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    “Great is the guilt of an unnecessary war.”


    —John Adams


    When I was growing up during the Cold War, I had no doubt God was on America's side. The church our family attended proclaimed this belief with an American flag prominently displayed up front on one side of the sanctuary, with a second flag featuring the Christian cross on the other side. As a member of the Boy Scouts of America, I could earn what was called the “God and Country” award.


    Then, as a university student, I learned that believing God was on America's side was nothing new: The English Puritans, who settled Boston and later the rest of New England, believed God had made them a second chosen people and had sent them to the New World to save the corrupt and decadent Old World. For them, Boston was a new Jerusalem and a new Israel—a new Promised Land. This belief eventually seeped out of New England to much of the rest of America and is still held by many citizens today.


    Sometime during college, I shed my belief that God favored Americans above all other people, but I did come to share the principal thoughts of our Founding Fathers during and after the American Revolution. Men like Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, and John Adams were sons of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. They believed that, through reason and experience, Americans could establish a political system and way of life that might save them from the moral stains of that hopeless Old World across the Atlantic.


    The Great Seal of the United States says it all; the reverse side includes both religious and secular sentiments about what has come to be called American exceptionalism. One can also find these sentiments on the green side of the American $1 bill: Annuit coeptis, Latin meaning “He has favored our undertakings,” and Novus ordo seclorum, Latin meaning “A new order of the ages.”


    As I continued to study and then teach American history, I found myself becoming something of a disappointed idealist. I really wanted my country to represent “A new order of the ages”—one that would not repeat the failings of the Old World—and that meant, among other things, not fighting needless wars. Much later, it struck me that during one long modern lifetime of 105 years, from 1898 to 2003, the United States initiated three wholly needless wars—in the Philippines, in Vietnam, and in Iraq.


    Altogether, nearly sixty-seven thousand Americans lost their lives in these needless conflicts, and the death toll for those on the other sides was at least two million. Then there were the millions of hideous wounds, the inestimable emotional and psychological suffering, and the mourning of countless families. Very disturbing also were the atrocities committed on all sides, including those carried out by American soldiers in the Philippines, Vietnam, and Iraq that led to questions about our country's moral standing in the world.


    I do not mean to say that I am a pacifist, since I believe some wars are unavoidable and must be fought. After all, my father and the fathers of many schoolmates and friends fought a terrible conflict to free suffering millions on several continents. As children, we saw these World War II veterans march quietly in the annual Memorial Day parade, up one of the main streets of town to the local cemetery on the hill, where there was a moving ceremony, complete with the playing of taps. During my parents’ childhoods, there had still been a few ancient veterans of the Civil War in the parade, forced by infirmities to ride in open cars. They had fought desperate battles, we learned, to save the Union and free the slaves.


    The wars in the Philippines, Vietnam, and Iraq were different. They were different because true national security was not at stake. None of these countries posed a grave threat to the United States—or even came close to doing so. The Philippines at the end of the nineteenth century was an underdeveloped country located halfway around the world from the United States and had no capacity whatsoever to harm the American nation. Even the argument that other powers might take over these islands to the detriment of American economic interests made no rational sense, given that the United States could well have protected Philippine independence after defeating the Spanish colonial government there. Besides that, the provisional Philippine government initially welcomed American support and reached out the hand of friendship to the United States.


    Nor, half a century later, did a third-world country like Vietnam pose a serious threat to American security, unless one believed its bid for independence at the end of World War II was part of a worldwide communist conspiracy. In fact, the indigenous postwar government of Vietnam sought American friendship and support, much as the Filipinos had done two generations earlier. Instead, the United States backed France in its efforts to reconquer its former Southeast Asian colonies, and after France was defeated, it continued to fight against Vietnam's ever-tenacious struggle to be free of foreign rule. And when the United States lost the war in Vietnam three decades later, predictions that Communism would spread from the Indo-Chinese peninsula far and wide turned out to be false.


    In the early twenty-first century, Iraq by no means posed an existential threat to the United States. Contrary to claims by the George W. Bush administration, Iraq had nothing to do with the terrorist attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001. Nor, as the administration also claimed, did Iraq have any “weapons of mass destruction.” And instead of bolstering the nation's security, the invasion of Iraq in 2003 so destabilized the country that it became a serious liability to the United States, the entire Middle East, and beyond.


