
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=tsur20

Survival
Global Politics and Strategy

ISSN: 0039-6338 (Print) 1468-2699 (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/tsur20

Staining the Flag

Russell Crandall

To cite this article: Russell Crandall (2018) Staining the Flag, Survival, 60:6, 189-198

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2018.1542810

Published online: 20 Nov 2018.

Submit your article to this journal 

View Crossmark data

http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=tsur20
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/tsur20
https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2018.1542810
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=tsur20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=tsur20&show=instructions
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00396338.2018.1542810&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-11-20
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00396338.2018.1542810&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-11-20


The True Flag: Theodore Roosevelt, Mark Twain, and the 
Birth of American Empire
Stephen Kinzer. New York: Henry Holt and Co., 2017. $28.00. 
306 pp.

The situation seems to me this. An immense democracy, mostly ignorant 

and completely secluded from foreign influence, finds itself in possession 

of enormous power and is eager to use it in brutal fashion against anyone 

who comes along, without knowing how to do it, and is therefore 

constantly on the brink of some frightful catastrophe.

E.L. Godkin, editor of the Nation, 18951

Territorial expansion was a key element of the American project from the 
beginning. Thomas Jefferson started the expansionist game when, in 1803, 
he bought all 827,000 square miles of the Louisiana Territory from France for 
the measly sum of $15 million, or $309m in today’s money.2 In the following 
decades, the mostly forcible removal of Native Americans from their tradi-
tional lands, and the Mexican–American War from 1846–48, brought ever 
larger portions of North America under what many saw as Washington’s 
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divinely sanctioned control. The 1867 purchase of Alaska from Russia com-
pleted the expansion.

Yet despite the United States’ catastrophic success in achieving its con-
tinental aspirations, it wasn’t until the 1890s that Uncle Sam began to lift 
his gaze overseas. In 1891, Americans were outraged by revelations that 
American sailors from the USS Baltimore had been killed during a drunken 
bar fight in the port city of Valparaíso, Chile. Complained future president 
Theodore Roosevelt, ‘We are actually at the mercy of a tenth-rate country!’ 
(p. 25). The Baltimore affair, which provided a foretaste of the role that big 
business would come to play in spreading American power abroad, was 

as much about Washington’s desire to safeguard the 
profits of American mining interests in Latin America 
as it was a rebuke of the decidedly not tenth-rate 
Chilean navy. A year later, an increasingly confi-
dent US government dispatched several warships to 
ensure American cargo was kept safe in civil-war-
ravaged Brazil. In the mid-1890s, the administration 
of president Grover Cleveland appointed itself the 
arbiter of an especially hostile boundary dispute 
between Venezuela and British Guiana. 

Stephen Kinzer, author of The True Flag, char-
acterises these late-nineteenth-century episodes as 

‘practice runs, psychic preparations for the explosion of American inter-
vention that lay ahead’ (p. 25). In 1896, the Republican candidate for 
president, Ohio governor William McKinley, offered the following solu-
tion for the effects of the depression that had been afflicting the United 
States since 1873: ‘We want a foreign market for our surplus products’ 
(p. 25). As Kinzer sees it, McKinley’s stance was not especially surprising 
given that he had received large contributions from capitalist barons – a 
first for an American presidential candidate. Even so, in his January 1897 
inaugural address, McKinley claimed that he ‘cherished the policy of 
non-interference with affairs of foreign governments’, adding that, ‘We 
want no war of conquest; we must avoid the temptation of territorial 
aggression’ (p. 27). 
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McKinley’s ascension to the presidency prompted Henry Cabot Lodge, 
a senator from Massachusetts, to ask him for ‘one personal favor’ in recog-
nition of Lodge’s having supported his campaign for president: to appoint 
Lodge’s political ally, Theodore Roosevelt, as assistant secretary of the navy 
(p. 27). According to Kinzer, both Lodge and Roosevelt ‘believed two things 
passionately: that the United States must become one of the world’s great 
powers, and that it could do so only by taking foreign lands’ (p. 19). Once 
Roosevelt was duly appointed, the two men ‘did all they could to promote 
the building of warships, expansion of naval bases, and better conditions for 
seamen’ (p. 28). 

