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Review by Tyler Bamford, Temple University 

n his article “Filling the Void?: Anglo-American Strategic Relations, Philippine Independence, and the 
Containment of Japan, 1932-1937,” Greg Kennedy examines the United States’ decision to grant the 
Philippines independence in 1932 and its impact on Anglo-American strategic relations. After Congress 

granted the Philippines independence because it opposed the importing of cheap Philippine goods and the 
immigration of Philippine laborers, it was left to the U.S. State and War Departments to confront the 
strategic consequences. British diplomats also saw Philippine independence as a major threat to stability in a 
region already threatened by Japanese aggression. Kennedy uses a wide range of American and British sources 
to argue that the two nations’ concerns over maintaining the status quo power balance in the Pacific and 
protecting their strategic interests led to closer cooperation and better understanding between their diplomats 
and leaders. The resulting informal strategic relationship laid the foundation for the Anglo-American alliance 
in World War II. 

It is challenging to define and identify any informal international relationship, but Kennedy makes a 
persuasive case for the existence of an Anglo-American one using sources from a variety of organizations and 
individuals. Kennedy demonstrates the relationship’s existence using the personal and official correspondence 
of private citizens, military officers, Foreign Office, and State Department officials, all of whom addressed 
strategic issues in some way. All of these groups had their own reasons for supporting closer Anglo-American 
coordination, and they largely succeeded in fostering productive relations prior to the more formalized Anglo-
American relationship after the start of World War II (850).  

The favorable opinions of these officials did not form instantaneously and became stronger with time. 
Kennedy hints at this as his characters gradually became more receptive to the idea of a partnership after 
1933. Moreover, though the prevailing opinion in Great Britain and the United States favored cooperation, a 
minority of private citizens, diplomats, and military men in both nations remained deeply suspicious of their 
foreign counterparts as potential economic and military rivals. American Anglophobes especially restricted 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s formal options toward closer ties (843). Many British politicians similarly 
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wanted to avoid formal alliances that might restrict their freedom of action, or worse, antagonize Japan or 
Germany. Timing and the careful gauging of public opinion greatly factored into calculations at the higher 
levels. As Kennedy notes, Roosevelt was willing to communicate stronger assurances of cooperation to British 
officials after his reelection in 1936 (848).  

In the period examined, 1932-1937, the Philippines was one of the most pressing strategic issues in the 
Pacific for both nations. It was also an issue where the interests of the two nations aligned. As recently as two 
decades ago, historians regularly dismissed the Anglo-American relationship before 1937 as one fraught with 
economic and trade disputes and a lack of constructive engagement.1 Since then, other scholars have asserted 
that Anglo-American strategic relations improved markedly in the 1930s in response to German and Japanese 
aggressions.2 Kennedy takes this assertion further to explain how better relations developed in the realm of 
strategy as well as what they meant in a practical sense. He highlights mid-level decision makers because their 
regular interactions with their foreign counterparts clearly showed the shift in strategic thinking in both 
nations. For example, Stanley K. Hornbeck, head of the Far East Department in the U.S. State Department, 
advocated consistently for a tough approach to Japan and closer cooperation with Great Britain in the Pacific 
(845). Similarly, Sir Robert Craigie, who headed the American Department of the Foreign Office, was one of 
the first to predict the challenges of Philippine Independence if the Washington Naval Treaty system broke 
down (839). These professionals strongly influenced the policies and decisions of their respective 
governments, and Kennedy goes to great lengths in demonstrating the extent of contacts between various 
individuals. Because both the United States and Great Britain had extensive investments and colonial 
possessions in the region, the Pacific was the natural basis for the Anglo-American strategic relationship. Their 
unwillingness to make strategic commitments in Europe further elevated the importance of the Far East 
(837).  

The figure of Philippine President Manuel L. Quezon adds a final key element in Kennedy’s article. Quezon’s 
overtures to the British Foreign Office and its responses give a crucial glimpse into British strategic goals. 
British reticence in communicating with the Philippine President demonstrated the British government’s 
unwillingness to risk offending its American counterparts. The British aversion to absorbing the Philippines 
into the Commonwealth also revealed Britain’s strong preference for maintaining the U.S. presence in the 
region and a wish to avoid provoking Japanese recriminations by expanding the British Empire.  

Kennedy’s article takes the inevitability out of the Anglo-American strategic relationship. During any 
exchange, unilateral action in the Foreign Office or U.S. State Department could have derailed cooperation. 
Kennedy is one of a growing number of historians to demonstrate the importance of mid-level officials, and 
he bolsters the argument that understanding their work is indispensable to revealing the true nature of 
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international relations.3 No case study illustrates this better than British and American strategic concerns over 
the Philippines.  

 

Tyler Bamford is a Ph.D. Candidate at Temple University. He studies Anglo-American military relations in 
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