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Empires and the American Imagination 
 
This course explores how Americans thought and talked about empire in the long nineteenth 
century. The period from 1776 to 1898 has been framed by two historiographical 
assumptions, which draw upon (and have seeped into) wider American culture. The first 
holds that the United States was “born in an anti-imperialist revolt,” in the words of one 
recent historian, and that the founding of the American republic was a crucial episode in the 
history of decolonization and the emergence of the nation state. The second holds that the 
United States itself embraced imperialism only in 1898, when its war with Spain led to 
decades of occupation of the Philippines, the permanent acquisition of Puerto Rico, and a 
regime of ‘informal empire’ in Cuba ended only by Fidel Castro’s revolution in 1959. 
Between 1776 and 1898, we used to think, the United States was mostly involved in building 
a nation rather than creating an empire. 
 
In the past two decades, historians have challenged both of those assumptions. Some have 
argued that the United States copied the practices of other empires in its conquest and 
incorporation of Indigenous land in the North American interior; others have pointed to U.S. 
invasions of Mexico in the 1830s and 1840s as evidence of the imperial nature of U.S. 
expansion; still others have looked to the role of American missionaries, sailors, diplomats, 
journalists and travellers overseas, arguing that these ‘extraterritorial Americans’ projected 
imperial power across the entire planet. There are plenty of reasons to think that the old view 
of the United States before 1898 needs revising; but does it make sense to say that Americans 
were imperialists from the start? Does this apply to every American? Or just to the white men 
who voted and directed the nation’s course in the world? Did ‘empire’ mean the same thing 
in 1776 that it did in 1898? Did Americans know they were adopting the imperial playbook? 
Does that matter? 
 
We’re going to pursue these questions by reading primary sources from the 1770s to the early 
1900s, encompassing a huge range of places (within and beyond North America) and a 
diverse cast of characters. My hope is not to persuade you of particular answers – I still 
haven’t figured out a lot of this stuff – but to give you enough material to let you make your 
own judgements. The course will also give you a sense of how ‘world order’ developed 
across the nineteenth century, and how empire and imperial thinking influenced the dynamics 
and even the institutions of the modern world.  
 
Most weeks I’ll ask you to read three or four primary sources, along with a secondary source 
or two which will orient the primary material and/or to frame larger questions for our 
discussion. The reading list also contains plenty of suggestions for further reading, and you’re 
warmly invited to read beyond the assigned page ranges for the primary sources if you have 
the time and/or they hold your attention. 
 
Content warning: some of the primary sources we’ll encounter in this course recount, reflect 
or promote thinking and actions which are violent, deeply gendered and/or racist. Please 
don’t hesitate to email me if you’d like a more detailed roadmap on each week’s readings 
with this in mind. Please also contact me if you’re uncomfortable or unhappy with anything 
that’s come up in our discussions in the seminar or in our online discussions each week. For 
your benefit and especially for mine, my door is always open (virtually speaking) and I 
wouldn’t want you to feel that you couldn’t come forward with any concern about the 
language we use or the direction of our discussion. 
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1. Thinking about imperialism 
 

This week we’ll try to establish our terms and ground rules. What do historians mean when 
they write about ‘empire’? How have American historians used the term? There’s been a long 
tradition of scholarship engaging the overseas empire created by the United States after the 
wars of 1898, but until relatively recently there was little sustained and connected work on 
the ‘U.S. in the world’ in the long nineteenth century. Now things have gotten more 
interesting, though historians of the pre-1900 period have to confront some of the same 
definitional problems which have confounded historians of the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries.  
 
They also need to think about where to look for evidence of imperial agency; or, to put it 
more directly, which kinds of Americans experienced or advanced the work of empire. And 
they have to consider the question of self-awareness: as Americans became conscious of the 
imperial strategies and ambitions of other powers, did they recognise themselves as 
imperialists? If not, why not?  
 
I recommend you start this week with Emily Conroy-Krutz’s review essay, and then move on 
to Nancy Shoemaker’s fascinating discussion of the many kinds of Americans who ventured 
overseas. Shoemaker isn’t primarily writing about empire, but I hope you’ll get a sense from 
her essay of the cast of characters we’ll be pursuing across this Special Subject. 
 
Paul Kramer’s 2011 essay is much harder work! It’s long and jargony, and it takes on the 
whole span of American history rather than just the pre-1900 period. But I think it’s worth 
getting to grips with this for the conceptual and analytical categories Kramer lays out. And if 
you’ve already studied empire in any kind of detail for other papers, Kramer’s terminology 
and preoccupations may be familiar to you. 
 
 
Required reading 
 
Emily Conroy-Krutz, ‘State of the Field: Empire and the Early Republic,’ H-Diplo Essay No. 
133, September 2015  
Nancy Shoemaker, “The Extraterritorial United States to 1860”, Diplomatic History, 42, no. 
1 (2018): 36-54 
Paul Kramer, “Power and Connection: Imperial Histories of the United States in the World,” 
American Historical Review, 116, no. 5 (2011): 1348-91 
 
 
Further reading  
 
Konstantin Dierks, “Americans Overseas in the Early American Republic,” Diplomatic 
History, 42, no. 1 (2018): 17-35 
Julian Go, Patterns of Empire: The British and American Empires, 1688 to the Present (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2011)  
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Daniel Immerwahr, How to Hide an Empire: A Short History of the Greater United States 
(London: Bodley Head, 2019), 3-45 

Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, This Violent Empire: The Birth of an American National Identity 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003  

Ann Laura Stoler, “Tense and Tender Ties: The Politics of Comparison in North American 
History and (Post) Colonial Studies,” Journal of American History (Dec. 2001): 829-865 

Patrick Wolfe, 'History and Imperialism: A Century of Theory, from Marx to 
Postcolonialism', American Historical Review 100, no. 2 (1997): 388-420 
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2. Revolution against empire? The (new) United States 

Did American colonists rebel against Britain because they objected to empire as a political 
form? Or did they simply seek to escape from British control, without passing judgement on 
the merits of empire as a form of governance? These are surprisingly underdeveloped 
questions in the historiography of the imperial crisis and the American Revolution, and we’ll 
consider them through two classic works of colonial protest literature – and one famously 
caustic reflection by an American loyalist who fled from the new United States.  

The first reading, by the historian Peter Marshall, explains how British thinking about the 
thirteen colonies which revolted in 1776 was actually conditioned by a much wider set of 
imperial contexts. Historians of the U.S. can easily find themselves overlooking this wider 
picture, but it’s crucial both to our understanding of how Britain managed to lose the thirteen 
colonies, and how the settlers within those colonies imagined their place in the world before 
and after 1776.  

Most of you will already know a bit about Thomas Jefferson. His 1774 essay built on nearly a 
decade of colonial political writing which presented empire as a horizontal compact of states, 
rather than a vertical system of control by the mother country. James Otis was one of the 
pioneers of this form of thinking about American rights. You can find a very good 
introduction to his life and thought at the American National Biography (ANB) website – NB 
that he’s the only person we’ll study to be killed by lightning. (I think.) In 1764, when he 
wrote this pamphlet, Otis imagined that Britain might easily scale back the more invasive 
taxation regime that it had introduced in America after the Seven Years’ War. When this 
ultimately proved a vain hope, he threw in his lot with the Patriot side in the American 
Revolution.  

A colonial protester who went the other way when the shooting started was Joseph Galloway 
of Pennsylvania. Galloway was a friend of Benjamin Franklin, and a member of the first 
Continental Congress  – the colonial protest assembly that eventually morphed into the 
Congress of the United States. Galloway tried to find a plan that would reconcile Britain and 
its American colonists in 1774; the plan was narrowly defeated, and Galloway had soon 
resigned from Congress and moved behind British lines. (When the British finally ended their 
occupation of Philadelphia, Galloway relocated to London where he spent the rest of his life.) 
See what you make of Galloway’s plan, and whether you think it had the potential to keep the 
thirteen colonies in a refigured British empire.  

Required reading 

P.J. Marshall, The Making and Unmaking of Empires: Britain, India, and America, c. 1750-
1783 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 182-206 

James Otis, Rights of the British Colonies Asserted and Proved (Boston; reprinted London, 
for J. Almon, 1764), 35-77 

Thomas Jefferson, Summary View of the Rights of British America (Williamsburg, repr. 
London: G. Kearsly, 1774), 4-21 

[Joseph Galloway], A Candid Examination of the Mutual Claims of Great Britain and the 
Colonies (New York: James Rivington, 1775), 53-54  
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Further reading 
Paul Frymer, Building an American Empire: The Era of Territorial and Political Expansion 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017) 
Eliga Gould, The Persistence of Empire: British Political Culture in the Age of the American 
Revolution (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000) 
Jack P. Greene, Evaluating Empire and Confronting Colonialism in Eighteenth-Century 
Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013) 
Alison L. LaCroix, The Ideological Origins of American Federalism (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 2010), 132-174 
Sankar Muthu, ed., Empire and Modern Political Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2012) 
Peter Onuf, “Imperialism and Nationalism in the Early American Republic,” in Jay Sexton 
and Ian Tyrrell, eds., Empire’s Twin: U.S. Anti-Imperialism from the Founding Era to the 
Age of Terrorism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2015) 

Kariann Akemi Yokota, Unbecoming British: How Revolutionary America Became a 
Postcolonial Nation(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010) 
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3. Empires of liberty: the American interior 

 
We’ll spend most of this paper in the company of Americans overseas. At different moments, 
though, we’ll consider the domestic context of (mostly elite) debates over empire and state 
formation. Thomas Jefferson’s famous vision for the new United States – that it should be an 
“empire of liberty” – seems a contradiction in terms. This week’s readings offer a variety of 
perspectives on the project of creating the new republic, and especially on the question of 
how territorial expansion might affect the reputation and character of the United States.  

The two secondary sources invite us to think about white settlers in the context not of 
‘territorial expansion’ but of settler colonialism. There’s a bunch of good work on this 
question in recent years, but these are two of the most interesting analysis. Saler gives a 
really concise account of how the new U.S. government facilitated settler colonialism; she 
also discusses the points of overlap and divergence between European imperialism and what 
was taking place in the American republic. Hoganson looks at white settlers in Illinois, and 
asks us to think again about ‘pioneers’ and about the idea of ‘local history’. She also gives us 
some clues to understanding why the imperial nature of ‘internal’ U.S. expansion remained 
hiding in plain sight until fairly recently. 

There are four primary sources: two shortish letters by George Washington and James 
Madison, the first explaining Washington’s thinking about settlers and Native Americans and 
the second discussing whether the new United States might be able to persuade European 
empires that ‘free trade’ for Americans was in everyone’s best interests. Then there’s the 
travel journal of John May, a Revolutionary war veteran from Massachusetts who travelled 
into what’s now Ohio in 1788 to take possession of the lands he’d been given by the U.S. 
government in return for his military service. May thought he’d move his family to Ohio, but 
in the end his wife wouldn’t agree to the move. But the journal gives you a good idea of how 
a New Englander could transform into a western settler. 

