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The many and diverse non-fiction writings of  Henry Adams (1838-1918)—political 
essays, historical works, private correspondence, including his semi-autobiographical 
The Education of  Henry Adams (1918)—cover the whole of  American history.1 In 
these writings, we can find a personal narrative on major issues that the US faced 
as a nation from its founding to the start of  World War I. This article will explore 
Adams’ stance on the subject of  empire building based upon a report he prepared 
on behalf  of  Senator James Donald Cameron (1833-1918) of  Pennsylvania, entitled 
“Recognition of  Cuban Independence” (1896), to try and justify the right of  inter-
vention of  the US in the cause of  Cuban independence. Centered on two major ar-
guments, national interest and the existence of  a state of  belligerence between the 
insurgents and the central government in Madrid, the document in question, which 
has not been subject to any major scholarly examination, embodies many of  the 
principles Adams felt should have guided American foreign policy.2 Moreover, it 
brings to light the extent to which Adams was a firm believer in the “manifest des-
tiny” of  the US to help Latin American colonies break away from European powers 
within the framework of  the Monroe Doctrine, “that altogether new and wholly 
American system,” as he describes it in the report.3 As someone deeply connected 
with the structures of  power that controlled the American state, Adams has often 
been branded as an imperialist—or at least a reluctant imperialist—on account of  
his association with John Hay, Secretary of  State to both William McKinley and 
Theodore Roosevelt, but to what extent he truly believed empire building was a 
valid proposition for the extension of  US power to other regions of  the globe re-
mains to be determined.4 “Recognition of  Cuban Independence” may help us an-
swer this question, considering that US imperialism has always implied “a complex 
and interdependent relationship with hegemonic as well as counterhegemonic 
modalities of  coercion and resistance.”5 As has been noted by Ellen Meiksins Wood, 
American imperialism has been of  a different kind in the sense that it has relied on 
the nation-state to create the conditions for global capitalism to freely operate, often 
involving the use of  US military might to enforce the rules it established for gov-
erning the world economy. It is what she designates as a “capitalist empire.”6  
 
Part One–The Cameron Report 
“Recognition of  Cuban Independence” was submitted to the US Senate during the 
54th Congress, 2nd Session. Dated December 21, 1896, it was penned following the 
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refusal on the part of  Spain to accept the mediation of  the US between herself  and 
the Cuban insurgents who had declared their independence on February 24, 1895. 
So as to substantiate its position, Congress asked the Senate Committee on Foreign 
Relations to submit a report detailing all cases of  peoples who became independent 
by right of  revolt or insurrection in the current century. A Resolution was passed 
by the Senate that same year requesting the President “to interpose his friendly of-
fices with the Spanish Government for the recognition of  the independence of  
Cuba.”7 Based on an earlier resolution, from the time of  President Ulysses S. Grant 
and following the first uprising against Spanish rule on October 10, 1868, the US 
representative in Madrid attempted to mediate the independence of  the island. 
However, both resolutions had gone unheeded in the Spanish capital.  

Although no specific reference to the writer of  “Recognition” is made in 
its official version, its authorship has never been contested. In The Education, Adams, 
who was president of  the American Historical Association (1893-1894) and a per-
sonal friend of  senator James Donald Cameron, does not mention that he had pre-
pared the report on behalf  of  the senator. However, in the correspondence 
exchanged between himself  and the senator’s wife, Elizabeth Sherman Cameron, 
in the midst of  President McKinley’s hesitation to declare war on Spain over the 
USS Maine explosion, Adams refers to the authorship of  the report.8 In that letter 
Adams writes: “...and the scene is a singular contrast to that of  the last winter I was 
here, and the moment, two years ago, when I was writing that famous Cameron Re-
port which is now the law of  America, – or would have been if  everyone had not 
been afraid of  it. 9” Elsewhere, he credits Elizabeth Cameron as his ‘collaborator’ in 
the writing of  the report, describing the document in question as “our prodigious 
Cameron Reports” in one instance and “our Cuban Report” in another. 10  
              As one of  the keenest nineteenth-century political observers and commen-
tators on US foreign affairs, Adams had been following affairs in Cuba since his 
first visit to the island in March 1888, with Theodore F. Dwight, travel companion 
and librarian of  the State Department. Twenty years had passed since the first up-
rising against colonial Spain, but in the letters Adams wrote during his two-week 
stay on the island, a kind of  “Paradise,” as he puts it, there are no references to the 
periodic insurgency that had plagued the island for decades. What stands out in 
Adams’ correspondence is an obvious fondness for everything he saw and experi-
enced. Adams fell immediately in love with the people of  Cuba, the vegetation, the 
architecture, the food, neither the squalor, the fleas or the heat bothered him. During 
a bullfight at Vedado, he was both enthralled by the spectacle itself  and a female 
spectator in full Andalusian attire, who “reduced [him] to a pitiable state of  imbecile 
adoration.”11 While Adams’ fondness for the island was pervasive throughout his 
trip notes, there were moments where he alluded to  the “atmosphere of  ruin” in 
Cuba, including the pervasiveness of  “[p]overty” and “brigands”.12  
1111111Adams visited Cuba a second time, in February of  1893, with William Hal-
lett Phillips, a Washington lawyer and close associate. During this sojourn, he wrote 
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three letters, once again, all of  a general nature, showing no particular concern for 
political affairs in the Caribbean island. Adams returned to Cuba the year after, this 
time with his friend Clarence King (1842-1901), first director of  the US Geological 
Survey. In this third trip, from February to April 1894, he came into contact with 
the revolutionary activity taking place on the island, but once more his letters lacked 
detail about the political situation in Cuba. Adams made various allusions to King 
“geologizing,” references to the countryside, the scenery, the people, the local 
women, and the occasional cultural disparagement, such as describing Havana as a 
“vile hole.”13 This does not mean that Adams found Cuba unpleasant; quite the 
contrary, he described the island to his long-time English friend Charles Milnes 
Gaskell in these terms: “A good, rotten tropical Spanish island, like Cuba, with no 
roads and no drainage, but plenty of  bananas and brigands, never bores me.”14 The 
letters written during his fourth and final trip to Cuba, in early 1895, however, are 
more political in nature, no doubt because rebel activity against Spanish rule had 
reignited on the island in February 1895. In one of  these letters, Adams compared 
the thriving economy of  Mexico with the ruinous social and political conditions he 
can observe on the island (Adams was travelling from Tampico, Mexico, to Puerto 
Rico, with a stopover in Cuba), remarking at one point: “Sugar and tobacco have 
gone to the dogs, along with wheat and cotton. Cuba is hopeless bankrupt, and 
more discontent than ever.”15 In another letter, he manifests his dislike for the pres-
ence of  too many Americans on the island, suspecting that they are there for ulterior 
motives, confessing: “To me they look hungrier and more like buzzards and vultures 
than ever; as though their struggle for life were becoming severe.”16 A few years 
on, he was able to write retrospectively in The Education that Cuban society, with its 
“decaying fabric,” had little to teach him, but that while there he could not help 
being contaminated by the spirit of  revolution.17 
              Following his final sojourn in Cuba, Adams took on a more active interest 
in the island’s affairs, allowing his “Cuban friends,” the representatives of  the island’s 
revolutionaries in the US capital, to congregate at his home in Lafayette Square. 
There, he received Gonzalo Quesada (1868-1915), the Cuban chargé d’affaires in 
Washington, General Calixto Garcia (1839-1898), from the National Assembly of  
Cuba, and other members of  the Cuban junta in the US capital at the time.18 Lob-
bying behind closed doors for the island’s independence, Adams remarks in a letter 
to Mrs. Cameron, his personal confidante: 
  