    All three wars violated a core principle of what is known as “just war theory,” a body of well-established norms that can be traced back 1,600 years to Saint Augustine of Hippo. More modern understandings of just war reach back about three centuries and have become embedded in international law, such as the Charter of the United Nations and the various Geneva conventions. Central to all these norms are the concepts of “necessity” and “last resort.” Michael Walzer, in his highly regarded book Just and Unjust Wars, encompasses these two requirements under his definition of “supreme emergency.”1 For a supreme emergency to exist, Walzer writes, the danger to the country must be eminent and “of an unusual and horrifying kind,” conditions that nations clearly faced with German aggression in World War II.2


    It is clear from the evidence that the wars in the Philippines, Vietnam, and Iraq do not meet the criteria of supreme emergencies—or even moderate emergencies—that would give the United States no alternative but to resort to war. How, then, to explain why presidents and their supporters decided to take the country to war in these three cases? By and large, the answer is that the decision makers, namely presidents and their political allies, acted out of ignorance, arrogance, and unreasoning fears, combined with partisan gamesmanship and the failure of media to inform the public accurately about the drive to war and its possible consequences.


    Ignorance, arrogance, and fear can be seen as an intertwined and self-reinforcing triad. Ignorance of the history, culture, and conditions of other people and nations contributes directly to suspicion and fear of them as unknown and possibly hostile entities. Ignorance also feeds arrogance, since it encourages simplistic claims that the realities of a situation are very simple and that the task of defeating any enemies will be easy and straightforward. Arrogance and fear also go hand in hand, especially when leaders exaggerate fears and then make arrogant promises that they and they alone know how to vanquish the source of those fears. Such leaders resemble old-time preachers who conjured up horrific images of evil and then promised only they could offer deliverance.


    For instance, ignorance (sometimes willful) of the people, history, and customs of the Philippines, Vietnam, and Iraq led to costly and serious miscalculations about whether and how local populations would likely react to forceful American intrusions. Arrogance led presidents and their advisors to believe their country could work its will anywhere in the world regardless of circumstances—that, for instance, the United States could implant democracy in places like Iraq, where it had never existed and where conditions would not be favorable to it at any time in the near future. Irrational fear caused leaders to exaggerate threats to national security and prevented them from adopting well-thought-out, proportional solutions. Nowhere was this sort of fear more debilitating than in the false belief that a tenacious Vietnamese nationalism was really part of a worldwide Communist conspiracy.


    Partisan politics also have played a role in limiting or distorting rational debate over war policy. In 1898, Democrats, as well as members of President McKinley's own Republican Party, heaped unrelenting abuse on the president because he was a reluctant warrior, going so far as to call him an unmanly coward. The several presidents, beginning with Truman, who got the nation embroiled in Vietnam constantly feared the political opposition would accuse them of being “soft on Communism” if they did not keep Vietnam from falling into Communist hands, despite the fact that the civil war in Vietnam was mostly about nationalism and self-determination. And in the aftermath of the attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001, many politicians feared questioning the march to war with Iraq would be used to accuse them of being against the “War on Terror,” even though Iraq and its leader, Saddam Hussein, had nothing whatsoever to do with the 9/11 attacks.


    Unfortunately, the media, often referred to as the “fourth branch of government,” largely failed to do their job of informing the American people accurately about the arguments for and against war. In the late 1890s, many newspapers actually fanned the flames for war with Spain, which in turn fomented the United States–Philippines conflict. In the long lead-up to the Vietnam tragedy, which began almost immediately after World War II, the media asked few questions about American involvement in Southeast Asia. And between 2001 and 2003, during the run-up to the war in Iraq, the media were, for the most part, uncritical. Only when these three wars began to go badly did various news outlets partly redeem themselves by questioning the decision for war and attempting to give a more accurate picture of how the conflict was unfolding. The reasons for the media's failure were these: positive reporting on demands for war attracted readers, listeners, and viewers; and media executives did not want to be out of step with public opinion or find themselves accused of insufficient patriotism. Put more simply, failure to fall in line with calls for war might well be bad for business.