The final source is a speech given by the South Carolina physician and historian David 
Ramsay in 1804, in celebration of the Louisiana Purchase of 1803. Ramsay's oration has 
some really interesting counter-factuals: what might have happened to the United States if 
Napoleon hadn't agreed to a fire sale of Louisiana, and if France had built up its own empire 
west of the Mississippi? Also look out for the cool stuff on "our federo-national system" at 
page 20 - there are lots of great (and slightly arrogant?) assumptions in Ramsay about why 
the rules applying to other empires aren't going to cramp the style of the expanding United 
States.  

If you have time to glance at any secondary material, LaCroix is excellent on the overlap 
between problems of union in the 1760s/1770s and the project of building Ramsay's "federo-
national" state in the 1780s and 1790s. You could also look at some of the the bottom-up 
realities of western settlement captured in the work of Honor Sachs. And Brian Delay’s short 
article is tremendous on the importance of thinking about U.S.-Indigenous relations as a 
subset of the U.S. in the World/U.S. foreign relations, rather than seeing Native people as 
somehow ‘domestic’... 
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Required reading 
 

Bethel Saler, The Settlers’ Empire: Colonialism and State Formation in America’s Old 
Northwest (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), 13-40 

Kristin L. Hoganson, The Heartland: An American History (New York: Penguin, 2019), 3-31 
George Washington to James Duane, 7 September 1783, Founders Online 

James Madison to Thomas Jefferson, 20 August 1784, Founders Online 
Journal and Letters of Col. John May, of Boston, Relative to Two Journeys to the Ohio 
Country in 1788 and '89 (Cincinnati: Robert Clarke & Co., 1873), 40-95 
David Ramsay, An Oration on the Cession of Louisiana to the United States (Newport: 
Oliver Farnsworth, 1804) 
 
 
Further reading 

James Belich, Replenishing the Earth: The Settler Revolution and the Rise of the Anglo-
World, 1783–1939 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009) 

Brian DeLay, 'Indian Polities, Empire, and the History of American Foreign Relations,' 
Diplomatic History, 39, no. 5 (2015): 927-942 

Andy Doolen, Fugitive Empire: Locating Early American Imperialism (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 39-74 

John Craig Hammond, Slavery, Freedom and Expansion in the Early American 
West (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2007), 9-54 

Peter S. Onuf, Jefferson’s Empire: The Language of American Nationhood (Charlottesville: 
University of Virginia Press, 2000) 

Jeffrey Ostler, Nancy Shoemaker et al., “Forum on Settler Colonialism in Early American 
History,” William and Mary Quarterly, 76, no. 3 (July 2019): 361-450 

Charles Prior, “Beyond Settler Colonialism: State Sovereignty in Early America,” Journal of 
Early American History, 9 (Dec. 2019): 93-117 

Honor Sachs, Home Rule: Households, Manhood, and National Expansion on the 
Eighteenth-Century Kentucky Frontier (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015) 

Caroll Smith-Rosenberg, This Violent Empire: The Birth of an American National Identity 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010) 
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4. Race and colonization in West Africa 

 
From the first months of the American Revolution, British governors and commanders 
encouraged the slaves of American Patriots to cross the lines and join the British war effort. 
Although around half of the fifteen thousand African Americans who took up the offer died 
during the Revolutionary War – mostly from disease – the other half were finally evacuated 
by the British, ending up in the Caribbean, Canada or Britain. It was the thousands of “black 
loyalists” in London who inspired the Quaker reformer Granville Sharp to campaign in 1786 
for the creation of a “province of freedom” on the West African coast.  

The colony that Sharp founded in 1787 – Sierra Leone – was, depending on your point of 
view, either a ‘benevolent’ exercise in self-determination or a gigantic scheme for racial 
segregation. (Its advocates may not have seen a contradiction in those terms.) But it caught 
the attention of white American reformers who wondered if the United States might found a 
colony of its own. Thomas Jefferson was only the most famous white American to insist on 
both to the evil of slavery and the difficulties (even the impossibility) of black and white 
coexistence after emancipation. Black colonization became a popular way for white 
reformers to imagine how slavery would end: black people would be freed from their chains, 
and then relocated beyond the bounds of the United States. 

The three secondary sources here offer some background on this issue of Black belonging in 
the early United States. The short article by Jason Young raises some fascinating questions 
about the place of Black people in narratives of the ‘early republic’ and makes some sharp 
prods in the direction of Hamilton. James Sidbury explains how African Americans began 
seriously to consider emigrating from the United States in the 1780s and 1790s. Bronwen 
Everill, meanwhile, explains why African Americans in the 1820s and 1830s might have 
chosen to go to the new U.S. colony of Liberia, despite the sustained criticism of that colony 
(and of the white-run American Colonization Society which administered it) from the 
majority of Black communities across the United States. 

The first group of primary sources focuses on William Thornton, an eccentric but influential 
young (white) man who grew up on the island of Tortola in the Caribbean, and who settled in 
the United States in the 1780s having failed to persuade the island’s planters (and his parents) 
to embrace emancipation. Thornton developed his ideas about colonization in the mid-1780s 
in conjunction with leading European antislavery theorists like Jacques Pierre Brissot and 
Granville Sharp. He may also have lectured on colonization to Paul Cuffe, a Black sea 
captain from Massachusetts who is the subject of the second set of sources. Cuffe was asked 
by the African Institution, the London charity that promoted Sierra Leone in the 1800s, to 
open a correspondence between the British colony and the African American population in 
the United States. On either side of the War of 1812 (which pitted Britain and the U.S. 
against each other, and restrained American shipping), Cuffe sailed to Sierra Leone and 
promoted the cause of colonization in the United States. 

The final source is an essay about the American Colonization Society by Jared Sparks, editor 
of the North American Review and a firm supporter of the ACS. Keep an eye out for his 
intriguing discussion of Liberia’s complicated territorial status – a colony run by a private 
society, rather than by the American government – and its relationship to American 
conventions on avoiding overseas empire! 
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There’s lots to look out for in these sources, but you might keep an eye on the ways in which 
they imagine/construct Africa’s present and future; and on whether black involvement in, or 
endorsement of colonization in West Africa has any bearing on the imperial matrix within 
which these plans were devised and implemented. 

 
Required reading 
 
Jason Young, “Fear of a Black Planet: Toward a Diasporic History of the Early Republic,” 
Journal of the Early Republic, 40, no. 2 (Summer 2020): 201-208 
James Sidbury, Becoming African in America: Race and Nation in the Early Black Atlantic, 
1760-1830 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 67-90 

Bronwen Everill, “Experiments in Colonial Citizenship in Sierra Leone and Liberia,” in 
Beverly C. Tomek and Matthew J. Hetrick, eds., New Directions in the Study of African 
American Recolonization (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2017), 184-205 
 
Selected letters from C.M. Harris, ed., Papers of William Thornton, 1782-1802 
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1995): 

• To John Coakley Lettsom, 18 November 1786, 15 February 1787, 26 July 1788, 15 
November 1788, 30-35, 43-47, 70-75, 77-79 

• ‘General Outlines of a Settlement’, 1786, 38-41 
• Anthony Taylor to Thornton, 24 January 1787, 41-42 
• To Jacques Pierre Brissot de Warville, 29 November 1788, 80-84 

 
Selected letters from Captain Paul Cuffe’s Logs and Letters, 1807–1817: A Black Quaker’s 
“Voice from Within the Veil,” Rosalind Cobb Wiggins, ed. (Washington, DC: Howard 
University Press, 1996): 

• James Pemberton to Paul Cuffe, 8 June 1808, 77-78 
• Cuffe to Pemberton, 14 September 1808, 78 
• Pemberton to Cuffe, 27 September 1808, 79-80 
• Paul Cuffe’s memorial (petition) to the U.S. Congress, June 1813, 252-53 
• Cuffe to Nathan Lord, 19 April 1815, 341-43 
• William Allen to Paul Cuffe, November 1815, 405-408 
• Cuffe to Allen, 1 April 1816, 408-412 
• Cuffe to Robert J. Finley, 8 January 1817, 492-93 
• James Forten to Cuffe, 25 January 1817, 501-503 
• Cuffe to Forten, 1 March 1817, 509 

Jared Sparks, ‘Sixth Annual Report of the American Society for Colonizing the Free People 
of Color of the United States,’ North American Review, 18, no. 17 (January 1824): 57-90   
[OK this article slightly doesn't have page numbers -- look out for the red arrow at page 57, 
and start there.] 
 
 
 
 
 



 10 

Further reading 
James T. Campbell, Middle Passages: African American Journeys to Africa (New York: 
Penguin, 2006) 
Bronwen Everill, Abolition and Empire in Sierra Leone and Liberia (Houndmills: Palgrave, 
2013) 
Bronwen Everill, “Destiny seems to point me to that country: early nineteenth-century 
African American migration, emigration, and expansion,” Journal of Global History 7,1 
(2012), 53-77 

Sara Fanning, Caribbean Crossing: African Americans and the Haitian Emigration 
Movement (New York: New York University Press, 2015) 

Nicholas Guyatt, Bind Us Apart: How Enlightened Americans Invented Racial 
Segregation (New York: Basic Books, 2016) 

Zoë Laidlaw, “Slavery, Settlers and Indigenous Dispossession: Britain’s Empire through the 
Lens of Liberia,” Journal of Colonialism and Colonial History, 13, no. 1 (2012) 

Jane G. Landers, Atlantic Creoles in the Age of Revolutions (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 2010) 

Samantha Seeley, “Beyond the American Colonization Society,” History Compass, 14, no. 3 
(2016): 93-104 

Beverly C. Tomek and Matthew J. Hetrick, eds., New Directions in the Study of African 
American Recolonization (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2017) 

Padraic X. Scanlan, Freedom's Debtors: British Antislavery in Sierra Leone in the Age of 
Revolution (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017) 
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5. Sailors and the Pacific 
 
Sailors were comfortably the largest group of Americans overseas in the nineteenth century; 
they numbered more than a hundred thousand by the 1810s, and they could be found in 
virtually every corner of the globe. From the perspective of America’s leaders, especially 
under the Republican presidencies of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison from 1801 to 
1817, sailors were the pioneers of commerce and neutrality – they helped to consolidate and 
defend American independence by establishing the United States as a major trading nation. 
Were they also foot-soldiers of American empire? Junior partners of other European 
empires? Innocent and largely unknowing bystanders in an era of global imperial expansion? 
 
Brian Rouleau’s essay argues strongly for sailors as agents of Americanness. In his view, 
sailors exported American values and saw the rest of the world through the distorted lenses of 
nation, gender and race. To get to this conclusion, though, he looks past the large number of 
sailors – somewhere between 5% and 20% in the early nineteenth century – who were, like 
Paul Cuffe in last week’s readings, of either Black, Native, or mixed Black-Native heritage. 
How to make sense of these sailors within Rouleau’s framework of an essentially white 
profession? Nancy Shoemaker’s work on Native Americans in the New England whaling 
business offers some suggestions.  
 
