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This 1898 Clifford K. Berryman cartoon from the Washington Post depicts tensions that arose between the United 
States and European imperialists in Asia after the American victory over Spain in 1898. Jealous of the newfound 
U.S. influence in Asia and the Pacific, and seeking to retain control of the Philippines and other Pacific islands,  
Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany struggles to hold shut the door to the “East” as Uncle Sam’s oversized leg squeezes 
through the opening.
Image courtesy of the National Archives and Records Administration

 Exclusion and Empire
1898–1941

Around midnight, May 1, 1898, nine U.S. warships slipped past the strangely 
quiet guns on Corregidor Island, past the old Spanish fort guarding the entrance 
to Manila Bay, and sailed silently toward the Philippines’ capital city. After about 
five hours, the U.S. Navy’s Asiatic Squadron dipped down close to Sangley Point, 
just to the southwest of Manila, where a dozen Spanish ships rested at anchor. As 
dawn broke, the Luneta battery onshore began firing at the intruders.

Manuel L. Quezon, a 19-year-old law student in Manila, woke to the cannon 
fire and ran to the beach as Spanish forces lobbed volley after volley at the 
American squadron. Then, at 5:40 a.m., U.S. Commodore George Dewey gave 
the command to open fire. The American warships sailed in an elliptical pattern, 
each one emptying a broadside into the Spanish fleet before circling back around. 
Two hours later, Dewey broke off contact and sailed out into the bay. Quezon 
remembered hearing cheers of “Viva España!” until the Spanish ships began 
sinking into the shallow waters off Cavite. By 12:30 that afternoon, the Spanish 
forces had surrendered.1

What Quezon saw from the beaches of Manila Bay was the dawn of America’s 
overseas empire. In a sudden energetic burst, the country defeated Spain in the 
War of 1898 (traditionally called the Spanish-American War) and took control 
of territory in the Caribbean while, in the Pacific, the United States annexed the 
Philippines and negotiated to obtain Hawaii.2 
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34  H   ASIAN AND PACIFIC ISLANDER AMERICANS IN CONGRESS

What became a relatively straightforward conflict—U.S. diplomat John Hay, 
speaking for many at the time, famously boasted that it was a “splendid little 
war”—gave way to enormously complicated ramifications.3 Since 1789 American 
policymakers had encouraged the country’s often violent westward expansion—
displacing many American Indian nations as eastern settlers established new 
towns, territories, and, eventually, states on the push toward the Pacific coast. 
Beginning in 1898, Congress, for the first time in American history, became 
responsible for overseeing territories that existed beyond the shores of North 
America. Millions of new people were suddenly swept up into America’s global 
footprint. Their very presence challenged long-held assumptions about citizenship 
and race and forced Congress to confront what it meant to be American.4 Would 
the islands become states, and would their inhabitants become citizens? Was  
there room in the national narrative for Filipinos, Native Hawaiians, and other 
Pacific Islanders?

Congress, of course, had been wrestling with those questions since the 
mid-19th century, when immigrants from China and Japan began coming 
to America to work the gold mines, build the railroads, and tend the farms 
along the Pacific coast. Since 1868, with the ratification of the Fourteenth 
Amendment, the Constitution had guaranteed citizenship rights to people born 
on U.S. soil, regardless of whether they were white and lived in Massachusetts or 
whether they had once been enslaved in Mississippi. Since 1870 both white and 
black immigrants qualified for naturalization. 

But as the number of Asian immigrants rose out west, Congress developed 
laws targeting them specifically. Over the course of 70 years, federal legislators 
and the courts worked to bar immigrants from China and Japan from coming 
to America while prohibiting those already stateside from becoming naturalized 
citizens. These exclusion acts were compounded by state laws that prevented 
Asian immigrants from owning land or participating in the political process in 
any way. This simple fact, more than anything, explains why there is not a single 
Asian or Pacific Islander American elected as a voting Representative or Senator 
before 1956. 

This 1898 Kurz & Allison lithograph 
depicts the Battle of Manila Bay on May 1, 
1898, which marked the dawn of America’s 
overseas empire.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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Although this essay begins in the 1850s, the bulk of it covers the years 
between the War of 1898 and World War II. We have split it into two sections. 
The first section covers nearly a century of U.S. immigration law and explains 
how Congress and the western states, especially, envisioned and erected a 
policy of exclusion that systematically prevented people of Asian descent from 
integrating into American society. The second part investigates the history 
of America’s global reach in the Pacific: the debates for and against acquiring 
new territory, Congress’s approach to designing the territorial governments 
in the Philippines and Hawaii, territorial representation on Capitol Hill, the 
commercial relationship between mainland America and its overseas possessions, 
and the decades-long debates about independence and statehood. 

Although the Philippine and Hawaiian “questions” entered the national 
conversation around the same time, the island territories had remarkably 
different experiences, culminating in starkly different results. In 1946 the 
Philippines, which from the start saw itself as a separate nation entirely, became 
the only territory in American history with representation in Congress to gain 
its independence. Meanwhile, by the 1940s, Hawaii was clearing a path to 
statehood. Because of this vast split, their stories are told separately. Although 
the end date for this chapter is 1941, we have extended the section on the 
Philippines an extra five years to 1946. From a narrative standpoint, this allows 
us to cover the entire scope of the Philippines as an American territory, from its 
acquisition all the way up to its independence. 

In 1900 Hawaiian Delegate Robert W. Wilcox, whose mother was 
Polynesian, became the first Asian Pacific American (APA) Member of Congress. 
Less than 10 years later, Benito Legarda and Pablo Ocampo were sworn in as the 
first Resident Commissioners from the Philippines. Over the next five decades, 
15 more APA Members served on Capitol Hill as either a Delegate from Hawaii 
(five total) or as a Resident Commissioner from the Philippines (13 total). For 
the 18 APA Members of Congress featured in this section, racism, exclusion, 
and imperialism were not abstract concepts. They were the products of everyday 
life, frequently dictating their personal legislative agendas and determining the 
very nature of their constituents’ relationship with the federal government. 

The two Resident Commissioners from 
the Philippine Islands, Isauro Gabaldon 
(pictured fourth from left) and Pedro 
Guevara (tenth from left), gather with a 
group of Filipino independence lobbyists 
and activists in Washington, DC, in 1923.
Image courtesy of the Filipinas Heritage Library
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The title of this section, “Exclusion and Empire,” is meant to underscore the 
two major forces at work in the United States’ policy toward the Pacific prior 
to World War II: the process of expanding America’s global presence while 
simultaneously restricting who could belong. In large measure, the two themes 
informed each other. By the time Congress assumed control over territory in 
the Pacific, it had decades of experience excluding people of Asian descent—
especially the Chinese—from the American story. Over the next 40 years, as 
Congress supervised territorial governments in the Philippines and Hawaii, 
lawmakers continued to revise the requirements for citizenship. 

FIRST ARRIVALS, FIRST REACTIONS
In the half-century between the California Gold Rush and the War of 1898, 
young men primarily from China and Japan flocked to the western states to fill 
an untold number of jobs brought about by America’s push across the continent. 
The West was sparsely populated, and demand for labor was high. The influx 
of Asian workers, however, created a volatile mix of hostility and resentment 
among the region’s white population that reverberated across the next few 
generations. On Capitol Hill, such anxieties were routinely codified into law. 
Even though America was home to thousands of Asian immigrants, they were 
almost completely prohibited from participating in the political process and 
were frequently ostracized from American society. 

Beginning in 1849, Chinese immigrants came to California for the same 
reason everyone else did: to get rich mining gold. But when the federal 
government began a spirited race to build the western leg of the transcontinental 
railroad, American companies hired Chinese laborers by the thousands.5 
Chinese merchants followed, setting up shops that catered to the immigrants. 
Many became labor brokers themselves.6 In 1868 the United States and 
China negotiated the Treaty of Trade, Consuls, and Emigration, known as the 
Burlingame Treaty, which established a reciprocal relationship for the movement 
of people and goods between the two countries.7 

This 1869 cartoon from Frank Leslie’s 
Illustrated Newspaper depicts the completion 
of the transcontinental railroad that connected 
the nation’s coasts. Thousands of Chinese 
laborers laid track for the railroad, and 
Chinese merchants followed the construction. 
The predominantly white frontier population 
reacted by adopting anti-Chinese sentiments. 
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

Asian immigrants played a key role in the 
development of the western United States. 
A photographer documented this team 
of Chinese men in Deadwood, Dakota 
Territory, in 1888.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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Chinese Exclusion
The influx of Chinese into California during the 1850s and 1860s did not sit 
well with the white frontier population. The two groups were vastly different, 
and what white Californians did not understand they began to fear. It was not 
long before an anti-Chinese movement took root. In response, the California 
legislature produced an astonishing crop of laws hostile to the Chinese that 
raised taxes, discouraged immigration, restricted educational opportunities, and 
limited due process.8 

When the transcontinental railroad was completed in 1869, thousands of 
Chinese laborers were suddenly left unemployed. Many returned to the West 
Coast, where anti-Chinese violence and labor unrest soon flared up. In late 
October 1871, for instance, “the largest mass lynching in U.S. history,” as 
described by historian Erika Lee, took place in Los Angeles when a mob of 500 
killed 17 Chinese in response to the shooting of a police officer.9 

Over the next decade, Congress clamped down on Chinese immigration, 
recommending changes to both the Burlingame Treaty and existing immigration 
laws.10 Presidential administrations went along with the effort by negotiating 
a new treaty ratified in 1881 that empowered Congress to “regulate, limit, or 
suspend” the flow of Chinese laborers into America.11

That year Congress doubled down on its anti-Chinese position and passed a 
bill that closed Chinese labor immigration for 20 years and excluded Chinese 
immigrants from becoming naturalized citizens. Business interests pushed 
back and President Chester A. Arthur vetoed the measure, but he hinted that a 
shorter suspension would work. Within months, a new bill had been approved 
that closed Chinese immigration for 10 years.12 

The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 imposed the first restrictions on 
immigration in U.S. history. Like clockwork, Congress extended its provisions, 
including the citizenship prohibition, every 10 years. With the backing of the 
Supreme Court, subsequent renewals and amendments expanded the original 
act.13 By 1892 Congress had streamlined deportation procedures and required 
Chinese immigrants to carry a certificate of residence. Six years later, Congress 
banned Chinese laborers living in Hawaii from entering the mainland. The ban 
against Chinese immigrants became permanent in 1904.14

Japanese Immigration and Exclusion
During the 19th century, Japan modernized its economy and, in the process, 
became a rising world power. Following Chinese exclusion, significant numbers 
of Japanese came to the United States to attend America’s schools and work as 
diplomats and entrepreneurs. Unlike China, which had a weak central state and 
thus did not closely monitor its citizens living abroad, Japan’s government, with 
its strong administrative structure, played an active role recruiting and vetting 
immigrants. In an effort to make sure Japanese immigrants avoided the kind 
of discrimination that befell the Chinese, Japanese envoys regularly checked on 
living conditions in the States.15 

At the time, the Japanese presence on the mainland remained small and 
never approached the number of Chinese living on the West Coast, although 
their numbers in Hawaii before annexation were substantial.16 The vigilance 

President Chester A. Arthur signed the 
Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882, which 
placed the first restrictions on immigration 
in U.S. history. The law specifically targeted 
Chinese immigration.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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of the Japanese government, which included formal inquiries and high-level 
diplomacy, helped solve problems before they worsened. America’s expanding 
territorial footprint in the Pacific also contributed to the relationship: 
Washington sought to maintain good relations with Japan rather than risk its 
interests in the Philippines.17 

Combined, those factors help explain the early lack of widespread anti-
Japanese agitation beyond a few local hot spots like San Francisco, where 
several violent incidents occurred in the 1890s. By 1900, however, Japanese 
immigration had been swept up into larger anti-Asian movements.18 “Chinese 
and Japanese … are not the stuff of which American citizens can be made,” 
proclaimed San Francisco Mayor and future U.S. Senator James D. Phelan, 
ignoring the reality that the Constitution conferred citizenship to the children 
of Asian immigrants born in America. Although the Japanese government 
responded by halting passports for laborers, immigrants continued to travel 
freely from America’s territories to the mainland.19

As more and more Japanese immigrants arrived to work on the West Coast, 
anti-Japanese agitation took hold especially in California, where the state 
government routinely petitioned Congress for wholesale Japanese exclusion.20 
Despite a short period of goodwill after Japan gave San Francisco a substantial 
donation to recover from a massive earthquake, anti-Japanese policies soon re-
emerged.21 In the fall of 1906, the San Francisco board of education announced 
that all Japanese children would attend segregated schools.22 Japan’s government 
criticized the measure, and in just a short while the United States had been 
whipped into a full-blown war scare before the city finally rescinded the 
segregation order. Only a few months later tempers flared again when mobs of 
California nativists attacked Japanese businesses during a San Francisco streetcar 
strike.23 War threatened again, but President Theodore Roosevelt defused the 
situation before it escalated.24

Roosevelt was ever the optimist, but it all led him to a distressing thought: 
“I have been reluctantly forced to the conclusion that it is indispensable for the 
Japanese to be kept from coming in any numbers as settlers to the United States.”25

In the early 1900s, President Theodore 
Roosevelt grappled with the segregation of 
Japanese children in San Francisco schools 
and nativist attacks on Japanese businesses. 
He reluctantly decided to restrict Japanese 
immigration.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

This image is a section of a panoramic 
photograph of San Francisco from California 
Street Hill published by Thomas C. Russell in 
1877. San Francisco would later become the 
site of anti-Japanese violence in the 1890s. 
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

As mayor of San Francisco from 1897  
to 1902, James D. Phelan publicly espoused 
anti-Chinese and anti-Japanese views. 
Phelan later served as a U.S. Senator  
from California from 1915 to 1921.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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Alien Land Laws and Citizenship
During the first two decades of the 20th century, the state of California 
enhanced its already stringent anti-Asian policies and explored ways to restrict 
the property rights of Japanese immigrants, further excluding them from 
American society.26 

The process culminated in 1913, when the state government passed an act 
prohibiting “aliens ineligible to citizenship”—almost universally people of Asian 
descent—from owning land in California. As U.S. nationals, Filipinos were 
eligible for entry in the United States, but still ineligible for naturalization. 
Other states, particularly Oregon and Washington, passed their own laws based 
on California’s formula.27

As a result, many issei—first-generation Japanese immigrants—registered 
property in the name of their native-born children. Others had to lease or own 
land using a corporation held in trust for their children. But California closed 
even these loopholes in 1920.28

The federal courts, moreover, sided with the states. In November 1923, the 
U.S. Supreme Court upheld both California’s and Washington’s alien land laws 
as well as a handful of other restrictions. Over the next two decades, California 
strengthened its property laws, even going so far as to seize land and assets from 
Japanese Americans incarcerated during World War II.29 

But by the late 1940s, public opinion on the issue had started to shift, and 
the federal courts began reversing their earlier decisions. On April 17, 1952, 
in Sei Fujii v. California, the California supreme court declared the land 
laws unconstitutional. California voters finally erased the policy in a public 
referendum in November 1956. Washington State removed the country’s last 
alien land law in 1966.30 

In March 1790, Congress debated America’s 
first immigration law. The bill allowed a 
“free white person” to petition for U.S. 
citizenship after two years of residency. 
Congress quickly approved the bill, and the 
Naturalization Act of 1790 became law on 
March 26, 1790.
Image courtesy of the National Archives  
and Records Administration
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At the root of the issue were the country’s qualifications for citizenship, and 
for much of U.S. history, the courts severely circumscribed who was eligible 
to become a naturalized citizen. For 80 years (1790–1870) only “free white 
persons” qualified. In 1870 Congress added “persons of African descent.”31 For 
Asian immigrants, in the second half of the 19th century there was no standard 
national practice. At the time, local judges determined who was eligible for 
naturalization on a case-by-case basis. As immigrant numbers increased early 
in the 20th century, national eligibility requirements became a major issue. In 
a handful of cases that made it to the U.S. Supreme Court, Asian-American 
leaders decided to test whether Japanese immigrants could be classified as 
“white” for purposes of naturalization.32 

In the early 1920s, the Supreme Court decided two significant cases that 
demonstrated the historical malleability of ideas about race. In Ozawa v. United 
States, the court validated the category of “aliens ineligible to citizenship” by 
arguing that, “The federal and state courts, in an almost unbroken line, have 
held that the words ‘white person’ [in the 1870 Naturalization Act] were meant 
to indicate only a person of what is popularly known as the Caucasian race.”33 
This 1922 decision meant that Takao Ozawa could not classify as white and 
was disqualified from naturalized citizenship.34 A year later, in United States v. 
Bhagat Singh Thind, an immigrant from the Punjab in India-who had served in 
the U.S. Army during World War I-claimed the right to become a naturalized 
American citizen. The Justices, however, unanimously agreed that Thind’s 
ethnicity fell beyond the bounds of what “the common man” understood 
to classify as white. In doing so, the court upheld the ban against Thind, in 
particular, and Asian Indians, generally.35

Toward Total Exclusion
At a policy level, citizenship remained perhaps the most powerful tool at 
Congress’s disposal and, during the 1910s, the national legislature completely 
overhauled the country’s immigration laws. For the first time, the federal 
government prohibited people from whole areas of the globe—not just 
individual countries—from coming to America. During World War I, fears 
of espionage and sabotage encouraged the United States to clamp down on 
visas, giving Congress time to consider bigger and broader reform. With 
the Immigration Act of 1924, the effort to codify total bans culminated in a 
restrictive national origins quota system built on the legal invention of “aliens 
ineligible for citizenship” popular in various state laws.

