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Abstract 

This thesis seeks to determine the role of rhetoric in the American process of 

occupation that includes Settler Colonialism and Imperialism. I explore the connection 

between these two ideas using an example of each: the United States’ occupation of the 

tribal territory of the Shoshone peoples of North America as an example of Settler 

Colonialism and the United States’ occupation of the Philippines as an example of 

Imperialism. I examine the contributions of rhetoric to these processes of occupation and 

describe each process.  

This thesis expands upon the basic research of Walter L. Williams, who posited 

that the occupation of the Philippines was an expansion of the earlier “Indian Policy.” 

While the terminologies of “Settler Colonialism” and “Imperialism” were not used by 

Williams (in fact were not formed to the degree they are today at the time he published 

his work), modern scholars such as Paul A. Kramer and Julian Go have explored the use 

of these terms. I argue that all three authors describe a similar occupational process and 

that rhetoric from both the American government and from the press was a key part of 

executing each occupation. 

Most of my research on the connection to rhetoric comes from primary sources: 

newspaper articles, presidential speeches, Congressional arguments, and military briefs 

that describe both types of occupation. I demonstrate how using rhetoric to frame the 

story was one key to justifying the occupation while also describing the belief system that 

produced it. I depict how the rhetoric of a unified American process of occupation used 



 

internal, external, and press sources to lay out the steps to justify an occupation. First, the 

occupied nation is characterized as weak and incapable of managing its land, resources, 

and population; it is deemed in need of either reestablishment or civilization by the 

Americans. Next, as the occupation takes shape and the occupied peoples resist, the 

depiction of them changes; the centers of information paint them as bloodthirsty, almost 

inhuman sources of danger that need to be quelled. Finally, once resistors inside the 

occupied nation are incapacitated (either through death, capture, or threat of both), the 

initial characterization of hapless native peoples returns, and the rhetorical channels 

depict the benevolence of the United States to help them. 

          As a result of my research, I outline a unified rhetorical process called American 

Occupation, with branching outcomes: American Settler Colonialism and American 

Imperialism. These differing outcomes are essentially based on (1) whether the goal of 

occupation was to expand the physical border of the United States by relocating the 

occupied peoples and settling their lands, as in Settler Colonialism, or (2) expanding the 

ideological border of the United States by controlling the occupied peoples and altering 

their lives to be more aligned with an American image, as in Imperialism. While these 

end goals differ, the occupational process that approaches them is unified, and the 

rhetoric that surrounds it is consistent. 
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Chapter I. 
 

Introduction 
 
 
 
Because of its unusual origins as a country, the United States has been essentially 

an occupier nation since the moment it became a national body. These dynamics have 

taken different shapes over United States’ history: from its earliest interactions with 

indigenous tribes before American independence was secured, to Western expansion, 

imperialism, and the Cold War. For historians, these dynamics and their categorization, 

processes, and morality have been major topics of exploration—to the point that 

occupation can be seen as one of the key facets of the United States’ historical identity. 

In the discussion of occupational relationships, scholars generally separate these 

interactions into two groups: Settler Colonialism and Imperialism. The term “Settler 

Colonialism” has gone through an evolution over the second half of the twentieth century 

and the first quarter of the twenty-first century. This process is well documented in a 

2013 article by Lorenzo Veracini, which details the stages the term “Settler Colonialism” 

went through before evolving to its current definition.1 Throughout these evolving stages, 

the terms by which Settler Colonialism was defined were in opposition to the eventual 

current definition. Settler Colonialism became more of an opposing concept to 

colonialism, eventually becoming a subset of colonialism.  

