, economically, 

and politically inferior to it.4,5  This impulse was informed by the United States’ strongly 

protestant and evangelical Christian religious history and by the influence of “scientific racism.”  

Previously, American history allegations of racial inferiority had been used to justify the removal 

of Native Americans from their land.  This logic continued to be used, alongside humanitarian 

justifications as epitomized by the ideal of “The White Man’s Burden.”6  It is important for the 

reader to understand here the context of this policy: the concept of imperialism as a humanitarian 

and fundamentally good Christian act became an important cultural consideration certainly in the 

American invasion of Cuba (and thus the Spanish-American War as a whole.)  While the native 

                                                        
4 Rubin Francis Weston, Racism in U.S. Imperialism: The Influence of Racial Assumptions on 
American Foreign Policy, 1893-1946 (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1972), 
37-55. 
5 Albert K. Weinberg, Manifest Destiny: A Study of Nationalist Expansionism in American 
History (Baltimore: John Hopkins Press, 1935), 284-289. 
6 Weinberg, 283-323. 



 

Filipino population was in large part Roman Catholic, the largely Protestant United States did 

not consider this to be sufficient evidence of proper civilization.7 

 Towards the end of the 19th century, Americans looked on with horror as the war between 

Cuban nationalists and the Spanish military on the island of Cuba became increasingly bloody.  

This horror combined with American confidence in the ability of the United States to improve lot 

of the Cubans in a wave of public enthusiasm for an American intervention in the conflict.8  Thus 

the Spanish-American War began on the 21st of April in 1898, when the Spanish Empire severed 

relations with the United States.9  The United States began blockading Cuba the same day, and 

on the first of the following May the United States Asiatic Fleet destroyed the Spanish fleet 

based at Manila.  Filipino rebel Emilio Aguinaldo was transported by an American ship to the 

Philippines with the intent of fomenting further rebellion in the Philippines against Spanish rule.  

On the 12th of June, Aguinaldo declared the Philippines independent of the Spanish Empire, 

though when the United States defeated the Spaniards in the Battle of Manila on August 13th, the 

Filipino forces were prevented from entering the capital by the victorious U.S. forces.  During 

the relatively short war, the United States acquired the Philippine archipelago, Cuba, Guam, and 

other territories from Spain.  Thus, while the war had been justified on humanitarian grounds, the 

United States managed to acquire most of Spain’s remaining colonial empire in the process.10  

The Schurman Commission convened on the orders of President McKinley in 1899 in the 

aftermath of the war recommended that the Philippines be granted independence in the future, 

but argued that:  

                                                        
7 Weinberg, 290-293. 
8 Weinberg, 286. 
9 Office of the Historian. 
10 Boot, 99-106. 



 

Should our power by any fatality be withdrawn, the commission believes that the 

government of the Philippines would speedily lapse into anarchy, which would excuse, if 

it did not necessitate, the intervention of other powers and the eventual division of the 

islands among them. Only through American occupation, therefore, is the idea of a free, 

self-governing, and united Philippine commonwealth at all conceivable.11   

This statement essentially characterizes the U.S. government’s position regarding the 

question of Filipino independence during the post-Spanish-American War era until the 

1930’s, when the United States officially sets the date for the independence of the 

Philippines. 

 It was on the presumption of the inability of the Filipinos to govern themselves for the 

better that the United States decided to remain in control of the Philippines.  This attitude was 

common in the United States at the time, and its assumptions were equally applied to the Native 

Americans, African-Americans & Africans (referred to as “Negroes,”) and other inhabitants of 

Asia and the Pacific region. Scientist and then President of Stanford University David Starr 

Jordan argued in his book Imperial Democracy that, “Wherever we have inferior and dependent 

races within our borders today, we have a political problem—‘the Negro problem,’ ‘the Chinese 

problem,’ ‘the Indian problem.’”12  While this analysis assumes that the named foreign groups 

are inferior to begin with, Jordan goes on to say that proper instruction in western values may 

improve these groups.  It was considered common knowledge at the time that the descendants of 

the Anglo-Saxon race or the “Teutonic peoples” were uniquely and better suited for political 

organization and governance.  ‘“The Teutonic nations can never regard the exercise of political 

power as a right of man””; such a right must be based on political capacity of which the Teutonic 