As anti-Asian feelings grew more pronounced, immigrants from India—
many of whom began arriving in the United States in the 1890s—became one 
of the first groups affected by the new laws. At the time, federal immigration 
restrictions fell into two categories: generalized groups (for example, paupers 
and anarchists) and individual nationalities (for example, Japanese and Chinese). 
But, by 1911, Asian Indians had become a category all their own. As a new 
target for exclusionists, the government classified them as “Hindu” no matter 
their religion or ethnicity.36

Congress went even further and passed the Immigration Act of 1917, creating 
an “Asiatic Barred Zone” that excluded Chinese, Asian Indians, Burmese, Thai, 

President Woodrow Wilson vetoed the 
Immigration Act of 1917 because of its 
inclusion of literacy tests for immigrants. 
Congress overrode his veto to codify  
Asian exclusion. 
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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and Malays and extended to parts of Russia, the Arabian peninsula, Afghanistan, 
Polynesia, and all East Indian islands—about 500 million people in total. The 
Woodrow Wilson administration omitted Japan because its immigrants already 
faced a number of prohibitions. The law also exempted the Philippines since its 
residents, as members of an American territory, were U.S. nationals and legally 
eligible to move to the States.37 

The eruption of World War I also had a pronounced effect on the number 
of people coming to the States. Immigration rates dropped during the war, 
encouraging Congress to build on the Asiatic Barred Zone and consider ways to 
close America’s borders completely. But reform attempts struggled to get off the 
ground, and in 1920 Congress abandoned its crusade for an outright ban. Instead, 
it settled on a legislative formula creating a national origins quota system.38 

After the White House changed hands in 1921, the Republican Congress, 
working with the new Republican presidential administration of Warren G. 
Harding, redoubled its efforts to overhaul America’s immigration policy. Within 
a month of being introduced, the national origins quota system became law on 
May 19, 1921.39 The quota law set total annual immigration at 355,000, or 3 
percent of the foreign-born population during the last Census in 1910. Federal 
officials used the same calculus to determine the number of immigrants allowed 
on a nation-by-nation basis.40 

Immigration hard-liners who had long opposed Asian immigration began 
worrying that America would experience a surge of refugees from hard-hit 
southern and eastern Europe after the war. In 1923 President Calvin Coolidge 
called for new legislation in order to limit immigration completely, and 
Congress quickly obliged. In the House, the Immigration and Naturalization 
Committee, led by Albert Johnson of Washington, who had long opposed 
Japanese immigration, began working on ways to tighten the quota system, 
pushing the baseline numbers back from the 1910 Census to the 1890 Census, 
which were lower and would therefore be more restrictive.41 

On March 17, 1924, after a stalled first effort, Chairman Johnson introduced 
H.R. 7995, the committee’s comprehensive immigration reform bill. The 
legislation filled in policy gaps, but, more importantly, devised a quota system 
organized by nationality that limited future immigration to a small fraction of 
the foreign-born population in 1890. Moreover, to effectively bar immigration 
from Japan, the legislation adopted the legal definition of “aliens ineligible to 
citizenship” popular in the Pacific states.42 

The problem, however, was that Japan had become a global power whose 
naval strength trailed only the United States and Britain. State Department 
officials feared that, if the bill became law, whatever cooperation existed between 
America and Japan in their work to maintain political stability in the Pacific 
basin would end.43 Nevertheless, the bill cruised through the House, passing 
323 to 71. When the White House and the Japanese ambassador tried to 
pressure the Senate into removing the clause, the plan backfired. The Senate 
overwhelmingly approved the immediate exclusion clause. President Coolidge 
signed the immigration bill into law on May 26, 1924.44

As enacted, the Johnson–Reed Act limited annual immigration to the United 
States to 165,000, but placed few restrictions on people from the Western 

District courts around the country maintained 
case files for individuals excluded under 
Section 3 of the Chinese Exclusion Act. This 
1906 case record for Lee San indicates that he 
lived and worked in the United States without 
the legally required certificate of residency and 
ordered him to be deported.
Image courtesy of the National Archives  
and Records Administration

Representative Albert Johnson of Washington 
chaired the House Immigration and 
Naturalization Committee from the 66th 
Congress to the 71st Congress (1919–1931), 
working to limit Japanese immigration to the 
United States.
Collection of the U.S. House of Representatives
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Hemisphere. For the remaining transatlantic migrants, their admission quota was 
set at 2 percent of the total number of foreign-born nationals living in the United 
States in 1890. The new law closed America’s borders to all Japanese men, women, 
and children. Combined with the earlier Chinese exclusion acts and the Asiatic 
Barred Zone, Congress’s new Japanese exclusion clause had effectively stopped 
transpacific immigration to all but Filipinos.45

The impact of the law was arguably greatest in Japan, where many 
resented the section that singled them out as “an inferior race.”46 Somewhat 
optimistically, the Japanese government expected the immigration restriction to 
relax over time as the commercial interests between Japan and the United States 
strengthened. Nevertheless, Japan began viewing the United States, instead of 
the Soviet Union, as its primary military and naval adversary.47 That shift would 
have devastating consequences for America’s two major Pacific territories—the 
Philippines and Hawaii—during World War II. 

But even the Philippines and Hawaii, which the United States assumed control 
over at the turn of the century, were not immune to some level of exclusion during 
the 40 years preceding the war. Beginning in 1898, the experience of the United 
States in the Philippines and Hawaii legalized the convergence of exclusionary 
practices at home and abroad as ideas about race and empire conflicted with 
American traditions of democracy and self-government.

1898: BIRTH OF AN OVERSEAS EMPIRE
In a way, America’s empire in the Pacific began with an explosion roughly 100 
miles or so off the coast of Florida in the quiet waters of Havana Harbor. 

On February 15, 1898, the USS Maine, a battleship moored just outside 
Cuba’s capital, erupted in flames and sank, killing hundreds of crew on board. 

Public Law 68-139, approved during the 
68th Congress (1923–1925) and known as 
the Immigration Act of 1924, established a 
national origins quota system. It limited the 
number of immigrants allowed to enter the 
United States and barred immigration from 
most of Asia. 
Image courtesy of the National Archives  
and Records Administration
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The ship had been sent there to monitor the growing conflict between Cuban 
revolutionaries and the Spanish regime that had maintained control of the island 
for centuries. It is not entirely clear how or why the ship exploded, but almost 
immediately war hawks in the United States blamed Spain. Tension grew until 
Congress declared war on April 25, 1898.48

Although the United States fought in two major theaters—the Philippines 
and the Caribbean—the war was over quickly. After the U.S. Navy dispatched 
the Spanish squadron in Manila, U.S. servicemen took all of about four 
months to capture Cuba. When it was all said and done, the William McKinley 
administration went on what George C. Herring, a leading historian of U.S. 
foreign policy, has called an “island land grab.” By the time the ink dried on 
the Treaty of Paris ending the war, the United States had staked claim to Cuba, 
Puerto Rico, the Philippines, Samoa, and a handful of other Pacific islands and 
had used the conflict to begin the process of annexing Hawaii.49

The war and America’s resulting overseas expansion came at the end of 
an anxious decade. The 1890s had unleashed an avalanche of social strife at 
home, including the collapse of the U.S. economy, the supposed closing of 
the American frontier, unemployment, labor unrest, and the entrenchment 
of Jim Crow laws limiting the rights of African Americans. The disorder at 
home led many to look abroad. “Since Jefferson’s time,” the historian Herring 
wrote, “Americans had sought to deal with pressing internal difficulties through 
expansion, and in the 1890s they increasingly looked outward for solutions to 
domestic problems.”50

But by the turn of the century, looking outward only seemed to bring up 
more questions than answers. Many Americans wondered if expansion was 
a good idea, whether the United States should enter the 20th century as an 
imperial power. Mostly, the debate split the population into those for expansion 
and those against it.

Those in favor envisioned the United States as an emerging global power in 
which American ships crisscrossed the Pacific to trade with untapped markets. 
Geography bestowed the Philippines and Hawaii with immense value to 
U.S. industries looking to trade with Asia. Expansionists like Senator Albert 

Shown here entering the harbor of Havana, 
Cuba, on January 25, 1898, the USS Maine 
exploded three weeks later, on February 
15. Despite the lack of definitive proof that 
Spain was responsible for destroying the 
ship, Congress responded to cries for action 
by declaring war on Spain two months later.
Image courtesy of the Naval History  
and Heritage Command

Senator Albert Beveridge of Indiana argued 
for an expanded U.S. role in the Pacific, 
suggesting that the Philippines and Hawaii 
could play an important part in U.S. 
commercial and military interests.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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Beveridge of Indiana argued that the islands would be invaluable as way stations 
for American exporters and the U.S. military, lending credence to his theory that 
the Pacific would dominate “the commerce of the future.”51 Anti-imperialists, 
on the other hand, believed expansion endangered the future of the republic by 
antagonizing world powers and overextending America’s resources.52

Almost immediately Congress confronted a host of moral and legal 
conundrums about the nation’s new island possessions: Did the Constitution 
even allow the United States to reach beyond the boundaries of North America 
to govern new territory? What did it mean for a former colony to possess 
colonies of its own? Would these territories be eligible for statehood, or did 
Congress have the authority to prevent them from joining the Union?

Regardless of where fin de siècle Americans came down on expansion, they 
faced unavoidable questions about what would happen to the inhabitants 
of these new territories: Were they eligible for American citizenship? Could 
they move freely between the islands and the mainland United States? Would 
they have representation in Congress? From the start, America’s racial politics 
featured prominently in debates about the Philippines and Hawaii. Popular 
ways of thinking, driven by trends like social Darwinism, shaped congressional 
discussions on citizenship, democracy, and the movement of goods and people 
across borders.53

When Congress approved the annexation of Hawaii in July 1898, for 
instance, a substantial part of the debate focused on the racial characteristics 
of the inhabitants of the islands.54 As we have seen, the United States had 
for decades followed a policy of exclusion that prevented people of Asian 
descent from integrating into American society. But after years of transpacific 
immigration, Hawaii had substantial Japanese and Chinese populations. The 
question became whether the U.S. government could reconcile this with the 
strict exclusionary policies of its immigration law. 

Some in Congress saw this as a problem the United States could easily 
overcome.55 But others, like future Speaker James Beauchamp (Champ) Clark of 
Missouri, saw Hawaii’s large Asian population as a direct threat to the republic. 
Clark deplored the idea that Hawaii might one day become a state-that 
Japanese and Chinese immigrants might one day become U.S. citizens-and he 
encouraged Congress to develop a solution “without polluting and weakening 
our system of government by taking to our bosom a horde of Asiatic savages.”56 

For Clark and Members of Congress who shared his beliefs, expansionism 
gambled with the future of the nation by overestimating the capacity of 
American society to assimilate new, nonwhite immigrants.57 Imperial ambitions 
in the Pacific, Clark predicted, would lead the United States to acquire one 
new territory after another, reshaping the legislative branch along the way. He 
described what he considered to be a nightmarish future in which the House 
had to a hire an “interpreter to the Speaker” in order to translate the “discordant 
voices” during debate. Underwriting his argument with pseudoscientific theories 
about race popular at the time, he warned against a “polyglot House” populated 
by Members from Cuba, Fiji, Hong Kong, Korea, and “the Cannibal Islands,” 
the last of which, he told the Speaker, would “gaze upon you with watering 
mouth and gleaming teeth.”58 

When the United States annexed 
Hawaii, Congress considered the racial 
demographics of the islands. Representative 
James Beauchamp (Champ) Clark of 
Missouri denounced the idea of eventual 
Hawaiian statehood, arguing that Congress 
would be unable to incorporate such a large 
foreign population into the country.
Collection of the U.S. House of Representatives
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For others, like Senator Beveridge, future President William H. Taft, and British 
author Rudyard Kipling, who put these anxieties to verse in his 1899 poem “The 
White Man’s Burden: The United States and the Philippine Islands,” race was not a 
reason to avoid the Philippines. It was the very reason America needed to expand; 
it was the justification for American superiority. Beveridge dismissed Filipinos as 
“children utterly incapable of self-government.” As the head of a U.S. mission to the 
islands, Taft called them America’s “little brown brothers.”59 Beveridge understood 
the U.S. role in the Philippines as a “divine mission” to establish a “system where 
chaos reigns.” American expansion was bigger than party politics, he said, bigger 
than popular opinion or constitutional authority. “It is elemental. It is racial.”60 

Taft likewise doubted the capacity of the Philippine people for self-government, 
a theory he based largely on the color of their skin, once predicting they would 
“need the training of fifty or a hundred years before they shall even realize what 
Anglo-Saxon liberty is.” The Filipinos were “born politicians,” Taft wrote to 
Secretary of War Elihu Root, “as ambitious as Satan and as jealous as possible of 
each others’ [sic] preferment.”61 

Ultimately, the construction of an American empire contained an inseparable 
and volatile mix of race and nationhood. Americans for and against expansion 
used common racial theories and popular stereotypes to support their arguments. 
For some, the United States stood as a civilizing force in the Pacific territories. For 
others who saw no way of integrating America’s new territories into the Union, 
race became the chief reason to dial back the country’s overseas ambitions.62 In 
the first half of the 20th century, America’s dealings in the Philippines and Hawaii 
showcased the convergence of race and empire.

THE PHILIPPINES, 1898–1946
The relative ease with which the United States dispatched the Spanish squadron 
in Manila Bay was only the beginning of what would become a nearly 50-year 
American presence in the Philippines. It was one thing to capture the islands, 
but another thing entirely to set up a working administration. The Philippines 
encompasses about 7,100 islands and sits nearly 8,600 miles away from 
Washington, DC. By the late 1890s, it had an estimated population of 8 million.63 
Dewey’s victory had come so fast that few in the McKinley administration appeared 
to have given much thought to what came next.64 

President McKinley’s strategy going into the conflict was to take as much of the 
Philippines as possible and then, during peace negotiations, to only “keep what we 
want.”65 From an administrative standpoint, McKinley envisioned the Philippines 
as an American protectorate or an American colony. Like many people on the 
mainland, he believed Filipinos were incapable of self-government and did not 
want another foreign power to take over the islands.66 

The decision to keep the Philippines during the Treaty of Paris that the Senate 
approved in February 1899 set off an intense and emotional debate across the 
country and on Capitol Hill. Expansionists in Congress saw the decision to retain 
the islands as a continuation of America’s “manifest destiny” to spread its reach 
beyond the West Coast and into the Pacific. Anti-imperialists, on the other hand, 
believed that America, which itself had once been an overseas colony, had no right 
to take the islands as the spoils of war.67 

This circa 1899 image, “Uncle Sam’s Burden 
(with apologies to Mr. Kipling),” shows a U.S. 
soldier carrying three children (representing 
the Philippines, Puerto Rico, and Cuba) in a 
backpack made from the U.S. flag. The scene 
was inspired by Rudyard Kipling’s 1899 poem 
“The White Man’s Burden: The United States 
and the Philippine Islands.”
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

On May 1, 1898, Commodore George 
Dewey led the U.S. Navy’s Asiatic Squadron 
to a decisive victory against the Spanish fleet 
in Manila Bay. The following year, he was 
commissioned Admiral of the Navy.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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By the time the United States took control of the Manila government in 
1899, the Philippines had been in a state of war for the better part of three years. 
In 1896, when the Spanish regime refused long-standing Filipino requests to 
reform the islands’ colonial government, the Philippines erupted into rebellion. 
Two years into that conflict the islands suddenly became a crucial theater in 
the War of 1898, as Spain’s empire receded and America’s expanded. Finally, in 
1899, on the heels of the Treaty of Paris, as America’s occupying force attempted 
to install a new colonial regime in the Philippines, Filipinos fought back in 
a second war for independence, beginning what would become a three-year 
conflict over the right to self-government in the Philippines.68 

The United States began planning to administer the archipelago in January 
1899 when President McKinley established the Philippine commission to gather 
information about the islands’ “various populations,” their “legislative needs,” and 
to identify how best to maintain “order, peace and the public welfare.”69 

The Philippine-American War erupted less than a month later. The conflict 
pitted pro-independence Filipinos, who believed Spain’s regime had simply been 
swapped for an American one, against the U.S. military that was based largely 
out of Manila. In response, the United States placed the Philippines under 
martial law until the fighting wound down in 1902.70 

The multi-year conflict, which Filipinos saw as a continued fight for 
sovereignty but which Americans considered to be more of an insurrection,  
was bloody and devastating. What started as a more conventional struggle 
quickly gave way to a fierce guerrilla fight. According to one State Department 
estimate, 20,000 Filipino revolutionaries and 4,200 American troops died in 
combat while upward of 200,000 Filipino civilians starved to death, died of 
disease, or were killed in combat. Another estimate puts the total fatalities at 
nearly 300,000 Filipinos and 6,000 Americans. Reports of torture and other 

This Kurz & Allison lithograph depicts the 
December 10, 1898, signing of the Treaty 
of Paris, which set the terms that ended 
the Spanish-American War. Commissioners 
from the United States included Senator 
Cushman K. Davis of Minnesota, Secretary 
of State William R. Day, Senator William 
P. Frye of Maine, Senator George Gray of 
Delaware, and Ambassador Whitelaw Reid.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

President William McKinley established 
the first Philippine commission in 1899. 
Four of the members of the commission, 
shown here from left to right, were Jacob 
Schurman, Admiral George Dewey, Charles 
Denby, and Dean Worcester.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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atrocities, especially late in the conflict, underscored the brutality of the war.71

By 1902, even as the Theodore Roosevelt administration declared victory in 
the archipelago, the conflict had left an indelible mark on the identity of the 
Philippines. If the idea of the Philippines as a sovereign nation had simmered 
just out of reach during the late 19th century, the collective experience fighting 
the Spanish and then the Americans inspired the islands to embrace a sense 
of nationhood, to celebrate their commonalities and shared beliefs, and to 
eventually adopt an identity that made them Filipinos first and foremost. 
“Though there was no Filipino nation in the conflict,” observed one recent 
history, “the Filipino nation could not have existed without the war.”72 