The primary sources introduce one stereotypical sailor, one very unlikely one, and four 
sailors we might easily overlook. George Little, born on the outskirts of Boston in 1791, 
followed his father to sea. The extracts from his memoir – written much later – describe his 
first voyage to China, via a spate of illicit trading on the Pacific coast of what was still 
Spanish America and after a particular unpleasant episode of seal-clubbing. (You might want 
to look away at that part.) Abby Jane Morrell, meanwhile, was the wife of the celebrated 
captain George Morrell who, coincidentally, was imprisoned by the British with George 
Little during the War of 1812. Women very rarely followed their husbands to sea, and 
Morrell’s account of her journey with her husband to the Pacific is extremely unusual. When 
reading both of these sources, it’s very important to think about genre: how far can we rely 
on these recollections (selective and airbrushed) for a sense of what really happened at sea?  
 
The final source is a particularly geeky one, but I hope it’ll give you some idea of the 
challenge of tracking Black sailors through the archives. I’ll say more about this in the video, 
it’s a shaggy dog story but a really interesting one... 
 
Required reading 
Brian Rouleau, “Maritime Destiny as Manifest Destiny: American Commercial 
Expansionism and the Idea of the Indian,” Diplomatic History, 30 (Fall 2010): 377-411 
Nancy Shoemaker, Native American Whalemen and the World: Indigenous Encounters and 
the Contingency of Race (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2015), 1-18 
George Little, Life on the Ocean; or, Twenty Years at Sea (Boston: Waite, Pearce and 
Company, 1844) 21-37, 54-75, 102-117, 128-134, 146-181 
Abby Jane Morrell, Narrative of a Voyage to the Ethiopic and South Atlantic Ocean...in the 
Years 1829, 1830, 1831 (New York: J. & J. Harper, 1833), vii-viii, 59-72, 88-127, 222-30 
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James Prince to John Mason, 19 April 1814, in Record Group 94, Series 127, National 
Archives, Washington DC 
 
 
Further reading 
Hester Blum, The View from the Masthead: Maritime Imagination and Antebellum American 
Sea Narratives (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008) 
Leon Fink, Sweatshops at Sea: Merchant Seamen in the World’s First Globalized Industry, 
from 1812 to the Present (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011), 35-63 
Myra Glenn, Jack Tar’s Story: The Autobiographies and Memoirs of Sailors in Antebellum 
America (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010) 
Lisa Norling, Captain Ahab Had a Wife: New England Women and the Whalefishery, 1720-
1870 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000) 
Amy Parsons, “Keeping up with the Morrells: Sailors and the Construction of American 
Identity in Antebellum Sea Narratives,’ in Steve Mentz and Martha Elena Rojas, eds., The 
Sea and Nineteenth-Century Anglophone Literary Culture (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2017), 66-82 
Brian Rouleau, With Sails Whitening Every Sea: Mariners and the Making of an American 
Maritime Empire (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014) 
Mary Suzanne Schriber, Writing Home: American Women Abroad, 1830-1920 
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1997)  
Suzanne J. Stark, Female Tars: Women Aboard Ship in the Age of Sail (London: Pimlico, 
1998) 
Daniel Vickers with Vince Walsh, Young Men and the Sea: Yankee Seafarers in the Age of 
Sail (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005) 
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6. ‘Humanitarianism’ and the Ottoman empire 

 
For nearly four centuries after the fall of Constantinople in 1453, Greece was under the rule 
of the Ottoman empire. Although the Ottomans had a reputation for allowing religious self-
determination across their vast empire, Greeks complained about the levels of taxation and 
military harassment they experienced from Ottoman administrators and soldiers. Isolated 
disputes after 1815 led to a rising Greek insurgency and eventually a full-blown revolt. The 
Ottomans waged a counter-revolutionary campaign to destroy Greek resistance, and by 1823 
tens of thousands had been killed – including Muslim civilians living in Greek territories, and 
Greek civilians subject to Ottoman reprisals.  

The resulting war for Greek independence drew the attention of ‘benevolent’ observers and 
statesmen in Britain, the United States and elsewhere. Lord Byron remains the most famous 
of the “philhellenes”, the (mostly wealthy) European and American volunteers who flocked 
to Greece in the early 1820s to support the vaunted descendants of Homer and Plato. “We are 
all Greeks,” wrote Percy Bysshe Shelley in 1821. “This is the age of the war of the oppressed 
against the oppressors.” 

These sentiments proved extremely popular in the United States, even if the full context of 
the Greek struggles against the Ottomans were more complicated and murky than the 
“philhellenes” made out. This week’s readings introduce the American debate over whether 
the U.S. government should formally recognise the Greek cause. Just one secondary source 
here: Karine Walther’s chapter on the debate over U.S. intervention in her outstanding book 
on U.S. understandings of the Islamic world in the long nineteenth century. You can dip into 
the further readings for other secondary material, but this chapter gives you an excellent 
introduction to the issues. 

Primary sources: Sereno Edwards Dwight was the son of the president of Yale, and a former 
chaplain of the U.S. House of Representatives. His oration is one of many local outpourings 
of sympathy for Greece during the early 1820s. The debates in Congress in January 1824 
featured a number of speeches expressing similarly pro-Greek sentiments; though the more 
sceptical members of the House of Representatives reflect a broader range of thinking on key 
questions of international law and humanitarian intervention. Did the American Revolution 
oblige the U.S. government to support the cause of freedom wherever it was threatened? 
Would recognising the independence of Greece extend the principles of 1776, or create a 
dangerous precedent for U.S. entanglement in the wider world? And how much did domestic 
issues – slavery, in particular – distort the debate over American commitments and ideals on 
the world stage?  

Something to look out for in these readings: the interest of both American and British 
observers in offering help to the ‘suffering Greeks’ forced Americans in particular to think 
about what was then called ‘the law of nations’, but which would soon be known as 
international law. We’ll dedicate an entire week to law and empire in Lent Term, but for now 
it’s worth remembering one key principle of the emerging framework of international law, 
and one key problem. The principle: sovereign states had no right to intervene in the internal 
affairs of other sovereign states. Then (as now) this was a controversial and frequently 
challenged assertion, and these sources probe it from a variety of directions. And the key 
problem: should the Ottoman Empire enjoy the same respect as a ‘civilized’ state in a new 
world of international law? Or was international law a privilege and responsibility of states 
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peopled mostly by white people? Again, this is a theme to flag this week and to come back to 
in our later readings. TL;DR – despite escaping from the orbit of Britain in 1776, was the 
United States now happy to take a place among European nations in a ‘civilized’ family of 
states? Who else would be admitted to this family, and who would be excluded? 

 
Required reading 
Karine V. Walther, Sacred Interests: The United States and the Islamic World, 1821-1921 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2015), 33-67 
Sereno Edwards Dwight, The Greek Revolution: An Address, Delivered in Park Street 
Church (Boston: Crocker & Brewster, 1824) 
Speeches from the debate in the House of Representatives on Greece, Annals of 
Congress, 18th Cong. 1 sess. (19 January 1824) 

• Daniel Webster (MA), 1084-99 
• Alexander Smyth (VA), 1204-13 
• Ichabod Barlett (NH), 1150-55 

 

Further reading 

Jacob Rama Berman, “The Barbarous Voice of Democracy: American Captivity in Barbary 
and the Multicultural Specter,” American Literature, 79, no. 1 (2007): 1-27 

Alexis Heraclides and Ada Dialla, Humanitarian Intervention in the Long Nineteenth 
Century (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2015), 105-33 

Thomas S. Kidd, American Christians and Islam: Evangelical Culture and Muslims from the 
Colonial Period to the Age of Terrorism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009) 

Frank Lambert, The Barbary Wars: American Independence in the Atlantic World (New 
York: Hill and Wang, 2005) 

Ussama Makdisi, Age of Coexistence: The Ecumenical Frame and the Making of the Modern 
Arab World (Oakland: University of California Press, 2019) 

David Mayers, Dissenting Voices in America’s Rise to Power (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007), 56-79 

Jennifer Pitts, Boundaries of the International: Law and Empire (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 2018), 28-67 

Davide Rodogno, Against Massacre: Humanitarian Interventions in the Ottoman Empire, 
1815-1914; The Emergence of a European Concept and International Practice(Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2012), 63-90 
William St. Clair, That Greece Might Still Be Free: The Philhellenes in the War of 
Independence (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972) 
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7. Missionaries in Burma and Hawai‘i 

 
Between 1810 and 1850, American evangelicals developed a formidable overseas missionary 
presence. Often riding on the coattails of their British counterparts (and British imperial 
officials), American missionaries established outposts in South and Southeast Asia, China, 
the Pacific and West Africa. According to historian Emily Conroy-Krutz, these men and 
women were practitioners of “Christian imperialism”; they “presumed the right to come into 
foreign spaces and transform them,” she argues, “relying on their own values as they judged 
those around them.” American missionaries mostly pursued their spiritual ambitions without 
reference to a formal U.S. imperialism. Should we see them, regardless, as the advanced 
guard of American empire? Are they better thought of as co-workers in the British imperial 
effort, given that they often laboured in areas that were coming under the formal sway of the 
British empire during the early nineteenth century? Should we insist on a clear distinction 
between political and cultural imperialism? This week we’ll consider these questions through 
the writing of Ann Hasseltine Judson, one of the most celebrated American women of the 
nineteenth century (though largely forgotten today), and Hiram Bingham.  

Judson was born in Massachusetts in 1789, the year of George Washington’s inauguration, 
and became a schoolteacher in 1807. She married a local seminary student, Adoniram 
Judson, in 1812, and moved with him to Calcutta that autumn. The Judsons were among the 
first American missionaries to travel to South Asia, and Anne was expected to play a full role 
in the establishment of an American mission in Calcutta. But their arrival in India coincided 
with the outbreak of the War of 1812, which severed relations between Britain and the United 
States. To complicate things further, the Judsons converted from Congregationalism to 
Baptism, breaking their connection with the U.S. missionary board that had sponsored their 
journey. They fled British India for Burma, which was then an independent empire (albeit 
one with an increasingly fractious relationship with the British Raj). With one or two 
interruptions, the Judsons lived in Rangoon from 1813 to 1824, when the moved to the 
Burmese royal capital of Ava. Ann Judson described their life in a series of letter published in 
the Baptist press in the United States, and then her Particular Relation of the American 
Baptist Mission.  

Although the Judsons came to Burma to avoid the restrictions they faced in India in 1812, the 
British caught up with them in 1824. They were witnesses to – or participants in – the first 
Anglo-Burmese war (1824-26) a conflict that was crucial to the erosion of Burmese 
independence and fundamental to the modern history of South Asia. They also found 
themselves siding with the British despite initially telling the Burmese royal family that they 
would be neutrals in the conflict. You can read more about that in the 1829 Memoir of Mrs 
Ann H Judson, which is in the further reading. sequel to Judson’s 1823 book, which is in the 
further reading. (I’ve put some basic accounts of the political backdrop in the secondary 
reading,) Adoniram Judson was accused of spying for the British, and imprisoned in Ava; 
Ann Judson insisted that they were Americans, not Britons, and insisted on the independence 
of the U.S. mission as the war raged around her. The second reading this week is an account 
of this period edited by James Knowles, another rmissionary, which contains letters from 
Judson’s husband as well as from other American missionaries in Burma. In two long letters 
from Ann Judson, however, you can see how this American woman made sense of her 
personal ordeal – and you can compare her wartime reflections and activities with the hopes 
and judgements she’d registered during her first years in Burma. 
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Hiram Bingham was one of the first Americans to establish a mission in Hawai‘i (then known 
to Americans as the Sandwich Islands), and he was a pivotal figure in the maintenance of a 
growing American presence on the islands in the nineteenth century. Hawai‘i was unified 
under a single kingdom from 1810 until 1893, but was increasingly brought into the religious, 
economic and political orbit of the United States. (It would eventually be annexed to the U.S. 
in 1898, and became the fiftieth state of the Union in 1959. Missionaries were crucial players 
in the extension of U.S. influence, and this extract from Bingham’s memoir recalls the first 
steps in establishing the American mission. 
 