                                                        
11 “The Philippines, As Viewed by President McKinley’s Special Commissioners,” The Daily 
Star, November 3, 1899, 
https://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=1297&dat=18991103&id=jNAwAAAAIBAJ&sji
d=WooDAAAAIBAJ&pg=5546,3586431&hl=en 
12 David Starr Jordan, Imperial Democracy, (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1901), 
32.  doi: http://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc1.$b273868 

http://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc1.$b273868


 

nations are the only qualified judges…Tribal peoples have no rights which the Teutonic states 

are bound to respect…’13 

The cultural attitude towards the Filipinos can thus be summed as a question of when the 

Filipinos would be considered “civilized” enough to be trusted with running their own affairs.  

Cultural justifications thus conveniently addressed two sources of opposition to the U.S.’s 

annexation of the Philippines.  Firstly, the U.S.’s annexation was argued to be culturally and 

politically necessary for the healthy development of the Filipino population.  Secondly, 

according to the aforementioned logic, the U.S. was uniquely equipped to bring civilization to 

the Philippines, the implications of this logic neatly justifying the annexation both as good for 

the Filipinos because the United States was a civilized country, but also justifying by arguing 

that the annexation of the Philippines by any other country was an undesirable outcome for all. 

Strategic thinking also colored the United State’s decision to retain control of the 

Philippines after the Spanish-American War.  Chief among these justifications was the concern 

in the United States business community regarding access to Asian markets, especially the 

Chinese one.14  From the perspective of an imperialist, control of the Philippines was especially 

important because controlling Manila provided the United States a secure deep water port where 

its navy could refuel and repair (whereas previously the United States had been the only state 

without a safe port in the vicinity of China.)15,16  Tying into this reason was the following 

consideration: if the United States did not control the Philippines, somebody else would.  In 

                                                        
13 Weston, 17. 
14 Richard Seymour, American Insurgents: A Brief History of American Anti-Imperialism 
(Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2012), 38. 
15 James A. Fields Jr., “American Imperialism: The Worst Chapter in Almost Any Book,” 
American Historical Review 83 (1978): 644-646, doi: http://www.jstor.org/stable/1861842. 
16 Weinberg, 276. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1861842


 

particular, politicians feared that if the United States did not annex the Philippines, the German 

Empire or the British Empire would take the archipelago up for their own purposes.17  It was also 

argued that the United States needed to engage in the world on the same terms as other imperial 

powers, and that by winning the Spanish-American War, and thereby acquiring new colonies, the 

United States was increasing its prestige on the world stage.  This latter reason can be viewed as 

both “cultural” and “strategic,” but I have included it here because as a justification for the 

United States’ actions, it addresses the diplomatic position of the United States vis-à-vis other 

powerful states of the era.  In fact, some observers argued that the United States’ victory in the 

Spanish-American War marked the United State’s emergence as a respectable member of the 

international community, which to such observers was considered an important marker of 

American power.18   

 American public opinion towards Chinese people and the government of China was 

generally one of disdain and fear.  Disdain, in that Chinese people were considered inferior and 

in need of westernization and Christianization.  Public opinion reflected the views of white 

supremacists fearing that an influx of Chinese people in the United States would dilute its 

culture, and others argued that cheap Chinese labor would lower wages for other American 

workers. As explained in an 1878 article written by a labor leader in Indianapolis. 

“To add to our misery and despair, a bloated aristocracy has sent to China—the greatest 

and oldest despotism in the world—for a cheap working slave. It rakes the slums of Asia 

                                                        
17 James Henderson Blount, The American Occupation of the Philippines, 1898-1912 (New 
York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1912), 647-652, doi: 
https://books.google.com/books?id=jQ8sAAAAMAAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_su

mmary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false. 
18 “The Spanish American War, 1898,” Office of the Historian, accessed November 10, 2016, 
https://history.state.gov/milestones/1866-1898/spanish-american-war. 

https://books.google.com/books?id=jQ8sAAAAMAAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=jQ8sAAAAMAAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false