Despite the ruthless conflict and the widespread support in the Philippines 
for independence, McKinley’s commission, headed by Cornell University 
president Jacob Schurman, went forward with its investigation and published its 
final report in four volumes in January 1900. It called on the United States to 
end martial law and revealed that Filipinos wanted their government to defend 
religious freedom, protect basic human rights, and guarantee home rule. But 
Schurman set the tone for future U.S. policy, concluding in no uncertain terms 
that the Filipinos would be unable to govern themselves in the short term. “No 
one,” the report said, “can foresee when the diverse peoples of the Philippine 
Islands may be molded together into a nationality capable of exercising all the 
functions of independent self-government.”73 

Shortly after receiving Schurman’s report, McKinley appointed a second 
Philippine commission, headed by federal judge William H. Taft, to begin 
designing a civil government based on America’s model.74 

During his research, Taft concluded, and overstated, that “the great majority 
of Filipinos” did not object to U.S. colonial rule in a general sense; they 
simply reserved their main “hostility” for America’s “Military Government.”75 
Nevertheless, his commission report, issued in August 1900, was a scathing 
indictment of the population at large. Filipino people were described as being 
“ignorant, superstitious, and credulous in remarkable degree.” Taft laid out a 
plan to introduce government institutions, establish a civil service, and enact 
currency and tax programs. It also called for public works, capital investment, 
and educational reform. On the heels of its report, the commission assumed all 
legislative powers in the Philippines on September 1, 1900.76 

With Taft’s report in hand, the McKinley administration pushed Congress 
to follow its recommendations and approve a civil government for the islands. 
Taft envisioned an insular architecture that included “a Governor General and a 
legislative body, consisting of the Commission and possibly one or two reliable 
Filipinos to act as a provisional legislature for eighteen months or two years” 
until a larger government could be installed. In March 1901, Congress passed 
and McKinley signed a measure introduced by Senator John C. Spooner of 
Wisconsin that largely put Taft’s recommendations into law.77 

The transfer of power from the military to the temporary insular government 
in 1901 also marked the beginning of Filipino involvement in the Manila 
administration. Taft’s dim view of the Filipino people carried over to nearly 
every class on the islands, from rich to poor, but there were a handful of 
ilustrados—the wealthiest and most-educated members of the Filipino elite—

While serving as the third president of 
Cornell University, Jacob Schurman chaired 
the first Philippine commission in 1899. 
He later served as the United States’ top 
diplomat to Greece, Montenegro, China, 
and Germany.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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who accepted positions in the new government. It was these men that first gave 
shape to what the historian Michael Cullinane has called “the Filipino-American 
collaborative empire.” “It was an empire,” Cullinane wrote, “that from the 
outset mediated—though not without frequent strain—between the objectives 
and expediencies of the American colonial rulers and those of the incumbent 
political power holders among the Filipino educated elites.”78

Among the “possibly one or two reliable Filipinos” Taft hoped to include 
on the commission was Benito Legarda, a wealthy businessman who six years 
later became one of the first two Resident Commissioners to represent the 
Philippines in Congress.79 

Legarda’s early involvement helps demonstrate the shifting foundation of this 
new “collaborative empire” in which “some Filipinos and Americans,” Cullinane 
observed, “reached an accommodation and eventual collaboration” that satisfied 
both the ilustrados’ ambitions and the United States’ commercial blueprint for 
the Philippines.80 

Legarda was one of the first to adopt and help shape this mutual understanding.81  
He had made a fortune in the tobacco and alcohol businesses under Spanish rule, 
and when the Philippines went to war with the Crown, he briefly advised the 
Philippines’ revolutionary leader Emilio Aguinaldo. Legarda was by no means a 
revolutionary, but he did serve, again briefly, as the vice president of the Philippine 
congress in the town of Malolos.

But he was also an entrepreneur, and open warfare first with Spain and then 
with the United States made it difficult to run a business. When American 
officials set up the occupation government in Manila, Legarda, who maintained a 
home in the capital city, began working with the Taft commission to develop the 
Philippines’ new civil government. 

Taft hoped men like Legarda would be his gateway to every corner of the 
Philippines, and he worked to win over ilustrados sympathetic to America’s goals 
in the Philippines. He believed that courting men of such stature would help end 
the Philippine-American War and convince the rest of the population to cast their 
lot with the United States. This “policy of attraction,” the historian Peter Stanley 
observed, “transcended the interests of any particular group of ilustrados … it was 
a pursuit of the loyalty of the Filipino people by the only means available.”82  

William H. Taft was a federal judge when 
President William McKinley chose him 
to lead the second Philippine commission 
in 1900. Taft later was appointed War 
Secretary, elected as the 27th President in 
1908, and appointed Chief Justice of the 
Supreme Court in 1921. 
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

This stereoview shows Filipino children, 
each holding a flag, as they gather for a 
Fourth of July celebration in Manila in 1900.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

Ilustrados:  

Wealthy, educated Filipinos who mostly 

lived in the territory’s major cities during  

the era of Spanish rule (1600–1896). Many 

ilustrados fought against the Spanish during 

the 1896 revolution and against the United 

States during the Philippine-American War 

(1899–1902). Others cooperated with U.S. 

forces and helped develop a new territorial 

government. After both wars, ilustrados 

sought professional careers in business, 

education, and politics. 
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As it became increasingly apparent that the Philippine-American War was 
all but over, more and more ilustrados in Manila began to cooperate with 
Taft’s provisional government. By the end of 1900, enough Filipino elites had 
recognized U.S. authority that many joined together to form the Partido Federal 
(Federal Party). That Taft virtually quashed the creation of any rival political 
parties only added to the Federalistas’ influence, especially in areas where their 
party maintained an iron grip on the patronage system.83 

Per the earlier Spooner bill, Taft became civil governor of the Philippines on 
July 4, 1901, and appointed Legarda and two other Filipinos to the commission 
in September. With its expanded roster, the commission looked to overhaul 
and Americanize virtually every segment of Filipino life, everything from the 
separation of church and state to education, currency, trade, and the islands’ 
infrastructure. Perhaps most importantly, the commission shouldered the 
responsibility of designing the Philippines’ governing structure going forward.84

The commission’s plan, which Congress approved mostly intact, concentrated 
much of the Philippines’ legislative and executive powers within the commission 
itself. Headed by a governor general, the commission would be evenly divided 
between four Americans and four Filipinos.85 The resulting legislation—the 
Philippine Organic Act of 1902—made the Philippines into an American 
protectorate as an “unorganized” territory. It created a popularly elected 
assembly to govern alongside the commission pending the results of a territory-
wide census. The legislation also provided the Philippines with two Resident 
Commissioners, one elected by the commission, the other elected by the 
assembly, each selection subject to the approval of the other chamber.86 

The decision to give the Philippines two representatives in Washington is 
unique in American history, as all other overseas U.S. territories have been 
assigned either one Delegate or one Resident Commissioner. The justification 
for two appears to have come from Taft’s desire to maintain U.S. authority in 
the Philippines while providing the territory with a measure of autonomy. 

Because the commission was the United States’ administrative arm in the 
Philippines, Taft believed the popularly elected assembly should also have a 
direct line to federal lawmakers. “The Filipinos … desire an opportunity to 
reach Congress, not through the executive in the islands, not through the 

Helen Herron Taft wears a dramatic, 
Philippine-style gown in this studio 
photograph taken in Manila during the 
1900–1903 governorship of her husband, 
William H. Taft.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

This stereoview from around 1901 shows 
the U.S. flag raised over the walls of Manila, 
the capital of the Philippines.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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Commission in the islands,” he told the House Insular Affairs Committee in 
February 1902. “They desire a representation here.” By keeping the Philippine 
commission an appointed body, Taft hoped “to retain American guidance and 
control and initiative.” But since the Philippine assembly would be the people’s 
voice on the islands, he told the committee, “a popular assembly with delegates 
to Washington gives to the Filipinos all the practice in self-government and a 
popular government that it is possible to give.”87 

Five months later, on July 4, 1902, President Theodore Roosevelt issued a 
full amnesty proclamation that pardoned anyone who fought against the United 
States in the Philippine-American War. In addition to signaling the end of the 
conflict, the general clemency sparked a shift in the islands’ civic makeup: pro-
independence sentiment that had once sparked a revolution became the bedrock 
of new political parties in peacetime.88

Philippine nationalists initially splintered into different factions, their main 
disagreement stemming from conflicting views on the urgency of independence. 
While some advocated for immediate, unequivocal independence, others sought 
a more prolonged process to allow the new government to find its footing. In 
1907, on the eve of the opening of the Philippine assembly, the two main blocs 
pushing for immediate independence merged to form the Partido Nacionalista 
(Nationalist Party). By that point, the nationalist movement was so strong that 
even Federalistas, who had once advocated for annexation, rebranded themselves 
as the Partido Nacional Progresista (National Progressive Party) and began 
calling for gradual independence.89 

Following the territorial census, American officials gave the go-ahead for an 
election to open the Philippine assembly. With a number of restrictions in place, 
only a fraction of the population qualified to vote, and within that fraction there 
seemed to be no consensus on the timeline for independence. Consequently, 
no party captured the majority. Nacionalistas took the most seats, followed by 
the Independientes, the Progresistas, the Immediatistas, and a handful of “other 
minor” parties, according to one history of the Philippine legislature. It was not 
until the legislature convened, however, that Filipino leaders assembled behind 
the Partido Nacionalista.90

Resident Commissioners
With the opening of the new territorial government, the Philippine legislature 
sent its first two Resident Commissioners—Benito Legarda and Pablo 
Ocampo—to Capitol Hill during the winter of 1907–1908. From then until 
1946, when the Philippines became independent, the territory sent a total of 13 
Resident Commissioners to Congress. 

Like Legarda and Ocampo, most of the earliest Resident Commissioners were 
ilustrados, members of the Philippines’ upper class. On the whole, the 13 came 
from traditionally wealthy and urban families. They attended the best schools both 
in Manila and occasionally abroad, and, alongside being fluent in Spanish and 
their own native languages, often spoke English fluently or well enough to get by. 
Ocampo was an exception and brought a translator with him to Congress.91 

Every Resident Commissioner came from the main island of Luzon except 
Jaime C. de Veyra, who was from Leyte and who made a name for himself 

Benito Legarda, left, and Pablo Ocampo, 
the first two Resident Commissioners from 
the Philippines, pose together around 1908.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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in Cebu, the territory’s second largest city. Otherwise, even if the Resident 
Commissioners grew up in one of the rural provinces outside Manila, they used 
the capital city as their primary launching pad for their political careers. 

A number of Resident Commissioners took part in the conflicts that ravaged 
the islands during the turn of the century, fighting against the Spanish, the 
Americans, or both. After fighting against Spain, Ocampo, for example, joined 
the forces trying to repel America’s occupation army and served as the chief 
intelligence officer for Philippine general Emilio Aguinaldo. Afterward, U.S. 
officials arrested Ocampo and exiled him to the island of Guam. Just a few years 
later, in 1907, Ocampo was elected to Congress. 

Before they entered politics, Resident Commissioners frequently started 
out in business, journalism, law, or some combination thereof. Five had 
been successful businessmen, five had law backgrounds, and four worked in 
journalism, including two who edited pro-independence newspapers and 
another who won the Pulitzer Prize on the eve of World War II. 

Like Congressmen during any era, Resident Commissioners often started 
their political careers at the local level and served in their home provinces before 
making the jump to higher positions in Manila. Three Resident Commissioners 
were provincial governors, and others held more minor positions. Some, however, 
started closer to the top. Camilo Osias was the first Filipino superintendent  
of the islands’ schools, and Joaquin M. Elizalde was an economic adviser to the 
Philippine president. 

Before their tenures in Washington, five Resident Commissioners served in 
the lower chamber of the territorial legislature, either in the Philippine assembly 
or, later, the Philippine house of representatives. Legarda and de Veyra sat on the 
Philippine commission as two of its only Filipino members. Three others served 
in the Philippine senate, which replaced the commission in 1916.92 

Revolutionary leader and general Emilio 
Aguinaldo fought for the Philippines’ 
independence, first from Spain and then 
from the United States. Aguinaldo was 
captured in 1901 and consented to declare 
his allegiance to the United States. 
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

The Philippine legislature poses for a group 
photo sometime before 1924. 
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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Statutory Representation
U.S. territories have had a level of nonvoting representation in the national 
legislature since 1787, when the Northwest Ordinance created a Delegate for 
the region above the Ohio River. Following the adoption of the Constitution, 
the early federal Congresses continued the practice as the nation expanded 
westward. Because their positions were created by an act of Congress rather 
than delineated in the Constitution, Delegates and Resident Commissioners 
are considered statutory representatives and their rights and prerogatives as 
Members depend on a host of different variables, including House Rules and the 
whims of the majority.93 

Resident Commissioners from the Philippines initially served two-year 
terms. But during a particularly nettlesome re-election contest in 1910, when 
the assembly and the commission refused to agree to one another’s candidates, 
Congress was forced to intervene, lengthening the incumbents’ terms to four 
years in order to give the insular legislature time to resolve its differences 
without causing a break in representation. Their terms were shortened to three 
years in 1916.94 The next major change to the office occurred in 1934 when the 
Philippines became a commonwealth. As part of the deal giving the Philippines 
its eventual independence, the islands agreed to send a single Resident 
Commissioner per term rather than a pair. 

Experience in Washington
For interested observers in Manila during the early 1900s, the new Resident 
Commissioners were a matter of speculation. “Just what the powers and 
prerogatives of the delegates will be upon their arrival in Washington is a matter 
of conjecture,” the Washington Post reported from the territory’s capital city. 
“The general impression is that their status will be the same as that of Territorial 
delegates to Congress, which would entitle them to a seat in the House of 
Representatives without a vote. But the law designates them as ‘resident 
commissioners,’ which may mean anything or nothing.”95 

In practice, there was little difference between Delegates and Resident 
Commissioners; Congress gave both offices little legislative agency. Because 
the House denied the Filipinos a vote and prohibited them from serving on 
committees, they functioned more like lobbyists and cultural ambassadors than 
legislators. They were given a salary, access to the House Floor, office space, and, 
eventually, franking privileges, but they had to wield power in different ways: 
pigeonholing Members, testifying before committees, and leaning on the Bureau 
of Insular Affairs. Certain Resident Commissioners, like Manuel Quezon, 
excelled at such behind-the-scenes lawmaking, meeting with Presidents and 
delicately maneuvering past Congress’s parliamentary hurdles. 

The Resident Commissioners were not so much the representatives of the 
Filipino people as they were the mouthpieces of the territorial government 
controlled by the Nacionalistas, and, in theory, they were supposed to follow the 
marching orders sent by party leaders.96

As part of the first set of Resident Commissioners from the Philippines, 
Legarda grasped the subtleties of his office early on. “We do not expect to have 
much weight when political questions are being discussed,” he said in 1907, 

This paperwork from the new Philippine 
government certifies the 1907 election of 
Benito Legarda and Pablo Ocampo as the 
first Resident Commissioners from the 
Philippine Islands. To balance the interests 
of both the Philippine commission and 
the assembly, the legislative bodies elected 
candidates who would be quickly ratified by 
the opposite chamber. 
Image courtesy of the National Archives  
and Records Administration
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“but when economic matters pertaining to the Philippine Islands arise in either 
house of congress we expect to fully inform the homeland legislators.”97

With a handful of exceptions, informing Members of Congress was often 
all they could do. Testifying before committees was perhaps the most common 
tool in the Resident Commissioners’ legislative toolbox, and some, especially 
Quezon, developed alliances with influential chairmen.98 Many took the 
opportunity to address the House during debate. For the years that we have 
records, Resident Commissioners were assigned seats in the back of the chamber 
with the minority party often in close proximity to one another, but not 
necessarily next to one another. In 1910, for instance, Legarda and Quezon sat 
at desks in the second-to-last row on the Democratic side of the chamber. But 
the next year, at the start of the 62nd Congress (1911–1913), after Democrats 
captured the majority during the fall elections, Legarda and Quezon were 
assigned to desks in the last two rows on the Republican side.99

Although the historical record is thin, some evidence suggests that the earliest 
Resident Commissioners interacted with other statutory representatives. “Four 
men wandered into the house of representatives today, took seats in the rear of 
the chamber and began [an] animated conversation,” reported the Detroit Free 
Press in February 1908. “Their language was strange and the group attracted a 
good deal of attention. ‘Who are they?’ said a stranger in the gallery. ‘Two are 
resident commissioners from the Philippines, one is the resident commissioner 
from Porto Rico, while the fourth one … is the delegate from Hawaii,’ said a 
house [employee].”100 

During Quezon’s career in Congress specifically, Resident Commissioners 
who served in pairs developed something of a unique arrangement. One 
of them—often the one more well versed in the issues and able to navigate 
the ever-changing congressional landscape—handled the legislative lift. The 
other Resident Commissioner, as described by the historian Peter Stanley, was 
usually “rich, personally dignified as a representative of the Filipino people, and 
politically impotent.”101 

This diagram depicts the House Chamber 
seating chart for the 62nd Congress (1911–
1913). Philippine Resident Commissioners 
Benito Legarda and Manuel L. Quezon were 
assigned to seats in the last two rows on the 
west side.
Collection of the U.S. House of Representatives
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Philippine Trade, 1898–1934
By the time America assumed possession of the Philippines, the territory’s 
economy had grown at a decent clip.102 But the gradual shift from subsistence 
farming to exporting on a global scale had left its mark. A number of the 
Philippines’ chief products—sugar, tobacco, cordage, and coconut oil—had 
taken a considerable amount of farmland out of food production. For American 
officials, especially Governor Taft, the poor state of the islands’ infrastructure, 
combined with pockets of poverty, necessitated a complete overhaul of the 
Philippine economy.103 But Taft’s vision conflicted with that of a skeptical 
Congress, and a series of events conspired to place the Philippines and its 
Resident Commissioners front and center in one of the most heated issues on 
Capitol Hill: the tariff. 