    All three wars discussed below also illustrate that it is much easier to start a war than to end it. Nations at war will usually continue to fight long after defeat is obvious or inevitable, even if it means doing calamitous injury to their own people. And no matter what leaders predict, wars invariably spin out of control, take on lives of their own, and have unintended consequences, which often must be justified with contorted or false explanations of the reasons for initiating war—and then continuing it. For example, the United States went to war in 1898 to free the Cuban people from Spanish rule and then, only months later, fought a brutal war to deny Filipinos their independence. In Vietnam, the United States waged a conflict allegedly to stop Communist aggression but instead became trapped in a civil war for independence with no end in sight. The war in Iraq was officially begun to bring about “regime change,” with predictions that American forces would be welcomed as liberators. Instead, Iraq descended into anarchy and sectarian warfare.


    No matter how disastrous these wars became, the presidents who presided over them vowed to continue the fighting no matter what. To end these wars short of victory would have led to charges that the presidents and their supporters at best were guilty of very bad judgment and at worst had expended large numbers of lives unnecessarily. Presidents, especially, are unwilling to make such devastating admissions, which would be tantamount to political suicide. As the Prussian general and military theorist Carl von Clausewitz wrote (in italics) nearly two centuries ago, “War is only a branch of political activity;…it is in no sense autonomous.”3


    Few historians or other analysts have made significant comparisons among the three wars discussed here. During the Iraq conflict, there was some mention of the fact that American interrogators had used waterboarding, or a form of torture similar to it, in both the Philippines and Iraq. The My Lai massacre in Vietnam led to some references to similar massacres in the Philippines. More comparisons have been made between ill-conceived, open-ended military commitments in both Vietnam and Iraq. And some fragmentary comments have surfaced about how Americans faced irregular (guerrilla) forces in all three places. But there has been no thoroughgoing attempt to examine American wars in the Philippines, Vietnam, and Iraq as parts of a pattern of needless, elective conflicts.


    One might ask what good could result from reexamining and comparing these three wars. One might even say that the Philippine War took place at a “bad old time” in American history—at a time before those in power had gained the knowledge and sophistication to deal more adeptly with war and foreign affairs. Unfortunately, several generations of leaders since then have repeated the mistakes of that earlier time. So the answer is that these three wars can serve as cautionary tales. Of course, history does not repeat itself exactly, but, as Mark Twain put it, “history…does rhyme.” All of us, individuals as well as whole societies, do learn—or should learn—from the rhythms of the past as a basis for survival and progress in the present and future.


    This book is not a criticism of the millions of brave and honorable men and women who have served in our armed forces. Nor does it accuse the relevant decision makers of evil intentions—of being leaders who wished to see thousands of people killed and maimed. Rather, this book argues that presidents, legislators, and opinion makers, acting through ignorance, arrogance, unreasoning fear, and political gamesmanship, have too often sent the nation's sons and daughters to fight needless wars that have cost unnecessary lives and stained the nation's reputation.


    This book is offered as an inquiry into why the United States would fight these three needless wars. In the process, I have sifted through official hearings, media investigations, public documents, and numerous histories, including the memoirs of those who supported or opposed the various marches to war and their conduct. I have done so in hopes that lessons might emerge for future generations and decision makers, thereby avoiding further stains on the fabric of American life.
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    “We are face to face with a strange destiny. The taste of Empire is in the mouth of the people even as the taste of blood in the jungle….”


    —Washington Post editorial


    The American conquest of the Philippine Islands, then a Spanish colony for some three centuries, grew out of a war between the United States and Spain that had started halfway around the world in a dispute over Cuba. In 1898, those beating the drums for war with Spain gave no thought to the possibility of a long and bloody aftermath in the Philippines—an aftermath that would be undertaken in almost total ignorance of the history and culture of the islands—or the long-term consequences of conquering this distant archipelago. Such ignorance, combined with an arrogant assertion of white Anglo-Saxon superiority, led the United States into a brutal and unnecessary war of conquest. The deadly triangle of ignorance, arrogance, and fear was completed by the irrational worry that if the United States did not take the Philippines, another great power could not be prevented from doing so and thus depriving the American people of their supposedly rightful place in Asia. Added to this mix were political machinations that stood in the way of clear and accurate analysis, along with strident claims that the United States needed a war to preserve its manhood and save its people from lives of sloth and ease. Finally, the wildly irresponsible reporting of the media of the day fanned the flames of war.