I am kept here by Cuba, which I appear to be running, for the 
faculty of  bungling is the only faculty a legislative body possesses 
in foreign affairs. Of  course my share in it is totally behind the 
scenes.... So please do not allude to my doings either in letter or 
conversation. The President is bitterly hostile to every instinct 
of  old-fashioned freedom, and nothing can be done till the great 
Trusts come over to our side.19 
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A few years on and Adams was still deeply committed to Cuban affairs, telling Mrs. 
Cameron: “My machine just now is busy running Cuba. My house is more than 
ever a Cuban headquarters, and between one and another conspirator I look benig-
nant and talk mild platitude...” 20 Edward Chalfant, in the last of  his three-volume 
biography of  Adams characterizes the activities he engaged in at the time on behalf  
of  the Cuban insurgents as the “Henry Adams Conspiracy,” counting among its 
active members Elizabeth Cameron, Donald Cameron, William H. Phillips, and 
quite possibly Tom Lee.21 Chalfant points out that Cuban delegates were not part 
of  the “conspiracy,” and that it must have come as a big surprise to them to find 
out about “Recognition” through a piece of  news in the Washington Evening Star, in 
its February 10, 1896 edition, which read: “More About Cuba: Mr. Cameron’s Re-
solution for Recognition of  independence.”22 

Economic ties between the US and Cuba had been strengthened after the 
abolition of  slavery on the island on October 7, 1886, but it was only in the late 
1880s that American capital started to flow into Cuba in ever significant amounts. 
From that point onwards, Cuba’s economy became vulnerable to the whims of  sup-
ply and demand of  the American market. It “stood or fell,” as Eric Hobsbawm 
writes, “by the price of  sugar and the willingness of  the USA to import it...”23 Es-
timates of  the total amount of  US investments on the island at the time of  the 
crisis between Spain and its Caribbean possession vary from $20,000,000 to 
$50,000,000.24 There were, thus, different interests at play in the US regarding Cuba, 
individuals with personal agendas or undisclosed motives for either supporting the 
status quo there or else advocating an end to Spanish colonialism. The majority of  
Americans, however, were genuinely in favor of  a Cuba libre, expressing their backing 
for the cause of  independence through petitions, financial contributions and news-
paper letters. “To describe these activities as tantamount to jingoism and a desire 
for war or to view them as solely the result of  propaganda and machinations of  
the Cuban Junta, the ‘yellow press,’ and the expansionist forces in the United States, 
is,” according to pioneering labour historian, Philip S. Foner, “to denigrate the 
American people.”25  

No one was better qualified to furnish the necessary historical background 
to substantiate congressional policy on Cuba than the historian Henry Adams, 
whose major historical work, the nine-volume History of  the United States during the 
Administrations of  Thomas Jefferson and James Madison (1889-1891), dealt precisely with 
the diplomatic affairs of  the young nation with France and Spain during the period 
1801-1817.  “Recognition” reads like a chapter of  a history book. It follows the 
style, conventions and tone of  his History of  the United States, covering the adminis-
trations of  the third and fourth presidents of  the United States. In the three-para-
graph introduction to his “historical summary,” Adams outlines the purpose of  the 
report, given that in its 1895 session, Congress had vowed to mediate the dispute 
over Cuba’s independence and, thus far, Spain had refused to negotiate or propose 
a solution to the problem with the insurgents on the island. Therefore, Adams 



13           “Recognition of  Cuban Independence”

writes, it was time for Congress to decide what to do “with proper regard to the 
customs and usages of  nations.”26  

Adams’ report for the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations is predi-
cated on the notion that insurrection and intervention are recognized rights of  peo-
ples, because in each case where there was a revolt or insurrection, there was also a 
foreign intervention. That being the case, it remained to be determined, as Adams 
points out, in what circumstances nations could exercise their rights and use force 
when the issue at stake was independence. Hence, Adams covers the political, diplo-
matic, and military affairs that led to insurrections and/or outside interventions in 
different parts of  the world to justify US support for Cuba’s independence through-
out the “Recognition.” Europe is the first of  these sections, where Adams discusses 
the independence of  Greece (1821-1827), Belgium (1830), Poland (1831), Hungary 
(1849), the States of  the Church (1850), and the territories which belonged to the 
Ottoman Empire (1878), followed by sections on Asia, America (1822- 1823), the 
United States and Mexico (1861-1866), and finally Cuba.  

In his report, Adams differentiates between four precedents—and con-
comitant foreign interventions—that led to the emergence of  new nationalities on 
the European continent: Greece, which became independent from the Turks in 
1827, Belgium, which gained independence from Holland in 1830, Poland, which 
freed itself  from Russia in 1831, and Hungary, which acquired its own statehood in 
1849 when it succeeded in separating itself  from Austria, as well as other types of  
interventions in Europe which resulted either from the disintegration of  “ancient 
empires” or the reunification of  “new systems.’’27 Within the former, Adams 
grouped together Turkey, Spain, and the Church States, whereas in the latter, Adams 
includes Germany, Russia and Italy. He also alludes to the intervention in Spain by 
France (1823), in Portugal by England (1827 and 1836), in Piedmont and Naples 
by the Holy Alliance (1821), leaving out various other instances that occurred since 
1848, “the enumeration” of  which “would be long and difficult.”28 