What is interesting about these transitions is the way they are centrally defined by 

the scope of the United States as opposed to the occupied parties of colonization. Settler 

 
1 Lorenzo Veracini, “‘Settler Colonialism’: Career of a Concept,” Journal of Imperial and 

Commonwealth History 4, no. 2 (2013): 313-333, https://doi.org/10.1080/03086534.2013.768099. 
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Colonialism as a term changed as Western perceptions of colonialism in the United States 

and elsewhere changed. Today, Settler Colonialism can be defined as a colonial and 

occupational process that seeks to control the land of an occupied group and eventually 

settle that land while replacing the group that had inhabited it previously. Inherent in this 

definition is the idea that the occupier has a more legitimate claim than the occupied 

based on certain benchmarks of civilization the occupied group is not perceived as having 

met. This factor is consistent throughout the evolution of the definition, alleging that the 

occupied space was somehow empty or not settled because of cultural differences 

between the occupiers and the occupied.2  

This idea carries over to a certain degree into scholars’ descriptions of 

Imperialism. The Western perception of occupation dynamics was central to the 

evolution of both Imperialism and Settler Colonialism, and both the evolution of those 

terms and the processes themselves fall along a relatively unified track. If Settler 

Colonialism aimed to control, develop, and eventually replace the occupied peoples on 

land they inhabited, Imperialism sought the same control and development while also 

dictating the lives of people living in the occupied nation instead of seeking only to 

replace those people.3 These two terms are descriptive of similar processes, and I seek to 

further arguments laid out by scholars like Walter L. Williams of said processes building 

upon each other by describing them as branches of one unified concept.4  

 
2 Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” Journal of Genocide 

Research 8, no. 4 (2006): 387-409, https://doi.org/10.1080/14623520601056240. 
3 Paul A. Kramer, “How Not to Write the History of U.S. Empire,” Diplomatic History 42, no. 5 

(November 2018): 911-915, https://doi.org/10.1093/dh/dhy071. 
4  Walter L. Williams, “United States Indian Policy and the Debate over Philippine Annexation: 

Implications for the Origins of American Imperialism,” Journal of American History 66, no. 4 (1980): 810–
831, https://doi.org/10.2307/1887638. 
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The dynamic shared by these two terms has an interesting history, and the link 

between them is such that one could not exist the way it does without the other. In my 

efforts to explore this dynamic through comparison, I needed more specific examples. 

While Imperial occupations took place on a more national level, Settler Colonial 

occupations varied in scope and population. Further, while exploring available source 

material, I found comparatively little documentation of interactions with leaders of 

indigenous tribes in North America—in contrast to the considerable amount of 

documentation that was readily available regarding the United States’ interactions with 

leaders from the Philippines. Finding a relatively large population with well-documented 

relationships was key, and the Shoshone peoples, their history as an occupied people 

(primarily in the 1860s), and subsequent related treaties fit my criteria.  

 

The Shoshone 

The Shoshone are an American indigenous tribe that lived and continue to live in 

the Great Basin region of the present-day Nevada, Utah, eastern California, southern 

Oregon, Idaho, and southwestern Wyoming, as well as further land beyond the basin. 

While initially there was peace with early American explorers, the Shoshone began to 

take a militaristic approach when American settlers arrived to set up their own homes in 

Shoshone territory. In response, Chief Pocatello of the Northern Shoshone tribe led an 

attack on overland mail routes, typically the main form of communication and 

information for settlers. Soon the United States began a more active occupation, bringing 
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substantial military force to the Great Basin and taking land by force, with great loss of 

life for the Shoshone.5  

 

The Philippines 

The Philippine occupation, which began in the 1890s and continued until the 

Philippines reached full independence in 1946, is a good example of Imperial occupation. 

It officially began with the signing of the Treaty of Paris near the end of 1896, but by 

mid-1898 a revolutionary named Emilio Aguinaldo had declared Philippine 

independence. This act of rebellion escalated to full conflict in late 1899 and continued 

until the revolutionaries surrendered in 1902. Their demands for independence did not go 

entirely unanswered. Within months of surrender, the United States passed an act 

providing limited self-government to the Philippines and amnesty to those who had taken 

part in the rebellion. This proved unsatisfying since the United States also put in place an 

oversight government headed by American officials. Following this initial conflict and 

resolution, there were civil and military uprisings and continued calls for full 

independence. A major point of progress came in 1835 when the Commonwealth of the 

Philippines was formally established, and a constitution was drafted. These initial steps 

led to democratically achieved independence ten years later. Due to its systemic 

comparability and relative proximity in period to the Settler Colonial occupations, this 

occupation was also a good candidate for my comparative research.6 

 
5 Alison K. Hoagland, Army Architecture in the West: Forts Laramie, Bridger, and D.A. Russell, 1849-

1912 (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 2004); Brigham D. Madsen, The Shoshoni Frontier 
and the Bear River Massacre (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1995). 