 

to find the meanest slave on earth—the Chinese coolie—and imports him here to meet 

the free American in the Labor market, and still further widen the breach between the rich 

and the poor, still further to degrade white Labor.”19 

The rhetoric employs both economic and cultural fears (though the cultural fears are mostly 

implied here) to attempt to convince readers to oppose Chinese immigration.  The Chinese 

Exclusion Act was first signed into law in 1882 and then extended by the Geary Act in 1892, 

which itself was made permanent in 1902 until the repeal of all “exclusion acts” in 1943.20  

American anti-Chinese feeling ensured the United States was uninterested in accepting more 

Chinese immigrants, and in fact seemed to be uninterested in acquiring real territory in China.  

Compared to the European powers and Japan, the United States had not pursued territory in 

China outside of the landed granted to it by the Treaty of Tientsin and the American presence in 

the Shanghai International Settlement. 

 In concert with cultural concerns, American strategic thinking seemed to very quickly 

conclude that taking additional territory in China was undesirable for a variety of reasons.  

Foremost was the American concern to the maintenance of a unified market in China.21  If the 

Qing Empire were to be carved up among the various concession-holding powers, American 

businesses would no longer be able to sell their products unhindered in the entire Chinese 

territory.  Given the size and scope of the potential Chinese market, businesses in the United 

States lobbied eagerly against the prospect of China’s further dismemberment, this being 

                                                        
19 “Our Misery and Despair’: Kearney Blasts Chinese Immigration,” Dennis Kearney, 
accessed November 8, 2016, http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/5046/. 
20 “Chinese Exclusion Act (1882),” Our Documents.gov, accessed November 9, 2016, 
https://www.ourdocuments.gov/doc.php?flash=true&doc=47. 
21 Marilyn Blatt Young, The Rhetoric of Empire: American China Policy, 1895-1901 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1968), 116-118. 



 

formalized in John Hay’s “Open Door” policy in 1899.22  The thinking behind this policy was 

based on two things: firstly, that American businesses would benefit in a free trade environment, 

and that the danger of war between competing powers (even if it did not involve the United 

States) trying to divide up China would be detrimental to the United States regardless.  In his 

article “The Changing Concept of the Open Door,” Raymond Esthus makes the argument that 

the United States understood it could not stop the creation of “spheres of influence,” and it could 

not change the progression of the special rights investment schemes there.  Knowing this, 

Secretary Hay worked to preserve equality in the trade of normal commercial goods.23  The 

meaning of the “Open Door Policy” should not be construed as meaning that the United States 

government was completely pro free trade: instead this policy exclusively promoted the idea that 

trade rules needed to be applied to all competitors equally in the Chinese market.24 

 After the Boxer rebellion the U.S. continued to be a strong proponent of China’s 

continued territorial and governmental integrity.  However, the strains of Western encroachment 

and the domestic unrest provoked by said encroachment caused the Qing dynasty to be 

overthrown through revolution in 1911.25  At the time of the revolution, the United States 

possessed no legal concessions in China, which meant that the United States’ stake in Chinese 

affairs was much reduced compared to what historian Marilyn Young considers the leading 

powers; the Russian Empire, the Japanese Empire, and the British Empire to a lesser extent.26   

                                                        
22 “Secretary of State John Hay and the Open Door in China, 1899-1900,” Office of the 
Historian, accessed November 10, 2016, https://history.state.gov/milestones/1899-
1913/hay-and-china. 
23 Raymond Esthus, “The Changing Concept of Open Door,” The Mississippi Valley Historical 
Review 46 (1959): 437, doi: http://www.jstor.org/stable/1892268. 
24 Young, 116-118. 
25 “The Chinese Revolution of 1911,” Office of the Historian, accessed November 11, 2016, 
https://history.state.gov/milestones/1899-1913/chinese-rev 
26 Young, 230-231. 
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 Ultimately China would undergo a revolution in 1911, throwing off the Qing dynasty and 

establishing the Republic of China under the tutelage of Dr. Sun Yat Sen, meanwhile in the 

Philippines there continued to be rebellions among the Moro population, but the Philippines 

received its independence on July 4, 1946 after occupation by both the United States and the 