In the largest section of  the report, “America, 1822-23”, Adams details 
the circumstances that allowed Mexico, Venezuela, Chile and Argentina to secure 
their independence from Spain, following the overthrow of  the Bourbons from the 
Spanish throne by Napoleon I. Undoubtedly the most important part of  the report, 
in it Adams discusses the precepts of  the Monroe Doctrine, that wholly new system 
of  foreign relations which this American president had inaugurated. Adams starts 
off  by pointing out that Europeans had always been reluctant and even unwilling 
to adhere to strict neutrality as far as affairs in the New World were concerned. 
Americans, on the other hand, since the presidency of  George Washington, had 
pursued such policies, first with the Neutrality Act of  1794 and then with its revised 
and updated version of  April 20, 1818. According to Adams, US administrations 
had always proceeded with the utmost care on the subject of  the independence of  
Spain’s New World colonies, having always acted in concert with Great Britain, given 
that the Holy Alliance member-countries, always strongly against the independence 
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movements in that part of  the globe, tended to side with Spain.  
The final section of  “Recognition,” covering affairs in Cuba, is the key 

section in the report which Adams encapsulates in this phrase: “The Government 
of  the United States had always regarded Cuba as within the sphere of  its most ac-
tive and serious interest.”29 The focus on Cuba was so intense that affairs on the 
Caribbean island had always been regarded as an issue of  national interest, in much 
the same way as those related to the contiguous territories brought piecemeal into 
the Union. Denoting tension between purported neutrality and the right of  inter-
vention, that is leaving the former Spanish colonies “independent” or else regarding 
them as a matter of  “national interest” within a sphere of  influence, Adams pro-
vides an overview of  the historical developments that brought the US and Cuba to 
this stage in their relations. He stated that over the last seventy years, more precisely 
since Colombia and Mexico had tried to meddle in the affairs of  Cuba by invading 
it (1825), the US had always maintained that it had the right of  intervention in the 
affairs of  the island. Moreover, US administrations had acted with a friendly dispo-
sition to Spain and shown the utmost self-control in the aftermath of  the two major 
insurrections that had taken place on the island in 1868 and 1895. In October 1868, 
when the first rebellion broke out in Cuba, President Ulysses S. Grant had asked 
the US representative in Madrid to mediate the eventual independence of  the island, 
but the Spanish government would have none of  it. The details of  his initiative 
served as the basis of  the Senate Resolution passed during the 1895 session, “a pa-
tient delay unexampled in history,” requesting the President “to interpose his 
friendly offices with the Spanish Government for the recognition of  the independ-
ence of  Cuba.”30 Then as now, Adams is adamant that Cuba is within the sphere 
of  influence of  the US: “This right of  intervention in matters relating to the external 
relations of  Cuba, asserted and exercised seventy years ago, has been asserted and 
exercised at every crisis in which the island has been involved.”31  

Several options were on the table for the Cleveland administration as far 
as ending Spain’s colonial rule over the island: intervention, which meant annexation, 
purchase of  the island, or else the recognition of  a state of  belligerence between 
the insurgents and the mother country, which could effectively pave the way to in-
dependence.32 Fearing that the recognition of  the belligerence between the parties 
would jeopardize American business interests on the island and choosing to ignore 
the innumerable petitions which had been sent to Congress in its 54th session on 
September 1895, President Grover Cleveland declared US neutrality as far as Cuban 
affairs were concerned in his last message to Congress, on December 7, 1896. His 
declaration of  neutrality is unequivocal, but it contains a veiled threat should Spain 
trample on US interests in Cuba: “...an obligation to the sovereignty of  Spain will 
be superseded by higher obligations, which we can hardly hesitate to recognize and 
discharge.”33  

Adams disapproved of  President Cleveland’s proclamation of  US neutral-
ity and believed the time had come for the US to take decisive action on the subject 
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of  Cuba’s independence, stating in “Recognition”: “the inability of  Spain to deal 
successfully with the insurrection has become manifest, and it is demonstrated that 
the sovereignty is extinct in Cuba for all purposes of  its rightful existence...”34 In 
order to substantiate his claim, Adams points out the conditions that justify the 
recognition of  the island’s status as an independent nation, namely, the fact that in-
surgents had formed a government, written a constitution, elected a president, and 
introduced a number of  different measures, some of  a military nature, others of  
an administrative and diplomatic tenor, to set up a properly functioning state. All 
of  this represented much more, in his view, than Colombia had put in place when 
President Monroe acknowledged its independence in 1822. Thus, American diplo-
macy having always been “mild and forbearing,” whereas that of  Europe was in-
variably “harsh and oppressive,” the only question that remained to be addressed 
by Congress as time had run out, Adams concludes, was simply the “mode” of  in-
tervention.35  
 
Part Two–The Monroe Doctrine and the Cameron Report 
The tenor of  Adams’ words in “Recognition” points to the centrality of  the Monroe 
Doctrine in American foreign policy. Indeed, the Monroe Doctrine functioned as 
a modus operandi in international affairs capable of  rivaling the European nations 
treaties of  Vienna, of  Paris and of  the Holy Alliance (Adams dates the beginning 
of  the modern international system to 1815, to the signature of  the above-men-
tioned treaties).36 In the realm of  foreign relations, Europe’s own system, Adams 
holds in “Recognition,” can only be met “by creating an American law of  practice 
of  intervention exclusive of  the Europeans within the range of  its influence.”37 In 
other words, the US should have the capacity to act within its area of  influence, 
and nations which the US had recognized as independent stood, therefore, outside 
the realm of  European dominance. Anything contrary to this, Adams implies, 
should be deemed as unfriendly by the US government. When President James 
Monroe issued his grand political declaration, used to protect American interests 
since 1822-1823, Adams observes: “[w]ith boldness which still startles and perplexes 
the world, he lopped off  one great branch of  European intervention and empire 
and created a new system of  international relations.”38 The system included, as he 
writes, “all South America, except the Guianas [sic] all Central America, except the 
British colony of  Honduras, and the two black Republics of  Spanish Santo 
Domingo and Haiti in the Antilles.”39 Adams’ words are devoid of  ambiguities as 
to the significance of  Monroe’s declaration for US diplomacy since that time, most 
notably when he records that the latter two “have since claimed [1822-1823], and 
in most cases have received admission [into this new system].”40  

Delivered to Congress by President James Monroe in his Annual Message 
on December 2, 1823, the Monroe Doctrine was a reaction of  the US government 
to Prince Metternich’s Holy Alliance, whose reactionary politics US administrations 
disapproved. The Doctrine aimed to prevent European nations from expanding 
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and/or consolidating their power over their New World possessions, giving tacit 
approval to the possibility of  rebellious colonies freeing themselves from their Eu-
ropean colonizers. It promised US support to those who had already become inde-
pendent and backing to those who wished to do so. This meant that the original 
American project of  revolution could be applied to the whole continent, with the 
US guiding and fostering the birth of  new nations in Central and South America 
and indirectly assuming the role of  guardian and protector of  the Americas. Scholar 
of  American imperialism, David Slater, argues that the Monroe Doctrine repre-
sented the beginning of  a policy of  containment for the Americas on the part of  
the US and that central to this theory of  containment was the idea that that part of  
the globe was in need of  order, progress, and the spread of  civilization, under US 
leadership.41 Indeed, since the turn towards the Monroe Doctrine, the US has ex-
erted its economic and political influence over the affairs of  the Americas through 
the use of  military force “if  not (or not always) for the purpose of  colonization, 
then certainly to ensure compliant regimes.”42 