In addition to Conroy-Krutz’s introductory chapter, I’d also like you to look at Joy Schulz’s 
fascinating essay on “familial colonialism” and her contention that American missionaries 
were instruments not only of U.S. political and economic power, but of “familial practice”. 
The establishment of U.S. missions did not produce an immediate wave of American settlers; 
but the missionaries did decide to have children, and to raise them on the islands. “Domestic 
questions became political ones,” Schulz argues. If she’s right about this, do we need to look 
harder at issues of gender, intimacy, family and domesticity as we map American imperial 
thinking in the long nineteenth century? 
 
Required reading 
Emily Conroy-Krutz, Christian Imperialism: Converting the World in the Early American 
Republic (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2015), 1-18 
Joy Schulz, “Birthing Empire: Economies of Childrearing and the Formation of American 
Colonialism in Hawai‘i, 1820-1848,” Diplomatic History, 38, no. 5 (2014): 895-925 
Ann H. Judson, A Particular Relation of the American Baptist Mission to the Burman Empire 
(Washington: John Meehan, 1823), 9-24, 66-106  
Hiram Bingham, A Residence of Twenty-One Years in the Sandwich Islands (Hartford: 
Hezekiah Huntington, 1848), 57- 79, 101-122  
 
 
Further reading 

Seth Archer, Sharks Upon the Land: Colonialism, Indigenous Health, and Culture in 
Hawai‘i, 1778-1855 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018)  

Michael Aung-Thwin and Maitrii Aung-Thwin, A History of Myanmar Since Ancient Times 
(London: Reaktion Books, 2012), 174-83 

Amy Greenberg, Manifest Manhood and the Antebellum American Empire (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005), 231-68  

Jennifer Thigpen, Island Queens and Mission Wives: How Gender and Empire Remade 
Hawai‘i’s Pacific World (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2014) 

Joy Schulz, Hawaiian By Birth: Missionary Children, Bicultural Identity, and U.S. 
Colonialism in the Pacific (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2017) 

Christine Leigh Heyrman, American Apostles: When Evangelicals Entered the World of 
Islam (New York: Hill and Wang, 2015) 

Ussama Makdisi, Artillery of Heaven: American Missionaries and the Failed Conversion of 
the Middle East (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008) 
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Myint-U, Thant, The Making of Modern Burma (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2001), esp. 12-20 

Nicholas Tarling, ‘The Establishment of the Colonial Regimes,’ in Tarling, ed., The 
Cambridge History of Southeast Asia, volume 2, part 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992), 1-72, especially 30-37 
Dana L. Robert, ‘Evangelist or Homemaker? Mission Strategies of Early Nineteenth-Century 
Missionary Wives in Burma and Hawaii,’ in Wilbert R. Shenk, ed., North American Foreign 
Missions, 1810-1914: Theology, Theory, and Policy (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Wm. B. Erdmans 
Publishing, 2004), 116-33 
Mary Kupiec Cayton, ‘Canonizing Harriet Newell: Women, the Evangelical Press, and the 
Foreign Mission Movement in New England, 1800-1840’, in Barbara Reeves-Ellington et al., 
eds., Competing Kingdoms: Women, Mission, Nation, and the American Protestant Empire, 
1812-1960 (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2010), 69-93 
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8. Republican Sisterhood and American Systems: Latin America after Spain 

 
Soon after Napoleon’s conquest of the Iberian peninsula in 1808, the components of what we 
now call ‘Latin America’ began to fall from the imperial grasp of Spain (and later Portugal, 
in the case of Brazil). For U.S. onlookers who’d been frustrated by the course of the French 
Revolution, Napoleon had become the catalyst for a new set of republican revolutions in the 
western hemisphere. As the historian Caitlin Fitz argues, the enthusiasm throughout the 
United States for these revolutions was initially strong, even though the course of liberation 
struggles from Mexico to Chile was tangled and protracted. By 1825, with independence 
largely secured across South and Central America, the Venezuelan revolutionary leader 
Simón Bolívar called for a congress of newly independent nations to meet at Panama the 
following year. Independence had not solved the internal struggles for power within most of 
the new American nations, and Bolívar wondered if closer integration might help them to 
overcome internal and external rivalries. The United States was eventually invited to attend 
the Panama Congress, even though some Latin American leaders were sceptical about long-
term U.S. intentions towards the region. (An anxiety that was to prove prescient.)  

The sources this week focus principally on this 1826 U.S. debate over whether President John 
Quincy Adams should accept the offer of a seat at the table of these hemispheric negotiations 
in Panama. The question produced a much more protracted debate in Congress (and the 
country at large) than Adams had expected. His secretary of state, Henry Clay of Kentucky, 
had long been advocated a sistema americano for the Americas to go alongside his 
‘American system’ in the U.S.: a program of managed economic development which, in its 
hemispheric version, would create a trading bloc to offset the continued economic power of 
European empires. But congressional representatives fretted over many aspects of the 
‘Panama mission’, from narrowly procedural issues (did Congress have the power to stop the 
president from dispatching diplomats) to sweeping political questions (would the United 
States benefit from being part of a political union with its southern neighbours?).  

Jay Sexton provides an overview to this debate. The primary sources cover President 
Adams’s initial message requesting authority to send U.S. representatives to Panama; an 
essay by the magazine editor Jared Sparks (the guy we encountered writing about Liberia a 
few weeks ago) on the prospect of a political union of the various nations of the Americas; 
and three speeches from Congressional representatives in the debate over whether the U.S. 
should attend the Panama Congress. Daniel Webster spoke in favour; John Randolph and 
William Rives of Virginia spoke against.  

One caveat/apology: even one of the new congressmen who spoke up in this debate 
complained about the length of the speeches. He grumbled, in fact, that congressmen 
routinely submitted written versions of their speeches to the printer which were three times as 
long as their (already overlong) orations in the chamber. If you’re stuck in a paragraph that 
seems overly technical or windy, move on to the next one asap!  

 
Required reading 
Jay Sexton, ‘An American System: The North American Union and Latin America in the 
1820s’, in Matthew Brown and Gabrielle Paquette, eds., Connections After Colonialism: 
Europe and Latin America in the 1820s (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2013), 
139-59 
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Caitlin Fitz, Our Sister Republics: The United States in an Age of Democratic 
Revolutions (New York: Norton, 2016), 194-239 

John Quincy Adams, Message to Congress on the U.S. Mission to Panama, 15 March 1826, 
in Appendix to the Congressional Globe, 29th Cong., 1 sess., 69-73 

[Jared Sparks], ‘Ensayo sobre la Necesidad de una Federacion Jeneral’ [sic], North American 
Review, January 1826, 162-176 

Daniel Webster, 14 April (House, MA), 2254-77 
John Randolph, 1 March 1826 (Senate, VA), 115-32 

William Rives, 6 April (House, VA), 2065-87 
 
 
Further reading 

Lars Schoultz, Beneath the United States: A History of U.S. Policy Towards Latin 
America (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1998), 1-13 

James E. Lewis Jr., The American Union and the Problem of Neighborhood: The United 
States and the Collapse of the Spanish Empire, 1783-1829 (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2000) 
Jay Sexton, The Monroe Doctrine: Empire and Nation in Nineteenth-Century America (New 
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2011) 
Salvador Rivera, Latin American Unification: A History of Political and Economic 
Integration (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2014), 34-71 
Paul D. Naish, Slavery and Silence: Latin America and the U.S. Slave Debate (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017), 29-63 
 
  



 20 

9. International law and the ‘equality of nations’ in China 
 
The 1830s and 1840s were the decades of ‘manifest destiny’, the fuzzy and decidedly extra-
legal concept which held that God had commanded the United States to expand westward, to 
seize Texas, or to invade the neighbouring state of Mexico. The tendency of historians to 
focus on ‘manifest destiny’ can make the United States seem hopelessly exceptional in its 
schemes of self-justification: detached both from ideas about law and the practice of other 
states. This week’s readings present a different view, focusing on the first Opium War 
between Britain and China (1839-42) and the American cheerleaders of British ‘gunboat 
diplomacy’. 

At the centre of these readings is the curious tale of John Quincy Adams, the former president 
of the United States (1825-29), who was consigned to a single term in the White House by 
Andrew Jackson but then returned to Washington to serve as a humble Congressional 
representative from Massachusetts. Adams became famous – infamous, in the eyes of 
Southern enslavers – for his attacks on slavery from the floor of the House of 
Representatives; in 1841, as he approached his seventy-fifth year, he attained a new celebrity 
for defending the formerly enslaved rebels in the Amistad case. (Which would later become a 
really terrible Spielberg movie.) Adams’s late-career reputation as a humanitarian, though, 
took a considerable dent in November 1841 when he gave a lecture in Boston on the Opium 
War which was still raging in China.  

Many Americans opposed Britain’s actions in the Opium War – in fact, so did many critics in 
Britain. But Adams insisted that Britain was right to declare war on the Qing rulers of China 
and to ‘open’ China to ‘free trade’. This represented not only a pivotal moment in the history 
of European imperialism, but a crucial stage in the emergence of ‘international law’. Using a 
variety of authorities – including the American legal theorist Henry Wheaton – Britain, along 
with John Quincy Adams, insisted that British merchants had the right to compel China to 
trade, even though an earlier generation of European legal theorists (including the celebrated 
Swiss writer Emer de Vattel) had insisted that every nation could make its own commercial 
policy – including a policy which declined to trade with another nation. In other words, the 
Opium War wasn’t a moment of imperial lawlessness on Britain’s part, but an evolution of 
‘international law’ to accommodate the ambitions of European imperialism. Why would a 
former American president, especially one who was perceived to be an upstanding opponent 
of slavery, decided to speak out in favour of the British empire? This week’s readings will 
give you some idea. 

The idea that international law as a lever for imperial ambitions has already crossed our 
radar; in the discussions of intervention in the Greek uprising against the Ottomans, for 
example. What we’re seeing in these readings is a shift from an older belief by (European) 
legal theorists that their ideas about the law of nations were universal and ‘naturalistic’, to a 
new conviction that certain nations belonged in a different category from others. Adams’s 
lecture is fascinating in this respect because he suggests that it’s the Chinese who think 
they’re special! But the broader shift, recounted by Teema Ruskola’s article (and in Jennifer 
Pitts’s very helpful chapter in the further reading section), is towards an idea of some states 
being considered full parties to the rights and prerogatives of international law, and others 
being consigned to lower tiers in an emerging global order.  
 