    Many cultural and economic factors also figured in the coming of the Spanish-American War and its imperial aftermath. The rapid industrial growth of the United States in the decades after the Civil War was making it the wealthiest and most productive country on earth. Even so, a deep economic depression beginning in 1893 caused many leaders to claim the economic crisis had resulted from an industrial overproduction that only new overseas markets could absorb. In the words of US senator Albert J. Beveridge of Indiana, speaking in early 1897, “American factories are making more than the American people can use; American soil is producing more than they can consume. Fate has written our policy for us; the trade of the world must and shall be ours.”1 In fact, fairer wages for workers would have been a far better and safer way to boost demand for goods in the home market.2


    In addition, a belief was emerging in some quarters that to become a great world power, the United States needed to join the imperial club or risk being left behind. This was a sentiment shared by big navy advocates, who insisted expanding foreign trade required the United States to build a modern, world-class navy. The most important and effective advocate for enhanced naval power was naval captain Alfred Thayer Mahan, who was a faculty member (and later president) of the US Naval War College. Mahan taught and wrote about naval history with an emphasis on the connection between sea power and the status of nations on the world stage. His most influential book was The Influence of Sea Power upon History, published in 1890. Throughout history, Mahan asserted, the key to power, wealth, and greatness was control of the seas. His book had a profound influence on US foreign policy and was widely admired in Britain as well as among naval planners and policy personnel in Germany and Japan. Mahan's greatest booster in the United States was future president Theodore Roosevelt, who would use Mahan's ideas to push for a larger and more up-to-date American navy.


    Mahan also supported the revival of American manifest destiny, a concept that had first appeared, at least explicitly, a half century before at the approach of war between the United States and Mexico. Now it would be used to advocate for an overseas American empire. Although the primary arguments for it concerned economic and strategic needs, American manifest destiny also contained racist elements. Central to these racial arguments was the so-called Anglo-Saxon myth (also known as the Teutonic myth, at least before World War I and the demonization of Germany). The myth went somewhat as follows: The three most powerful countries in the world in the late nineteenth century were Germany, Great Britain, and the United States. This was surely a matter of racial superiority (rather than fortuitous circumstances such as location, natural resources, cultural evolution, and timing). Linguists pointed out the Germanic roots of the English language. Historians focused on the fact that the Angles and Saxons (that is, Germanic tribes) had invaded England from the mid-fifth through the early seventh centuries and that some of their descendants went to Britain's North American colonies—including the future United States—centuries later.


    Associated with and reinforcing the Anglo-Saxon myth was social Darwinism with the concept of “survival of the fittest.” This phrase was actually coined by Englishman Herbert Spencer, whose methods and views drew considerable scorn from Charles Darwin. In truth, Darwin asserted in his writings about human evolution that community and cooperation were far more important in the development of civilization than the sort of ruthless competition espoused by imperialists and laissez-faire economists. As Darwin himself pointed out, making comparisons between biology and culture amounted to false analogies and pseudoscience. In this sense, the term social Darwinism blames Darwin unfairly for views that he did not hold and that should not have been used to justify imperial conquests. Social evolution would be a more accurate term, but social Darwinism has become so firmly implanted that it is unlikely to be discarded.3


    Typical of those Americans who lauded American and Anglo-Saxon superiority was John W. Burgess, a law professor and political scientist at Columbia University. According to him, the Teutonic (including Anglo-Saxon) nations were “peculiarly endowed with the capacity for establishing national states, and…especially called to that work; and therefore…they are entrusted, in the general economy of history, with the mission of conducting the political civilization of the modern word.”4 Another advocate was the Reverend Josiah Strong, who asked in his very popular 1885 tract Our Country, “Does it not look as if God were not only preparing in our Anglo-Saxon civilization the die with which to stamp the peoples of the earth, but as if He were massing behind that die the mighty power with which to press it?”5 According to Strong, both God and evolution had formed the Anglo-Saxon peoples, and especially those who had populated the United States, into a superior people with the right to dominate the world.