Japanese Empire in the post-Spanish era.  The Philippines provided the United States with the 

large port in Asian waters it so desperately desired, but also became an expensive colony due to 

American investment in infrastructure of all kinds.27  In China, the American presence never 

grew beyond the U.S.’s two concession-granted areas, one of which eventually became the 

Shanghai International Settlement Area.  Based on the sparse data available, it appears that U.S. 

trade with China did not become significant (for either country) until after the Revolution of 

1911.  Knowing this, the American policy towards China appears either very intelligent or the 

opposite of intelligent.  When examining a 1905 report from the U.S. Department of Commerce 

and Labor discussing the trade between the U.S. and various “oriental” countries, the following 

fact becomes clear: despite being a much larger and materially wealthy country, the total trade 

volume between the U.S. and China is only twice that of the trade between the U.S. and the 

Philippine Islands.28  Was the U.S.’s trade with the Philippines so much larger because the 

United States controlled the Philippines, or was it because China wasn’t interested in the goods 

the U.S. was selling?  Marilyn Young argues the latter, additionally alleging that despite the all 

the professed interest in China, U.S. investors generally preferred to keep their money closer to 

                                                        
27 Blount 595-603. 
28 U.S. Bureau of Statistics, The Commercial Orient in 1905 (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1906), 26, doi: 
https://books.google.com/books?id=vlxHAAAAYAAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_su

mmary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false 
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home.29  It appears a booming market for American goods in China did not materialize until the 

late twentieth century when the Communist government began limited liberalization. 

 Based on my research my original thesis was correct: there was significant debate 

regarding what the U.S.’s role in China should be in the years preceding the Spanish-American 

War and the Boxer Rebellion.  According to Young, there was little direct support in the United 

States for a partition of China, but it was also argued that if it should happen that the U.S. should 

take part in it so as not the be disadvantaged.30  An American observer remarked that “I have 

been here in China 47 years, and there has not been a year since I came here that they haven’t 

talked of partitioning the country.”31  Yet a complete and formal partition of China never 

occurred, various parts of China were annexed by foreign powers or taken by foreign powers for 

their own administration, but the Chinese government did not ever cease to exist.  Strong 

American opposition to this appears to have been a factor in preventing this, though because the 

United States was unwilling to invest more time and money into China the prevention of further 

Russian and Japanese encroachment could not be prevented.  On the other hand, the United 

States enjoyed an uncontested hand in its Filipino affairs precisely because it held the territory 

both legally and de facto.  The American occupation of the Philippines was useful in of itself for 

multiple purposes: it allowed the United States to Christianize and modernize the country as it 

saw fit, it gave the United States navy a valuable port to use as a base for further Asian 

interventions, and increased the national prestige as a significant colonial possession.  The 

United States faced an arguably far less complicated situation when it came to annexing the 

Philippines, the United States only had to contend with the efforts of a few foreign forces in 

                                                        
29 Young, 54-55. 
30 Young, 174, 204. 
31 Young, 54. 



 

comparison to the multiplicity of forces in China, and the theatre of operation was far smaller 

which enabled a stricter focus of physical and intellectual forces.  In the context of my paper, the 

American occupation of the Philippines also happened at an earlier point of time, which one 

could argue contributed to U.S. reluctance in its own way: the U.S. became familiar with the 

difficulties of running a colonial empire, and being engaged in suppressing Philippine 

insurrection was unwilling to invest in a potentially much longer and more expensive war in to 

secure territory in China. 

 Regardless of all the information presented here, a clean comparison between the actions 

taken by the United States government in the Philippines and those the United States took in 

dealing with the Boxer Rebellion and its aftermath is impossible.  While the same forces and 

personalities were at play in both cases, the political, economic, and cultural situations were also 

different.  The Philippines was a small nation with a population of only eight million (as 

estimated in The Commercial Orient in 1905) in 1905, which seems puny when compared to 

China in 1905 with an estimated population of four hundred and twenty-six million in the same 

year.32  In this respect the two areas are not at all comparable, and it seems quite futile to 

compare them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
32 The Commercial Orient in 1905, 26. 
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