After the Supreme Court declared income taxes unconstitutional in 1895, 
Congress continued to rely on tariffs—fees placed on imported goods—to raise 
money for the federal treasury. U.S. officials believed that low tariffs would 
generate trade, but invite competition from abroad. Higher tariffs, on the other 
hand, would restrict overseas commerce, but “protect” American industries from 
foreign competitors.104 

By the fall of 1908, Taft, who had left the Philippines to head the War 
Department, won the U.S. presidency. As the Republican candidate, he had 
run, in part, on a promise to break with traditional GOP doctrine and lower 
America’s tariffs. Not wanting to waste time, the new President called Congress 
into special session to deal expressly with the issue.105

Coincidentally, Taft’s reforms dovetailed with the expiration of clauses in 
the Treaty of Paris that had prevented the United States from establishing new 
tariff rates on trade with the Philippines. As part of Spain’s surrender, America 
agreed to favorable terms that gave the Spanish ready access to markets in the 
Philippines for the next decade. Spanish goods were essentially treated the same 
as U.S. goods. But when those 10 years were up, Congress was free to overhaul 
how America did business with its farthest territory. For Taft, that meant tightly 
binding the Philippines to the U.S. economy by making calculated investments 
in the islands and using trade to form a measure of economic dependence on the 
United States. It was dollar diplomacy in its purest form, the historian H. W. 
Brands once observed.106

With such high stakes, the territorial government leaned heavily on its new 
Resident Commissioners. This ensured that the first piece of legislation they dealt 
with would be one of the cornerstone bills governing the transpacific relationship.107 

The tariff bill reported by the Ways and Means Committee, what became 
known as the Payne–Aldrich Tariff Act, provided American businesses with 
virtually unlimited access to the Philippine market while simultaneously 
installing quotas on Philippine imports to the United States. The effect would 
be to open the flow of U.S. goods going to the Philippines while severely 
restricting Philippine goods headed to the United States. Since the Philippines 
generated a large portion of its revenue from fees on imported goods and since 
the archipelago did a robust trade with the States, the proposal to remove tariffs 
on American products threatened to both unravel the territory’s fiscal policy and 
prevent the Philippines from diversifying its economy.108 

A steamboat transports William H. Taft, 
then Secretary of War, up the Pasig River in 
the Philippines in 1905.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

This 1905 political cartoon, “Back from 
Bololand,” depicts William H. Taft with a 
group of Congressmen, Senators, and others 
in a train station. The terminals are labeled 
“Philippine Free Trade” and “Stand-Pat”—a 
reference to the debate in Washington about 
whether to levy steep tariffs on Philippine 
trade goods. Taft chides the others, “Now, 
boys, after all my talking, don’t go and take 
the wrong train.”
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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On paper, Congress had clear authority to dictate the rates of the Philippines’ 
tariffs, but, in practice, the process was monumentally awkward. The territory 
may have been part of America’s geopolitical orbit, but for many people on 
either side of the Pacific, the Philippines seemed like a separate nation entirely. 
Congress, for its part, had never been able to decide whether the archipelago was 
an international or domestic trading partner. House Republicans danced around 
its liminal status, but Democrats, as they said in a 1905 committee report, 
wanted Congress to decide whether the Philippines was “altogether American or 
altogether foreign.”109 

No one associated with the territorial government was happy about the 
terms of Payne–Aldrich, and Legarda and Ocampo protested the measure on 
the House Floor.110 As Washington scrambled to bring the Philippines back 
onboard, Taft and the Bureau of Insular Affairs developed a revision that Sereno 
Payne of New York, chairman of the Ways and Means Committee, introduced as 
H.R. 9135 that promised to help the Philippines make up lost revenue once the 
new tariffs went into place.111 Although Ocampo and Legarda disagreed about 
the new bill, the House passed the standalone Philippine tariff on May 24, 
1909, and the Senate cleared it in July.112 On August 2, the conference report for 
the Philippine trade bill was quickly approved, and a deeply satisfied Taft signed 
it into law three days later.113 

Although the language of the 1909 Philippine Tariff Act remained the 
basis of the islands’ economy over the next few years, Congress occasionally 
adjusted the terms of America’s trade relationship with the Philippines. And 
ever so gradually Congress began treating the Philippines more and more like a 
foreign trading partner. In 1913, for instance, Congress passed the Underwood–
Simmons Act, removing quotas placed on Philippine imports to the United 
States and more or less installing a policy of free trade. Three years later, as part 
of the Jones Act, Congress gave the Philippine legislature more control over the 
territory’s commerce with other countries, empowering it to set “customs duties 
on all foreign goods entering the Islands,” according to Pedro Abelarde, an 
historian of the tariff. Congress, however, retained oversight of the Philippines’ 
trade with the United States.114 

Sereno Payne of New York was chairman 
of the House Ways and Means Committee 
from 1899 to 1911, and introduced a 
revision to the Payne–Aldrich Tariff Act.
Sereno Payne, Cecilia Beaux, 1912, Collection of the 
U.S. House of Representatives

Sugar refineries in the Philippines processed 
the territory’s sugarcane and prepared it for 
export. Sugar was one of the Philippines’ 
major agricultural products. 
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

42940_04-APA-CE1.indd   55 2/13/2018   11:18:35 AM



56  H   ASIAN AND PACIFIC ISLANDER AMERICANS IN CONGRESS

The terms of the Jones Act remained on the books until 1934, when 
Congress passed the Jones–Costigan Act, giving the Agriculture Secretary 
the right to set quotas on goods coming into America. A while later, as part 
of the Tydings–McDuffie Act that granted the Philippines its independence, 
Congress cleared the way for the Philippines to assume the role of a completely 
unaffiliated trading partner.115

“For decades,” Abelarde observed in 1947, a year after the Philippines became 
independent, “the Filipinos had been repeatedly advised with paternal solicitude 
to be more material-minded and devote more serious attention to their country’s 
economic development.”116 As it turned out, that development often came in 
the form of one-dimensional commerce. By the late 1920s, goods from America 
made up 60 percent of the Philippines’ total imports, and as late as 1934, the 
United States was the destination for 83 percent of the Philippines’ exports and 
accounted for 75 percent of the Philippines’ total trade.117 

A large part of that commerce depended on the Philippines’ agricultural 
sector and its two biggest crops, sugar and tobacco. But over the years, U.S. 
sugar and tobacco industries maintained powerful allies on Capitol Hill, 
meaning that, “in dealing with the Insular tariff,” Abelarde concluded, 
“Congress acted, in the main, in the interest of American producers.”118 

Toward Independence, 1907–1934
If the tariff debates underscored the tenuous nature of the Philippines’ economic 
relationship with official Washington, they also revealed the rather muddled 
nature of the Philippines’ political status, especially early on: Was the Philippines 
foreign, American, or something else entirely? What became clear after tariff 
reform, however, was that the Philippines’ economic future was in nearly every 
respect intimately bound to its insular status. The issues were two sides of the 
same coin. 

With the new tariffs in place after 1909, Congress’s dealings with the 
Philippines switched gears, and with the new Resident Commissioner, Manuel 
Quezon, taking the lead, debate began focusing more and more on the islands’ 
long-term political future. Beginning with the 62nd Congress, Quezon received 
help from a new House majority after Democrats took back the chamber for the 
first time in 15 years. 

This stereoview shows an American flag 
flying over the entrance to the Manila 
headquarters of Major General Arthur 
MacArthur Jr. during the Philippine-
American War.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

This 1906 political cartoon, “Upholding the 
Honor of the American Flag,” shows a large 
figure personifying America’s agricultural 
industry blasting Philippine commerce with 
a gun labeled “Dingley Tariff.”
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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Unlike the GOP, which saw huge economic possibilities in the Philippines 
but believed the territory needed to be carefully tutored in self-government, the 
Democratic Party had been on the record since 1900 as being firmly against 
acquiring the Philippines. According to the historian H. W. Brands, Democrats 
believed that retaining the Philippines as a territory “contradicted American 
ideals and prevented the natural development of Filipino society.” Now in power, 
Democrats had a chance to link up with Filipino nationalists in an uneasy 
partnership to give the Philippines greater autonomy, if not full independence.119

Working alongside William A. Jones of Virginia, the new chairman of the 
House Committee on Insular Affairs, Quezon readied an independence bill he 
hoped to show voters back home in time for the upcoming territorial elections. 
The Resident Commissioner knew that as much as Democrats wanted to divest 
America of the Philippines they would not rush the separation; so, he designed 
legislation (H.R. 22143) that provided for independence after a period of eight 
years and committed the U.S. military to 20 years of protection to discourage 
predatory foreign powers.120 

Quezon’s bill, which came to be known as the Jones bill, made it out of 
Jones’s committee, but quickly hit a snag in the form of Woodrow Wilson,  
then the Democratic nominee for President, who advised party leaders to sit  
on the matter.121 

As Wilson quietly came around on the issue after winning the presidency, 
Quezon reworked his proposal into something more gradual. The crux of his 
new plan would swap the U.S.-backed Philippine commission for a popularly 
elected territorial senate, giving the Philippine people more control over their 
government but likely delaying independence until at least the 1930s.122

Over the winter of 1913–1914, Quezon teamed up with Frank McIntyre, 
chief of the Bureau of Insular Affairs, to put his new ideas into bill form. 
McIntyre briefed Wilson on the matter, and Quezon met with the President 
in January. The Resident Commissioner came away with the understanding 
that, although Wilson sympathized with the Philippines, the White House 
would not support immediate independence nor would it hamstring the 
administration by fixing a date for independence.123 Taking this into account, 
Quezon and McIntyre’s new bill creating the Philippine senate (H.R. 606) 
included a preamble that set no timetable for independence. Instead, it included 
a vague promise that independence would only be possible once the Philippines 
established a “stable” government.124

During House debate on the bill in the fall of 1914, the Resident 
Commissioner framed the struggle in the Philippines much like America’s 
own past: “Remember how your forefathers felt when they were as we are now 
struggling for freedom,” Quezon asked.125 The bill passed, but died in the Senate 
when a small group of Senators threatened to filibuster the preamble’s “stable” 
government clause.126

Despite the setback, Quezon had laid a solid foundation after years of work 
on the issue, and when the 64th Congress (1915–1917) opened, the Philippine 
government bill was the first piece of legislation offered in the House on the first 
day of the new Congress (H.R. 1). Within two weeks, Quezon testified before 
the Senate Committee on the Philippines and pointed out that his support for 

William A. Jones, a Representative from 
Virginia, chaired the Committee on Insular 
Affairs from 1911 to 1918 and worked 
with Resident Commissioner Manuel L. 
Quezon on the issue of independence for 
the Philippines.
Collection of the U.S. House of Representatives

As chief of the Bureau of Insular Affairs from 
1912 to 1929, Major General Frank McIntyre 
served as intermediary between Resident 
Commissioner Manuel L. Quezon of the 
Philippines and President Woodrow Wilson.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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the bill was a huge political gamble. “As a practical man who takes what he can 
get that is good,” he said, “I am ‘standing pat’ on this bill now.” The Senate 
committee reported it favorably and urged Congress to act swiftly.127

The stable government clause, however, remained problematic. In 1916, an 
election year, Democrats, including Wilson, started to walk back their support 
for gradual independence. Eventually, Senator James Clarke of Arkansas offered 
an amendment to give the Philippines its independence in four years or less. The 
Senate cleared the amendment by one vote in early February.128

Quezon was stuck. The Clarke amendment would free the Philippines almost 
immediately, but such a truncated timeline could bring large-scale economic and 
social unrest. By supporting it, Quezon risked the Philippines’ future. But if he 
opposed the amendment and the bill died, all his work would be for nothing. 
In the end, Quezon supported it, and Chairman Jones reluctantly brought the 
Clarke amendment to the House Floor. In a marathon session on May 1, 1916, 
Quezon and Jones urged House Democrats to vote for the new version.129

Despite the earlier pressure from party leadership, a number of Democrats 
broke ranks and stood with Republicans to vote down the Clarke amendment. 
Seeing an opportunity, Jones submitted his earlier draft containing the “stable” 
government clause, and the House quickly adopted it.130 After a summer of 
uncertainty and delay in which Quezon urged the President to support the 
vague preamble, the Senate abandoned the Clarke amendment and cleared the 
Jones bill in mid-August. With Quezon looking on, Wilson signed it into law 
on August 29, 1916.131

Although the Jones Act was a major turning point, Quezon’s successors 
in the House continued to deal with the same issues of trade and insular 
status. Independence remained a driving force in Manila, but in Washington, 
Philippine Resident Commissioners had to navigate between Republican 
and Democratic administrations that came down on different sides of the 
independence debate. Often the Resident Commissioners had to fight to protect 
the gains in autonomy the islands had won over the years. 

In the waning days of the Wilson administration, for instance, Resident 
Commissioner Jaime de Veyra and other pro-independence activists worked to 
speed up the independence process before Republican President-elect Warren 
G. Harding took office. As former chairman of the Senate Committee on the 
Philippines, Harding, like many Republicans, believed the United States should 
retain the islands indefinitely.132

In December 1920, Wilson appeared ready to move on Philippine independence  
and told Congress that the territory had “succeeded in maintaining a stable 
government” and was therefore eligible for its freedom.133 But it was too little, 
too late, and Congress mostly ignored the outgoing President.134 

After taking office the next year, Harding met with the Philippine Resident 
Commissioners Isauro Gabaldon and de Veyra but refused to commit one way or 
the other on independence. Like Taft and McKinley before him, Harding sent a 
fact-finding mission to assess the “fitness” of the Philippines for self-rule. Led by 
General Leonard Wood and former Governor General W. Cameron Forbes, both 
opponents of independence, Harding assured the Resident Commissioners that he 
would make no policy decision until the commission submitted its report.135

Manuel L. Quezon, Resident Commissioner 
from the Philippine Islands, attends the 
1912 Democratic National Convention  
in Baltimore.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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The Wood–Forbes Mission visited the islands during the summer of 1921 
and spoke with insular government officials, American expatriates, everyday 
Filipinos, and a host of other “foreigners.” They visited all but one of the 49 
provinces of the islands and held meetings in nearly 450 cities and towns.136 

In its report, the mission not only opposed Philippine independence, it 
asked Congress to strengthen America’s presence in Manila by expanding the 
powers of the governor general.137 Gabaldon and de Veyra publicly protested the 
report, with Gabaldon calling it little more than “a clever, but unworthy attempt 
to change the issue from that of stable government to a multitude of other 
conditions not required by Congress.”138 

Nevertheless, President Harding endorsed the report and nominated General 
Wood to reassert the powers of the governor general over the islands. Confirmed 
in October 1921, Wood maintained cordial relations with Filipinos, but he 
soon ran afoul of insular politicians while navigating the shoals of a pitched 
political battle between Manuel Quezon, president of the Philippine senate, 
and Philippine assembly speaker Sergio Osmeña. To many in the capital city of 
Manila, Harding’s decision to appoint Wood seemed to violate the intent of the 
Jones Act that gave the territorial legislature more control over the Philippines’ 
daily affairs. As Wood tried to consolidate power, the division between 
Philippine and American officials only widened.139 

The struggle for power in Manila—what came to be called the Cabinet 
Crisis—nearly put independence on the legislative agenda in the 68th Congress 
(1923–1925). After a Philippine independence mission met with a number of 
administration officials and Members of Congress to protest Wood’s reforms, six 
bills taking steps toward independence were submitted between December 1923 
and March 1924.140 But the proposals struggled to gain traction. Lawmakers, 
backed by a negative propaganda campaign designed to curb Philippine 
autonomy and led largely by U.S. business interests, remained committed to 
maintaining American control over the islands.141 

In 1921 President Warren G. Harding 
charged General Leonard Wood and former 
Governor General W. Cameron Forbes with 
determining whether the Philippines was 
fit for self-rule. Almost two decades later, 
Forbes, left, meets with Sergio Osmeña, 
then vice president of the Philippines.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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To Provide for Independence
The symbiotic link between trade and status that so often characterized 
Congress’s policy toward the Philippines entered a new phase by the early 1930s. 
As the U.S. economy plummeted amid the Great Depression and as Japan 
widened its global reach by invading Manchuria, Congress considered ways to 
free the Philippines perhaps less out of genuine interest for the islands and more 
because many considered the territory to be a financial and national security 
liability.142 Moreover, Democrats, who traditionally opposed the retention of 
the Philippines, had once again captured the majority in the House to start the 
72nd Congress (1931–1933), giving the independence movement something 
of a leg up. Whatever policy Congress designed, however, would depend on the 
support of the insular government in Manila. 

As a coalition of U.S. industries and interest groups pushed to limit both 
Philippine trade and Philippine immigration in order to protect struggling 
markets at home, Congress responded by drafting a measure that granted the 
Philippines its independence after a relatively brief transition period. Named 
after its authors in the House and Senate—Butler Hare of South Carolina, 
chairman of the House Insular Affairs Committee, and Senators Harry Hawes of 
Missouri and Bronson Cutting of New Mexico—the Hare–Hawes–Cutting bill 
cleared the way for a new Philippine constitution, but kept immigration quotas 
low and tariffs high following the installment of independence.143 

During the House debate on the bill, Resident Commissioner Pedro Guevara 
reminded everyone of the high stakes involved. The Philippine Organic Act of 
1902 and the 1916 Jones Act were only temporary vehicles for the Philippines, 
he said. But granting outright independence would redeem America’s promise 
for freedom. With Guevara watching, the House approved the bill in a landslide 
vote, 306 to 47. Although the Senate sat on the bill until after the fall elections, 
it passed on December 17, 1932. A conference committee swiftly changed the 
transition period to 10 years, and by the end of the month, both the House and 
Senate had cleared the new version.144 In early 1933, the outgoing President, 
Republican Herbert Hoover, vetoed the bill, but the House and Senate quickly 
overrode him.145 

Although the bill had become law, the insular legislature had to approve 
it before the graduated independence schedule began. Almost immediately 
a struggle for power on the islands derailed it. For much of 1933, the 
governing Partido Nacionalista had fractured into those for and those against 
the independence bill. Those in favor of the bill included power brokers like 
Resident Commissioner Camilo Osias, who had helped design the Hare–
Hawes–Cutting Act, and Sergio Osmeña, who had lobbied for it. Those against 
it were led by former Resident Commissioner Manuel Quezon, perhaps the 
most powerful official in Manila. Quezon had once supported the bill, but 
quickly backtracked when he realized credit for independence might go to 
Osmeña instead of himself. At that point, he became a fierce critic of the Hare–
Hawes–Cutting bill. Ultimately, Quezon prevailed and solidified his position in 
the Philippines when the insular government rejected the measure.146 

Not to be outdone, Quezon traveled to Washington to negotiate a second 
and nearly identical independence bill during the 73rd Congress (1933–1935).  