Additionally, it should be borne in mind that the Monroe Doctrine and 
the spheres of  influence that underlay it had an economic basis to it, in the sense 
that it sought to guarantee that the US could trade freely with the nations that con-
stituted the Western Hemisphere. A feature of  US foreign relations since President 
Washington’s time had been protectionism and neutrality, to which the country’s 
political and economic leadership had always been disposed through high tariffs on 
imports. High tariffs benefited American industry, keeping out the foreign compe-
tition, with American consumers being thus at the mercy of  industrialists, and con-
sequently having to pay more for goods domestically produced. Adams’ 
understanding of  the relationship between Europe’s colonial powers and the US 
follows an economic logic, too, even though in his History, the US embodies the 
principles of  free trade, whereas the UK stands for a closed, self-contained market 
operating within mercantilist principles. For Adams, the relationship girding the 
Monroe Doctrine and the spheres of  influence associated with it is established at 
the level of  economic processes, though, historically, there was always much reluc-
tance within the US political and economic leadership to support free trade. As 
Giovanni Arrighi, a renowned sociologist and economist, notes, suggesting a pos-
sible disconnect between government policy and economic processes, from its in-
ception the US has been good at “keeping the doors of  the domestic market closed 
to foreign productions but open to foreign capital, labor and enterprise...”43 

Although Adams defended the spheres-of-influence framework for the 
Americas in “Recognition,” details about the relationship between the US and the 
nations of  Central and South America were not provided  in this framework. Always 
an advocate of  free trade in his works, a case in point being his essay “British Fi-
nance in 1816,” written shortly after his return to the US in the aftermath of  the 
Civil War and published in the North American Review, we can only infer that the pos-
sibility of  trading freely with newly independent Latin American nations is what 
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Adams had in mind, with US merchants having unimpeded access to their markets.  
It should also be borne in mind that the Monroe Doctrine had been for-

mulated to a large extent by Adams’ grandfather, John Quincy Adams, “son of  the 
last President—Federalist” while Secretary of  State (1817-1825), and later on as 
President (1825-1829).44 While “Recognition” itself  makes no mention of  his name, 
it unequivocally evidences the centrality of  the doctrine in terms of  America’s for-
eign policy from the time (March 8, 1822) when Monroe sent a message to Congress 
“recommending the recognition of  all the revolted colonies of  Spain—Mexico, 
Colombia, Cuba and Buenos Ayres,” in effect creating “a new law,” and a “de facto 
right of  recognition.”45 Adams finds it hard to understand, therefore, why Spain’s 
former Latin American colonies should have failed to endorse the cause of  Cuban 
independence when they themselves had benefited from Monroe’s fiat and the sup-
port offered to their cause by the American public at the time of  their independence. 
In one instance in his correspondence, for example, he lamented the fact that South 
American republics did not fully endorse the Monroe Doctrine, were afraid of  it, 
even, and unable to see its scope: 
 

How like dead weights we poor mortals are! For eighty years our 
ablest men—Jefferson, J. Q. Adams, Clay, and nearly all the rest, 
down to Blaine, have toiled to build up an alliance with the Span-
ish American Republics to support the Monroe Doctrine and 
protect U.S. from England and Spain; suddenly, at the first strain, 
the Spanish Americans desert their own kith and kin; fly back to 
Spain; throw us into the arms of  England, and force us into the 
position of  a domineering tyrant.46  

 
Adams’ friend Clarence King, Director of  the US Geological Survey from 

1879-1881, in an opinion piece written for The Forum the year they had visited the 
island together, titled “Shall Cuba Be Free,” concurred that the Monroe Doctrine 
should be applied in the case of  Cuba: “With all possible decorum, with a politeness 
above criticism, with a firmness wholly irresistible, we should assist Spain out of  
Cuba and out of  the hemisphere as effectually as Lincoln and Seward did the French 
invaders of  Mexico in the ‘sixties.”47 The Doctrine was invoked by President Cleve-
land as recently as July 20, 1895, through his Secretary of  State, Richard Olney, 
when a note was sent to the government of  Great Britain which stated that the US 
was entitled to voice its opinion concerning the establishment of  boundaries be-
tween Venezuela and British Guiana.48 Commenting to Mrs. Cameron on the fact 
that Quesada had been in touch with the Spanish republics to gain their support 
for the cause of  Cuba’s independence and that they had simply backed off, afraid 
of  what that might occasion, Adams remarked to her in one of  his missives: “The 
story Quesada told me was to me intensely interesting, not because it was dramatic, 
but because it was the burial service of  my—or rather my grandfather’s—doctrine 
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of  foreign relations, and the scheme which may be behind our Cuban Report and 
the Senate Resolutions...”49 Again, Adams provides no details as to what the influ-
ence gained over Cuba entailed once its right to self-determination was asserted 
and its colonial status terminated. What is clear from his correspondence is that he 
strongly disapproved of  European colonialism and favored the policy his grandfa-
ther had designed for Monroe, declaring to a friend in one of  his letters: “...I rather 
hope to see my grandfather’s work completed, and America really independent of  
Europe, even in Canada.”50  
 
Part Three–Adams, Empire, and the Imperialist / Anti-Imperialist Debate 
Adams’ ideas on the subject of  empire were put to the test in the immediate after-
math of  the conflict with Spain over Cuba. Following the debacle associated with 
the sinking of  USS Maine, which had entered the harbor of  Havana on January 25, 
1898 with the aim of  protecting American citizens and interests on the island, the 
debate between imperialists and anti-imperialists reached unprecedented highs. 
Among politically-minded Americans two opposing views emerged centered on the 
advantages or disadvantages of  overseas possessions, or empire. The term “empire” 
is complex and presents definitional difficulties, but following Paul James and Tom 
Nairn, it is understood here as polities that “extend relations of  power across ter-
ritorial spaces over which they have no prior or given legal sovereignty, and where, 
in one or more of  the domains of  economics, politics, and culture, they gain some 
measure of  extensive hegemony over those spaces for the purpose of  extracting or 
accruing value.”51 As observed by Susan Gillman, “[t]he single question posed most 
frequently about US empire is astonishingly crude: for or against? Are you an im-
perial believer? Reluctant advocate or equally reluctant skeptic? Outright critic?” 
This is a question which scholars of  empire ask themselves and one which Adams 
certainly posed as well. He, too, struggled with similar interrogations as illustrated 
in the observations he makes on the pros and cons of  empire to his many corre-
spondents, and which make it difficult to assign him to the imperial or anti-imperial 
camp.52   

