Comment on “Empire” session, Jay Sexton, History Faculty, University of Oxford, April 29, 2006
The United States has always had imperial goals. As early as the ‘Model Treaty’ of 1776, American statesmen envisioned a new world order that would advance the nation’s political, economic and religious/ideological interests. Despite such grand ambitions, American statecraft in the nineteenth and, to a lesser extent, the early-twentieth centuries was marked by a reluctance to employ the means necessary to achieve these ambitious goals. These essays, though focusing on non-governmental organizations rather than formal diplomacy, all explore the implications of this paradox. They also address how evangelicalism, as well as racism, have led American imperialism to assume a distinctive form.

There is much to chew on in Ian Tyrrell’s very rich and thought-provoking essay. Let me concentrate on what I found most interesting, his contention that ‘the American case cannot be essentialised in relations between, say, the US and the Philippines alone. The US empire was—and is—everywhere… a critical problem in the American case is that WCTU work was not simply directed to the “dark peoples” of the earth, but to Europeans as well.’

This statement explains so much. It accounts for the global scope of American ambitions, yet the seeming unwillingness on the part of the state to roll up its sleeves and execute this imperialistic vision. A relatively weak and reluctant state opened the door for of non-governmental organizations such as the WCTU to take the lead in the expansion of American culture. It also led to frustration amongst commercial expansionists—a point I’ll return to in a second.
For American were much better in identifying what they didn’t want to be—a traditional European imperial power—than in articulating an alternative means of implementing their rapidly growing power. Americans in the early and mid-nineteenth century presumed that they would not have to forcefully spread their cultural and political systems overseas. Rather, this would happen naturally and peacefully. One sees this in the Monroe Doctrine, which contended that merely protecting the Western Hemisphere from European encroachment would lead to the extension of American republicanism and free-market economics. This hands-off philosophy of conducting foreign affairs proved a failure, as the Roosevelt Corollary revealed. Couched as a measure to pre-empt European intervention in the Dominican Republic, the corollary was really an acknowledgement on the part of American statesmen that the world was a frustrating place, that it would at times require forceful intervention to protect national interests and to coerce other nations into adopting American practices. However, old ways of thinking were slow to die off and American imperialism in the early 20th century still carried with it a reluctance, an ambivalence.

It is this ambiguity that Tyrrell so effectively charts in his essay. The United States—and the WCTU in particular—had truly imperial goals: it sought ‘to remake the world’, to use ‘foreign policy as a vehicle for the evangelical regeneration of the world’ (pp. 8, 22). Yet the WCTU was at best luke-warm to the imperialistic consequences of the War of 1898. Its efforts to remake the Philippines were undercut by this anti-imperialism, as well, in the larger picture, by the grandiosity of its ultimate ambition. We see this in the paper: the WCTU is concerned not only about reforming the occupation of the Philippines, but also domestic issues and British practices in India, and one suspects countless others. As Tyrell demonstrates, the Philippines itself was never itself the real prize for the WCTU. It was merely a means to a larger end, a place for reforms such as prohibition to be experimented with before implementation at home, a place for the WCTU and, in the larger picture, the US to establish the supremacy of its ideas. 

All of this made for a peculiar kind of empire. One based on a truly radical evangelical zeal, but one that often required elaborate lobbying behind the scenes to secure state support. It was an empire that active groups of reformers—women in particular—could shape to a truly remarkable degree, both through lobbying and through their own independent activities. But an empire it was, nonetheless. 
Tyrrell contends that ‘cultural expansion’ is the appropriate concept from which to view all this. I am fully prepared to agree with him, though with a small caveat that he himself acknowledges: if cultural expansion is to be seen as the ‘dominate’ form of empire, we must find a way of incorporating economics within the concept. Cultural and economic expansion, of course, worked in tandem—witness how in the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty of 1850 an open international economic system was couched as the prerequisite for the introduction of ‘civilization’ and the spread of Christianity in Central America, or how missionary activity was often concentrated in port cities first opened by international trade agreements. The connection and, one suspects, the tensions, between the cultural expansionists explored in this conference and the economic expansionists long-studied by New Left historians is a topic in need of more reflection and thought.

Connie Shemo’s analysis of some remarkable individual missionaries also explores the ambiguities of the American imperial project and establishes in rich detail how racism accompanied cultural expansion overseas. Though willing to acknowledge spiritual equality, most members of the WFMS were unwilling to accept day-to-day equality, as the response to Gertrude Howe’s adoption of Kang and education of Shi reveals. Though ‘Americanized’ Christians with impeccable credentials, Kang and Shi were locked in a strange limbo-land, as exemplified by their encounters with suspicious immigration officials and in their accommodation arrangements in China which were in, but not of, the American community. 