Philippine Resident Commissioner Pedro 
Guevara, left, visits the White House in 
1923 with his secretary, J. E. Espinas.
Collection of the U.S. House of Representatives
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He initially received a chilly reception from the new Franklin D. Roosevelt 
(FDR) administration.147 Nevertheless, FDR wanted to resolve the Philippine 
issue as quickly as possible. The President believed the United States was bound 
by the Jones Act to uphold the law’s “stable” government provision, and in 
March 1934, he asked Congress to revisit Philippine independence.148 

After a few days of intense debate, both houses of Congress approved the 
new version built largely on the framework of Hare–Hawes–Cutting, including 
the 10-year transition period to independence. President Roosevelt signed it 
into law on March 24, 1934. Dubbed the Tydings–McDuffie Act after Senator 
Millard Tydings of Maryland and Representative John McDuffie of Alabama, 
the Philippine legislature approved the law in May 1934. The Philippines then 
held a referendum on the new constitution and an island-wide plebiscite on 
independence. Philippine voters approved the package by huge margins.149

Under Tydings–McDuffie, the Philippines became a commonwealth, making 
the islands far more autonomous, but still subject to Congress’s authority over 
the next decade as it prepared for independence. The law replaced the governor 
general with an American high commissioner, and it changed how the Philippines 
was represented on the Hill. Since 1907 the insular legislature had elected two 
Resident Commissioners, but the new law provided for only one and empowered 
the new Philippine president to appoint that person directly. Unsurprisingly, 
Quezon was elected the Philippines’ first president a year later. Tydings–McDuffie 
also set graduated tariff rates on Philippine goods so that, by the time the islands 
became independent, they would have to pay the rates in full.150

But exactly when those full tariffs would go into effect remained unclear. 
Early in 1937, Quezon and FDR created the Joint Preparatory Committee 
(JPC) on Philippine Affairs, composed of Philippine and U.S. economists, 
to identify and begin addressing troublesome issues that would inevitably 
accompany independence. Among its many findings, the JPC recommended 
phasing in full tariff rates over 15 years, giving the Philippine economy five extra 
years to grow after independence.151 

In order to avoid the potential pitfalls in the Tydings–McDuffie Act, FDR sent 
the JPC report to the Hill and asked Congress to frame legislation around the 
committee’s recommendations. But the Senate and especially Tydings, who took it 
as a personal affront, greeted the report with disdain.152 Only after FDR personally 
lobbied members of the House and Senate did the overseeing committees produce 
a bill that lengthened the trade window to match the JPC’s recommendations. 
FDR signed the bill into law on August 7, 1939.153

Despite the changes, not everyone was happy with the final product. For 
his part, Quezon was not convinced the new law went far enough to solve the 
problems that would accompany the “economic readjustment” inherent in 
Philippine independence.154 

Economics, of course, was not the only looming concern as independence 
approached. Philippine citizenship, for one, remained a confusing legal mess. 
In 1940, when Congress updated federal naturalization provisions, citizenship 
was limited to whites and African Americans. But legislators inserted a special 
provision allowing “native-born Filipinos having the honorable service in 
the United States Army, Navy, Marine Corps, or Coast Guard” to become 

Alabama Representative John McDuffie, 
pictured here, and Maryland Senator 
Millard Tydings authored legislation during 
the 73rd Congress (1933–1935) that 
brought about Philippine independence 
after a 10-year transition period.
Collection of the U.S. House of Representatives

Philippine High Commissioner Francis 
B. Sayre, Philippine Vice President Sergio 
Osmeña, and Resident Commissioner 
Joaquin M. Elizalde (standing, left to right), 
watch as President Franklin D. Roosevelt 
signs a 1939 bill that adjusted duties on 
Philippine goods. 
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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naturalized citizens.155 With independence, however, the rest of the civilian 
population would cease being U.S. nationals and would become “aliens 
ineligible to citizenship.”156

The War in the Philippines
Despite its design to help the Philippines transition from colony to independence,  
the era of the Philippine commonwealth (1934–1944) turned out to be one 
of the more tumultuous periods in the history of the islands. With the onset 
of World War II, the Philippines suddenly became one of the most contested 
regions of the Pacific theater. 

For years, American officials had worried that Japan would encroach on 
the Philippines once America began pulling out, and in December 1941, in a 
coordinated bombing campaign that targeted Manila and a host of other cities 
across the Pacific, Japan unleashed the full power of its military. Much of the 
Philippines’ infrastructure built under the territorial government—new roads, 
hospitals, ports, and airfields—were lost as the archipelago was captured by 
Japan and then recaptured by the United States within a three-year period. 
Along the way, hundreds of thousands died and the commonwealth government 
was forced to flee to the United States until Allied forces retook Manila.

The first bombs fell on the Philippines on December 8, 1941, just hours after 
the attack on Pearl Harbor across the International Dateline. Dense fog had 
delayed the departure of the Japanese air force, but once the skies cleared, planes 
attacked for five straight days.157 

Japan’s decision to attack the Philippines was part of a larger strategy to 
seize oil reserves in the Dutch East Indies. To do so, however, Japan needed 
to eliminate the U.S. forces based in the Philippines. Under General Douglas 
MacArthur, the military had integrated nearly 100,000 Filipino troops and 
30,000 American servicemen into the U.S. Army Forces in the Far East 
(USAFFE) that included dozens of bombers, more than 100 fighter planes, and 
a full complement of warships in the U.S. Navy’s Asiatic Squadron.158 

Japan’s relentless bombing campaign, however, quickly overwhelmed the 
Philippines. The U.S. Navy withdrew, enabling Japanese forces to land on separate 
sides of Luzon. As Japanese troops marched toward Manila, U.S. and Filipino 
forces evacuated to the Bataan Peninsula while MacArthur removed his staff and 
the commonwealth government to the harbor fortress on Corregidor Island.159 

President Quezon scrambled to keep the Philippines out of the conflict and 
pushed FDR to work out a deal with Japan that, among other things, would 
grant the islands immediate independence, establish guaranteed neutrality, 
demilitarize the archipelago, and enact new trade agreements with Japan and the 
United States. Roosevelt flatly denied Quezon’s request.160

By the spring of 1942, after MacArthur and the commonwealth government 
were ordered to leave the Philippines for Australia, Japan broke the defensive 
lines on the island of Bataan, starving out the remaining USAFFE forces before 
leading them on the Bataan Death March in which thousands of American and 
Filipino troops died on the way to prison camps or during their incarceration. 
Following the final Japanese assault on the island fortress of Corregidor, the last 
organized resistance in the Philippines surrendered.161 

Resident Commissioner Joaquin M. Elizalde 
and Philippine Vice President Sergio 
Osmeña meet with businessman John W. 
Hausserman (right) in Washington, DC, in 
1938.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

General Douglas MacArthur presents a 
Distinguished Service Cross to Lieutenant 
Jack Dale of the U.S. Army Air Corps in 
Manila, Philippines, on December 22, 1941.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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At the urging of the Americans, Quezon’s government-in-exile moved from 
Australia to the United States. With no need for an official go-between, FDR 
agreed to suspend the office of the high commissioner, in theory, strengthening 
Quezon’s hand. But with no country to govern, the government-in-exile 
primarily handled ceremonial events.162

Hoping to negotiate with Japan directly, Quezon, whose health was 
deteriorating, pushed Congress to advance the date for independence. There 
was a widespread belief in the Philippines, which Quezon shared, that Japan’s 
successful invasion stemmed directly from America’s failure to fortify the 
territory’s defenses. Complicating that sentiment was Japan’s tactic to appeal 
to Filipinos on racial grounds: “Like it or not, you are Filipinos and belong to 
the Oriental race,” read propaganda leaflets. “No matter how hard you try, you 
cannot become white people.”163

Whatever inroads Japan may have made with the general population 
were swept aside in the wake of its brutal occupation. Even as the Japanese 
military erected a puppet government in Manila—granting the Philippines its 
“independence” while requiring the new administration to declare war on the 
United States—occupation forces imprisoned, tortured, and killed residents who 
objected or got in their way.164 

By the summer of 1944, however, the war in the Pacific theater had swung in 
favor of the Allied forces. FDR gave General MacArthur the go-ahead to invade 
the Philippines, and on October 20, 1944, two months after Quezon died, U.S. 
forces landed on Leyte and met little resistance.165 After defeating the Japanese 
navy in the Battle of Leyte Gulf, American GIs worked to secure the capital city. 
In a last stand in early 1945, Japanese forces hunkered down during the Battle 
of Manila in which an estimated 1,000 U.S. soldiers, 16,000 Japanese soldiers, 
and 100,000 Filipino noncombatants died. The heavy combat destroyed  
much of the city, leaving thousands homeless before the Japanese military  
finally surrendered.166

Mexican Ambassador Dr. Francisco Castillo 
Najera, President Franklin D. Roosevelt, 
Philippine President Manuel L. Quezon, and 
Secretary of State Cordell Hull (seated, left to 
right) meet at the White House in 1942.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

American troops surrender to Japanese 
forces at Corregidor Island in the 
Philippines on May 6, 1942.
Image courtesy of the National Archives  
and Records Administration
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Post-war Recovery and Independence
The liberation of the Philippines ended nearly three years of hardship that 
had robbed the territory of much-needed time and resources for the transition 
to independence. With independence scheduled to take effect in less than 
18 months and the clock ticking, the commonwealth now faced a massive 
reconstruction program. 

In Congress, the economic development of the islands became a hot-button 
issue after the war. More than ever, leaders in Manila argued, the Philippines  
needed a preferential trade deal with the United States to last well after independence. 

Even before MacArthur recaptured Manila, Congress was thinking about 
how to rebuild the islands. In June 1944, it created the Philippine-American 
Rehabilitation Commission to study the financial ramifications of the war and 
identify areas where the commonwealth’s economy would need the most help.167 
Almost a year later, President Harry S. Truman, after meeting with the new 
commonwealth president, Sergio Osmeña, asked Senator Tydings to lead an 
investigation into the recovery needs of the Philippines.168

Tydings eventually developed a Philippine rehabilitation package (S. 1488) 
that set aside hundreds of millions of dollars—total damage was estimated 
at $800 million in 1944—and developed a tariff schedule that would grow 
over time. The Senate eventually removed the tariff provisions after the House 
Ways and Means Committee asserted its constitutional prerogative to originate 
all revenue measures.169 “Factories, homes, government and commercial 
buildings, roads, bridges, docks, harbors, and the like are in need of complete 
reconstruction or widespread repairs,” Tydings’s committee wrote in its report. 
The full Senate approved it in early December.170 

In the House, however, the rehabilitation and trade packages took on 
different shapes entirely. If the Senate offered ways to diversify the islands’ 
economy, the House worked to tightly link the Philippines to U.S. markets, 
submitting a plan to enact 20 years of free trade and giving American industries 
virtually unfettered access to the Philippines. Along with the new trade bill, the 
House made more than 140 changes to Tydings’s bill, including one designed by 
the new high commissioner, Paul V. McNutt, that withheld the rehabilitation 
funding until the Philippines agreed to the new trade terms.171 

McNutt’s proposal, which had the support of the Insular Affairs Committee 
chairman, Democrat Jasper Bell of Missouri, promised to reverse more than 
40 years of U.S. policy in the Philippines. In some of the earliest legislation 
governing the territory, Congress protected the islands from exploitative overseas 
interests by requiring a 60-percent Filipino ownership stake in utility companies 
working in industries like oil, timber, and coal. McNutt’s amendment, on the 
other hand, promised to loosen those regulations and give American investors 
access to the Philippines’ natural resources.172

By mid-April 1946, both bills and their controversial provisions had been 
sent to the White House. President Truman signed the Philippine Trade Act 
and the Philippine Rehabilitation Act, but he criticized Congress’s decision to 
make the rehabilitation funds subject to the new trade agreement, especially 
since it required an amendment to the Philippine constitution.173 After the fact, 
Minnesota Representative Harold Knutson of the Insular Affairs Committee 
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made a surprising confession by admitting that the committee “did not realize, 
because of the haste and urgency of the situation, that we were coercing the 
Philippines into signing a trade agreement and making other fundamental 
adjustments in their laws.”174 

The government in Manila was left with two less-than-ideal options: approve 
the trade deal and sacrifice economic sovereignty in exchange for reconstruction 
funding or oppose the trade bill and lose the rehabilitation package, but 
maintain a measure of economic self-determination. With the clock ticking 
down to independence, the legislature approved the trade pact in the closing 
hours of the commonwealth and, in the process, granted Americans the right to 
purchase and own property as majority shareholders. Ultimately, the rebuilding 
needs of the islands won out. As one Philippine legislator said, “I vote yes 
because we are flat broke, hungry, homeless, and destitute.”175 

The Philippines became independent on July 4, 1946. President Truman 
marked the occasion by releasing a statement pledging the support of the United 
States should the Philippines ever need it. “I am confident, however, that the 

Minnesota Congressman Harold Knutson 
served in the House of Representatives from 
1917 to 1949. In addition to chairing the 
Committee on Insular Affairs, Knutson also 
led the Committee on Indian Affairs, the 
Committee on Ways and Means, and the Joint 
Committee on Internal Revenue Taxation.
Collection of the U.S. House of Representatives

This resolution, adopted by the Philippine 
legislature on September 24, 1931, called 
for the “immediate and complete political 
separation of the Philippine Islands  
from the United States.” The Philippines 
gained independence in 1946, becoming  
the only territory in American history  
with representation in Congress to gain  
its independence.
Image courtesy of the National Archives  
and Records Administration
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Filipino people will meet the challenge of independence with courage and 
determination,” he said.176 Just down Massachusetts Avenue, State Department 
officials were on hand as the Philippine flag was raised over its new embassy.177 

In Manila, a similar scene unfolded. At around 10:00 a.m., a massive crowd 
watched as the American flag came down and the Philippine flag went up over 
the capital city. “Simultaneously, sirens wailed out in Manila and church bells 
rang all over the Philippines,” observed H. Ford Wilkins, the New York Times 
reporter covering the event. The Associated Press reported that “cries of ‘Kalayan’ 
[sic] (freedom) rang from barrio to barrio, from island to island … as Filipinos 
celebrated their newly gained independence.”178 But Wilkins sensed something 
other than euphoria in the Philippines that day. “Filipinos generally observed 
Independence Day more as a solemn occasion than one for spontaneous 
rejoicing at having attained a goal they had sought during the forty-eight years 
of American sovereignty,” he wrote.179 

For the first half of the 20th century, the Philippines had been the far edge 
of the United States’ overseas empire, the physical limit of America’s frontier. 
Throughout this period, the United States tried to keep the people of the 
Philippines at arm’s length while controlling the political and economic affairs  
of the islands. But in the opinion of the Philippine president Manuel Roxas, 
July 4, 1946, signaled the opening of a whole new era. “We mark here today a 
forward thrust of the frontiers of freedom,” he said from the park at Luneta, a 
massive green space adjacent to Manila Bay. It was virtually the same spot where 
Spain opened fire on Dewey’s warships in 1898 that began the Philippines’ 
nearly 50-year history as an American colony. In 1962 the Philippines changed 
the date of its independence to June 12, 1898, marking the day when General 
Emilio Aguinaldo declared the Philippines independent of Spain.180 

HAWAII
As was the case in the Philippines, the APA experience in Hawaii developed as 
a direct consequence of America’s imperial ambitions. American colonists and 
missionaries gradually usurped power from the Polynesian people native to 
the Hawaiian Islands who suddenly found their way of life divorced from the 
economic strength of the country. The new economy in Hawaii centered on 
the cultivation and refinement of sugar, run by white, non-native businessmen. 
Native Hawaiians began referring to these Caucasian colonials as haoles, loosely 
meaning “foreigner” in the Hawaiian language. The plantations, in turn, 
attracted immigrants from the other side of the Pacific, principally Japanese and 
Chinese contract laborers. What followed was a fight for power and security 
among four groups under the shadow of the United States: monarchs, Native 
Hawaiians, the sugar companies, and immigrants.

The Hawaiian Islands had long been a convenient port of call for American 
whalers, seal hunters, and traders to China. Since the 1820s, the American 
Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions had sent Protestant missionaries 
from New England, many of whom eventually settled permanently in Hawaii. 
The missionaries’ successes led the board to proclaim the islands Christianized 
and to turn over control of the missions to the locals. American settlers soon 
turned their energies from missionary work to profiteering and invested heavily 

In 1897 the satirical magazine Puck 
printed this political cartoon depicting 
“another shotgun wedding, with neither 
party willing” between Uncle Sam and 
a female personification of Hawaii. 
President William McKinley officiates the 
wedding while Senator John Tyler Morgan 
of Alabama, who supported American 
expansion, stands watch.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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in sugar cultivation. Hawaiian monarchs provided favorable land grants. By 
1870 these American descendants had become the “Big Five” sugar companies: 
Ladd & Company, H. Hackfeld & Company, C. Brewer & Company, Castle & 
Cooke, and Alexander & Baldwin.181 

The United States began exercising direct influence over the Hawaiian 
monarchy with the Reciprocity Treaty of 1875. In exchange for exclusive use of 
Pearl Harbor near Honolulu, Hawaiian sugar would enter U.S. markets under 
favorable tariff rates. Sugar was suddenly the islands’ premier crop, and revenue 
more than tripled, from $1.3 million in 1876 to $4.3 million in 1880.182 This 
economic explosion granted the Big Five enormous leverage, leverage that they 
parlayed into a political revolution in 1887.