On one side of  the debate stood the anti-imperialists, those who opposed 
the expansionist turn in American politics on the grounds that it contradicted the 
long-held US position on the right of  peoples to self-determination and nationhood. 
They were against the possession of  overseas colonies, disagreeing with strategies 
that aimed to expand America’s power and presence in faraway regions of  the globe. 
Their opponents, the imperialists, favored the annexation of  territories, the control 
of  trade routes and markets, as well as the maintenance of  the gold standard and a 
high tariff  to protect American industry. They were, as Philip S. Foner puts it, “in-
creasingly concerned as they saw the hoped-for-markets passing into the full pos-
session of  foreign rivals.”53  
            Central to the debate between imperialists and anti-imperialists was the 
question whether the possession of  overseas colonies corresponded to a foreign 
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policy shift from the desire for territorial growth that had marked in earlier times 
US continental expansion onto contiguous lands—something akin to the “Internal 
Colonialism” associated with the Louisiana Purchase, the addition of  the Mexican 
and Oregon territories, or even the Indian lands which had been occupied piecemeal 
and eventually incorporated into the national domain—to one of  economic and 
political supremacy outside US borders.54 As a reaction to the declaration of  war 
on Spain over the USS Maine affair, the American Anti-Imperialist League (1898-
1921) was created on June 15, 1898. Its members, politically conservative, aimed to 
lobby the US government against the idea of  the country becoming a colonial 
power, claiming that “the subjugation of  any people is ‘criminal aggression’ and 
open disloyalty to the distinctive principles of  our Government.”55 Presided over 
by the German émigré Carl Schurz, newspaper editor and political reformer, the 
League boasted a membership of  notable supporters such as Charles Francis Adams 
Jr. (Adams’ older brother), Ambrose Bierce, Andrew Carnegie, John Dewey, William 
Sumner, Samuel Gompers, William Dean Howells, Henry James, Carl Schurz, Mark 
Twain, and many others. As classical liberals, they were imbued with the political 
values of  republicanism, favoring free trade and the gold standard as well as limited 
forms of  government.  

Despite sharing many of  the ideas of  the anti-imperialists, Adams never 
joined the League, nor did he seem to have had much respect for its members, as 
he remarks in one of  his letters:  
 

A party made up of  cranks like Carnegie, mugwumps like my 
brother Charles, malcontents like Eugene Hale and Tom Reed, 
scoundrels like John McLean, blatherskites like Bryan, and rank-
and-file of  southern democrats, is mighty amusing, but my rep-
resentative in it is my brother Brooks. I am pure and simple an 
anarchist, and run a machine of  my own.56  

 
Adams well understood what moved these individuals, candidly confessing in his 
correspondence: “The anti-imperialists are perfectly right in what they see and fear, 
but one can’t grow young again by merely refusing to walk. I fear that the American 
calf  is now too old to get much more nourishment from sucking the dry teats of  
the British cow.”57 He was discerning enough to know, as it is something inherent 
to the logic of  capital accumulation, that if  the economic interests of  the US were 
to be safeguarded, the country had no option but to compete for commercial outlets 
and trade routes with the major industrial powers of  the day. The domestic market 
of  the US had become saturated and new business channels had to be found for 
the surplus production of  its industry and agriculture. As Hobsbawm observes, 
with the US national market and territory already consolidated in the latter part of  
the nineteenth century, the country was “forced to follow the fashion” and secure 
overseas colonies for itself.58 Industrial nations had to expand overseas and explore 
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economic opportunities as colonies provided “suitable bases or jumping off  points 
for regional business penetration.”59 In fact, between 1876 and 1915, which Hobs-
bawm designates as an age of  empire, approximately one quarter of  the world’s 
land surface was divided up between Britain, France, Germany, Belgium, Italy, and 
the US, who carved out roughly 100,000 square miles of  Spain’s ailing colonial em-
pire.60 

With the exception of  the aftermath of  the conflict with Spain over Cuba, 
the US had refused the idea of  empire in the form of  colonies, the traditional form 
of  imperialism, rejecting the role of  colonial master with subject countries. Instead, 
it has opted for what Ellen Meiksins Wood terms as “new imperialism” or “capitalist 
imperialism,” a new phase in the evolution of  empire characterized by “the pre-
dominance of  economic as distinct from direct ‘extra-economic’—political, military, 
judicial—coercion.”61 In her view, “new imperialism” corresponded to a fresh phase 
of  capitalism, which precipitated the division of  the world among the major capi-
talist powers, with the concomitant distribution and/or redistribution of  overseas 
territories as colonies or areas of  influence.62 American literary scholar Daniel L. 
Manheim contends that together with his brother Brooks, Adams was particularly 
worried about the economic supremacy of  the US, viewing  “western imperialism 
in the light of  economic growth for his country.”63 The process involved creating a 
favorable environment for trade and commerce in the Caribbean, with Europe and 
America respecting each other’s areas of  influence. As Adams puts it in The Educa-
tion, for the benefit of  the parties concerned, the US “would sooner or later have 
to police those islands, not against Europe, but for Europe, and America too.”64 In 
other words, both Europe and the US stood to gain from respecting each other’s 
areas of  commercial influence, but should there be a need to assert its power over 
a certain region of  the globe, the US would not hesitate to remove obstacles to its 
economic supremacy. 

Adams’ avowed anti-imperialism is present in Memoirs of  Marau Taaroa, 
Last Queen of  Tahiti (1893), which the author of  “Recognition” had written following 
his travels in the South Pacific in the early 1890s.65 Through the voice of  Arii 
Taimai—the daughter of  the last queen of  Tahiti—Adams offers a critique of  Eu-
ropean imperialism by illustrating the complications European contact had wrought 
on the lives of  Tahitians. In it, Adams writes, “The Europeans came, and not only 
upset all their moral ideas, but also their whole political system.”66 Adams’ abhor-
rence of  European imperialism has been acknowledged by William Merrill Decker 
in connection with the same narrative, who observed that “[t]o impeach the motives 
and methods of  European imperialism was nothing new for the historian who had 
studied the arrogant, acquisitive, ethnocentric character of  British and French for-
eign policy...”67 Moreover, as Manheim has noted, Adams recounts the story of  Arii 
Taimai from the point of  view of  both the colonized and the colonizer as he “at-
tempted to begin to resolve his own fundamentally divided allegiances.”68  In effect, 
in the story of  Arii,  Adams engages with the colonized peoples of  the world, taking 
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on a perspective wholly alien to those in his country infused with imperialist ideas. 
 
Part Four–Hay, Adams, and Empire Building 
One of  Adams’ closest friends was John Hay, Secretary of  State to William McKin-
ley and Theodore Roosevelt. The two had been close friends since the Civil War 
years, when Hay was Private Secretary to President Lincoln and Adams, in a similar 
role, to his father, Charles Francis Adams, during the time he headed the American 
legation in London.69 The correspondence between the two clearly shows that they 
exchanged views on all the major affairs facing the country during their regular 
“talks-while-walking” in the US capital and depended on each other for informed 
intelligence.70 For instance, when the Cuban revolutionaries declared their inde-
pendence on February 24, 1895, Adams expressed  his sense of  joy to Hay, writing: 
“Come and revolute Cuba. We are going to have a gay old circus. Unluckily, my re-
lations with Dupuy are not so friendly that I cannot openly embrace his enemies.”71 
In fact, shortly after Hay’s appointment as Secretary of  State, in September 1898, 
the possibility of  Adams being appointed Ambassador to the United Kingdom sur-
faced, no doubt at the suggestion of  the former, but it was met with McKinley’s 
opposition.72 At the time he was writing his report for Senator Cameron, Adams 
tells his friend: “That we must recognize the independence of  Cuba, next winter, 
is, I think as nearly inevitable as any matter of  future policy can be.”73 He is adamant 
that the US must do something for the island, which may even include some sort 
of  financial compensation for Spain.  