The two other primary sources: Peter Parker (not that Peter Parker) was a pioneering 
American missionary in China who eventually left his post to return to the United States as 
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the Opium War picked up speed. His letters (reprinted in a very admiring 1896 biography) 
give a useful reminder of the continuing importance of missionaries as foot soldiers of U.S. 
overseas knowledge and influence. And then there’s William Adam: he was born in Britain, 
worked as a missionary and then an official in India, and then relocated to the United States 
to become a professor of Oriental Linguistics at Harvard. Adam’s critique of Adams (sorry 
about this) in 1842 suggests that at least some American observers understood the stakes of 
these clashes over China. 
 
Required reading 
Teema Ruskola, “Canton is not Boston: The Invention of American Imperial Sovereignty,” 
American Quarterly, 57, no. 2 (2005): 859-884 
Henry Wheaton, Elements of International Law (Philadelphia: Carey, Lea and Blanchard, 
1836), 35-46 
The Life, Letters, and Journals of the Rev. and Hon. Peter Parker, M.D. (Boston and 
Chicago: Congregational Sunday School & Publishing Society, 1896), 162-192 
“John Quincy Adams on the Opium War” (December 1841), Proceedings of the 
Massachusetts Historical Society, Third Series, 43 (1909-10): 303-25 
William Adam, ‘Great Britain and China’, Christian Examiner, July 1842, 1-18, 37-39 
 

Further reading 
Antony Anghie, Imperialism, Sovereignty and the Making of International Law (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004) 
Lauren Benton and Lisa Ford, Rage for Order: The British Empire and the Origins of 
International Law, 1800-1850 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2016) 
Li Chen, Chinese Law in Imperial Eyes: Sovereignty, Justice, and Transcultural Politics 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2015),  
Christa Dierksheide, “Creating a ‘Treaty-Unworthy’ State: Anglo-Americans in China in the 
Age of Jefferson, in Francis D. Cogliano and Patrick Griffin, eds., Ireland and America: 
Revolution and Empire (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, forthcoming) 

Nicholas Guyatt, “The Righteous Cause: John Quincy Adams and the Limits of American 
Anti-Imperialism,” in Danielle Holtz, David Milne and Christopher Nichols, eds., Ideologies 
and U.S. Foreign Policy (New York: Columbia University Press, forthcoming) 
Kendall A. Johnson, “Extraterritorial Publication and American Missionary Authority about 
the ‘Opium War’: Contesting the Eloquence and Reciprocity of John Quincy Adams’s 
‘Lecture on the War with China,’” Literature and History, 29, no. 1 (2020): 37-59 

Michael C. Lazich, “American Missionaries and the Opium Trade in Nineteenth-Century 
China,” Journal of World History, 17, no. 2 (2006): 197-223 

Jennifer Pitts, Boundaries of the International: Law and Empire (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 2018), 118-47 

Stephen R. Platt, Imperial Twilight: The Opium War and the End of China’s Last Golden Age 
(New York: Knopf, 2018) 
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Stephen R. Platt, ‘New Domestic and Global Challenges, 1792-1860’, in Jeffrey N. 
Wasserstrom, ed., Oxford Illustrated History of Modern China (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2016), 37-62 
Julia Lovell, The Opium War: Drugs, Dreams and the Making of China (London: Picador, 
2011) 
Lauren Benton and Lisa Ford, Rage for Order: The British Empire and the Origins of 
International Law, 1800-1850 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2016) 
Eileen P. Scully, “The United States and International Affairs, 1789-1919,” in Michael 
Grossberg and Christopher Tomlins, eds., The Cambridge History of Law in America, 
Volume 2: The Long Nineteenth Century (1789-1920) (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2008), 604-42  
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10. Native Americans and empire 
 
We saw last term that Native Americans were the earliest opponents of U.S. imperialism. 
Even as American statesmen and settlers in the 1780s and 1790s insisted that they were 
expanding liberty into the continental interior, Indigenous people bore witness to the harsh 
realities of settler colonialism.  The historian Jeffrey Ostler is in no doubt about the 
challenges facing Native people between the American Revolution and the Civil War: his 
recent book is entitled Surviving Genocide. But in the past decade or so, the historian Pekka 
Hämäläinen has offered a different vision of Native pathways through at least part of the 
nineteenth century. Focusing in his first book on the Comanche of the Southwest (centred on 
what is now the state of Texas), and in his second book on the Lakota Sioux of the Great 
Plains (who lived in an area which stretched from what’s now Colorado to North Dakota),  
Hämäläinen has argued that these Native nations constituted empires of their own. They were 
distinct, in many ways, from European empires, but with enough overlap to justify the 
borrowing of this terminology: “They did what empires do,” he suggests.  
 
We’ll start this week by reading a chapter from Kathleen DuVal’s The Native Ground, which 
explores the interaction between Europeans and Indigenous people in the Arkansas Valley 
(west of the Mississippi) in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. We’re going to read 
look at one of the final chapters in the book, which discusses the migration of Cherokee 
Indians from their lands in Georgia (and neighbouring states) across the Mississippi from the 
1780s to the 1810s. NB that this is NOT the ‘Trail of Tears’, the infamous forced migration 
of Cherokee people in 1838-39; these Cherokee migrants left decades earlier, and DuVal 
considers how they established themselves in the Arkansas Valley by coopting or allying 
with some Native nations and forcing out others. DuVal doesn’t frame the Cherokee 
migration in terms of settler colonalism, but she does note that Cherokee leaders used the 
language of their own ‘civilized’ status to persuade U.S. officials that the Cherokee should be 
supported in their consolidation of the region. Have a think about this process, and how you 
might describe it within (or outside of) the various imperial practices and dynamics we’ve 
explored so far. 
 
Rather than reading The Comanche Empire (2008), Hämäläinen’s first book (which won a 
gazillion prizes), we’ll read a chapter from his second book Lakota America (2019). I’ll also 
include a very short interview Hämäläinen did to promote that second book in which he 
briefly mentions sources. (Do keep an eye on the endnotes as you move through his work, 
just to get a sense of how he anchors his arguments.) After you’ve taken stock of 
Hämäläinen’s approach, see what you make of the short-ish review of Comanche Empire by 
Karl Jacoby.  
 
Nick Estes, who teaches American Studies, is a citizen of the Lower Brule Sioux Tribe. In 
2019 he published a book about the resistance of the Oceti Sakowin (Sioux-speaking peoples 
often referred to by white people as the ‘Great Sioux Nation’) to the Trump administration’s 
efforts to drive the Dakota Access Pipeline through the Standing Rock reservation in North 
Dakota. Estes’s book is part history, part memoir, part polemic. It situates Indigenous 
resistance to the pipeline in a centuries-long struggle. Estes has been critical of (white) 
historians who write about Indigenous empire, partly because the argument that the Lakota 
Sioux or Comanche were imperialists has been used by Trump supporters to argue that 
Native people were no different from white people in their recourse to oppression. Estes’s 



 24 

work asks questions about the connections between historical interpretation and political 
struggle, and about the responsibility of the historian not only to the past but also to the 
present. 
 
When we enter this terrain, another question quickly comes into focus: can non-Lakota 
historians successfully write Lakota history? You’re all familiar with versions of this 
question for other groups who have traditionally been overlooked or underrepresented in 
‘mainstream’ (i.e. white-dominated) culture, and it’s perhaps not surprising that this debate 
would resurface in the reception of Hämäläinen’s book by Lakota Sioux themselves. One 
critical voice has been Delphine Red Shirt, a Lakota author and professor, who responded to 
Lakota America across a series of articles in the Lakota Times in 2019 and early 2020. Red 
Shirt’s criticisms take us into questions of identity and authority, but also remind us of 
problems of language and source work which are especially acute when non-Lakota (or non-
Native) scholars try to write Lakota history. 
 
You’ll have noticed at this point that I haven’t assigned any primary sources, which makes 
this the only week in which we aren’t focused principally on primary material. Partly this is 
because I didn’t want us to spend our limited time discussing the problems of reading white-
authored accounts of Comanche or Lakota experience ‘against the grain’; but also because I 
thought that critiques of Hämäläinen’s work would give you some understanding of the 
challenges of working with primary sources in this area. One key source for Native history, 
and especially for Lakota history, is the pictorial record left in the ‘winter counts’. 
Hämäläinen mentions these in his brief interview with H-CivWar; so does Delphine Red 
Shirt. Jane Zhang’s article gives you a fuller idea of what they are, and the challenges they 
present to historians.  
 
 
Required reading 

Kathleen DuVal, The Native Ground: Indians and Colonists in the Heart of the Continent 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 196-226  

Pekka Hämäläinen, Lakota America: A New History of Indigenous Power (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2019), 208-47 

H-CivWar interview with Pekka Hämäläinen, February 2020:  
https://networks.h-net.org/node/4113/discussions/5866354/author-interview-pekka-
hämäläinen-lakota-america-part-1 
Karl Jacoby, “Indigenous Empires and Native Nations: Beyond History and Ethnohistory in 
Pekka Hämäläinen’s ‘The Comanche Empire,’” History and Theory, 52, no. 1 (Feb. 2013): 
60-66 

Delphine Red Shirt, “A Review of our ‘New History,’” Lakota Times, December 2019 to 
February 2020  

Nick Estes, Our History is the Future: Standing Rock Versus the Dakota Access Pipeline, 
and the Long Tradition of Indigenous Resistance (London: Verso, 2019), 67-87 

Jane Zhang, “Lakota Winter Counts, Pictographic Records, and Record Making and 
Remaking Histories,” Archives and Manuscripts, 45, no. 1 (2017): 3-17 
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Further reading 
Katharine Bjork, Prairie Imperialists: The Indian Country Origins of American Empire 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2019) 
Jodi A. Byrd, The Transit of Empire: Indigenous Critiques of Colonialism (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2011) 
Brian DeLay, 'Indian Polities, Empire, and the History of American Foreign Relations,' 
Diplomatic History, 39, no. 5 (2015): 927-942 
Kathleen DuVal, The Native Ground: Indians and Colonists in the Heart of the Continent 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006)  
Candace S. Greene and Russell Thornton, The Year the Stars Fell: Lakota Winter Counts at 
the Smithsonian (Washington: Smithsonian Institution, 2007) 
Ryan Hall, Beneath the Backbone of the World: Blackfoot People and the North American 
Borderlands, 1720-1877 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2020) 
Pekka Hämäläinen, “The Shapes of Power: Indians, Europeans, and North American Worlds 
from the Seventeenth to the Nineteenth Century,” in Juliana Barr and Edward Countryman, 
eds., Contested Spaces of Early America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2014), 31-68 
Paul M. Mapp, “The Comanche Empire,” American Nineteenth Century History, 12, no. 3 
(Sept. 2011): 351-55 
Jeffrey Ostler, “Native Americans against Empire and Colonial Rule,” in Jay Sexton and Ian 
Tyrrell, eds., Empire’s Twin: U.S. Anti-Imperialism from the Founding Era to the Age of 
Terrorism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2015), 41-58 

Jeffrey Ostler, Surviving Genocide: Native Nations and the United States from the American 
Revolution to Bleeding Kansas (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2019), especially 327-58 

Richard White, “The Winning of the West: The Expansion of the Western Sioux in the 
Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries,” Journal of American History, 65, no. 2 (Sept. 1978): 
319-43 
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11. Journalism and manifest destiny: Mexico and the Southwest after 1848 

 
Historians used to think that it was the New York journalist John L. O’Sullivan who coined 
the term ‘manifest destiny’, encapsulating in a memorable phrase the God-given right of the 
United States to extend its borders and influence westwards/southwards/in every direction. In 
recent years, however, a striking and persuasive case has been made for a different author of 
that phrase: Jane McManus Storm(s) Cazneau, also known under her soubriquet Cora 
Montgomery, who was perhaps the most famous female journalist in mid-nineteenth century 
America. Cazneau, like John L. O’Sullivan, was an enthusiastic supporter of U.S. expansion, 
though not an entirely uncritical one. Unlike many of the cheerleaders of ‘manifest destiny’, 
she spent considerable time visiting and even living in the places she hoped would enter the 
United States: the Mexico-U.S. borderlands, for example, and also the Dominican Republic. 
 