    On the eve of the Spanish-American War, an editorial in the Washington Post declared that the country was more than ready to fulfill its imperial destiny:


    A new consciousness seems to have come upon us—the consciousness of strength—and with it a new appetite, the yearning to show our strength…. Ambition, interest, land hunger, pride, the mere joy of fighting, whatever it may be, we are animated by a new sensation. We are face to face with a strange destiny. The taste of Empire is in the mouth of the people even as the taste of blood in the jungle…6


    In extolling the sheer joy of fighting, the Post was tapping into a growing belief that American prosperity and love of money were undermining the country's ideal of self-sacrifice, even though this idea was at odds with those who extolled empire for economic reasons. However contradictory, for many veterans of the Civil War—who had conveniently forgotten the very real horrors of that conflict—war was a noble experience in which soldiers could test their manhood and lift themselves out of narrow materialism and complacency. As Oliver Wendell Holmes, a veteran of the Civil War who was soon to become a celebrated Supreme Court justice, proclaimed, the men who fought that conflict were fortunate in their youths to have had their “hearts touched by fire.”7


    Not all politicians who served in the 1890s agreed with such sentiments. One opponent was President Grover Cleveland, who was an outspoken anti-imperialist during his nonconsecutive presidencies (1885–89 and 1893–97) and who remained a fervent anti-imperialist during and after the Spanish-American War. In 1895, when the latest in a series of rebellions against the Spanish broke out in Cuba, Cleveland believed that continued Spanish control of the island would be the best way to maintain the status quo in the Caribbean. Unlike those who wanted the United States to intervene in Cuba, Cleveland refused to equate the Cuban rebels with the American militiamen at Lexington and Concord and believed the rebels were incapable of forming a stable government to rule the island. On the contrary, he thought, an independent Cuba would be unstable and invite other European powers to exploit the island's weaknesses to gain a foothold in the Caribbean. He therefore proclaimed American neutrality toward Cuba and declined to recognize the belligerency of the rebels.


    Another opponent of Cuban involvement was the Speaker of the House of Representatives, Thomas B. Reed, who ruled the House with such an iron hand that he was known as “Czar Reed.” He was suspicious of the human tendency to glorify war and did not share the Civil War nostalgia felt by so many, especially those who had been too young to participate. Nor did he believe the United States should be playing world police, since there was plenty of misery at home that needed attention, including economic cycles of boom and bust, a growing divide between rich and poor, and increasing violence against African Americans. A war abroad would only take attention away from these serious domestic problems. Furthermore, Reed thought heavy spending on weapons might well lead to unnecessary conflict caused by an arrogant belief that the United States could easily defeat any opponent. In early 1896, Reed kept the House from voting to recognize the belligerency of the Cuban rebels. A year later, in February 1897, he did not stand in the way of a similar resolution (which had already passed the Senate) because he knew President Cleveland would ignore it in the waning days of his administration.8


    Cleveland's successor, William McKinley, inherited the Cuban problem when he took office in March 1897. At first, McKinley hoped to stay out of the Cuban imbroglio, vowing there would be “no jingo nonsense” (that is, belligerent foreign policy) in his administration. Just before taking the oath of office, McKinley told the outgoing President Cleveland that he would be the happiest man in the world if he could escape the “terrible calamity” of war.9 In his inaugural address, McKinley stressed his wish to avoid armed conflict: “We want no wars of conquest; we must avoid the temptation of territorial aggression. War should never be entered upon until every agency of peace has failed; peace is preferable to war in almost every contingency.”10 In other words, war should be a very last resort.