Under McKinley, Hay would be instrumental in the implementation of  
the “Open Door Policy,” a US government strategy designed to guarantee that 
China would remain open to American businessmen and missionaries, in the words 
of  Hobsbawm, the US “had as much right to booty as earlier imperialists.”74 It is 
difficult to determine the extent to which Adams may have helped in the definition 
of  its premises, but Hay’s gratitude to Adams for his expert knowledge of  foreign 
affairs is evident, for example, in a note sent by Hay from the State Department on 
March 21, 1899: “If  we should not meet again, I want to say how deeply I am in 
your debt...”75 John Carlos Rowe contends that Adams played a central role in US 
foreign policy when Hay was in charge of  the State Department, rejecting the idea 
that both were “reluctant” supporters of  an American empire.76 Moreover, he main-
tains that Adams’ personal narrative continues to be read by successive generations 
of  Americans within the canon of  American letters precisely because of  what “it 
continues to do on behalf  of  an imperialist ideology.”77  

Manheim distances himself  from Rowe and those scholars who simply 
wish “to uncover Adams’ views on an empire for the United States.”78 Remarking 
that at times Adams seems to endorse full-heartedly imperial policies and at others 
he simply wishes to give voice to the opinions of  different people, he suggests that 
“Adams may have carried within him a number of  conflicting views.”79 Manheim’s 
argument is centered on the ambivalence, uncertainty, and ambiguity evident in 
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many of  Adams’ letters and illustrated by the nuances of  his political views depend-
ing on the correspondent involved. Admittedly, Adams’ letters pose a particular 
problem of  authority as Joanne Jacobson has pointed out, a “tension between pri-
vate and public discourse” in what can and cannot be revealed.80 Despite his denial 
that he had nothing to do with Hay’s politics, at one point in The Education, Adams 
expressed an unequivocal admiration for Hay’s China policy, remarking in the af-
termath of  the Boxer Rebellion that “[n]othing so meteoric had ever been done in 
American diplomacy.”81 

Always suspicious of  the impact of  money on politics, Adams was afraid 
that once independent Cuba might fall into the hands of  international financiers, 
New York bankers and gold bugs. As Cuban delegates in Washington pressured the 
US government for recognition of  the status of  a belligerent territory, Adams 
voiced to his brother Brooks his concern that “[t]he gold-bugs have resumed their 
sway, with their nerves a good deal shaken, but their tempers or their sense unim-
proved....Once more we are under the whip of  the bankers. Even on Cuba, where 
popular feeling was far stronger than in Venezuela, we are beaten and hopeless.”82 
His observations apropos of  the “gold bugs” are an incisive critique of  late nine-
teenth-century transnational capitalism of  the type the Rothschilds embodied,  
whom he thought held indebted governments in their hands, confessing in one in-
stance: “my chief  desire in the Cuban matter is to strike at the Paris Jews and their 
whole political machine.” 83 In the so-called “age of  the Rothschilds,” the period 
when British finance dominated the world economy—roughly from end of  the Civil 
War to the Great Depression—the city of  London and its financial institutions were 
under the grip of  this family.84 The period was characterized by a surplus of  capital 
in the UK which ended up being lent to the US, contributing, in the words of  Chal-
fant, to “the dominance of  English moneyed interests in the world’s economy...”85 
Unlike traditional forms of  imperialism characterized by subjugation through the 
use of  force and direct rule, capitalist imperialism uses economic tools to exert its 
control over citizens and nations. As observed by Wood, “the weapon of  debt” was 
“the principal instrument of  the new imperialism.”86  

For Adams, the “Jew question,” and the financial control of  markets by 
international bankers like the Rothschilds was one and the same. As Hobsbawm 
notes, the anti-Semitism witnessed in the more advanced economies of  Europe and 
in the US targeted individuals who were bankers or entrepreneurs, as well as Jewish 
people believed to be responsible for the excesses of  capitalism amongst the “little 
men.”87 It is a well-known fact that the Panic of  1893 strongly impacted the finances 
of  the Adams family, and it may have compounded Henry’s “anti-banker, anti-cap-
italist, anti-Rothchild, and anti-English furies.”88 In fact, it may have added, in Paul 
A. Bové’s view, to Adams’ “cynical condescension” for the key issues facing America 
at the time, one of  which was imperialism (and certainly not issues related to pre-
occupations about America’s “little men,” Indigenous, or Black populations, for 
that matter).89  
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Following the sinking of  the USS Maine, Adams fretted about British eco-
nomic and financial supremacy, engaging in a process of, borrowing Meiksins 
Wood’s words, resistance to the “empire of  capital”: “For two years, the Cuban 
business drove me wild, because other people stupidly and brutally and willfully re-
fused to listen to its vital warnings.... I never was afraid of  a Spanish war. I’m not 
afraid of  it now....What I do fear is British finance.”90 Considering Adams’ knowl-
edge of  financial matters, he was undoubtedly familiar with capital flows involving 
the UK and the US. It is estimated that in the period 1850-1914 the volume of  
long-term loans and foreign investment made to the US by the UK was in the neigh-
borhood of  3 billion US dollars, whereas the net payments of  the US to Britain in 
the same period (interest and dividends) amounted to 5.8 billion US dollars. The  
result of  this was a rise in US foreign debt from 200 million US dollars in 1843 to 
3,700 billion US dollars in 1914.91  

But it was not just British finance and the ‘Rothschildesque’ structure of  
haute finance associated with Imperial Britain that Adams detested. On innumerable 
occasions in his correspondence, Adams forcefully demonstrates his disdain for 
foreign policy driven by the interests of  American businessmen and capital, con-
comitantly criticizing American capitalism for its pernicious effects on the country’s 
body politic while, at the same time, defending US policies from European detrac-
tors. This is best demonstrated when Adams tells his friend Lucy Baxter at one 
point “[w]e are not only going to free Cuba, but we are going to put her beyond 
the reach of  Havemeyers and the exploitation of  New York capitalists.”92 A strong 
criticism of  McKinley’s foreign policy can be detected in a letter written to his 
younger brother Brooks, where American business is equated with an octopus:  

 
The octopus is stretching its tentacles everywhere, quite blindly, 
like octopuses or octopodes elsewhere, but with an accurate 
sense of  touch. As for traditions, constitution, principles, past 
professions and all that, the devil has put them back into his 
pocket for another thousand years. By common agreement, we 
all admit that the old slate must be washed off  clean. We all admit 
that we cant [sic] help it if  the world does tip over. We are only 
glad that we are on top.93   