6  Sonia M. Zaide and Gregorio F. Zaide, The Philippines: A Unique Nation (Quezon City, Philippines: 
All-Nations Publishing, 1999). 
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In a 1980 article, Walter Williams outlines his ideas about the occupation of 

Imperialism and the Philippines as extensions of the occupation of Native American 

tribes. According to Williams:  

United States Indian policy during the nineteenth century reveals a clear 
pattern of colonialism toward Native Americans. This essay will suggest 
that this policy served as a precedent for imperialist domination over the 
Philippines and other islands occupied during the Spanish-American 
War.7  
 

In Williams’ estimation, at the time of writing there was a “mistaken consensus” that the 

Philippines was the first of these occupations in which non-Americans were held as 

“colonial subjects.”8 

This thesis establishes a similarity and relationship between processes later known 

as “Settler Colonialism” and “Imperialism.” The links feel clear, but I found limitations 

as to what the research could cover since the “careers” of these terms were much newer 

than they are today. Since then, many of the limiting factors that came with researching 

this topic in the late 1970s and early 1980s have been lifted.  

 

 

 

 
7 Williams, “United States Indian Policy,” 810. 
8 Williams, “United States Indian Policy,” 810. 
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Rhetoric 

One aspect of this relationship that Williams’ article lacked (which has become 

riper for exploration with the passage of time) is the subject of rhetoric in the government 

and the press. There has been a significant increase in accessible evidence and relevant 

scholarship, both of which lend themselves to further expanding Williams’ evaluation of 

the origins of American Imperialism. I contend that including rhetoric to expand 

Williams’ concept of Settler Colonialism as a platform from which Imperialism can be 

developed describes a unified occupational process both in action and in rhetoric that 

then branches into Settler Colonialism and Imperialism.  

Rhetoric is key to understanding American occupation for two reasons, which in 

turn mirrors the methodological purposes of the study of rhetoric as laid out by 

communications scholar Anna M. Young. Her first purpose - “To evaluate how 

persuasive a text or speaker is in a particular situation or with a particular audience” - 

speaks to the first reason why rhetoric is important in the context of American 

occupation: justification for the occupation and the actions and decisions that go along 

with it.9 Without this persuasive justification, the occupations could not have had the 

public support they needed in order to continue.  

The other reason rhetoric is vital to understanding these occupational relationships 

lies in the meaning. Young continues, “A second purpose of rhetorical criticism is to 

understand how texts represent histories, cultures, and politics. Texts do not come out of 

 
9 Anna M. Young, “Rhetorical Method,” in Michael Allen, ed., Sage Encyclopedia of Communication 

Research Method (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Reference, 2017): 1504, 
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483381411.  
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a vacuum, in other words—they are part of a larger ecosystem of ideologies.”10 By 

understanding the rhetoric that ruled discourse surrounding United States’ occupations, 

exemplified in both Settler Colonialism and Imperialism, we can gain an understanding 

of the views of occupation held within political and civilian ranks and recognize 

ideological undercurrents that allowed this rhetoric and the tangible actions it represented 

to flow so freely. 

The difference between these branches lies in the endpoints of each process. The 

definitions of the two processes of occupation have been developed further since 

Williams’ original study, largely due to the availability of evidence and research that 

came from it. Chief among many advancements is increased accessibility to records. In 

particular, there is greater access to older press and government documentation through 

online archives and a general increase in scans of older documents—both of which grant 

a degree of exploration that was not available during Williams’ original research. More 

recent research may not take the same stance taken by Williams, but resulting research 

also expands the concepts of Settler Colonialism and Imperialism as similar concepts that 

played a role in each other’s development.  

 

Methodology 

The premise of this research is a comparison between the United States’  

occupation of Shoshone territory compared to its occupation of the Philippines. The 

rhetoric employed by governmental bodies and the through articles, public speech, 

 
10 Young, “Rhetorical Method,” 1504. 
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legislative actions, and the treaties themselves speaks to patterns set in place based on 

Settler Colonialism and continuation of these patterns within the context of Imperialism.  