Bayonet Constitution
On June 30, 1887, an organization of haole lawyers and sugar planters, 
accompanied by an armed militia and led by attorneys Sanford B. Dole and 
Lorrin Thurston, forced King Kalakaua to sign a new constitution radically 
restructuring the Hawaiian government. The so-called “Bayonet Constitution” 
sharply restricted the powers of the monarchy and limited suffrage to property 
owners, which had the effect of disenfranchising most Native Hawaiians. New 
political parties emerged in the revolution’s wake. Businessmen, missionaries, 
and planters rallied to the Reform Party while Native Hawaiians who met the 
voting requirements organized the National Reform Party in opposition.183 

The assertion of haole influence changed the career trajectory of a young 
military student, Robert W. Wilcox. The government recalled Wilcox, a Native 
Hawaiian, from an exchange program in Italy, and he returned to Honolulu 
without a promised prestigious military appointment. In frustration, Wilcox 
turned to the more radical elements of the National Reform Party. Party 
conspirators plotted to force King Kalakaua’s abdication in favor of his sister, 
Liliuokalani, who Native Hawaiians believed would show a firmer hand against 

Foreign lawyers and sugar planters forced 
King Kalakaua of Hawaii to sign a new 
constitution in 1887, which drastically 
restricted the power of his government.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

Hawaii was also known as the Sandwich 
Islands when this map was published in 1893.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

Hawaiian mills process sugar from 
cultivated cane. Sugar became the islands’ 
most profitable crop by 1880.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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the haole government. Following a brief self-imposed exile in San Francisco in 
1888 in fear of reprisal, Wilcox and his coconspirators moved forward with their 
plan on July 30, 1889. Relying on his military training, he marched roughly 
150 men on Iolani Palace only to find the palace closed and the King spirited 
away. After hours of being holed up in a nearby bungalow under bombardment 
from the Royal Guard, Wilcox and his followers surrendered. First charged 
with treason, they were tried for conspiracy. A Native-Hawaiian jury found the 
defendants not guilty.184

That fall protectionist Republicans gained control of the U.S. Congress. 
Hawaiians viewed this development nervously, since the sugar trade with the 
United States funded three-fourths of the kingdom’s imports and almost all of 
its exports.185 Their fears proved to be well founded in 1890, when Congress 
passed the McKinley Tariff, named after its author, House Ways and Means 
Chairman William McKinley of Ohio. It eliminated all duties on raw sugar, 
effectively dismantling the special trade status Hawaii had enjoyed since 
1875. Hawaiian diplomats raised objections to no avail. Haole officials began 
discussing the possibility of becoming either an American protectorate or being 
fully annexed by the United States. Both alternatives provoked opposition from 
Native Hawaiians.186

Rise of the Republic
The turmoil only increased when King Kalakaua died in January 1891. 
Queen Liliuokalani took the throne in the throes of an economic depression, 
determined to restore the power of the monarchy and Native Hawaiians. She 
surrounded herself with fellow royals, including 19-year-old Prince Jonah Kuhio 
Kalanianaole, a ward of King Kalakaua incorporated into the royal line. Known 
primarily as Kuhio, the young prince took on greater responsibilities when he 
became one of the queen’s unofficial advisers after her husband died barely seven 
months into her reign. 

Constructed in the late 19th century, Iolani 
Palace was briefly the residence of the 
Hawaiian royal family. After the monarchy 
was overthrown, the palace functioned as 
governmental headquarters until 1969.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

Robert W. Wilcox, a Native Hawaiian, 
attempted to force King Kalakaua to 
abdicate in 1888 so that the King’s sister, 
Liliuokalani, could rule instead. Wilcox 
was captured, but found not guilty of 
conspiracy. He became Hawaii’s first 
Delegate to Congress in 1900.
Image courtesy of the Hawaii State Archives
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Queen Liliuokalani’s first opportunity to consolidate power and reverse the 
Bayonet Constitution arrived in the 1892 elections. However, Native Hawaiians 
split between the queen’s National Reform Party and the more radical Liberal 
Party, which counted Wilcox among its members, while the planters’ Reform 
Party held a plurality of seats. Liliuokalani desperately sought to appoint 
and maintain a new government, but the three parties refused to establish a 
stable partnership. No one party held a majority, leaving the situation, in U.S. 
Minister John Stevens’s word, “feverish.”187

During this time, anxious planters secretly formed the “Annexation Club” 
and contacted Stevens to gauge America’s interest in taking on Hawaii as a 
territory. The club then sent Lorrin Thurston to Washington under the guise of 
arranging Hawaii’s exhibit at the Chicago World’s Fair. He met with Secretary of 
State James G. Blaine and the chairmen of the House and Senate Foreign Affairs 
Committees to assess U.S. reactions to a potential rebellion against Liliuokalani. 
Blaine assured Thurston the United States would welcome any Hawaiian 
annexation request. The haole planters were not alone in their dissatisfaction, 
however. Wilcox and other Native Hawaiians from the Liberal Party formed the 
Equal Rights League, also seeking annexation, abolition of the monarchy, and 
the democratic empowerment of the Native-Hawaiian people.188

Liliuokalani gave the annexationists the excuse they needed when she ended 
the 1892 legislative session by attempting to install a new constitution more 
favorable to Native Hawaiians. The Annexation Club reacted first and swiftly 
proclaimed itself a “Committee of Safety.” The committee reached out to 
Minister Stevens and secured a promise of American military aid. With the 
support of American troops landing in Honolulu, the committee launched 
its revolution on January 15, 1893. Sanford Dole, who had since ascended to 
the Hawaiian supreme court and the queen’s privy council, was offered and 
accepted the presidency of the provisional government. Liliuokalani’s ministers 
met to discuss the crisis with the resident diplomats who advised them to avoid 
using force against the rebels. When two of the ministers met with Stevens, he 
refused to provide any assistance to the government. Working as a clerk at the 
government building, Prince Kuhio dutifully followed Dole’s orders to send the 
letters out announcing the end of his own family’s reign. Liliuokalani, Hawaii’s 
final monarch, surrendered peacefully just after sunset.189

In one of the provisional government’s first actions, Dole petitioned Stevens  
for American protection in the event of an uprising of Asian laborers and 
migrants who represented a sizable portion of the islands’ population. U.S.  
flags flew over public buildings for weeks after the American minister assented  
to the request. The provisional government declared martial law to maintain 
order and appointed a delegation, including Lorrin Thurston, to negotiate 
a treaty of annexation in Washington, DC. The envoys arrived in early 
February 1893. Negotiations progressed quickly after Hawaiians assured State 
Department officials that they held no interest in statehood, which would 
enfranchise the Native-Hawaiian population and potentially interfere with 
the recruitment of migrant laborers from Japan and China. The treaty was 
signed on February 14, 1893, and quickly went to the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee for consideration.190 

Queen Liliuokalani was Hawaii’s last 
monarch. She ascended to the throne in 
1891 but surrendered her sovereignty two 
years later. Hawaii was formally annexed to 
the United States in 1898.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

Sanford B. Dole, who advocated the 
overthrow of the Hawaiian monarchy 
and urged the United States to annex the 
islands, became the first territorial governor 
of Hawaii in 1900.
Image courtesy of the Hawaii State Archives
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All hope of immediate annexation evaporated once President Grover Cleveland  
took office two weeks later. A Democrat wary of angering his base in the Jim 
Crow South, Cleveland repudiated the protectorate status Stevens had arranged, 
halted progress on the annexation treaty in the Senate, and arranged for House 
Foreign Affairs Committee Chairman James Blount of Georgia to investigate 
conditions in Hawaii before moving forward. Blount blasted Stevens’s 
involvement in the rebellion and predicted the Hawaiian republic would not 
last long. “The undoubted sentiment of the people is for the Queen,” he wrote, 
“against the Provisional Government and against annexation.”191 

Cleveland’s administration promptly replaced Stevens as the U.S. minister to 
Hawaii with Albert S. Willis. Willis apologized for the “reprehensible conduct of 
the American minister and the unauthorized presence on land of a military force 
of the United States” and urged Liliuokalani to accept amnesty for the members 
of the committee of safety. The queen, believing the United States had finally 
come to its senses and would back her return to power, initially insisted “such 
persons should be beheaded and their property confiscated to the government” 
before Willis managed to talk her down.192 Willis then met with Dole, who 
flatly stated the provisional government would only give way to the queen 
if compelled by force. Dole further insisted erroneously that, by signing the 
February treaty, the United States had formally recognized Dole’s administration 
as the legitimate government of the islands.193

With annexation stalled, the provisional government proceeded to draft a 
constitution. On July 4, 1894, the government declared itself the new Hawaiian 
republic, but discriminatory policies belied its true nature. Foremost among 
these was the full disenfranchisement of Native-Hawaiian and Asian laborers. 
The constitution of 1894 set up a tiered set of qualifications for voters who 
would elect the new Hawaiian bicameral legislature. Hawaiian house elections 
required voters to be males at least 20 years old, to speak English or Hawaiian, 
pay taxes, and hold at least one year’s residency. Hawaiian senate voters had 

William Richards Castle, Charles L. Carter, 
Joseph Marsden, William Chauncey Wilder, 
and Lorrin A. Thurston (clockwise from 
top) formed a commission in 1893 to 
negotiate the U.S. annexation of Hawaii.
Image courtesy of the Hawaii State Archives

Grover Cleveland’s second inauguration as 
President, on March 4, 1893, marked the 
start of a slowdown of the U.S. annexation 
of Hawaii.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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the same requirements, but residency was increased to at least three years and a 
net property worth of at least $3,000 or an income of $600 was required. The 
constitution also excluded royalists from the voting rolls, leaving just 2,700 
people able to vote in elections. Wilcox briefly worked with the provisional 
government, but quickly realized the haole bureaucracy held no position for him 
and returned to the role of agitator.194

In the last days of 1894, Wilcox joined Kuhio and other royalists to plot a 
counterrevolution that would restore Liliuokalani to the Hawaiian throne. With 
the deposed monarch’s blessing, the conspirators smuggled arms into Honolulu 
and launched their revolt in the dusk hours of January 6, 1895. The republic 
had been informed of their plan, however, and Dole once more declared 
martial law on the islands. The royalist plot was scuttled within 36 hours after 
only scattered resistance. By January 10, the rebels had been caught and jailed, 
including Wilcox and Prince Kuhio.195 Sentences ranged from a year of hard 
labor for the prince to death for Wilcox. Dole eventually commuted Wilcox’s 
sentence to hard labor and offered a full pardon in 1898.196

Annexation and Transition
Despite this unrest, the Hawaiian republic continued to lobby for annexation in 
the hopes of boosting their flagging sugar trade. A path to annexation opened 
following the presidential election of Ohio Governor William McKinley in 
1896. The Republican Party platform specifically called for U.S. control over 
the Hawaiian Islands. On June 16, 1897, McKinley sent a new treaty to the 
Senate for approval, but intense protests from the Japanese government shone 
a spotlight on the heavy presence of Asian contract laborers working Hawaii’s 
sugar plantations. Progress on the treaty stalled, and the Senate adjourned on 
July 24 without acting on it. It became apparent that American fear over the 
ballooning population of Asian laborers on the islands would prove to be the 
greatest hurdle to Hawaiian annexation.197 

Asian immigration to the Hawaiian Islands began in 1852 when the first ship 
from South China arrived in Honolulu Harbor laden with contract laborers for 
the sugar plantations. Among the early immigrants from China were relatives 
of future Senators Daniel K. Akaka and Hiram L. Fong, whose father, Sau 
Howe Fong, was recruited by a family member working for one of the Big Five 
sugar companies. The elder Fong’s experience reflected the experiences of many 
Chinese immigrants in Hawaii. After finishing his contract in 1877, he found 
work at a fertilizer plant. Initially hired for five years, Chinese immigrants often 
settled their families in the islands once their contracts ended.198 

By the 1880s, the sugar companies began importing Japanese laborers 
to balance against the growing Chinese population. The families of future 
Senators Daniel K. Inouye and Spark M. Matsunaga immigrated during this 
time, initially working the rich sugar fields of Maui. The Japanese government 
actively encouraged these first-generation Japanese emigrants, or issei, to agree 
to three-year contracts their government had negotiated with Hawaiian officials 
and sugar growers. Contrary to the United States and unlike the recruitment 
of Chinese laborers, Hawaii encouraged Japanese women to emigrate under 
the belief that family life would cool unrest. While this accomplished the 

Prince Jonah Kuhio Kalanianaole served as 
the Hawaiian Delegate to the U.S. Congress 
from 1903 to 1922. President Theodore 
Roosevelt refused to pronounce his last 
name and instead referred to the Delegate 
by his middle name, Kuhio.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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plantations’ desired goals of maintaining stability among the labor force, it led 
Japanese immigrants to follow the examples of their Chinese predecessors and 
raise families on the island rather than return to Japan, as both governments had 
envisioned. New minority communities sprang up as a result and created tight-
knit blocs of individual ethnic Asian minorities. Because of the importation of 
cheap Japanese labor, Hawaiian plantations increased production while Japanese 
emigration companies thrived and reinvigorated the Japanese economy. Roughly 
30,000 Japanese contract laborers had poured into Hawaii by 1894.199 

Dole’s government attempted to address the influx of Japanese laborers 
in 1897 when they turned back three ships with more than 1,000 Japanese 
immigrants aboard. The Japanese government responded by sending its warship 
Naniwa to Honolulu Harbor, causing the McKinley administration to dispatch 
the U.S. Navy to Hawaii as well, while U.S. Secretary of State John Sherman 
mediated the Japanese immigration issue. The increasingly martial Japanese 
government viewed Hawaiian annexation as an attempt to avoid renegotiating 
the highly profitable contract labor agreement between the two nations. 
Japanese diplomats protested to the United States, but Secretary Sherman more 
or less lied to Japanese diplomats that no annexation was contemplated. “It is 
the white race against the yellow,” one Honolulu newspaper opined. “Nothing 
but annexation can save the islands.”200

To that end, the Hawaiian legislature unanimously approved the annexation 
treaty on September 6, 1897. Later that month, a joint congressional delegation 
favoring annexation visited Honolulu. Hawaiian royalists presented evidence 
before the delegation that many Native Hawaiians opposed annexation, which 
gave the members pause.201 Following another push by President McKinley 
in his annual message on December 6, Secretary Sherman succeeded in his 
efforts to remove the Japanese government’s protest to the treaty and provided 
assurances that Japan would suffer no discrimination from an annexed Hawaii. 
The Senate launched into debate, and then progress came to a sudden halt 
when the USS Maine exploded in Havana Harbor on February 15, 1898, 
precipitating military conflict between America and Spain.

Queen Liliuokalani took the throne in  
1891 determined to restore the power  
of the monarchy and Native Hawaiians. 
This memorial, signed by Queen 
Liliuokalani on December 19, 1898,  
was her last attempt to return control  
of her homeland to Native Hawaiians.
Image courtesy of the National Archives  
and Records Administration

A crowd gathers outside Iolani Palace in 
Honolulu on August 12, 1898, as legislation 
annexing Hawaii to the United States went 
into effect. 
Photograph by Frank Davey; image courtesy of the 
Hawaii State Archives
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When the War of 1898 began in late April that year, events moved quickly 
and brought the Hawaiian Islands to the nation’s attention with a new urgency. 
The destruction of the Spanish fleet in Manila Bay in early May made the Pacific 
Ocean an important component of the war. Hawaii suddenly became a key way 
station for the U.S. military as it provided supplies for U.S. troops to capture 
Manila and to hold the Philippines. The annexation of Hawaii had been revived 
mere months after its sudden demise.202

Representative Francis Newlands of Nevada introduced H. Res. 259 to 
annex Hawaii on May 4, 1898, and the House debated the resolution a month 
later, from June 11 to June 14. Champ Clark of Missouri opposed annexation 
because, in his view, Native Hawaiians could not become Americans. He 
dismissed them as “a lot of non-descript Asiatico-Polynesian ignoramuses.” 
And he ended his speech with a warning about a future he wanted to avoid: 
“How can we endure our shame when a Chinese Senator from Hawaii, with his 
pigtail hanging down his back, with his pagan joss in his hand, shall rise from 
his curule chair and in pigeon [sic] English proceed to chop logic with George 
Frisbie Hoar or Henry Cabot Lodge? O tempora! O mores!”203 

While Champ Clark’s racial prejudices were widely shared, Hawaii’s key 
position in the Pacific carried the day. “We owe the most solemn duty to 
reciprocate this friendly spirit,” said Representative John Mitchell of New York, 
“and see that no possible harm shall come to them by reason of it.”204 When 
the House debated and voted on Newlands’s resolution on June 15, 1898, it 
was approved, 290 to 91. Once Congress had decided to annex Hawaii by joint 
resolution rather than by treaty, Senate passage was certain. The Senate, having 
considered similar legislation several times over, wasted little time deliberating 
and approved the resolution, 42 to 21, on July 6. The President signed H. Res. 
259 into law the next day.205

The Newlands Resolution authorized an interim government co-managed 
by the U.S. Army and Hawaiian republic leaders until Congress could set up 
a more permanent territorial government. Likewise, a commission was set 
up to recommend to Congress the legislation necessary to govern the islands. 
It included two Senators and the chairman of the House Foreign Affairs 
Committee. Hawaiian president Sanford Dole and Hawaiian supreme court 
justice Walter Frear, both haoles, rounded out the commission. Dole quickly set 
about persuading Congress to adopt discriminatory portions of the Hawaiian 
republic’s constitution for the territory. For example, property qualifications 
were specified for legislators and senate voters, Asian citizens of the republic would 
not become U.S. citizens, and the territorial governor would appoint territorial 
judges. But Congress balked, and no territorial bill passed either chamber before 
the 55th Congress (1897–1899) concluded in early March 1899.206

Congressional indifference in the 56th Congress (1899–1901) allowed 
Wisconsin Senator John C. Spooner to strip out the property qualifications 
and insert an independent judiciary in the commission’s bill.207 President 
McKinley signed the resultant Hawaiian Organic Act into law on April 30, 
1900. Like former territorial legislation, the Organic Act set aside the territorial 
governor, secretary, and judges as presidential appointments subject to Senate 
confirmation. McKinley obligingly nominated Sanford Dole as Hawaii’s 

On August 15, 1903, the secretary of the 
Territory of Hawaii signed this resolution of 
the territorial legislature asking Congress to 
pass an act allowing Hawaii to hold a state 
constitutional convention and be admitted 
as a state to the Union. Hawaii was annexed 
by the United States only five years earlier, 
in July 1898.
Image courtesy of the National Archives  
and Records Administration
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first territorial governor. The bill also created an elected bicameral legislature 
and provided for the election of a Territorial Delegate to the U.S. House of 
Representatives.208 Though appointed officials retained considerable power over 
local politics, these changes ultimately restored Native Hawaiians as a majority 
of the electorate.

