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Making War in Asm——in 1900

By STUART CREIGHTON MILLER

Seventy years ago, the United
States fought a protracted and bloody
war of counterinsurgency in the
Philippines. Circumstantial evidence
suggests the possibility that Americans
initiated the fighting in 1899, only two
days before the Senate was to ratify
the treaty with Spain, in order to
stampede recalcitrant legislators who
were balking over the controversial
provision to annex the Philippines.

Once the fighting erupted outside
Manila, Maj. Gen. Elwell S. Otis as-
sured the American public that the
Filipino nationalist forces of Emilio
Aguinaldo would be wiped out in a
matter of weeks, a sanguine prediction
he continually reiterated with each
demand for more troops. Newspapers
openly accused Otis of inflating enemy
body counts while concealing Amer-
ican losses. The general returned a
hero to Washington in 1900, and all
doubts were washed away in a sea of
toasts and patriotic testimony. Once
home, Otis exchanged his sword for
a pen with which to attack the peace
movement for encouraging the Filipi-
nos to continue fighting, long after
they -were obviously defeated. .

The highly respected Republican
Senator - from Massachusetts, George

F. Hoar, became the leading dove, and
was in the awkward position of chal-
lenging the legality of a war sponsored

by his own party. Other distinguished-

Americans joined him, and university
campuses from Ann Arbor to Cam-
bridge hosted peace rallies at which
this “inhuman war of extermination”
was denounced by professors, who
evoked public cries of “treason” for
describing the - Stars and Stripes as
“an emblem of tyranny and butchery
in the Philippines.”

In spite of the Army’s heavy-handed
attempts at censorship, correspondents
were able to corroborate suppressed
rumors of American atrocities in the
Philippines:  civilians - were being

slaughtered, herded into concentration-

camps, tortured to extract information
and confessions, and shot as hostages.
As frustration mounted in ‘our gen-
erals, they began to repeat the tragic

errors of their Spanish predecessors.

When denial was no longer viable,
the atrocities were attributed to our
native allies, the Macabebes, a de-
spised group who once served Spain.
Euphemisms were invented to mitlgate
the practices: “relocation camps of in-
struction ‘and . sanitation” ‘were ' de-
signed to protect the -matives: from
“Aguinaldo’s enslavement.” Hence the
“water cure,” a favorite means of

" military teeth on Indian wars,

torture that often proved fatal, was
never used, sometimes resorted to by
our native allies, or was described as
“merely an unpleasant experience” for
the victim. But first prize must go to
President McKinley who described the
process of subjugating the Filipinos as
“benign assimilation.”

" Ks the credibility gap widened, un-
orthodox tactics were justified on the
grounds that the insurrectos were not
revolutionaries, -but “bandits” wha
wore no .distinguishing uniforms and
blended into the peasantry after am-
bushing and booby - trapping our
troops. For our generals, who cut their
the
ultimate justification was racism. As
biologically inferior and : treacherous
savages, the Filipinos did not rate
conventional modes of warfare. Maj.
Gen. Adna R. Chaffee cautioned re-
porters not to wax sentimental over
the shooting of a few “goo goos,” as
our troops called the natives.

A government attempt to demon-
strate that flagrant violations did not
go unpunished backfired when it was
learned that the murder of a Filipino
cost one officer a modest fine and the

- loss of thirty-five places on the promo-

tion list. The sensational atrocity: trial
of a Marine major hurt the Admin-
istration more when the defense con-



tended that he was simply following
Brig. Gen. Jacob H. Smith's orders to
take no prisoners, shoot sl males over
the age of ten, and make the island of
Samar “a howling wilderness” in re-
taliation for the bloody ambush  of
an American company. Smith’s subse-
quent court-martial led to a reprimand
and early retirement for him and for
the Army’s Chief of Staff.

