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2nd Book Review.  Nearing, Scott and Josh Freeman, Dollar Diplomacy: A Study in American Imperialism, New York, Viking Press: 1925.

Upon reading Dollar Diplomacy 85 years after its original publication, one cannot help but wonder why there was ever serious discussion as to whether or not the United States has been an imperialist country.  Relying predominantly on government records, Scott Nearing and Josh Freeman make a timely and incontrovertible argument that the United States in the early 20th century was not only firmly amongst the imperial powers but that it was also an innovator in imperial strategies.  


Nearing and Freeman also use company records and second-hand sources to buttress their argument and to show that their take on American foreign policy was not uncommon among scholars at the time.  Reading the work now, one can gain a sense of the scholarship that the anti-imperial activists of the WWI era may have cited to defend their views.  One of the book’s strengths is its absence of rhetoric.  The authors insist that their book is not a history of American imperialism.  Instead, they seek to enlighten the reader by examining specific cases in which the economic and political interests of the United States “have come into collision with the economic and political interests of certain ‘undeveloped’ countries.”
  Although it is titled “Dollar Diplomacy,” the book examines more than just the financial involvement of the U.S. in other countries.  Instead, it examines the diplomatic and military assistance given by the government to support U.S. economic interests abroad.

The book, which seems intended for both the scholar and the lay person, is well structured for the task.  Part A deals with economic conditions which gave rise to American Imperialism.  Part B, entitled “Imperialism in Action” overviews many instances of the “collision” of U.S. and foreign interests.  The final section addresses the stages of American Imperialism and how they can be viewed as parts of a whole.


In the first section, the authors examine the rapid growth of the U.S. economy in the late 1800s and early 1900s.  This growth was facilitated by a host of reasons but the authors interestingly cite the immigration of work-ready adults and a high savings rate.
  By the 1920s the U.S. had become a creditor nation and could be considered a “great financial empire.”  When the U.S. reached this phase it was confronted with what the authors refer to as three options for continued growth.  For Nearing and Freeman these options were to seek out raw materials to maintain home industry, search for markets that can absorb excess production, and find outside business opportunities.  In the following pages, the authors show how the U.S. took advantage of all three options.   


Nearing and Freeman are especially insightful in describing some of the relatively gradual imperial strategies that the U.S. has used.  One such strategy is the carving out of a “sphere of influence."  The steps to creating a sphere of interest are threefold.  First, investors secure an important area on the coast of the host country.  They then build a railroad or extract natural resources in order to begin taking control over the economy of the burgeoning sphere.  As the investors are backed by the aggressor country, they are able to secure the loans and concessions which further their economic entrenchment in the area.  Finally, the governments behind the investors demand that the host country not alienate the territory under foreign influence.


The authors discuss the host of ways in which American imperialism is carried out and the bumps along the way.   To elucidate competition between imperial interests the authors discuss the Lansing-Ishii treaty.   This was a secret pact between the U.S. and Japan concerning how to divide their interests in China.
  Nearing and Freeman use the term “regulation” to describe "interference with the internal politics of foreign states which does not extend to the point of(extensive) military intervention and occupation."  They use U.S. involvement in Hawaii, Panama and Mexico as examples of regulation.   

In their discussion of U.S. regulation of Mexico during the Revolutionary Period, the authors shows how the Wilson administration gradually became involved in Mexican affairs.  U.S. business interests provided the main impetus for this involvement.   Instead of just outlining U.S. actions, Nearing and Freeman do a good job of describing the changing nature of the situation in Mexico as well.
  The authors also note the opportunistic nature of the Wilson administration.  For example, the Wilson government used the Tampico Flag incident as an excuse to take over Veracruz.  There were many issues circulating at the time, including Germany’s delivery of arms to the Huerta regime, but Wilson was able to use the desecration of the American flag as a primary motive for the operation.  The real purpose of the invasion, of course, was "the removal of Huerta and the installation of the Constitutionalist."


Although, the book focuses on political and military history, the authors at times alternate between events on the ground and contemporaneous perspectives on those events.  For example, the authors note the "general disrespect of American control" that characterized Cuban rejection of the Platt Amendment.  They go on to note that this dissatisfaction "was somewhat assuaged by repeated and emphatic assurances by American officials that the United States had no ulterior motives.
  In discussing the aftermath of American dominance of Cuba the authors quote another historian who says that the Cuba is "no more independent than Long Island."
  The authors also depict supporters of Imperial policy.  In reference to America's efforts to depose Victoriano Huerta, the wife of the American Charge d'Affaires in Mexico City simply declares that "might is right” and adds that "we can begin to teach it in the schools."


Nearing, the principal author, was trained as an economist and was highly active as a socialist speaker and writer.  In 1918 he was charged under the Espionage Act for an anti-war pamphlet he authored.  Despite his radical background, he comes across as an even keeled writer.  This type of writing is as valuable in the early 1900s as it is now because it uses unaltered historical facts to paint a picture of historical injustice. 
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