An extension of U.S. citizenship to all Hawaiian citizens notably excluded 
Asian laborers, who accounted for nearly 60 percent of the islands’ population. 
At the time, U.S. law excluded Asian immigrants from becoming naturalized 
citizens, meaning that only those children born to Asian immigrants after 
annexation would gain citizenship. The act further required island-born Asians 
to produce a Hawaiian birth certificate before traveling to the U.S. mainland, 
but immigration officials implemented this section of the act by further 
requiring a creditable witness who had “seen the claimant at various times 
during his life.”209

Meanwhile, Native Hawaiians asserted their renewed political power. The 
Organic Act went into effect in June 1900 and provided just enough time to 
hold the election for the first Territorial Delegate. While haoles adopted the 
political parties of their new nation, Native Hawaiians merged two patriotic 
leagues into the Hawaiian Independent Party (HIP) and demanded “Hawai‘i for 
the Hawaiians” and “Equal Rights for the People.” Robert Wilcox headed the 
HIP ticket. Wilcox distanced himself from the anti-haole tactics of the HIP’s 
radical wing, and the party changed its name to Home Rule. When Democrats 
nominated Kuhio’s older brother, David Kawananakoa, rumors swirled that 
Wilcox might withdraw his candidacy to avoid splitting the Native-Hawaiian 

Following the enactment of the Hawaiian 
Organic Act on April 30, 1900, which created 
the Territory of Hawaii, President William 
McKinley nominated Sanford B. Dole to be 
territorial governor on May 4, 1900.
Image courtesy of the National Archives  
and Records Administration
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vote. Unnerved, Wilcox hardened his rhetoric and lashed out at the haoles who 
had oppressed Native Hawaiians. He vowed to work toward the removal of 
Dole as territorial governor and staged rallies to highlight haole imperialism.210 
Wilcox’s demagoguery bore fruit, and on November 6, 1900, he captured a 
narrow plurality of the votes to become Hawaii’s first Delegate to Congress.

Creating a Legal Identity
Of the 10 Hawaiian Delegates to the U.S. Congress who served between 
1900 and 1959, half were Native Hawaiian: Robert Wilcox, Jonah Kuhio 
Kalanianaole, William P. Jarrett, Victor S. (Kaleoaloha) Houston, and Samuel 
Wilder King. Together, these Delegates represented the islands in Congress for 
more than two-thirds of the period between annexation and statehood. These 
Native Hawaiians represented three different parties but wrestled with similar 
insular concerns. Arriving in Washington, most struggled to adjust to life on 
the mainland, and all faced congressional colleagues who knew little about 
the Hawaiian Islands. Granted floor privileges and the ability to introduce 
legislation, Hawaiian Delegates were nevertheless left without a vote and had 
to rely on personal relationships and lobbying efforts to cajole Congress into 
providing aid for the territory.

Robert Wilcox made a rough start of Hawaii’s early congressional efforts when 
he failed to stir much sympathy in Washington, DC. During his tenure as a 
member of the Home Rule Party, he was unable to caucus with either Republicans 
or Democrats. He wound up on the Private Land Claims and Coinage, Weights, 
and Measures Committees; neither were plum assignments. Additionally, his  
anti-haole campaign and unsteady English hindered his effectiveness.211 

When Prince Kuhio returned from an extended wedding honeymoon in 
1901, he threw himself into Home Rule politics. However, the prince never felt 
entirely comfortable with the party’s anti-haole rhetoric or Wilcox’s tightfisted 
control. After a disastrous party convention resulted in a walkout of half of the 
Home Rule delegates, Kuhio entertained Republican outreach. Former Nebraska 
Senator John M. Thurston nudged Kuhio to the Republican Party with a line at 
the state convention: “You might as well send a frog to chipper at the doors of 
the Court of St. James for what you want as to send to Washington a Delegate 
who is not one of or in harmony with either of the two great political parties.”212 
Kuhio’s compromise with Republican business interests proved to be successful; 
he defeated Wilcox in the 1902 election and became Hawaii’s second Delegate. 
Wilcox’s Home Rule Party did not long survive his troubled House career, and 
Native Hawaiians quickly split between Republicans and Democrats.

In many ways, Kuhio set the tone for Hawaiian Delegates. He sought to 
correct congressional misconceptions about the islands through both formal and 
informal means. Like Wilcox, the prince made few floor speeches and did most 
of his work in committees, frequently testifying at length. Unlike Wilcox, Kuhio 
maintained far more confidence among his peers after years spent as an equal in 
foreign courts. Kuhio’s successors continued this trend and acted more often as 
ambassadors than empowered legislators. 

Kuhio quickly learned the depth of Members’ ignorance regarding the 
islands while attempting to secure funding to repair lighthouses in the territory. 

Hawaiian Delegate Samuel Wilder King, 
seated left, and Secretary of the Interior 
Harold Ickes receive leis in Washington, 
DC, in 1936.
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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Bounced back and forth between the territorial lighthouse board, the Navy 
Department, the Appropriations Committee, and Speaker Joe Cannon, Kuhio 
discovered belatedly that some officials incorrectly believed that Hawaii was 
ineligible for federal funds.213 

After the prince’s eye-opening experience with the lighthouse board in late 
1903, Kuhio took a new approach to educating his colleagues about Hawaii. He 
embraced his home’s reputation as an exotic paradise among the Capitol Hill elite 
and sought to use that curiosity to his advantage. Kuhio and his wife purchased 
property near Pershing Square in the District of Columbia and transformed it 
into a social hotspot. Officials gambled, drank, and enjoyed dinner parties while 
Kuhio pontificated on the splendor and importance of the islands.214 

The prince extended his educational campaign to sponsored tours of the 
islands beginning in 1907. These semiannual excursions often attracted funding 
from Hawaiian businesses and the territorial legislature itself. Members brought 
their families and enjoyed the full hospitality of the islands. These tours generally 
led to increased attention to Hawaiian needs back in Washington, DC. “I do 
not hesitate to say that I believe that the American congress will do a great 
deal for you this next session,” Representative William Wilson of Illinois wrote 
to Kuhio after the 1915 tour. “I think you will find that the trip was of great 
benefit to you in that respect, as it was to us in every way.”215

Kuhio’s successors faced similar misapprehensions about Hawaii’s status 
under the Organic Act. In the 71st Congress (1929–1931), Victor Houston 
struggled to extend provisions for federal highways that the Bureau of Public 
Roads had withheld for eight years because the territory had not been explicitly 
mentioned in the law.216 William Jarrett wrestled with the strictures of the 
Organic Act throughout his tenure. He repeatedly testified before committees 
that, under the act, the territorial legislature required congressional approval 
to fund even basic governmental services like housing assistance and park 
management.217 Samuel Wilder King continued to malign the act’s obstruction 
in 1940 when Congress failed to approve reapportionment on the islands, 
leaving the territorial legislature under the control of Oahu’s more cosmopolitan 
delegates.218 Houston and King benefited from military contacts gained during 
their service in the U.S. Navy, and King in particular leaned on them to open 
wider avenues for lobbying in DC.219

Delegates continued to do much of their work in committees. The five 
Native-Hawaiian Delegates served on 13 standing committees, and all but 
Wilcox shared four in common: Agriculture, Military Affairs, Post Office 
and Post Roads, and Territories. These assignments represented the primary 
areas of concern for Hawaii. Jarrett, Houston, and King also served on the 
Committee on Public Lands, which gained much greater importance after 
Kuhio’s signature piece of legislation, the Hawaiian Homes Commission Act, 
creating a homesteading program for Native Hawaiians on 200,000 acres of 
the former royal holdings. Delegates relied on these committee assignments 
to protect Hawaiian sugar, increase funding for military installations, improve 
infrastructure, and defend the rights of Hawaii’s territorial government.

Illinois Representative James R. Mann and his 
wife wear leis during a 1915 congressional trip 
to Hawaii. The caption notes that they were 
“learning Hawaiian customs.”
Collection of the U.S. House of Representatives

Hawaiian Delegate Victor S. (Kaleoaloha) 
Houston (right), and his wife, Pinao 
Brickwood Houston, present a lei—
handmade by Mrs. Houston—to Speaker 
Nicholas Longworth (center) in 1929.
Collection of the U.S. House of Representatives
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Legislative Interests
Early Hawaiian Delegates like Wilcox and Kuhio faced much greater political 
pressure on the islands. Both traveled to and from the mainland frequently in 
order to shore up support in a still uncertain political environment. Their greatest 
concerns were filling in the gaps the Organic Act had left behind. Wilcox clarified 
the terms of territorial senators and sought to transfer to the federal government 
the administrative responsibility for a community on the island of Molokai 
where people living with leprosy had been quarantined, a decision that likely cost 
him his seat after a visiting Congressman implied the United States would seek 
to relocate the residents upon taking control. In contrast, Kuhio drew federal 
attention to what had inspired annexation in the first place: the strategic position 
of the islands in the Pacific. He brought jobs and federal money to Hawaii to 
expand U.S. military resources. As a Republican, the prince also prioritized the 
economic concerns of his party’s wealthy haole elites, most notably shipping 
concerns and protection of the sugar industry. Hawaii had been incorporated 
with the clear eventual goal of statehood, but Hawaiian businesses led by the Big 
Five and political elites were far more concerned with solidifying the status quo in 
the territory’s early years.220

Where Kuhio began to diverge from his Republican bosses was in the 
“rehabilitation” of the Native-Hawaiian people. After years of haole control over 
nearly all facets of life during the republic, the economic strength of Native 
Hawaiians had waned considerably.221 A homesteading program had been in the 
minds of Hawaiians since before the Organic Act. Wilcox had championed a 
similar program that aimed to benefit all Hawaiians, though that bill ultimately 
went nowhere. When Kuhio introduced the Hawaiian Rehabilitation Bill in 
April 1920, he presented it in testimony as “the first opportunity given to a poor 
man.” Kuhio’s version of homesteading was intended as a solution to what he 
saw as his people’s decline.222

Kuhio intended to use the former Hawaiian Crown lands for this new 
homesteading program quickly renamed the Hawaiian Homes Commission 
Act. The Crown lands had long been a preoccupation of Kuhio. Until her death 
in 1917, Queen Liliuokalani pressured Kuhio to help her reacquire the lands 
ceded first to the republic and then to the American government. The prince 
dutifully made requests, but Congress and the territorial legislature held the 
lands under leases until 1920 and continually denied the claims. The Hawaiian 
Homes Commission Act took advantage of the leases’ expirations to set aside 
200,000 acres for 99-year leases to homesteaders who qualified as at least half 
Native Hawaiian. The bill, as passed, had many flaws. Successful lobbying by 
the Big Five ensured that the best lands were retained for sugar plantations, 
and the arbitrary nature of the Native-Hawaiian requirement meant that new 
generations often had trouble holding on to their family’s land.223

King Sugar
The power of the sugar industry loomed large over the territory’s politics. 
The mere threat of tariff reform effectively ended the career of Hawaii’s first 
Democratic Delegate, William Jarrett. By that time, Republicans had controlled 
the House of Representatives since 1919 with no sign of waning. Mainland 

42940_04-APA-CE1.indd   77 2/13/2018   11:19:29 AM



78  H   ASIAN AND PACIFIC ISLANDER AMERICANS IN CONGRESS

interests itched to strengthen tariffs, a hallmark of the Republican platform, in 
order to protect American crops and products. As a Democrat, Jarrett did not 
devote much effort to maintaining the Big Five’s unique place in the American 
economy. Well liked, but politically inexperienced, Jarrett found himself a 
victim of this blind spot in 1926 when Republicans ran Victor Houston, 
another political newcomer, against him. Only a Republican, the party insisted, 
could properly preserve the islands’ economic interests in the face of certain 
tariff legislation.224

Republicans spent a great deal of time attending to the concerns of the 
sugar industry, particularly the constant labor shortages. By 1900 the Japanese 
population on the islands was roughly 60,000; 40,000 more arrived in the 
seven years after annexation. A significant number of these immigrants were 
women, which led to more permanent issei settlement in Hawaii. Planters faced 
with the abolition of the contract labor system after annexation encouraged 
family emigration to keep laborers living and working on the plantations. This 
new system culminated in the Gentlemen’s Agreement in 1907 between the 
United States and Japan, in which Japan restricted emigration to the United 
States, but retained a loophole for the immediate relatives of immigrants already 
living there. The loophole resulted in more female and family migration and 
crystalized the permanent settlement of Japanese laborers in Hawaii.225 

Native Hawaiians like Kuhio openly derided the Japanese population as 
“un-Americanizing the territory.” Some of this unease developed due to Japan’s 
rapid militarization and its tendency to engage in gunboat diplomacy. With 
the United States seemingly uninterested in building a Pacific defense on the 
foundation provided in the wake of the Spanish-American War, Hawaiians 
worried about Japan and the numerous emigrants the nation sent to the islands. 
Native Hawaiians and haoles alike feared the Asian majority likely to arise 
when the second generation of laborers, entitled to citizenship by birth after 

In the shadow of the Koolau mountain 
range, workers load a Waimanalo Sugar 
Company locomotive with cane in a 
Hawaiian field around 1900.
Image courtesy of the Hawaii State Archives

42940_04-APA-CE1.indd   78 2/13/2018   11:19:32 AM



EXCLUSION AND EMPIRE  |  1898–1941  H  79  

annexation, at last gained the vote. Kuhio responded to these fears by combating 
U.S. objections to importing Chinese immigrants whom the prince viewed 
much more favorably. The Hawaiian Homes Commission Act also prevented 
Japanese people from working on federal construction projects. The efforts of 
Hawaiian politicians paralleled what was occurring on the mainland, which led 
to complete Japanese exclusion in the Immigration Act of 1924.226 

The immigration debate hardly ended there. Faced with a prohibition on 
Japanese immigration, Hawaiian planters once more had to seek other sources 
for their labor needs, which they found in another American possession: the 
Philippines. But not even this American territory was immune to the widespread 
concerns over Asian immigration, and in 1930 Delegate Victor Houston was 
forced to testify before the House Committee on Immigration and Naturalization 
to retain a loophole for Hawaii against any immigration restrictions on Filipinos. 
It was not Houston who won the loophole, however, but the powerful sugar 
lobby that had co-opted Kuhio’s homesteading legislation. In his defense of that 
loophole, Houston offered rousing testimony about the multicultural society on 
the islands, calling them “a real melting-pot” that “is working and may possibly 
serve as an example to the rest of the world.”227 

Indeed, despite simmering racial tension on the islands, Hawaii’s racial 
conflicts were typically rather muted in comparison to conditions on the 
mainland. Asian labor was vital to the territory’s key industry, and many 
Japanese and Chinese immigrants actively invited and encouraged assimilation 
to American cultural norms. Many converted to Christianity, and second 
generations moved on from the sugar plantations to more industrial and 
professional careers. The Pan-Pacific Union (formerly Hands Around the Pacific) 
arose to represent Asian laborers and address racial concerns on the islands.228 
These concerns took on a new and dangerous form beginning in 1931 in 
response to an explosive legal case that threatened not only racial violence, but 
the territory’s very sovereignty.