 As part of my research, I evaluated the development of Settler Colonialism and 

Imperialism as interrelated but separate ideas while questioning whether that was true 

through an examination of key cases. Comparing relationships between the United States 

as an occupier and the Shoshone and Philippine peoples as occupied groups highlighted a 

more unified process that characterized the actions of the United States in terms of the 

two concepts.  

I also analyzed the rhetoric that comprised the often-unified front of the central 

government and the United States press. I demonstrated the role of rhetoric in both the 

development and understanding of (1) a unified process that I identify as Settler 

Colonialism in the case of the Shoshone, which grew into (2) what I identify as 

Imperialism in the case of the Philippines. 

This thesis is largely predicated on circumstances that surrounded the Ruby 

Valley Treaty (and other Shoshone treaties) and the 1898 Treaty of Paris.11 The 

circumstances that led to and followed these treaties were similar, including the language 

used, commonalities between agreements outlined within the text and circumstances 

surrounding each—notably the Shoshone treaties agreed directly between the United 

States and Shoshone, and the Treaty of Paris being essentially a purchase.  

Then, through examination of methods and actions of the United States in 

occupying the Philippines compared to those carried out with regard to the Shoshone, I 

 
11 “Shoshone Treaty of Ruby Valley, 1863,” http://www.nativeweb.org/pages/legal/shoshone/ 

ruby_valley.html; “Treaty of Peace of December Tenth Eighteen Hundred Ninety Eight,” Philippine 
History, http://www.msc.edu.ph/centennial/treaty1898.html. 
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seek to determine the relative similarity of interactions between these entities and the 

populations involved. The key to determining this potential similarity will be whether or 

not the relativity of these two situations is both close enough in similarity and intention 

on the part of the United States to be considered “branches” of the same “tree” of policy. 

Through this examination, it is possible to enrich the understanding of Settler 

Colonialism and Imperialism, similarities between these dynamics, and ways they branch 

from one to another. My examination of the portrayals of these dynamics will 

demonstrate the role of rhetoric in the interrelated processes of Settler Colonialism and 

Imperialism on both a press and governmental level. 
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Chapter II. 
 

Historiography 
 
 
 
The writing and research on the occupational relationships of Settler Colonial and 

Imperial covers both topics extensively. That said, the works covering the Shoshone are 

far fewer. There is considerable writing regarding Settler Colonialism in general that can 

be applied to aspects of the dynamics between the United States and the Shoshone. This 

thesis covers a variety of subject matter areas and disciplines of study, which are 

highlighted below. 

 

Relevant Literature on the Shoshone 

In terms of work currently available that covers the specific topic of the Shoshone 

and (in varying degrees) their interactions with imperial powers, there are some notable 

works. Recent research includes topics such as the legal political discourse of indigenous 

land rights, and exploration of more recent events through the lens of Settler Colonialism.  

 Anthropologist Richard O. Clemmer’s discussion of the legal and political 

discourse deals with the transitive nature of the ideas of “claim,” “property,” and “rights” 

as they existed relative to the Shoshone peoples who sought to invoke them.12 Clemmer 

describes how American legal philosophies have shaped the power structure of legal 

 
12 Richard O. Clemmer, “Land Rights, Claims, and Shoshones: The Ideology of Loss and the 

Bureaucracy of Enforcement,” Political and Legal Anthropology Review 32, no. 2 (2009): 279-311, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1555-2934.2009.01044.x. 
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recourse vis-à-vis land in ways that undercut the ability of indigenous people—the 

Shoshone in particular—to advocate for themselves in ways that resemble policies 

similar to those enacted in occupied nations. Clemmer’s exploration is helpful in 

expanding Williams’ ideas about Settler Colonialism as a foundation for Imperialism; it 

provides instances in which descendants of Shoshone peoples who were impacted by 

Settler Colonialism were able to advocate for themselves in the same way people have 

historically done in occupied nations such as the Philippines.  