By 1902 Americans had had their
fill of atrocities and were ‘eager to
sweep the dirt under the rug.. -The
New York Times thanked Harper’s for
“sanely” pointing out that the use of
torture and the shooting of hostages
were humane practices in that they
shortened the war and saved lives.
Teddy Roosevelt still insisted ‘that
Americans were fighting in the Philip-
pines “for the triumph of civilization
over forces which stand for the black
chaos of savagery and barbarism.”

The heavy cost of the war—in lives,
emotional and political divisiveness
and a tarnished national -honof—
should have sobered America “suffi-
ciently to question permanently - the
-efficacy of military intervention. to.
frustrate nationalistic aspirations..

“Stuart Creighton Miller' is associate
professor of social science at San
Francisco State College.

The result of the American occupation of
the Philippines was the emergence of genera-
tions of Filipinos who believe the historical
distortions and who now view their past
uncritically, always mouthing the same safe
phrases and proceeding from the unexamined
assumptions that the Americans came to help,
stayed to educate us, and in magnificent
magnanimity, gave us our freedom. No won-
der we regard America as the fountain of all
that is good, as the “trustee of civilization” in
the words of President Marcos. Many of us
continue to hold to our childlike faith in our
“special relations” with America. We believe
implicitly that a corner of the great American
heart is reserved especially for us and there-
fore, again in the ringing rhetoric of President
Marcos, “America does not forget. America
will not fail us.”

) Constantino, Renato, ‘‘Origin of a Myth,”
Malaya Books, p.27.
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President McKinley:

| have been criticized a good deal about the Philippines, but | don’t
deserve it. The truth is, | didn’t want the Philippines, and when they
came to us, as a gift from the gods, | did not know what to do with
them. When the Spanish war broke out, Dewey was at Hongkong, and |
ordered him to go to Manila, and he had to; because, if defeated, he had
no place to refit on that side of the globe, and if the Dons were
victorious they would likely cross the Pacific and ravage our Oregon
and California coasts. And so he had to destroy the Spanish fleet and
did it. But that was as far as | thought then. When next | realized that
the Philippines had dropped into our lap, | confess that | did not know
what to do with them. | sought counsel from all sides—Democrats as
well as Republicans—but got little help. | thought first we would take
only Manila; then Luzon; then other islands, perhaps all. | walked the
floor of the White House night after night until midnight; and | am not
ashamed to tell you, gentlemen, that | went down on my knees and
prayed to Almighty God for light and guidance more than one night.

And one night late it came to me this way—I don’t know how it was,
but it came: (1) that we could not give them back to Spain—that would
be cowardly and dishonorable; (2) that we could not turn them over to
France or Germany—that would be bad business and discreditable; (3)
that we could not leave them to themselves—they were unfit for
self-government— and they would soon have anarchy and misrule over
there worse than Spain’s was; and (4) that there was nothing left for us
to do but to take them all, and to educate the Filipinos, and uplift and
civilize and Christianize them, and, by God’s grace, do the very best we
could by them, as our fellowmen for whom Christ also died. And then |
went to bed, and went to sleep, and slept soundly, and next morning |
sent for the War Department (our map maker), and told him to put the
Philippines on the map of the United States (pointing to a large map on
the wall of his office), and there they are, and there they will stay while
| am president. 3

... Incidental to our tenure in the Philippines is the commercial
opportunity to which American statesmanship cannot be indifferent. It
is just to use every legitimate means for the enlargement of American
trade; but we seek no advantages in the Orient which are not common
to all. Asking only the open door for ourselves, we are ready to accord
the open door to others. The commercial opportunity which is
naturally and inevitably associated with this new opening depends less
on large territorial possession than upon an adequate commercial basis
and upon broad and equal privileges.

Malcolm, G.A. and M.M. Kalaw, ‘‘Philippine Gov_ernment,"_qu_ton, 1932, p.63,
and Foreign Relations of the U.S. 1898, Washington, Department of

StBEE, Government Printing Office, September 16, 1898, p.907.