This week we’re going to examine the work of Cazneau and of Bayard Taylor, another 
celebrated journalist, with an eye to exploring how journalists shaped American perspectives 
on foreign (or recently acquired) spaces. Bayard Taylor’s Eldorado was based on a trip he 
took to California in 1849 on assignment for the New York Tribune. Taylor had been asked 
to report on the gold rush which had followed the U.S. capture of California (and most of the 
rest of the American Southwest) after the Mexican War (1846-48). Taylor travelled to the 
west coast via the isthmus (a common route before the completion of the transcontinental 
railroads after the Civil War); when he reached California, he found himself in a region 
inhabited by Spanish/Mexican residents, Native Americans, and a huge and swelling number 
of would-be gold miners. California had been a part of the Spanish empire, then had been a 
hinterland of Mexico; now it was on the fringes of the United States, and yet the discovery of 
gold had made it suddenly central to U.S. dreams and desires. In the extracts assigned below 
you’ll get a sense of Bayard’s journey through this turbulent landscape – his “adventures in 
the path of empire,” as his subtitle put it – but you’ll also read a section from his return 
journey, when he visited the Mexican capital. I’d like you to think about what Taylor’s 
describing, in terms of the violent and chaotic refashioning of California under U.S. rule; but 
also about what Taylor notices or downplays (or perhaps misses entirely) both on the west 
coast and when he makes it to Mexico City. 
 
Cazneau’s Eagle Pass was based on her residency from 1849 to 1851 on the new border 
between Texas (now firmly part of the United States) and the diminished Mexican republic. 
One of Cazneau’s motives for writing the book was to draw attention to the plight of ‘peons’, 
the class of forced labourers in Mexico who were often viewed by American observers in the 
same register as enslaved people. Some historians and literary scholars have even compared 
Eagle Pass with Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which was published two 
years earlier, though you may find that comparison a stretch! I’m keen to get your sense of 
how Cazneau, like Taylor, constructs unfamiliar places for American readers. Is her reporting 
itself an imperial project? Should we see her as a critical friend of American expansion, or as 
a more ‘neutral’ or even sceptical voice during her borderlands sojourn? And what does 
Cazneau’s and Taylor’s writing tell us about the power and meaning of journalism during this 
moment of American history, in an era when the idea of the foreign correspondent hadn’t yet 
been invented?  
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Required reading 
Amy S. Greenberg, Manifest Manhood and the Antebellum American Empire (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005), 88-134, 221-230 
Megan Jenison Griffin, “Jane McManus Storm Cazneau, 1807-1878,” Legacy, 27, no. 2 
(2010): 416-32 
Bayard Taylor, Eldorado, or, Adventures in the Path of Empire, 2 volumes (New York: 
George P. Putnam, 1850), volume 1: 135-168; volume 2: 55-68, 153-75  
Cora Montgomery [Jane Cazneau], Eagle Pass: or, Life on the Border (New York: George P. 
Putnam & Co., 1852), 31-77 
 
 
Further reading 

Amy S. Greenberg, A Wicked War: Polk, Clay, Lincoln, and the 1846 Invasion of Mexico 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2012) 

Linda S. Hudson, Mistress of Manifest Destiny: A Biography of Jane McManus Storm 
Cazneau, 1807-1878 (Austin: Texas State Historical Association, 2001) 

May, Robert E., “‘Plenipotentiary in Petticoats’: Jane M. Cazneau and American Foreign 
Policy in the Mid-Nineteenth Century,” in Edward P. Crapol, ed., Women and American 
Foreign Policy: Lobbyists, Critics, and Insiders (New York: Greenwood Press, 1987), 19-44 
Tom Reilly, “Jane McManus Storms: Letters from the Mexican War, 1846-1848,” 
Southwestern Historical Quarterly, 85, no. 1 (1981): 21-44 
Jaime Javier Rodríguez, The Literatures of the U.S.-Mexican War: Narrative, Time and 
Identity (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2010)  
Jonathan Daniel Wells, Women Writers and Journalists in the Nineteenth-Century South 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011) 
Edward L. Widmer, Young America: The Flowering of Democracy in New York City 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), esp. 27-63 
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12. Imagining a Black Nation beyond the United States 
 
As we saw last term, Liberia and the ACS were viewed with considerable scepticism by most 
African Americans. But Black thinkers and activists continued to debate emigration from the 
United States, especially after the passage of the notorious Fugitive Slave Act in 1850. The 
FSA introduced a much harsher regime of policing for runaway slaves, effectively forcing 
magistrates and local officials in northern (free) states to acquiesce in the rounding up of 
suspected runaways. To free Black people in the North, this measure considerably increased 
the danger that they might be wrongfully arrested and effectively kidnapped into southern 
slavery. Many free Blacks who had previously dismissed the idea of colonization/emigration 
now began to explore a new wave of schemes for creating a Black nation beyond the bounds 
of the United States.  

We’ll start this week with Ousmane Power-Greene’s chapter on Black emigrationist thinking 
during the trying years before the Civil War. Then we’ll look at two primary sources which 
explore different Black perspectives on emigration. In 1854, a national convention of free 
Black leaders made a formal commitment to emigration, and the charismatic Martin R. 
Delany gave the keynote address extolling a Black future in the Caribbean and Latin 
America. Delany was a powerful and protean figure in Black debates over integration and 
separation during the Civil War era; he had been an integrationist before the 1850s, and 
would eventually fight for the Union during the Civil War and he’d become a pioneering 
Black politician in South Carolina during Reconstruction. In between his 1854 speech and 
that later commitment to integration within the United States, he visited West Africa in 1859 
with a view to creating a new colony in the Niger Valley. If you’ve already become interested 
in U.S.-British collaboration, you might want to follow this up a bit: Tunde Aleke’s has a 
chapter on this in his book UnAfrican Americans, though Aleke has mellowed a bit on 
Delany in his more recent work. 

Did emigration have to mean racial separation? One black activist who initially argued that it 
didn’t was Mary Ann Shadd Cary, a pathfinding activist and newspaper editor from Delaware 
who left the United States for Canada after the passage of the FSA. Her 1852 pamphlet 
promoting black emigration to Canada insisted that African Americans could help to forge a 
racially integrated society north of the United States under the auspices of Britain; though she 
also acknowledge the power of black emigration to other (imperial?) spaces along the lines 
envisaged by Martin Delany. The extracts I've asked you to read here raise fascinating 
questions about the relationship between nationalism, segregation/separation and 
imperialism; while reminding us that Britain continued to offer Americans both a blueprint 
for imperialism throughout the nineteenth century and a geopolitical alternative to U.S. rule.  

The final source this week is from the Missouri politician Frank Blair. In 1856, when he won 
a seat in the U.S. Congress, Blair became one of the very few representatives from a slave 
state to support the principle of ‘free soil’ – which held that slavery should be banned from 
any new territories which came into the American Union. Along with his father, Preston, and 
his brother, Montgomery, Frank Blair became a crucial political ally of Abraham Lincoln – 
and a close friend of the president. Blair, like Lincoln, was convinced in the late 1850s that 
the days of slavery were numbered. It was the Blair family, however, who worked to 
convince Lincoln that the end of slavery made the need for black resettlement much more 
pressing. Many Republicans (Lincoln included) would make soaring speeches on the need for 
racial separation in the late 1850s and early 1860s; Lincoln was still pushing this line in the 
summer of 1862. Frank Blair’s speech of 1859, which he wrote with his father, remains one 
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of the most striking expressions of the colonization argument. NB that this was delivered – to 
great acclaim – in Boston, the seat of America’s most radical antislavery campaigners. This 
provides a useful reminder that white antislavery sentiment didn’t always equate to a robust 
defence of racial equality and Black citizenship. 

 
Required reading 
Ousmane Power-Greene, Against Wind and Tide: The African American Struggle Against the 
Colonization Movement (New York: New York University Press, 2014), 129-157 
Martin R. Delany et al., ‘Political Destiny of the Colored Race on the American Continent’, 
in Proceedings of the National Emigration Convention of Colored People held at Cleveland, 
Ohio…25th and 26th of August, 1854 (Pittsburgh: A.A. Anderson, 1854), 33-70 

Mary Ann Shadd Cary, A Plea for Emigration, or, Notes of Canada West (Detroit: George 
W. Pattison, 1852), iii-iv, 17-28, 30-44 

Frank P. Blair, Jr., The Destiny of the Races on this Continent (Boston: Buell & Blanchard, 
1859), 1-28, 33-37 
 
 
Further reading 
Tunde Adeleke, UnAfrican Americans: Nineteenth Century Black Nationalists and the 
Civilizing Mission (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1998), 43-69 
Ikuko Asaka, “African American Migration and the Climatic Language of Anglophone 
Settler Colonialism,” in Kristin L. Hoganson and Jay Sexton, Crossing Empires: Taking U.S. 
History into Transimperial Terrain (Durham: Duke University Press, 2020), 205-221 

Mia Bay, The White Image in the Black Mind: African American Ideas about White People, 
1830-1925 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 38-74 

Richard Blackett, ‘Martin R. Delany and Robert Campbell: Black Americans in Search of an 
African Colony’, Journal of Negro History, 62, no. 1 (Jan. 1977): 1-25 

Nemata Amelia Ibitayo Blyden, African Americans and Africa: A New History (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2019)  

Nicholas Guyatt, “Tocqueville’s Prophecy: The United States and the Caribbean, 1850-
1871,” in Jörg Nagler et al., eds., The Transnational Significance of the American Civil War 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 205-229 
Ethan J. Kytle, Romantic Reformers and the Antislavery Struggle in the Civil War Era 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 159-205 
Floyd J. Miller, The Search for a Black Nationality: Black Emigration and Colonization, 
1787-1863 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1975) 
Jane Rhodes, Mary Ann Shadd Cary: The Black Press and Protest in the Nineteenth 
Century (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998) 
Beverly C. Tomek and Matthew J. Hetrick, eds., New Directions in the Study of African 
American Recolonization (Gainsville: University Press of Florida, 2017), especially essays by 
Brandon Mills and Bronwen Everill 

Eugene S. Van Sickle, ‘Reluctant Imperialists: The U.S. Navy and Liberia, 1819-
1845’, Journal of the Early Republic, 31 (Spring 2011): 107-134 
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Shirley J. Yee, “Finding a Place: Mary Ann Shadd Cary and the Dilemmas of Black 
Migration to Canada, 1850-1870,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women’s Studies, 18, no. 3 
(1997): 1-16 
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13. Tourists and Pilgrims: Americans in the Middle East and India 

 
Mary Louise Pratt, the pioneering cultural historian of empire, argued in her classic book 
Imperial Eyes that travel books “gave European reading publics a sense of ownership, 
entitlement, and familiarity with respect to the distant parts of the world that were being 
explored, invested in, and colonized.” Travelogues gave reading publics at ‘home’ a sense 
that they were part of a “planetary project” – Pratt suggests that they may even have turned 
readers who never left London, Paris, Boston or New York into “domestic subjects of 
empire.” Pratt also wonders what travel writing can tell us about the people described by a 
Euro-American observer, though she is brilliantly alive to the strange form of anxious 
narcissism which underpins imperial thinking: empire, she tells us, “becomes dependent on 
its others to know itself.”  
 
