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Review by Michael Patrick Cullinane, Northumbria University Newcastle 

etermining the motives of foreign policy machinations is an imperfect science, open to much 
interpretation. It is difficult, perhaps impossible, to fully understand the rationale of any United 
States president, let alone the particularly complex calculations made by President Theodore 

Roosevelt, one of the most polygonal men to grace the White House. That makes John M. Thompson’s 
analysis of Roosevelt’s political calculus during the Venezuela crisis of 1902-03 and Santo Domingo crisis in 
1904 such a great value. Thompson attempts to drill down into Roosevelt’s political mind in order to assess 
the role of public opinion in the decision to intervene. 

The Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine perpetuated the United States’ dogmatic commitment to 
American independence from European imperialism, while adding a guarantee to protect that liberty by 
military force, a promise unconsidered by Roosevelt’s predecessors and many of his successors. The Monroe 
Doctrine, and indeed Roosevelt’s Corollary, also derived from U.S. national interests, and historians since the 
1920s (namely Dexter Perkins and Charles Beard) have demonstrated the imperial and self-serving motives 
for isolating the western hemisphere from Europe.1 Thompson contends that at least part of Roosevelt’s 
motives to rethink the Monroe Doctrine derived from public opinion, rather than a ‘Large Policy’ ideal. The 
public distaste for Britain’s and Germany’s naval blockade on Venezuela challenged hemispheric security, and 
that distaste, as much as Roosevelt’s personal hope to secure U.S. hegemony in the Americas, coloured his 
decision making. As public criticism of European efforts to recoup financial losses by force gradually increased 
in the pages of daily U.S. newspapers, Thompson contends that Roosevelt felt a need to get out ahead of 
public opinion and show that he was leading the way to a peaceful settlement that adhered to the anti-
colonialism of the Monroe Doctrine. Thompson’s analysis of German newspapers and New York Republican 
presses helps explain how Roosevelt went from tepid support for European intervention at the outset of the 

                                                       
1 Dexter Perkins, The Monroe Doctrine, 1823-26 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1927), 79-94; Charles 

and Mary Beard, The Rise of American Civilization (New York: Macmillan, 1930), 480-537. 
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crisis to the antagonist of foreign military involvement. What’s more, Thompson argues, if the President did 
not take such a course, the Democrats would have. 

But whether Roosevelt’s reaction to the European blockade and his corollary to the Monroe Doctrine relate to 
the 1904 election is debatable. It is impossible to draw definitive correlations, and yet this in no way disrupts 
the thrust of Thompson’s case. Roosevelt clearly considered public opinion and domestic politics when 
making decisions about foreign relations, and in many cases, some even before the Venezuela crisis, he 
demonstrated a penchant for reconsidering policies as a result of public opinion. In addition to the debt-
collection crises in the Americas, Thompson could have mentioned Roosevelt’s reaction to the Philippine 
atrocities scandal that came to light in early 1902 and culminated with Roosevelt’s Memorial Day speech that 
changed U.S. policy in the archipelago. That shift was followed by his July 4 declaration that officially ended 
the Philippine-American War (the war continued for years despite the declaration). Under pressure from anti-
imperialists in the press who convinced mainstream newspapers to condemn the atrocities and call for 
Secretary of State Elihu Root’s resignation, Roosevelt was compelled to temper the McKinley policy of 
“benevolent assimilation” and transform a military-style governorship into a quasi-democratic protectorate 
with an elected Filipino Assembly. Likewise, Roosevelt’s nomination as Republican Party candidate in 1904 
was punctuated at the national convention with demands on Morocco to return the American citizen Ion 
Perdicaris, who was kidnapped by the Berber bandit Mulai al Raisuli. Secretary of State John Hay furnished 
the policy ultimatum: ‘Perdicaris Alive or Raisuli Dead,’ and the convention floor complied with raucous 
cheers that electrified what was a dull political affair. A final example: the 1907 Gentleman’s Agreement with 
Japan moderated non-skilled immigration and Roosevelt deftly yielded to xenophobic public opinion on the 
west coast without completely alienating the Land of the Rising Sun. 

Thompson’s thesis and timeline raise interesting questions about leadership and agency. Presuming his thesis 
that Americans felt more passionately about foreign relations than historians originally suspected, and that 
Roosevelt closely watched the press for indications of popular sentiment before communicating policy, how 
much should we revise the prevailing historiography? Should we investigate the current consensus that 
Roosevelt’s adroit statesmanship is responsible for the shift toward modern internationalism? Did Roosevelt, 
as Doris Kearns Goodwin claims in her recent biography, educate the press and public on his policies, or was 
he listening to the mob?2 Thompson comes down somewhere in between the extremities, going only so far as 
to say that Roosevelt listened and led, attempting to outmanoeuvre Democratic public(s) and using journalists 
to help make the Republican case for the United States as a major world power.  Roosevelt’s policies, as 
Thompson concludes, passed through a crucible of considerations that led to modifications, secret diplomacy, 
and on some occasions hamstrung the President’s intentions. This article is a good reminder to pay attention 
to public(s), the press, and the politicking of presidents, but Thompson does not go so far to induce a 
historiographical revision of Roosevelt’s role in decision making. Roosevelt still bears responsibility for foreign 
policy and his ‘stewardship’ model of the presidency prevails in this article as much as it does in Roosevelt’s 
own writings.  

Among the gems of research here are Thompson’s analysis of popular U.S. presses and the common ground 
shared by German-American and Irish-American ethnic minorities. Both considered Roosevelt’s Latin 
American policies as pro-British. German-Americans wished for Roosevelt to show more support for the 

                                                       
2 Doris Kearns Goodwin, The Bully Pulpit: Theodore Roosevelt, William Howard Taft and the Golden Age of 

Journalism (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2013). 
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Kaiser, and the nearly blind Anglophobic disdain for British policies led Irish-Americans to favour Germany. 
Thompson’s research does well to connect newspapers like the New York Staats-Zeitung to these public 
audiences, and these audiences with political parties (Democrats) who made issue out of such widely held 
opinions about the Monroe Doctrine. Counting these minorities is critical to the election of 1904, and 
particularly in Roosevelt’s home state of New York where their numbers are most pronounced. That said, if I 
have one complaint, it is that Thompson ignores the other vital public(s) that chimed in on this matter (I 
fully admit this is a completely unfair complaint given Thompson has written an article here, not a book!). 
Arbitration societies and international law activists played an important role in Roosevelt’s decision making 
and broadly disseminated their opinions in newsletters and proceedings of meetings. African Americans, 
somewhat ironically, shared many of the same concerns with Democrats when it came to anti-imperialism 
and questioned the benefits of internationalism in newspapers like The Colored American. In short, the chorus 
was larger, even if the refrain sounded the same. 
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