Their efforts would pay off in 1898, when the defeat of the Spanish 
fleet in Manila Harbour and in Cuba – and the resulting annexation fever 
– allowed the United States to gain control over ‘five far-flung lands’ encom-
passing more than 10m subjects: Guam, the Philippines, Cuba, Puerto Rico 
and Hawaii (p. 66). Although the campaign against Spain had initially 
been fuelled by American outrage at Madrid’s colonial behaviour in Cuba, 
‘fervor for the new idea of overseas expansion’ soon captivated a country 
whose very self-identity was predicated on the notion of self-determination 
(p. 6). According to Kinzer, although Roosevelt, who had resigned his naval 
post to battle as a Rough Rider in Cuba, was the ‘public face’ of American 
expansionism, Lodge deserves at least as much credit for the policy’s 
success. As the anti-imperialist Edward Atkinson put it, ‘Lodge [was] the 
Mephistopheles whispering poison in [Roosevelt’s] ear all the time’ (p. 67). 
Kinzer also makes the case that it was the conflict in the Philippines, where 
the United States carried out a dirty counter-insurgency campaign against 
Filipino nationalists, and not Cuba, where the Americans had initially sided 
with the pro-independence rebels to oust their Iberian masters, that galva-
nised the theretofore insignificant anti-imperialist movement. 

By the end of the year, the newly formed American Anti-Imperialist 
League had categorically demanded that Congress end the military cam-
paign in the Philippines and concede to Filipinos ‘the independence for 
which they have so long fought and which of right is theirs’ (p. 153), thus 
helping to plunge the US into one of the most wrenching national debates in 
its history. ‘Only once before’, writes Kinzer, referring to the very founding 
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of the United States, had ‘so many brilliant Americans so eloquently debated 
a question so fraught with meaning for all humanity’ (p. 3). In Kinzer’s view, 
the imperialist debate was even more significant than the polarising ques-
tion of slavery because of its importance not just to the United States but to 
other countries, too. Itself a former colony established on the principle that 
all nations must be ruled by ‘the consent of the governed’, the US now was 
debating the question of whether it ought to ‘project power into faraway 
lands’ (pp. 2–3). Some thought that it should, ‘to guarantee our prosperity, 
save innocent lives, liberate the oppressed, and confront danger before it 
reaches our shores’, while others believed that ‘intervention brings suffering 
and creates enemies’ (p. 3). It was a question, Kinzer convincingly argues, 
that would determine nothing less than the type of country the United States 
would become in the subsequent decades, and even centuries. 

Anti-imperialists viewed their cause as defending America’s founding 
principles and allowing native peoples to govern themselves. They ‘hated 
war and believed liberty was America’s greatest gift to humanity’ (p. 13). 
The New England patrician theologian and Unitarian minister Charles 
Ames admonished the nation lest it ‘sacrifice the principles on which the 
Republic was founded’ (p. 6), adding:

The policy of imperialism threatens to change the temper of our own people, 

and to put us into a permanent attitude of arrogance, testiness, and defiance 

towards other nations … Once we enter the field of international conflict as 

a great military and naval power, we shall be one more bully among bullies. 

We shall only add one more to the list of oppressors of mankind. (p. 6)

Expansionists had no patience for such thinking. They believed that 
notions of liberty and democracy were only appropriate for stable Western 
countries – ‘that is, nations populated and governed by white people. 
Others, they asserted, were too primitive to rule themselves and must be 
ruled by outsiders’ (pp. 11–12). Moreover, they ‘considered war a purifying, 
invigorating, unifying force. In their imagined future, humanity would be 
guided by a virtuous United States and disciplined by American military 
power’ (p. 13). American intervention would bring the ‘material blessings’ 
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of education, public health, ‘orderly systems of justice’ and infrastructure to 
countries that lacked them (p. 230).

The events of 1898 dealt a blow to the anti-imperialists, but they were 
quick to strike back. One particularly influential voice belonged to Carl 
Schurz, a German immigrant who had served as a general in the Civil War 
before becoming a senator and then secretary of the interior under presi-
dent Rutherford B. Hayes. Speaking in Chicago on 17 October 1899, Schurz 
denounced the Philippine war as ‘unnecessary as it is unjust – a wanton, 
wicked, and abominable war’ (p. 153). He attacked the imperialist argument 
that the United States needed to ‘restore order’ in the Philippines, accusing 
Washington of having ‘carried riot and death and desolation into peaceful 
communities whose only offense was not that they did not maintain order 
and safety among themselves, but that they refused to accept us as their 
rulers’.3 ‘This “order”’, he continued, ‘is the kind that has been demanded 
by the despot since the world had a history’ (p. 155).