    Because he wanted to avoid war if at all possible, the new president had hesitated to appoint Theodore Roosevelt as assistant secretary of the navy “for fear [he would] want to fight somebody at once,” in the words of Roosevelt's close friend Henry Cabot Lodge.11 At first, Roosevelt guarded his words, but he could not contain himself for long, and on June 2, 1897, he gave himself away in a speech to the US Naval War College. As one might expect in an address to such an audience, he called for building up the navy. He rejected any assertions that doing so would invite war but claimed that if it did, war would be a very good thing for the country: “All the great, masterful races have been fighting races,” he said, “and the minute that a race loses the hard fighting virtues, then…it has lost its proud right to stand as the equal to the best.” He added, “Cowardice in a race, as in an individual, is the unpardonable sin.” And nothing could surpass victory in war: “No triumph of peace is so great as the supreme triumphs of war…. It may be that at some time in the dim future of the [human] race the need for war will vanish; but that time is ages distant.” Winding up his speech, he warned against the dangers of prosperity and ease: “There are higher things in this life than the soft and easy enjoyment of material comfort. It is through strife, or the readiness for strife, that a nation must win greatness.” If the need arose, the nation must be willing “to stake everything on the supreme arbitrament [sic] of war, and to pour out its blood, its treasure, and its tears like water, rather than submit to the loss of honor and renown.”12 He used the word war no fewer than sixty-two times in the course of the speech.


    McKinley, in a very different frame of mind from Roosevelt, offered in December 1897 to mediate between Spain and the rebels, but the Spanish absolutely refused to consider granting independence to Cuba, and the rebels refused to entertain anything but full independence. In fact, McKinley's offer of intervention may have encouraged the rebels to fight on, and its rejection may have inflamed American public opinion against Spain and heightened demands for the United States to use force.


    Since taking office, McKinley had been handicapped by serious ignorance about foreign affairs. American ministers and consuls seldom wrote dispatches back to the State Department about what they observed from their foreign posts, and the State Department itself was short-staffed and ill equipped to digest and convey any information that did arrive. Into this vacuum stepped the popular press of the day, knowing full well that both politicians and the public relied heavily on newspaper reports and editorials about what was happening in the world. Publishers also knew sensational stories with a moral twist, often laced with a convenient disregard for the facts, would help boost circulation.13


    The so-called yellow press, a shorthand label for the sensational newspapers of the day, which included William Randolph Hearst's New York Journal and Joseph Pulitzer's New York World, fanned the flames with lurid accounts of Spanish atrocities in Cuba. Some of these were true, some were exaggerated, and some were entirely fabricated. In fact, both the Spanish authorities and the rebels were guilty of terrible atrocities, but the newspapers ignored most of the rebels’ deeds and focused on the Spanish. Hearst supposedly told Frederick Remington, then an artist on his staff, “You furnish the pictures and I'll furnish the war.”14 Whether or not the directive came from Hearst himself, Remington obliged with an illustration showing three Spanish men looking on lustfully as they strip-search an attractive, young American woman, who is entirely nude in the image and shown from her attractive backside. The woman had been accused of carrying messages from the Cuban rebels to their junta in New York, but, in reality, her search had been conducted by a (female) matron—not a group of men.15 Neither Hearst nor other publishers were at all concerned that inflaming public opinion could lead to war. In fact, war was exactly what they wanted, since it would greatly boost circulation.


    Two events occurred in February 1898 that gave the newspapers unlimited opportunities for sensational reporting and arousing war fever. One was a private letter by the Spanish minister to Washington, Enrique Dupuy de Lôme. Commenting on the president's recent annual message to Congress, de Lôme wrote, “McKinley's message I regard as bad…. It shows once more what McKinley is: weak and catering to the rabble, and, besides, a low politician, who desires to leave a door open to me and to stand well with the jingoes of his party.”16 There was some truth to de Lôme's comments. McKinley was truly in a tight spot. He sincerely wanted to avoid war but was being demanded to use force by the press and wide segments of the public. The rebels managed to steal the de Lôme letter and sent it to the New York Journal, which published it on February 9. In a large headline, the rival New York World cried that the de Lôme letter was the “WORST INSULT TO THE UNITED STATES IN ITS HISTORY.” The revelation triggered widespread public fury, as well as anger among many in government.


    Just six days later, on February 15, with outrage over the de Lôme letter still fresh, the USS Maine exploded in Havana Harbor, killing 262 Americans. The battleship had been sent to Havana to protect and, if necessary, evacuate Americans in Cuba. The newspapers and the
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