 
Adams disliked the sentiment of  anti- Americanism which he perceived among Eu-
ropeans, as the country’s drive for overseas markets in what has been described as 
an “age of  surplus” could only be achieved at their expense.94 He remarks to Anne 
Palmer Fell, a friend of  his late wife: “One and all, they dread and detest us. We are 
sapping their vitals, and they have got to make some stupendous effort to save 
themselves.”95 More to the point on the subject of  empire building, Adams indicates 
in the closing chapters of  The Education that he had had nothing to do with Hay’s 
politics, whether domestic or foreign. But at the same time, he also acknowledges 
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that the political activity of  the Adams’ family over the last 150 years was finally 
paying off: Britain had fallen into the arms of  America and the country itself  had 
embarked on a true policy of  empire building thanks to Hay’s work.96 A letter writ-
ten to Mrs. Cameron the day after the signing of  the Treaty of  Paris over the Cuban 
conflict seems to confirm his astonishment regarding the scope of  Hay’s imperialist 
policies: 
 

Those who trembled and ran away two years ago, are now lightly 
taking risks and asserting rights that turn me pea  green. Only 
yesterday, Hay swallowed, without a tremor, two or three conti-
nents, and told two or three Kaisers to go hang. Tomorrow the 
country would scream with delight at a war with Europe; and it 
is not one but a dozen questions that threaten to gratify the pub-
lic in that respect.97  

 
Adams’ letters show a man desirous of  peace with the Iberian nation, 

whose sole wish was “to keep Spain on her legs long enough to make peace after 
the shock of  losing Cuba.”98 He states to his brother Brooks: “I want peace. I want 
it quick.... I want it in order to recover our true American policy,  which Congress 
has abandoned and which McKinley has betrayed.... I want it to save Cuba from 
the sugar-planters and the syndicates whose cards McKinley will play, and who are 
worse than Spain.”99 After Admiral Dewey’s victory over the Spanish fleet in the 
Philippines, Adams had no qualms in telling Hay what he thought the terms of  the 
peace deal should be:  
 

“For instance, I would propose an armistice based on liberal 
terms like these: Spain recognizes the independence of  Cuba. 
She grants complete autonomy to Porto Rico, on the lines of  
Canadian self-government [sic], and the entire withdrawal of  her 
military and naval occupation, with admission of  the formal 
guaranty of  the United States for the performance of  the con-
tract. The United States shall withdraw her forces from the 
Philippines, on condition of  retaining a harbor of  convenient 
use for a coaling station. In consideration of  these concessions, 
the United States will not exact a war indemnity.”100  

 
These terms, Adams adds,  “ought to imply of  necessity the annexation of  Hawaii 
and the purchase of  St. Thomas.”101 In a letter headed with the words “Read and 
Destroy,” Hay writes back, saying that his peace plan was “almost verbatim” that 
of  his friend, and that the major obstacle would be the Senate (the treaty was nar-
rowly approved because of  the opposition of  the anti-imperialists).102 Again, de-
noting a slight variation in the content of  his letters depending on the 
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correspondent, with a subtle allusion to the anti-imperialists, Adams observes to 
Mrs. Cameron: “On the whole McKinley has done my work well, both in Cuba, in 
Hawaii and here. I believe the field is swept clean of  our old opponents.”103  

Despite thinking that McKinley was “the tool and creature of  America’s 
capitalists,” Adams is satisfied that the peace treaty with Spain proposed by the pres-
ident’s commissioner in the Paris negotiations included the independence of  
Cuba.104 The Treaty of  Paris was ratified by the Senate on February 6, 1899, with 
Cuba only becoming formally an independent nation a few years later on May 20, 
1902. As a result, the island would remain under US control, a situation which was 
far from desirable for its citizens, for it meant that, as Chalfant remarks, “U.S. mil-
itary occupation of  Cuba and Cuban independence were equivalents.”105 

By the early 1900s, Adams had opted for a more distanced position re-
garding the expansionist policies of  McKinley’s administration and his Secretary of  
State: “Having made my great success on Cuba, I have dismissed my Cuban con-
spirators to their various functions in fortune-making, and content myself, like the 
Pope, with giving everybody my blessing.”106 As we read the closing chapters of  The 
Education, we see that Adams is convinced the policies of  the McKinley adminis-
tration were being dictated not by national interest—the rationale behind the Mon-
roe Doctrine—but by the interests of  American capital. Just like Mark Twain, an 
avowed anti-imperialist, Adams is suspicious of  “The Blessings-of-Civilization 
Trust,” whose business plan was to spread civilization and progress throughout the 
world. In an essay entitled “To the Person Sitting in Darkness,” published in the 
February 1901 issue of  the North American Review, Twain had sarcastically described 
the scramble for empire nations such as Germany, England, France, Russia, and 
now the US as “a game,” stating that their true intentions were simply disguised by 
the khaki color of  their troops’ uniforms.107  
 
Conclusions  
The American Congress took no action in response to the report put forward by 
the Committee on Foreign Relations of  which Senator Cameron was a member. 
President Grover Cleveland opposed the joint resolution it recommended, whereby 
the US should recognize the independence of  Cuba, as well as the offer made so as 
to mediate the conflict between the insurgents and the central government in 
Madrid. Consequently, the committee decided against bringing it to the floor of  the 
Senate for debate. The report’s conclusion read as follows: 

 
The practice of  Europe in regard to intervention, as in the in-
stances cited, has been almost invariably harsh and oppressive. 
The practice of  the United States has been almost invariably mild 
and forbearing. Among the precedents which have been so nu-
merously cited here there can be no doubt as to the choice. The 
most moderate is the best. Among these, the attitude taken by 
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President Monroe in 1822 is the only attitude which can properly 
be regarded as obligatory for a similar situation today. The course 
pursued by the United States in the recognition of  Colombia is 
the only course which Congress can consistently adopt.  

 
The senate committee recommend a joint resolution with amendments to read as 
follows: 
 

“Resolved by the Senate and House of  Representatives of  the United States 
of  America in Congress assembled, That the independence of  the Re-
public of  Cuba be, and the same is hereby, acknowledged by the 
United States of  America.”  

 
“Be it further resolved, That the United States will use its friendly 
office with the Government of  Spain to bring to a close the war 
between Spain and the Republic of  Cuba.”108 

 
On February 15, 1898, the explosion on board the USS Maine altered the course of  
diplomatic relations between the US and Spain. It rendered the content of “Recog-
nition” largely ineffectual as President McKinley chose to declare war on Spain in 
his message to Congress on April 11, 1898.  

Adams’ report  lacks detail about what holding on to a “sphere of  influ-
ence” entailed for the US, either economically or geopolitically, but it remains an 
important document to understand the role that he thought his country should play 
among the imperial powers of  the day. It underscores the fact that Adams was no 
mere observer of  the process of  Cuban independence—much less an advocate of  
empire building in the sense of  dominance over or annexation of  territories in far-
away places—bringing to light the extent to which he believed the Monroe Doctrine 
was still a valid proposition to justify US policy for the Americas. The Report also 
illustrates Adams’ commitment to the principle of  self-determination, sanctioning 
the emergence of  an independent Cuba free from Spanish colonialism and the ne-
farious impact of  American capital.  

