THEODORE ROOSEVELT’S SPEECH BEFORE THE HAMILTON CLUB,
CHICAGO, APRIL 10, 1899

Roosevelt is known best as the American President who began American imperialism
with the acquisition of Cuba and the Philippines, but he also advocated that the US use
its military throughout Latin America and the Caribbean, whenever and wherever it was
appropriate, and without asking the countries concerned. What are Roosevelt’s
Justifications for unilateral military action?

We do not admire the man of timid peace. We admire the man who embodies
victorious effort; the man who never wrongs his neighbor, who is prompt to help a friend,
but who has those virile qualities necessary to win in the stern strife of actual life. It is
hard to fail, but it is worse never to have tried to succeed. In this life we get nothing save
by effort....A mere life of ease is not in the end a very satisfactory life, and, above all, it
is a life which ultimately unfits those who follow it for serious work in the world....When
men fear work or fear righteous war, when women fear motherhood, they tremble on the
brink of doom; and well it is that they should vanish from the earth, where they are fit
subjects for the scorn of all men and women who are themselves strong and brave and
high-minded.

We of this generation do not have to face a task such as that our fathers faced,
but we have our tasks, and woe to us if we fail to perform them! We cannot, if we would,
play the part of China, and be content to rot by inches in ignoble ease within our
borders...until suddenly we should find, beyond a shadow of question, what China has
already found, that in this world the nation that has trained itself to a career of unwarlike
and isolated ease is bound, in the end, to go down before other nations which have not
lost the manly and adventurous qualities. If we are to be a really great people, we must
strive in good faith to play a great part in the world. We cannot avoid meeting great
issues. All that we can determine for ourselves is whether we shall meet them well or ill.
In 1898 we could not help being brought face to face with the problem of war with Spain.
All we could decide was whether we should shrink like cowards from the contest, or
enter into it as beseemed a brave and high-spirited people; and, once in, whether failure
or success should crown our banners. So it is now. We cannot avoid the responsibilities
that confront us in Hawaii, Cuba, Porto Rico, and the Philippines. All we can decide is
whether we shall meet them in a way that will redound to the national credit, or whether
we shall make of our dealings with these new problems a dark and shameful page in our
history. To refuse to deal with them at all merely amounts to dealing with them badly.

The guns that thundered off Manila and Santiago left us echoes of glory, but they
also left us a legacy of duty. If we drove out a medieval tyranny only to make room for
savage anarchy, we had better not have begun the task at all. It is worse than idle to say
that we have no duty to perform, and can leave to their fates the islands we have
conquered. Such a course would be the course of infamy. It would be followed at once by
utter chaos in the wretched islands themselves. Some stronger, manlier power would have
to step in and do the work, and we would have shown ourselves weaklings, unable to



carry to successful completion the labors that great and high-spirited nations are eager to
undertake.

.... The army and the navy are the sword and the shield which this nation must
carry if she is to do her duty among the nations of the earth—if she is not to stand merely
as the China of the western hemisphere. Our proper conduct toward the tropic islands we
have wrested from Spain is merely the form which our duty has taken at the moment. Of
course we are bound to handle the affairs of our own household well. We must see that
there is civic honesty, civic cleanliness, civic good sense in our home administration of
city, State, and nation. We must strive for honesty in office, for honesty toward the
creditors of the nation and of the individual;, for the widest freedom of individual
initiative where possible, and for the wisest control of individual initiative where it is
hostile to the welfare of the many. But because we set our own household in order we are
not thereby excused from playing our part in the great affairs of the world. A man's first
duty is to his own home, but he is not thereby excused from doing his duty to the State;
for if he fails in this second duty it is under the penalty of ceasing to be a freeman. In the
same way, while a nation's first duty is within its own borders, it is not thereby absolved
from facing its duties in the world as a whole; and if it refuses to do so, it merely forfeits
its right to struggle for a place among the peoples that shape the destiny of mankind.

The wisest and most far-seeing champions of peace will ever remember that... it
can often be obtained only at the cost of war.

.... Wars between civilized communities are very dreadful, and as nations grow
more and more civilized we have every reason, not merely to hope, but to believe that
they will grow rarer and rarer. Even with civilized peoples, as was shown by our own
experience in 1861, it may be necessary at last to draw the sword rather than to submit to
wrong-doing. But a very marked feature in the world-history of the present century has
been the growing infrequency of wars between great civilized nations. The Peace
Conference at The Hague is but one of the signs of this growth. I am among those who
believe that much was accomplished at that conference, and I am proud of the leading
position taken in the conference by our delegates. Incidentally I may mention that the
testimony is unanimous that they were able to take this leading position chiefly because
we had just emerged victorious from our most righteous war with Spain. Scant attention
is paid to the weakling or the coward who babbles of peace; but due heed is given to the
strong man with sword girt on thigh who preaches peace, not from ignoble motives, not
from fear or distrust of his own powers, but from a deep sense of moral obligation.

Every expansion of civilization makes for peace. In other words, every expansion
of a great civilized power means a victory for law, order, and righteousness. This has
been the case in every instance of expansion during the present century, whether the
expanding power were France or England, Russia or America. In every instance the
expansion has been of benefit, not so much to the power nominally benefited, as to the
whole world. In every instance the result proved that the expanding power was doing a
duty to civilization far greater and more important than could have been done by any
stationary power... The rule of law and of order has succeeded to the rule of barbarous
and bloody violence. Until the great civilized nations stepped in there was no chance for
anything but...bloody violence.