Kinzer’s sense is that the imperialists, having assumed that the political 
war had been won with the Treaty of Paris in December 1898 that ended the 
war with Spain, failed to anticipate how the bleeding ulcer in the Philippines 
would only worsen, pushing legions of Americans away from imperialism. 
Lodge sought to counter the charges of the anti-imperialists by accusing 
them of complicity – intentional or otherwise – in the killing of Americans 
through their support for Filipino rebel fighters:

I cannot understand, when our soldiers are in the field, face to face with 

an enemy, that there should be any part or any organization of men in this 

country ready to cry out ‘Surrender!’ The soldiers of the United States in 

the Philippines – where they have the right to be by the laws of nations, 

by the laws of this country, and by the laws of sound morals – are fighting 

with the public enemies of the United States … I vote with the army that 

wears the uniform and carries the flag of my country. When the enemy 

has yielded and the war is over, we can discuss other matters! (pp. 154–5)

It is an argument that has been made many times since in defence of 
American conduct in overseas wars.
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Two kinds of patriot
A significant subplot in Kinzer’s narrative is the outsized roles played 
by Roosevelt and Mark Twain in the imperialist debate. Kinzer contrasts 
Roosevelt’s American chauvinism and Twain’s cosmopolitanism, gained from 
years spent travelling abroad to places such as Australia, Fiji, Mozambique and 
South Africa. Yet he describes the two men as ‘deliciously matched’ in terms 
of their sharp wit, lust for the limelight and overlapping social circles (p. 12): 

Both were fervent patriots who believed the United States had a sacred 

mission on earth – though they defined that mission quite differently. 

Both were writers and thinkers as well as activists. Most important, both 

were relentless self-promoters, born performers who carefully cultivated 

their public images. (p. 13) 

Each was also viscerally aware of the other’s fame, even if they publicly 
denounced each other. Roosevelt told acquaintances he’d be only too glad 
to ‘skin Mark Twain alive’, while Twain described his rival as the ‘most for-
midable disaster that has befallen the country since the Civil War’ (p. 13).

When the crisis with Spain initially erupted in the first half of 1898, Twain 
was in Vienna, a member of a ‘luminous circle’ that included Johann Strauss, 
Gustav Mahler, Gustav Klimt and Sigmund Freud (p. 49). Initially, he sup-
ported the American campaign against Spain, writing to a friend back home, 

I have never enjoyed a war – even in written history – as I am enjoying 

this one. For this is the worthiest one that was ever fought, so far as my 

knowledge goes. It is a worthy thing to fight for one’s freedom; it is another 

sight finer to fight for another man’s. And I think this is the first time this 

has been done. (p. 50)

Within months, however, his enthusiasm had given way to revulsion: 

When the United States sent word that the Cuban atrocities must end, she 

occupied the highest position ever taken by a nation since the Almighty 

made the earth. But when she snatched the Philippines and butchered a 
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poverty-stricken, priest-ridden nation of children, she stained the flag. 

That’s what we have today – a stained flag. (pp. 160–1) 

Twain’s inimitable rhetoric helped him to become one of the most visible 
anti-imperialists of the era. No imperialist was too powerful to be spared 
Twain’s criticism. During a reception in late 1900 for a young Winston 
Churchill, who had found fame while reporting on the Boer War, Twain’s 
‘rambling salute’ to shared American and British principles included the 
following observation: 

England sinned when she got herself into a war in South Africa which 

she could have avoided, just as we sinned in getting into a similar war in 

the Philippines. England and America – yes, we are kin. And now that we 

are also kin in sin, there is nothing more to be desired. The harmony is 

complete, the blend is perfect. (p. 185)

Just months later, Twain hosted an event at his adored Lotos gentlemen’s club 
at which Roosevelt, now vice president, was in attendance. Twain took the 
opportunity to defend himself against the accusation by a certain ‘reverend 
gentleman’ that he was a ‘traitor’ for not supporting the war in the Philippines:

It would be an entirely different question if the country’s life was in 

danger, its existence at stake. Then – that is one kind of patriotism – we 

would all come forward and stand by the flag, and stop thinking about 

whether the nation was right or wrong. But when there is no question that 

the nation is in any way in danger, but some little war away off, then it 

may be that on the question of politics the nation is divided, half patriots 

and half traitors – and no man can tell which from which. (p. 185)

Roosevelt appears to have been unmoved by Twain’s rebukes. Unlike the 
latter, who ‘saw nobility in many peoples, and found much to admire 
abroad’, Roosevelt held that ‘the man who loves other countries as much as 
he does his own is quite as noxious a member of society as a man who loves 
the other women as much as he loves his wife’ (p. 12).
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Accusations and rebuttals
Throughout most of his book, Kinzer approaches his subject – a passionate 
debate that in many ways continues to this day – with a commendable degree 
of balance and disinterest. This changes in his long concluding chapter. 

Kinzer acknowledges that American empire has had some benefits, 
in 1898 no less than in subsequent decades. For example, he notes that 
towns and cities in Cuba became cleaner and safer, and that the scourge of 
yellow fever was checked by the United States’ nineteenth-century adven-
tures. Yet he is certain that most American interventions abroad have been 
unmitigated failures. The war in the Philippines, he claims, ‘set off waves of 
nationalism across East Asia that contributed to the Communist takeover of 
China in 1949, and can also be seen as a progenitor of disasters from Pearl 
Harbor to Vietnam’ (p. 246). He criticises later American interventions for 
producing ‘terrible results that their planners never anticipated. From Iran 
and Guatemala to Iraq and Afghanistan, intervention has devastated societ-
ies and produced violent anti-American passion’ (p. 246). Kinzer’s ultimate 
conclusion is that lofty American rhetoric about defending freedom ‘rarely 
matches the facts on the ground’. Instead, many interventions are launched 
simply to ‘prop up predatory regimes’ and increase US power, especially its 
economic power (p. 248).

Kinzer is a former journalist who covered the Reagan administration’s 
controversial policies in Central America, and who has written several widely 
read general histories of mostly Cold War-era episodes featuring covert 
American action, among them Bitter Fruit: The Story of the American Coup in 
Guatemala, All the Shah’s Men: An American Coup and the Roots of Middle East 
Terror, and The Brothers: John Foster Dulles, Allen Dulles, and Their Secret World 
War. Another book, Overthrow, chronicles a century of American-led regime 
change from Hawaii to Iraq. It would be admittedly difficult to conclude 
from these accounts that the United States was not guilty of moral outrages 
and strategic failings in Cold War episodes such as 1950s Guatemala and 
Iran, and 1970s Chile.  

Yet these episodes, and even the Philippines in 1898, are not fully repre-
sentative of the American experience overseas. Obvious counterexamples 
include the overthrow and subsequent occupation of fascist Germany and 
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Japan in the 1940s. Moreover, even the defence of South Korea after 1950 
and the ousting of the domestically despised Marxist regime in Grenada 
in 1983 are at the very least more ambiguous than Kinzer’s critique might 
suggest. He seems to have an easy time connecting the dots from American 
covert operations to deleterious outcomes, but not to more positive ones. It 
may be that Kinzer simply wishes to ensure that the United States atones for 
its sins. But moral shaming does not ensure historical accuracy. The US may 
be guilty of great crimes, but this is not the full story. 

Kinzer contends that anyone who questions the ‘deeply embedded 
assumptions’ of US foreign policy are not ‘welcome in the corridors of 
power in Washington’ (p. 242), but he seems to have forgotten about Jimmy 
Carter, Bill Clinton and Barack Obama, to say nothing of high-profile dis-
senters like Mark Twain, who may not have held office in Washington, but 
whose criticisms were clearly heard by those who did. There have also been 
several instances in which, fearing a Vietnam-like morass, Washington 
failed to enact regime change (or did so only belatedly), in places such as 
Rwanda, the Balkans and Somalia. In each of these cases, inaction was likely 
more catastrophic than action. A sage reporter, Kinzer must have a sense of 
this. He begins his book with the observation that Americans ‘want to guide 
the world, but … also believe every nation should guide itself’ (p. 1). On 
that, I think, we can all agree.

Notes

1 Quoted by Stephen Kinzer in The True 
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3 Carl Schurz, ‘The Policy of 

Imperialism’, address at the Anti-
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