Adams witnessed the discontinuities between past and present that oc-
curred in the US body politic due to empire building leading him to question US 
expansionism in the form of  colonies in late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century 
America. Unlike members of  the American Anti-Imperialist League, who feared 
the integration of  the Filipinos into the nation’s racial and political make-up, there 
is no hint in Adams’ letters on the subject of  Cuba’s independence to suggest that 
he considered Cubans unfit for government or that supporting their cause for in-
dependence represented a threat to the integrity of  the US body politic. In fact, his 
correspondence is devoid of  any particular anxiety concerning the disordering ef-
fects resulting from the incorporation of  alien populations into the US political na-
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tion, which Amy Kaplan has aptly termed “the anarchy of  empire.”109 “Recogni-
tion” may contribute to the “expanded canon for empire studies” that Susan Gill-
man has alluded to, “drawing on the same history of  additions and revisions to 
other, allied disciplines...”110 Moreover, it may help us to unmask “the culture of  
disavowal” present in the study of  empire to which she has alluded, stressing yet 
again, the fact that the subject has been to some extent neglected in US history and 
historiography.111  

Adams was not unfamiliar with the plight of  European powers, most no-
tably Spain, whose empire was falling apart as a result of  the disruptions occasioned 
by late-nineteenth-century capitalism, remarking to William Hallett Phillips, one of  
his many correspondents: “My heart bleeds for the Spaniards whom I like more 
than any other people in Europe; but poor D. Quixote! He is very dangerous in a 
world of  shop keepers, and can neither run a hotel nor meet his notes. His only 
chance is that the whole concern will go to pieces with him.”112 Although always 
fearful about the impact of  financial capitalism and corporate power on the political 
life of  his country, Adams’ concerns were primarily geopolitical, which is to say, 
with US control over its strategic areas of  influence. In the era of  empire when all 
major industrial powers were engaged in carving up the world into formal or infor-
mal colonies, Adams compels us to think about the repercussions of  global capi-
talism as they relate to the control of  overseas markets and/or territories, 
confirming the idea that commercial expansionism was indeed at the heart of  US 
imperialism. 

Adams considered the outcome of  the Cuban question a personal victory, 
as we can infer from his words to Mrs. Cameron written on December 4, 1898: 
“I’ve won all my stakes. The Spaniards are almost out of  Cuba, and are totally out 
of  Porto [sic] Rico. Our country has asserted its right and power even more em-
phatically than I tried to assert it.”113 He understood that the US was engaged in a 
global competition for economic and political influence from which it could not 
withdraw and that the country had to assert a position of  strength among the con-
cert of  nations of  the day commensurate with the wealth its economy had been 
generating since the end of  Reconstruction.  Throughout his lifetime, Adams never 
quite knew which vocational avenue to take, but he was certainly imbued with, in 
the words of  Merrill Decker, “a desire that his country prosper materially and ex-
pand into a world presence.”114 The fact that the US came out victorious from the 
struggle for global markets in the wake of  the military conflict with Spain was no 
doubt a vindication of  the ideas of  those who favoured imperialist policies with a 
colonial bend. The voices of  those like Adams, who defended US intervention in 
the cause of  Cuban independence but objected to empire building under the dictates 
of  American capital, would continue to emerge sporadically in US political discourse 
only to remind Americans that they, too, had started off  their political life as citizens 
aspiring in principle to a free republic precisely by having rejected the very notion 
of  subjugation to an imperial power. 
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NOTES 
 
1 Much has been written on whether The Education of  Henry Adams (1918) can be 
considered autobiography proper, as scholars have attempted to separate the his-
torical Adams from Henry, the main protagonist of  the work in question. For ex-
ample, Donald Yacovone’s “Tricksterism, Anti-Semitism, and White Supremacy in 
The Education of  Henry Adams: A Centennial Reassessment” (Left History: An Inter-
disciplinary Journal of  Historical Inquiry and Debate 23, no. 2 (Spring/Summer, 2020), 
60-87) underscored the subversive nature of  The Education, “the most dangerous 
book of  the fin de siècle,” arguing that it is neither autobiography nor history, but 
rather a “trickster novel,” whose main character is intrinsically racist and anti-Semitic 
(61-2). Paul A. Bové’s “Giving Thought to America: Intellect and ‘The Education 
of  Henry Adams’” (Critical Inquiry 23, no. 1 (1996), 80-108) also does not seem to 
wish to take Adams at his word, especially when it comes to describing himself  
simply as a “conservative critic of  modern capital,” preferring to see Adams as an 
“oppositional intellectual,” someone committed to bringing about societal change 
through his agency (104). While not dismissing entirely the fictive elements present 
in The Education, I share Brooks D. Simpson’s view that Adams’ personal (and partial) 
account of  his life and times is “part personal recollection, part polemic, and part 
philosophy,” as illustrated in his The Political Education of  Henry Adams (Columbia: 
The University of  South Carolina Press, 1996), x.  
2 Adams’ main biographers, Edward Chalfant and Ernest Samuels, briefly examine 
“Recognition of  Cuban Independence” in their studies. Ernest Samuels, Henry 
Adams—The Major Phase (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 
1984), 171-2 dedicates two pages to the report in the third volume of  his biography 
of  Adams, highlighting the international precedents for acknowledging Cuba’s dec-
laration of  independence. Edward Chalfant, Improvement of  the World: A Biography of  
Henry Adams (Chapel Hill and London: University of  North Carolina Press, 2001), 
chooses to comment more extensively on the report in the notes to the chapter he 
titles “Vision and Revolution.” In it, he addresses the significance of  “Recognition” 
in terms of  Spain-Cuba-US relations, stressing the fact that the recognition of  
Cuba’s independence on the part of  the US would be tantamount to “a political 
counterstroke against Europe which would help solve the problem of  financial dom-
inance of  the United States by European capitalists” (577-8, n. 73). The single most 
important reference to “Recognition” I have encountered is Philip S. Foner’s The 
Spanish Cuban-American War and the Birth of  American Imperialism, 1895-1898 Vol. 1 
(New York: Monthly Review Press, 1972), 185-6, which discusses the report in the 
context of  the debate surrounding the Senate resolutions aimed at recognizing the 
state of  belligerence between the Cuban insurgents and the Spanish authorities, 
though without any indication as to its author. 
3 Henry Adams, Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, “Recognition of  Cuban 
Independence,” 54th Congress, 2nd Session, 1896, S. Rep. 1160, 16. Together with 
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the main twenty-five pages of  the report, some “Additional Views” were filed in 
the Congressional Archives in support of  the document. These consist of  three 
pages of  text, to which were  appended a number of  documents: Appendix No.1, 
a nineteen-page Senate Report from the year 1859 on the subject of  Cuba; Appen-
dix No. 2, a nine-page speech dated February 11, 1859 by Senator Benjamin of  
Louisiana; Appendix No. 3, 42 pages of  materials provided on December 7, 1895 
to the US government by a representative of  the Cuban independence movement; 
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