This is a welcome, nuanced view of the complexities of race in the context of American involvement overseas. It parallels the recent work of diplomatic historians, who have also acknowledged that race and racism cut both ways in regard to American foreign relations. Race did provide a justification for imperialism a la the white man’s burden, but, as Eric Love has argued in his recent book Race Over Empire, it more frequently functioned as an obstacle to expansionists—witness the ‘All Mexico’ debates of the 1840s, the San Domingo disaster during the Grant presidency and Grover Cleveland’s rejection of Hawaiian annexation, to name only the most obvious. 

Given this broad context, I find it striking to consider how exceptional Gertrude Howe was. Not only did she have a progressive conception of race, but she also was willing to risk her personal safety by living outside of the walled American compound. This act in itself is worthy of comment. I am struck by how few ex-patriot Americans truly assimilated to foreign cultures in the nineteenth century. Americans in Europe—and I would presume, but do not know for sure, elsewhere—were an incredibly tight-nit group, assembling for annual 4th of July parties and establishing social and business clubs in major cities. Henry James’ early novel The American might be guilty of exaggerating the insularity of Americans abroad, but his basic premise is on the money. Even today one only has to visit the walled compounds of Americans in developing countries or, more simply, take the bus to Knightsbridge, or to the gated American communities in Surrey or to one of the several American schools in London to find evidence of this reluctance to assimilate.

Here lies the irony that Shemo touches on: Gertrude Howe was probably the best cultural expansionist of the lot; that is, if one defines an expansionist in this context not as perpetuating racist structures but as an emissary of evangelicalism seeking to spread the gospel to non-Christians. Howe even remained at work in the crisis of 1927. In other words, the ambitions of American imperialism were so grand—in this case in terms of missionary work—that they required an openness and liberality that only a few like Howe could ever embody. As Eric Love has illustrated how racism ensured that the late-nineteenth century overseas empire would remain piece-meal and incomplete, Shemo similarly has demonstrated how racism circumscribed the potential of the missionary empire.

Discrepancies in power lie at the heart of Betty Bergland’s essay on the Bethany Indian Mission in Wisconsin. Of the three essays, this one is the most critical of American imperialism, perhaps not surprisingly given its focus on Native Americans. However, Bergland finds much ambiguity amongst the ‘imperialists’ in her narrative. As women immigrants who faced marginilization at home and within their churches, Norwegian women missionaries were not the archetypal imperialists. Nevertheless, in Bergland’s words, ‘they facilitated federal policies of Americanizing Indians and thus served the interests of sustaining American empire’ (p. 7). Their rhetoric in WMF pamphlets, though interestingly substituting maternalism for the more traditional paternalism one sees in many portrayals of Latin Americans at the time, carried with it the racial constructions characteristic of imperialism. 

Bergland argues that ‘Manifest Destiny’ remained the ideological context that shaped women missionaries’ views of Native Americans. I’d be interested to see how this concept and phrase entered into the thinking of the missionaries. Reference to Manifest Destiny also brought me back to Tyrell’s paper and the idea that American imperialism was conceived as an alternative to European practices. I read Manifest Destiny not only as a racist justification for territorial expansion, but also, crucially, as a pronouncement of American opposition to European social and diplomatic practices. Indeed, if one reads the article in the Democratic Review in which O’Sullivan coined the phrase Manifest Destiny, one sees repeated condemnations of European foreign policy and the need for the United States to formulate a democratic, republican alternative. But breaking free from European practices and structures proved easier in theory than in practice—a point that applies to both the foreign policies of the 1840s and 1890s and to the activities of the Bethany mission. 

I agree with Bergland that the women missionaries helped sustain the American empire through their religious and educational activities in Wisconsin. However, this paper—along with Tyrell’s—raises some interesting questions about the relationship between the missionaries and the state. Many evangelicals who were active in Indian affairs did so out of opposition to the state’s management of reservations and out of a deeply held and sincere anti-militarism. From Grant’s so-called ‘peace policy’ onwards, the federal government proved eager and willing to outsource its colonial obligations to evangelicals, missionaries, reformers and so on. Though the Dawes Act of 1887 was indeed a federal legislation, it was long advocated by Christian reformers. In other words, were these missionaries playing a supporting role to the state or was the opposite the case—did the state play a supporting role to these missionaries in the goal of Americanizing and Christianizing the Native Americans?

In conclusion, these three timely and nuanced papers address very complex issues. They succeed, beyond any shadow of a doubt, in establishing the role played by women missionary organizations in constructing the distinctive American empire in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Diplomatic historians should and will pay attention! 