This week we’ll read Pratt’s preface before considering two mid-century travelogues: the 
journalist and poet William Bryant’s journey to the ‘Holy Land’, and Bayard Taylor’s visit to 
India (via Egypt and Yemen). Bryant (1794-1878) initially trained a lawyer but won fame for 
his poetry (which was modishly romantic and landscape-focused) in his early years; he then 
became a journalist and newspaper editor in New York, where he attained further renown. 
(Bryant introduced Abraham Lincoln before the presidential candidate’s celebrated address at 
Cooper Union in Manhattan in 1860.) Taylor also liked to travel and to write about his 
journeys: from an initial voyage to Europe in the 1830s to his tour of the ‘Holy Land’ in 
1852, on which his 1869 Letters from the East was based. Taylor is interesting for a bunch of 
reasons, but pay attention to his focus on the mechanics of getting from point A to point B, 
along with the people he meets along the way (both locals and Europeans).  
 
We met Bayard Taylor a couple of weeks back on his travels to Monterey, San Francisco and 
Mexico City. This week we catch up with him on his journey to India (and onwards to China 
and Japan), which takes him to Cairo, through the Gulf of Suez (no Suez Canal just yet), then 
on to the East India Company outpost of Aden (in what’s now Yemen) and to 
Bombay/Mumbai. Keep an eye on his views of the British in particular in these extracts. 
Then we skip ahead to a journey he took into the interior of India, travelling through the state 
of Maharashtra towards the city of Indore in the state of Madhya Pradesh. (We won’t follow 
him all the way there.) You’ll notice that he soon allowed his mind to wander back to 
Mexico, which makes for some interesting/alarming comparisons. 
 
 
 
Required reading 
Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, second edition 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 1-12 
William Cullen Bryant, Letters from the East (New York: G.P. Putnam & Son, 1869), 55-88, 
179-201 
Bayard Taylor, A Visit to India, China and Japan, in the Year 1853 (New York: G.P. Putnam 
& Co., 1855), 13-44, 62-78 
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Further reading 
Lester I. Vogel, To See a Promised Land: Americans and the Holy Land in the Nineteenth 
Century (Penn State Press) 41-60 
John Davis, The Landscape of Belief: Encountering the Holy Land in Nineteenth-Century 
American Art and Culture (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996) 
Thomas S. Kidd, American Christians and Islam: Evangelical Culture and Muslims from the 
Colonial Period to the Age of Terrorism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009) 
Hilton Obenzinger, American Palestine: Melville, Twain, and the Holy Land Mania 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999)  
Stephanie Stidham Rogers, Inventing the Holy Land: American Protestant Pilgrimage to 
Palestine, 1865-1941 (Lanham, Md.: Lexington Books, 2011) 
Brian Yothers, The Romance of the Holy Land in American Travel Writing, 1790-1876 (New 
York: Routledge, 2016) 
Isaac Yue, “Travel Writing, Imperialism, and the American Press: The Politics of Bayard 
Taylor’s (Pre-)Conception of Nineteenth-Century China,” Journal of Oriental Studies, 43, 
no. 1 (2010): 13-29 
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14. America’s Conservatory: Annexing San Domingo 
 
Within months of the defeat of the Confederacy in 1865, American politicians and journalists 
were writing excitedly about the prospects of U.S. expansion into the Caribbean. Their 
enthusiasm was partly fuelled by a triumphalism which accompanied the defeat of slavery; 
but partly by the instability that had once again gripped the region.  Spain had taken 
advantage of the distraction of the U.S. Civil War to re-annex the Dominican Republic in 
1861, but had been forced to withdraw in early 1865 – its occupation almost perfectly 
spanning the course of the fighting between the Union and the Confederacy. In Cuba, 
meanwhile, independence advocates launched a new struggle to throw off the Spanish yoke. 
In 1868, Cuba was in open revolt, and Santo Domingo (as Americans called the Dominican 
Republic) was the site of a fierce power struggle between rival political groupings. With 
Cuban independence advocates keen for U.S. support in their war with Spain, and Dominican 
factions open to a U.S. alliance which might consolidate their own grip on power, the United 
States found no shortage of suitors on the other side of the Florida Straits. 
 
Although many business interests and reformers urged support for the independence 
movement in Cuba, Congress and the new presidential administration of Ulysses S. Grant 
(1869-77) settled on Santo Domingo as the next front for American expansion. The second 
set of readings this week follow the debate over whether the United States should annex the 
Dominican Republic. We begin with an 1867 letter from Thaddeus Stevens, the celebrated 
abolitionist, celebrating the prospect of American expansion into the Caribbean. Initially, 
Washington commentators assumed that Cuba, Haiti or Santo Domingo might become 
protectorates of the United States – with the U.S. borrowing a trusted imperial technique 
from its European rivals.  
 
Ulysses Grant seems to have decided on Dominican annexation soon after entering the White 
House in March 1869. His extraordinary memo on this subject was found in his papers – 
undated, but presumably written in 1869 or early 1870. Grant hatched his plan with the 
support of many prominent businessmen, but also with the blessing of a variety of reformers 
including – most strikingly – the legendary black abolitionist Frederick Douglass. But the 
antislavery community soon found itself divided on the question of annexation. Charles 
Sumner, William Lloyd Garrison and Carl Schurz – all luminaries of the antislavery struggle 
– came out against annexation, for a variety of reasons. Henry Blackwell and Douglass spoke 
energetically in favour of the idea.  
 
The debate is fascinating for a host of reasons: Charles Sumner, avowed enemy of the ‘caste 
principle’ in politics, claimed that the United States should stay out of the Caribbean because 
the region belonged to black people. (As one of his former allies in the abolitionist movement 
pointed out, this seemed to imply that the United States should belong to white people.) Carl 
Schurz, a German exile from the revolutions of 1848, not to mention a distinguished 
newspaper editor, Civil War general and politician, insisted that the “laws of climate” made it 
inadvisable for the United States to expand southwards. On the other side, the reforming 
journalist Henry Blackwell insisted that Santo Domingo might hold the key to solving the 
problem of integrating African Americans into U.S. society; and Frederick Douglass offered 
remarkable reflections on the importance of “composite nations” in a world in which power 
was the principal determinant of international affairs. Spoiler alert: for a host of reasons, the 
effort to annex the Dominican Republic ultimately failed. But the debate offered a fascinating 
snapshot of U.S. thinking about race, nationalism and imperialism in the afterglow of 
slavery’s demise. 
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Required reading 
 

Nicholas Guyatt, ‘America’s Conservatory: Race, Reconstruction and the Santo Domingo 
Controversy’, Journal of American History 97 (March 2011): 974-1000 

‘Views of Thaddeus Stevens’, New York Times, 31 October 1867 
Ulysses S. Grant, “Reasons Why Santo Domingo Should be Annexed to the United States” 
(1869-70), in The Papers of Ulysses S. Grant, ed. John Y. Simon, 30 vols. (Carbondale: 
Southern Illinois University Press, 1967–2008), 20: 74–76 

Charles Sumner, Naboth’s Vineyard: Speech of Hon. Charles Sumner on the Proposed 
Annexation of “The Island of San Domingo” (Washington: n.p., 1870), 3-16 

Carl Schurz, speech to the U.S. Senate, 11 January 1871, Appendix to the Congressional 
Globe, 41 Cong., 3 sess., 25–34 

Henry Blackwell, ‘Santo Domingo – The Case Stated’, Independent, 20 April 1871 
Frederick Douglass, ‘Santo Domingo’, typescript of a lecture written and delivered in 1871, 
Frederick Douglass Papers, Library of Congress, Washington, DC 
 
 
Further reading 

Nicholas Guyatt, “Tocqueville’s Prophecy: The United States and the Caribbean, 1850-
1871,” in Jörg Nagler et al., eds., The Transnational Significance of the American Civil War 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 205-229 
Patrick J. Kelly, 'The North American Crisis of the 1860s', Journal of the Civil War Era, vol. 
2, no. 3 (2012): 337-368 
Robert S. Levine, Dislocating Race and Nation: Episodes in Nineteenth-Century American 
Literary Nationalism (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Pres, 2008) 
Eric T. L. Love, Race over Empire: Racism and U.S. Imperialism, 1865–1900 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2004)  
Eugenio Matibag, Haitian-Dominican Counterpoint: Nation, State, and Race on 
Hispaniola (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003) 
Frank Moya Pons, The Dominican Republic: A National History, third edition (Princeton: 
Markus Wiener, 2010) 
Jay Sexton, ‘“The Imperialism of the Declaration of Independence” in the Civil War Era’, in 
Tyrrell and Sexton, Empire’s Twin, 59-76 
Allison L. Sneider, Suffragists in an Imperial Age: U.S. Expansion and the Woman Question  
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15. ‘Protection’ and exploitation: the Belgian Congo 

 
We tend to think of the ‘Scramble for Africa’ in the late nineteenth century as an exclusively 
European endeavour. In fact, the United States played an important role in the carve-up of the 
continent. The most famous explorer of the era, Henry Morton Stanley (1841-1904), was 
born in Wales but moved to the United States at the age of fifteen. He fought in the Civil War 
– on both sides, incongruously – and became a foreign correspondent after 1865. Working for 
the New York Herald, Stanley grabbed the scoop of the century in 1871 when he discovered 
the long-lost British missionary David Livingstone in Tanzania. He continued to file 
sensational stories throughout the 1870s, keeping what he called the “dark continent” on the 
front pages of newspapers and magazines across America. 

Stanley’s most critical role, however, was in the exploration and annexation of the central 
African region that became known as the Congo Free State. Accepting a commission from 
the Belgian emperor Leopold II in 1879, Stanley spent five years in Central Africa helping to 
establish Leopold’s claim to the region. Drawing on his personal experience, and a variety of 
scientific and religious arguments, Stanley told European and American readers that the 
Congo should be exempt from the rivalries and imperial struggles that were multiplying 
across the continent. His views in this respect dovetailed neatly with a number of U.S. 
businessmen, politicians, missionaries and philanthropists who saw a ‘free state’ in Central 
Africa as a useful vehicle for American influence. At the notorious Berlin Conference  of 
1884, the United States sided with Leopold over Britain as the carve-up of Africa was 
worked out. Laundering Leopold’s claims that the ‘free state’ would be governed by a 
philanthropic organization – the International African Association – rather than by the 
Belgian state, the American representatives in Berlin and the administration of Chester 
Arthur helped to deliver Central Africa to its imperial overlord. For the most part, this 
manoeuvre received enthusiastic support from American newspapers, magazines and 
religious groups. 