The Massie Affair and the Jones–Costigan Act
On the night of September 21, 1931, a white woman named Thalia Massie, the 
wife of U.S. Navy Lieutenant Thomas Massie, was attacked after leaving a party 
alone. Badly beaten—her jaw had been broken—she told police that a gang of 
“local boys” had forced her into their car, driven to a field, and there had beaten 
and raped her. Honolulu police charged five young men—two Japanese, two 
Native Hawaiians, and one Chinese Hawaiian—after Thalia Massie identified 
four of the men as her attackers. A sensationalized trial followed in which stories 
headlined on the mainland constantly shifted and evidence remained sparse. The 
jury, largely made up of Native Hawaiians and Asian Americans, was unable to 
come to a verdict. A mistrial was declared in early December.229

The trial’s outcome infuriated haoles and military families on the islands. 
The lurid accusations of the trial put Hawaii under a microscope. One of the 
suspects was abducted and beaten by sailors days after the trial ended. Events 
escalated further when Honolulu police stopped a car carrying Lieutenant 
Massie, his mother-in-law, and two sailors on January 8, 1932. They had 
abducted and murdered one of the suspects and were on their way to toss 
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the body into the sea. Famed attorney Clarence Darrow defended Lieutenant 
Massie and his coconspirators at trial, but the court adjudged all four guilty of 
manslaughter and sentenced them to 10 years of hard labor. Fearing an uproar 
from the mainland, Delegate Houston urged territorial Governor Lawrence 
Judd to pardon the perpetrators. Judd obliged and commuted their sentences 
to a single hour spent in his office, at the conclusion of which the defendants 
fled Hawaii and the case ended. Houston’s involvement cost him the following 
election when Democratic opponent Lincoln McCandless portrayed his action 
as meddling and “an act of treachery to the Hawaiian race.”230

The combined series of events prompted a violent storm of emotion and 
denunciation from Hawaiians, the mainland press, the Navy, and—most 
ominously—the U.S. Congress. Many on Capitol Hill now pictured Hawaii 
through this racialized lens, concerned that the territorial government remained 
helpless to protect white inhabitants. More than one Representative responded 
by proposing territorial reorganization, and a Senate resolution (S. Res. 134) 
requested a Justice Department investigation of the islands’ law enforcement 
efforts. In the resultant hearing, the Justice Department suggested an end to the 
residence requirement for appointed officials in Hawaii. No immediate change 
was forthcoming, but the issue did not go away.231 

Upon entering office in 1933, President Franklin D. Roosevelt requested the 
residence requirement be lifted for the territorial governor, and Representative 
John Rankin of Mississippi, who opposed statehood for Hawaii, immediately 
introduced a bill (H.R. 5767) to that effect. Hawaiians panicked when the 
Rankin bill passed the House in early June. Governor Judd appointed a three-
member Home Rule Commission to lobby against the bill in Washington. 
Notable among them was former naval officer Samuel Wilder King. Rankin’s 
bill was narrowly defeated in the Senate after a protracted filibuster. The callous, 

In 1931 a revenge killing known as the 
Massie affair increased racial tensions and 
shocked Hawaiians and U.S. Naval officers 
stationed at Pearl Harbor, shown here in an 
aerial view.
Image courtesy of the Naval History and  
Heritage Command

John Rankin, a Representative from 
Mississippi, introduced legislation in 1933 
opposing Hawaiian statehood. 
John Elliott Rankin, Margaret Brisbine, 1939,  
Collection of the U.S. House of Representatives
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offhand manner in which Hawaiian politics were treated convinced King that 
the territory must seek statehood, and he pursued the Delegate seat in 1934 
with that idea as his platform.232

The final major obstacle to a unified Hawaiian approach to statehood—the 
Big Five sugar companies—was removed after passage of the Jones–Costigan Act 
(H.R. 8861) of 1934. In the depths of the Great Depression and under immense 
pressure from mainland agricultural lobbies, Congress greatly reduced sugar 
quotas for Hawaii relative to the states. The issue became compounded when the 
Agriculture Department used outdated figures to set Hawaii’s quota lower than it 
would have otherwise been. The new quota had an almost immediate effect. Sugar 
production in the islands dropped by 8 to 10 percent and farmers abandoned 
thousands of acres of fields. Perhaps more worrisome for the future of the territory, 
the Jones–Costigan Act set a troubling precedent by classifying Hawaii as a 
“foreign” market for the purpose of future reductions.233 The Big Five’s lobbying 
arm, the Hawaiian Sugar Planters’ Association (HSPA), alleged unconstitutionality 
and unsuccessfully challenged the legislation in court. The Big Five had long relied 
on this lobbying network and often bypassed the elected Delegate whenever he 
proved to be inconvenient. After Jones–Costigan, the HSPA met and agreed that 
only statehood could guarantee equal economic privileges.234

Hawaiian Statehood: Gradually, Then Suddenly
Though the Organic Act had originally been intended to place Hawaii on a path 
to eventual statehood, few people in positions of power actively sought to speed 
that process along in the early days of the territory. For the most part, Hawaiians 
remained content for more than 30 years to work within the political structure 
provided. Territorial Governor Sanford Dole paid lip service to statehood in his 
1900 inaugural address. The territorial legislature passed resolutions between 
1903 and 1917 requesting permission from Congress to hold a constitutional 
convention, but these proposals had neither the backing of the powerful sugar 

This 1915 map of the Territory of Hawaii 
includes a key listing the distances from 
Honolulu to other major ports in the 
Pacific. Trade, particularly of sugar, was a 
key factor in the annexation of the islands 
in 1898. 
Image courtesy of the National Archives  
and Records Administration
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industry nor the enthusiasm of a majority of the voting population. While both 
of the territory’s political parties included statehood in their platforms, neither 
party advocated for it immediately.235 

Delegate Kuhio promised to offer legislation for statehood as early as 1910 
but did not put forward the first statehood proposal until 1919. It received no 
support from the HSPA and quietly died in the Committee on Territories. In 
1927, when asked about statehood, Sanford Dole’s longtime ally, Honolulu 
Advertiser publisher Lorrin Thurston, responded, “Hawaii needs statehood as 
much as a cat needs two tails.” Victor Houston appeared to genuinely support 
statehood when he proposed it in 1931, but his bill drowned amid the deluge 
of bad press surrounding the Massie affair. When Houston offered his bill on 
December 9, 1931, three days after the mistrial in the Massie case, Congress had 
practically ruled out statehood.236

Only after the twin crises of the Massie affair and the Jones–Costigan Act did 
the territory galvanize behind the statehood movement. Fresh from his lobbying 
efforts against the Rankin bill, Samuel Wilder King successfully campaigned for 
Delegate on a platform of achieving statehood for the islands. Later, as Delegate, 
he openly discussed his wish to one day become the state of Hawaii’s first 
governor. King included a petition for statehood among his first bills in 1935. 
This bill differed from previous efforts by having the full monetary and lobbying 
support of the HSPA. Congress took note, and that autumn a subcommittee 
from the Committee on Territories held public hearings across the islands. 
Representatives of the Big Five readily admitted before the committee that 
their change of heart rested upon economic concerns. Much of the testimony 
compared Hawaii favorably in terms relative to states already in the Union, 
citing the territory’s economy, size, population, and tax contribution. President 
Roosevelt, who had visited the territory in 1934, announced his opposition to 
statehood just as the hearings got under way. The committee ultimately agreed 
to forego further action.237

King immediately reintroduced his statehood bill in the 75th Congress 
(1937–1939). In addition, he worked with Senator Tydings to form a high-
profile Joint Committee on Hawaii to more comprehensively study the 
territory’s fitness for statehood.238 The territorial legislature appropriated 
$20,000 for Hawaii’s Equal Rights Commission (a statehood group created 
by the territorial legislature in 1935) to prepare for the hearings. Though 
supporters of statehood again rushed to plead their case before the joint 
committee, opponents voiced their own concerns. Native-Hawaiian dissenters 
were particularly worried that statehood would only allow further centralization 
of power under the Big Five. Most arguments against Hawaiian statehood, 
however, pointed to the large Asian population on the islands that opponents 
insisted could never be “truly thoroughly, fundamentally, and unequivocally 
American,” especially given their suspect loyalties, insular communities, and 
tendencies to vote in a bloc.239 

The joint committee did not offer statehood proponents their desired result. 
Representative Rankin, now the leading opponent of Hawaiian statehood, led 
the minority’s report in recommending that statehood be postponed indefinitely 
in light of the islands’ Japanese population and the increasing military aggression 

This campaign button promotes the re-
election of Samuel Wilder King as Hawaii’s 
Delegate to the U.S. Congress. King ran 
on a pro-statehood platform in 1934 
and continued lobbying for statehood 
throughout his four terms in the House  
of Representatives.
Collection of the U.S. House of Representatives
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of Japan on display in the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War. The official  
report agreed that some postponement was necessary and cited “the present 
disturbed condition of international affairs” in Asia as a major reason that 
caution was necessary.240

Additionally, the Joint Committee on Hawaii determined that Congress 
could not act further on statehood until “the sentiment of the people” could 
be established.241 King pressed the territorial legislature for a plebiscite on 
statehood, which it authorized in 1939 for the following November. The 
legislature then placed the Equal Rights Commission, in coordination with the 
HSPA, in charge of the statehood campaign. Taking Congress’s fears over Japan 
into consideration, the commission changed its campaign from immediate 
statehood to eventual statehood. The question “Do you favor statehood for 
Hawaii?” was vaguely worded and allowed for equivocation, much to King’s 
dismay. A Japanese diplomat sowed further unrest by characterizing Hawaiian 
Japanese as “all determined to undergo great sacrifices for Japan during the 
present uneasy condition.” Just before the plebiscite King denounced as un-
American any opposition due to prejudice against Japanese Americans.242

The plebiscite passed with 67 percent of voters favoring statehood, far from 
the resounding 80 percent King and other statehood proponents had hoped for 
and predicted. Furthermore, the vague wording and shifting campaign of the 
Equal Rights Commission meant that little could be done with the result.243 
King did what he could to address concerns of Japanese citizenship: passing a 
bill to naturalize all women born prior to Hawaiian annexation. 

The next step toward statehood came into focus following a handful of 
nationwide surveys conducted during this period. Fortune magazine found in 
1939 that “fewer people in the U.S. were willing to go to war to defend the 
Hawaiian Islands … than Canada,” and a 1941 Gallup poll reported 48 percent 
of Americans favored statehood for Hawaii. For statehood advocates, these 
results suggested that the American people needed to become better educated on 
Hawaiian issues.244 

Speaker William Bankhead of Alabama calls 
the House to order during a session of the 
75th Congress (1937–1939), when Delegate 
Samuel Wilder King introduced his second 
Hawaii statehood bill.
Collection of the U.S. House of Representatives
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Japan’s surprise attack on Pearl Harbor on the morning of December 7, 1941, 
put all concerns of statehood on hold. The islands fell under martial law. King 
ceased agitating for statehood and instead spent much of his time traveling back and 
forth between Hawaii and Washington, DC. He defended the rights of Japanese 
Americans in the territory and urged restraint for the military government.245 In 
Hawaii, many Asian Americans put politics on hold to enlist in the war effort and 
combat anti-Asian sentiment. Future Senator Hiram Fong, a Chinese American who 
had won election to the territorial legislature in 1938, forfeited his candidacy for 
re-election in early 1942 to serve in the U.S. Army Air Force as a judge advocate.246 
Delegate King likewise abandoned his plans to campaign for a fifth term and 
rejoined the U.S. Naval Reserve as a lieutenant commander. “I cannot remain in 
civil life when the training I received as a naval officer may better serve our country’s 
present needs in active service,” King declared in a radio address to the island.247

Following the conclusion of World War II, King returned to his advocacy of 
statehood. He served as president of the constitutional convention in 1950, and in 
1953 he secured President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s appointment to the territorial 
governorship. Hawaii had changed considerably after World War II, however, 
and King found himself a Republican governor dealing with a highly contentious 
Democratic territorial legislature. The Democratic revolution of 1954 swept into 
politics the generation of nisei (the American-born children of Japanese immigrants) 
like Daniel Inouye and Spark Matsunaga, veterans fresh from GI Bill–funded 
educations and eager to exert their political influence. In fact, Japanese Americans 
controlled half the seats in the legislature.248 King’s struggles with the legislature 
ended with his resignation in 1957. He died two years later, barely five months 
before Hawaii finally attained statehood in August 1959.

CONCLUSION
March 20, 1918, was one of those typical early-spring days in the nation’s capital, 
partly cloudy and cool in the morning, but warm enough that the temperature 
eventually hit a pleasant 71 degrees. Just before the House opened at noon that 
day, more than 260 Members gathered on the East Front of the Capitol for a 
unique panoramic photo. Some sat, and some stood. Some held lit cigars. Nearly 
everyone squinted into the late-morning light. Seated in the middle of the group was 
Jeannette Rankin of Montana, the first woman elected to Congress, one chair over 
from Speaker Champ Clark.249

It had been 20 years since Clark ridiculed the idea of American expansion in 
the Pacific, his garish descriptions of cannibals serving in Congress, and the need 
for translators eliciting laughter and applause from his colleagues.250 America was 
at war with Spain then, in 1898. In 1918 America was fighting in Europe in what 
was being called the Great War, a world conflict that itself brought up a host of new 
immigration and citizenship issues.

Nisei:  

A Japanese term that identifies the 

generation of Japanese Americans who were 

born in the United States from their issei 

immigrant parents. 
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Off to the side of the photo stood three men, seemingly by themselves: 
Filipino Resident Commissioners Teodoro R. Yangco and Jaime de Veyra and, 
in between them, Puerto Rican Resident Commissioner Félix Córdova Dávila. 
A few feet away, mixed in with some of the other Members, Hawaiian Delegate 
Jonah Kuhio Kalanianaole stood slightly forward with his left hand on his hip, 
arm bent at the elbow, as if he was losing patience and was in a rush to get back 
to work.

By 1918 Hawaii and the Philippines had been American territories for two 
decades. The country’s decision to expand into the Pacific a generation earlier 
was, in a sense, a continuation of what it had done throughout the 19th century: 
American society spreading westward across the continent, displacing indigenous 
peoples in order to access new land and resources. There were, of course, major 
differences. Antebellum and Gilded Age Americans had considered it their 
“manifest destiny” to link the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans under one nation. But 
as the 1800s gave way to a new century, many wondered, especially in Congress, 
whether it was “manifest” that America should plant its flag in far-flung locations 
overseas. America had once been a colony itself. What would it mean if it now 
had colonies of its own?

As the country wrestled with that question, Americans based arguments both 
for and against expansion in the racially charged language and pseudoscientific 
theories of the day that placed people of Asian descent, including Filipinos and 
Native Hawaiians, below white people of European origin on the racial hierarchy. 
But even after the United States gained possession of the Philippines and Hawaii, 
Congress confronted a litany of new issues, setting up island administrations 
that tried, often awkwardly, to balance the interests of American industries doing 
business in the Pacific with the hopes and ambitions of the people who actually 
lived there. Hawaii had been annexed with the eventual goal of statehood. The 
Philippines, however, had fought Spain for its independence and continued to 
fight for it after the United States, despite protests at home, staked claim to the 
archipelago. Three years of bloodshed during the Philippine-American War may 
have led to an American military victory, but it also sparked the formation of 
a popular national identity in the Philippines. And it was that identity which 
underwrote the peaceful independence efforts of the islands’ leaders over the next 
four decades while the islands were under America’s sphere of influence. 

To help the territories make their cases on Capitol Hill, Congress gave 
Resident Commissioners to the Philippines and it gave Delegates to Hawaii. 
Limited in their legislative tools, statutory representatives had to be resourceful as 
they fought on behalf of the interests of their home islands. For the Philippines, 
that meant beneficial trade terms and independence, which it gained in 1946. 
For Hawaii, that meant shoring up the Organic Act and dealing with the 
demands of the powerful sugar conglomerates. 

Top and middle: Resident Commissioners 
Teodoro R. Yangco (129) and Jaime C.  
de Veyra (131) of the Philippines and 
Delegate Jonah Kuhio Kalanianaole (162) 
of Hawaii stand at the periphery of a 65th 
Congress panoramic photograph (bottom) 
from 1918 that features Montana’s Jeannette 
Rankin, the first woman in Congress  
(front row, fourth from the left).
Image courtesy of the Library of Congress
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The 13 Filipino Resident Commissioners and five Hawaiian Delegates in 
this section—18 statutory representatives who served without a vote—made up 
the extent of APA representation on the Hill from 1898 through World War II. 
Remarkably, not a single Representative or Senator of Asian descent served 
during this period. Simply put, federal law prevented them from taking part 
in the political process. Since the last quarter of the 19th century, the federal 
government had adopted a policy of exclusion, keeping Asian immigrants 
primarily from China and Japan from taking the oath as American citizens. 
From outright bans to immigration quotas, federal lawmakers limited who 
could participate in American society even as the country acquired new territory 
and governed millions of new people. 

Although the Philippines’ story in Congress ended with its independence in 
1946, Hawaii’s story continued into statehood in 1959. If APA Members once 
stood on the periphery as they did in that early-spring photo from 1918, soon 
they would be front and center as some of the most powerful elected officials on 
Capitol Hill, legislators like Daniel Inouye and Patsy Takemoto Mink of Hawaii 
and Norman Y. Mineta of California. Once again the legacy of war propelled 
that change, forcing a major recalculation of policies at home, including an 
overhaul of who could qualify for citizenship. As barriers began to fall around 
midcentury, an immigrant farmer from the Punjab region of northern India who 
had settled in Southern California staked his claim as the first APA Member to 
serve in Congress with the same constitutional standing as anyone else. 
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100  H   ASIAN AND PACIFIC ISLANDER AMERICANS IN CONGRESS

Asian and Pacific Islander American Members by Office
First Elected 1900–1955

Asian and Pacific Islander American Members by State and Territory
First Elected 1900–1955

5 (27.78%) 
Delegates

13 (72.22%)
Resident Commissioners

5 (27.78%) 
Hawaii

13 (72.22%)
Philippine Islands

Sources: Appendix A: Asian and Pacific Islander American Representatives, Senators, Delegates, and Resident Commissioners by Congress, 1900–2017; Office of the Historian,  
U.S. House of Representatives; U.S. Senate Historical Office. 
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Congressional Service
For Asian and Pacific Islander Americans in Congress First Elected 1900–1955

19
08

19
04

19
00

19
16

19
12

19
24

19
20

19
32

19
28

19
40

19
36

19
48

19
52

19
56

19
44

William P. Jarrett

Camilo Osias

Pedro Guevara

Isauro Gabaldon

Manuel Earnshaw

Robert W. Wilcox

Carlos Peña Romulo

Joaquin M. Elizalde

Quintin Paredes

Samuel Wilder King

Francisco A. Delgado

Victor S. (Kaleoaloha) Houston

Teodoro R. Yangco

Jaime C. de Veyra

Manuel L. Quezon

Pablo Ocampo

Benito Legarda

Jonah Kuhio Kalanianaole

INDEPENDISTA (PHILIPPINES)
HOUSE REPUBLICANSHOUSE DEMOCRATS

NACIONALISTA (PHILIPPINES)
PROGRESISTA (PHILIPPINES)

HOME RULE (HAWAII)
NO PARTY AFFILIATION (PHILIPPINES)
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