How did Americans find themselves playing a supporting role in one of the greatest crimes of 
European imperialism? This week’s readings explore this question from a variety of 
perspectives. First we focus on Stanley and the popularization of African exploration in the 
late 1870s/early 1880s. Charles Daly’s 1878 feature in the popular magazine Leslie’s 
Monthly shows how Stanley’s supposed heroics were used to ‘open’ the continent to 
American readers. (Daly, a New York judge, spent nearly thirty-five years as president of the 
American Geographical Society, and counted Stanley and Leopold II among his 
correspondents.) The cult of personality surrounding Stanley informed newspaper 
commentary throughout the period; the supposed imperative of ‘civilizing’ Africa, 
meanwhile, was promoted by missionary organisations and a variety of public figures – see 
the example here of a favourable notice for “the opening of the Congo” in the Christian 
Advocate, one of America’s most venerable religious newspapers.  

John T. Morgan, the U.S. senator from Alabama, was the principal author of an 1884 Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee report defending Leopold’s right to rule the Congo Free State 
personally (through the ‘benevolent’ vehicle of a faux-NGO, the International African 
Association). Morgan had a number of commercial motives for promoting Leopold’s rule; 
incredibly, he also held out the hope that the Free State might induce African Americans to 
move ‘back’ to Africa. Morgan was a committed defender of racial supremacy in his home 
state, and worked tirelessly until his death in 1907 to ensure that the promises of the 
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Reconstruction period were denied to black Alabamans. That he was also one of the most 
prominent voices in the debate over the ‘benevolence’ of Leopold II’s designs on Central 
Africa is worth thinking about – check out his brief piece on the future of Black Americans in 
the North American Review.  The alliances between Stanley, Morgan and figures like Charles 
Daly and Alvan Southworth (secretary of the American Geographical Society, and an African 
explorer himself) suggest that prominent public figures in the North and South could easily 
come together less than two decades after the Civil War to promote a shared vision of racial 
engineering. Surprisingly, it’s hard to find much criticism of this from northern newspapers, 
even those closely associated which had warmly embraced antislavery and reforming causes 
more broadly.  

The final group of readings focus on George Washington Williams, an African American 
who was born free in Pennsylvania in 1849, and who joined the U.S. Army to fight the 
Confederacy at the age of sixteen (following Lincoln’s decision to permit black enlistment in 
1863). Williams was already an extraordinary figure by the mid-1880s: in addition to his 
military service, he’d become a Baptist minister, a popular public speaker, a newspaper 
editor, and the first African American to be elected to the Ohio state legislature. Oh, and he’d 
written his History of the Negro Race in America, one of the first sustained pieces of 
historical scholarship by a black author in the United States. Jeanette Jones’s chapter offers a 
useful introduction to his life and work, and the role he played in reorienting African 
American engagement with Africa.  

In 1889, reporting on an antislavery conference in Brussels for an American newspaper, 
Williams met Leopold II and decided to investigate the Congo Free State for himself. He 
reported his findings in an open letter to Leopold, and a parallel message to the U.S. president 
Benjamin Harrison. You can read both here, along with the New York Times response to 
Williams’ accusations. Finally, there’s a short report in the Independent – one of the most 
radical newspapers in the antislavery and black rights struggles of the 1860s – on the news 
that the London-based Aborigines’ Protection Society had criticized the Congo Free State.  

 
Required reading 
Jeanette Eileen Jones, In Search of Brightest Africa: Reimagining the Dark Continent in 
American Culture, 1884-1936 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2011), 47-82 
Charles Daly, ‘Stanley’s Exploration of the Congo’, Frank Leslie’s Popular Monthly, May 
1878, 514-23 
‘Opening of the Congo’, Christian Advocate, 17 May 1883, 305-306 

Report of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on the Occupation of the Congo Country, 
48th Cong., 1 sess., Report No. 393 (26 March 1884), 1-12 

Alvan S. Southworth, ‘The New State of Congo’, Frank Leslie’s Popular Monthly, May 
1885, 532-46 

George Washington Williams, ‘Letter to King Leopold II’, 18 July 1890, reprinted in John 
Hope Franklin, George Washington Williams: A Biography (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1985), 243-54George Washington Williams, ‘Report to the President of the Republic 
of the United States of America (n.p.: n.d. [1890]), 3-23 

‘Stanley’s Service to Humanity’, Independent, 15 January 1891  
‘Col. Williams’s Charges’, New York Times, 14 April 1891 
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Further reading 

Nemata Amelia Ibitayo Blyden, African Americans and Africa: A New History (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2019)  

Peter Duignan and L.H. Gann, The United States and Africa: A History (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987), 133-139 

John Hope Franklin, George Washington Williams: A Biography (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1985) 

Adam Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost: A Story of Greed, Terror and Heroism in Colonial 
Africa (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1998) 

Walter LaFeber, The American Search for Opportunity, 1865-1913 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013), 78-83 (chapter five) 

Karen Morin, Civic Discipline: Geography in America, 1860-1890 (New York: Routledge, 
2011), chapter 6 

Steven Press, Rogue Empires: Contracts and Conmen in Europe’s Scramble for 
Africa (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2017) 
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16. Racial Anglo-Saxonism: the Philippines and South Africa 

 
In 1898, the United States finally went to war with Spain over Cuba – more than fifty years 
after American statesman had first tried to acquire the island. Not for the first time, American 
politicians insisted that they wanted to free Spain’s subject peoples from the burden of 
imperialism. But as the wars of 1898 moved into Puerto Rico and the Philippines, Americans 
began a vigorous debate over the propriety of a U.S. imperialism that might succeed and 
improve on its Spanish predecessor. With politicians and lawyers crafting bespoke colonial 
arrangements for Cuba, Puerto Rico and the Philippines, a broad anti-imperial movement 
emerged across the United States.  
 
The first set of readings focus on the first phase of the debate over American imperialism. Ian 
Tyrrell provides a useful overview of the U.S. embrace of ‘formal’ empire in 1898, and the 
effects it produced both internationally and at home. (Might be worth considering where you 
stand on the question of ‘formal’ empire, though, if you’ve taken seriously the argument that 
U.S. expansion within North America was also a form of empire-building!) Primary sources 
in this first section:  Albert Beveridge, a lawyer from Indiana, became one of the most 
influential and ubiquitous advocates of imperialism in 1898 and 1899. His endorsement of 
President McKinley’s expansive vision of overseas conquest helped him to become U.S. 
Senator for Indiana in 1899, and during more than a decade in the Senate he played a key role 
in designing and buttressing the nation’s imperial architecture. Ranged against his 
cheerleading for empire is a speech by the social reformer Felix Adler, who opposed the 
annexation of overseas territory mostly because he didn’t expect that imperial rule would 
depend on the consent of the governed. (Have a think about Adler’s assumptions about the 
long-term future of these newly acquired territories, in terms of their compatibility with 
American republicanism.) The legal scholar Theodore Woolsey also writes about the 
mechanics of “governing dependencies,” and it's worth nothing his views on the British 
empire as a model for American imperial practice.  
 
When the U.S. grabbed the Philippines and Puerto Rico in 1898, American women were still 
fighting for the vote at home. The question of governing overseas became entangled with 
questions of women’s suffrage in the United States, a story Allison Sneider tells brilliantly in 
her book Suffragists in an Imperial Age. Here we’ll read an extract from a paper by the 
reformer Anna Garlin Spencer at a women’s suffrage convention in 1899, plus summaries of 
the “earnest discussion” that followed among other suffragist women. It’s fascinating to see 
how these (relatively elite) women envisaged the effects of imperialism on women in the 
Philippines and elsewhere. 
 
The second group of readings explore how Americans in this imperial moment confronted the 
awkward fact of Britain’s repressive war against the Boers – white Dutch settlers – in South 
Africa. Britain had formally acquired the Dutch Cape Colony in 1814, and for much of the 
nineteenth century Boers had been leaving Cape Colony to establish new settlements (on 
indigenous lands) in neighboring regions of South Africa. With the discovery of huge mineral 
reserves in these Boer-controlled areas in the 1860s and 1870s, British officials were 
determined not to lose ground in the struggle for empire. War originally broke out between 
Boers and British troops in 1880, after Britain declared that it would annex Transvaal, one of 
two self-declared Boer republics. The conflict ended in a stalemate, with Britain formally 
declaring its control over Transvaal but Boers remaining in charge of their affairs. The 
Second Boer War, which broke out in 1899, was a much bloodier affair. Both Boer republics 
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(Transvaal and Orange Free State) joined together to repel a British invasion, with around 
60,000 Boer soldiers ranged against a much larger British force. (Perhaps half a million 
soldiers eventually fought for Britain, including tens of thousands of black recruits.) The 
fighting was prolonged and grisly; the British tactics were often ruthless. (British 
commanders introduced “concentration camps” to suppress the Boer civilian population, for 
example.) Although the war finally ended in 1902 with a British victory, confirmed in 1910 
by the creation of a unified South Africa as a British dominion, it destroyed any notion of 
British rule as benevolent. It also cast a long shadow on the racial politics of twentieth-
century South Africa. 
 
You might imagine that a war with nakedly imperial origins and horrific outcomes would 
unite Americans in horror and opposition. This didn’t happen, for reasons explored in 
William Tilchin’s essay. James Bryce, the British social scientist, was a popular author in the 
United States in the 1890s; his book The American Commonwealth was one of the most 
popular studies of American political ideas since Tocqueville’s Democracy in America. 
Bryce’s essay in the popular Century magazine gives some sense of the lure of British 
imperial know-how at this distinctive moment in American history. A stark example of the 
predicament of anti-imperialists comes from the writing of Mark Twain, who was both a 
first-hand witness of British rule in South Africa and a dedicated anti-imperialists. You can 
read an extract here from Twain’s travelogue, based on his experiences in the Cape Colony in 
1895; and you can see Twain agonizing over the Boer War in two letters written in 1900, 
when the outlines of what Britain planned for South Africa were already becoming clear. 
The final readings offer African American perspectives on the aftermath of 1898. The 
legendary historian, sociologist and activist W.E.B. Du Bois was already an established 
commentator and social critic in 1899, when he delivered these thoughts on the ‘global colour 
line’ in a public lecture in Washington. At that moment on the other side of the world, Rienzi 
Lemus, a soldier in the 25th Infantry of the U.S. Army, was fighting the Filipino uprising 
against U.S. annexation. (The 25th was one of four African American regiments in the 
(segregated) U.S. army.) Lemus’s two dispatches to the popular Boston Colored American 
magazine are quite different in tone. The first piece, from 1902, breezily describes the 
subdued islands under U.S. rule. The second, from 1903, returns us to a familiar assumption 
about how empire might ‘solve’ America’s race problem. 
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