In a similar vein, Ryan Morini’s article, “What Are We Doing to These Shoshone 

People?” takes a deep dive into the conflict between the United States government and a 

Shoshone elder who removed a grinding stone from an anthropological dig in an act of 

protest. As an anthropologist, Morini uses this story as a backdrop for a larger discussion 

about connections and conflicts that exist between those who work to preserve cultural 

heritage from colonizing incursions and the indigenous people who seek to carry their 

heritage forward.13 This article seems especially relevant in using sources that highlight 

the Shoshone perspective. The preservation of cultural heritage is an idea that can be 

explored more fully now than it could have been during the time Williams wrote his 

article, owing to advancements in understanding as well as available source materials.  

Another relevant work is Yale historian Ned Blackhawk’s article, “The Tracks of 

Settler Colonialism.” While this work does not center directly on the Shoshone, 

Blackhawk is perhaps our era’s most influential Shoshone voice. This recent work on 

indigenous sovereignty and the methods by which it has been denied (in this case the 

 
13  Ryan S. Morini, “What Are We Doing to These Shoshone People?: The Ontological Politics of a 

Shoshone Grinding Stone,” American Anthropologist 121, no. 3 (2019): 628–640, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/aman.13267. 
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expansions of railroads), details methods through which Settler Colonialism was 

implemented while also speaking to structures put in place during Settler Colonial and 

Imperial occupations. Blackhawk paints a picture of systems that exist within American 

occupational dynamics through the voices of Shoshone authors, as well as the history of 

Shoshone experiences through the long-term impacts of Settler Colonialism.14  

In addition to works that focus directly on the Shoshone, there are a number of 

other books and articles about general topics associated with indigenous experiences 

regarding land and labor, and many have sections specifically dedicated to the Shoshone. 

These works provide general background information about Settler Colonialism, while 

also demonstrating the prolific effects of loss of cultural history, traditions, and life 

experienced by colonized and occupied populations.  

Ward Churchill’s book, Struggle for the Land: Native North American Resistance 

to Genocide, Ecocide and Colonization, is an excellent starting point for engaging with 

more modern aspects of Settler Colonialism, including a section about the efforts of the 

Shoshone people to deal with the impact of it on their lives.15 Churchill edited another 

book, Critical Issues in Native North America, which is a collection of articles covering 

(among other things) the land rights struggles of the Shoshone.16 These two books feature 

both the broad perspective of indigenous peoples as a whole, and a narrower focus on the 

Shoshone people themselves, which is central to understanding the conflicts that have 

 
14  Ned Blackhawk, “The Tracks of Settler Colonialism,” Reviews in American History 47, no. 4 

(2019): 564-571, https://doi.org/10.1353/rah.2019.0079. 
15 Ward Churchill, Struggle for the Land Native North American Resistance to Genocide, Ecocide, and 

Colonization (San Francisco, CA: City Lights, 2002). 
16 Ward Churchill, ed., Critical Issues in Native North America (Copenhagen: International Work 

Group for Indigenous Affairs, 1991). 
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arisen between the United States and occupied populations due to both Settler 

Colonialism and Imperialism.  

Laura L. Scheiber and Mark D. Mitchell authored a book titled Across a Great 

Divide: Continuity and Change in Native North American Societies, 1400-1900. It is an 

archeological history featuring some of the greatest achievements of indigenous people, 

which are often overlooked in the histories of land they inhabited. One section discusses 

the achievements of the Shoshone, highlighting the link between the ruling effects of 

occupation and the loss of cultural history among occupied peoples.17 While this work is 

less centered on the Shoshone, it makes a substantial additional to the greater framework 

of scholarship which examines some of the cultural elements of occupations that have 

been lost as a result of occupations. 

Other works that are relevant to this subject include those that relate to a historical 

study of genocide, as well as the conservation and geography of Settler Colonialism. One 

powerful work in the discussion of genocide and other horrors of Settler Colonialism is 

“Colonial Genocide in Indigenous North America,” a collection of essays edited by 

Andrew Woolford, Jeff Benvenuto, and Alexander Hinton. Essays in the collection cover 

specific subjects within the greater topics of genocide and Settler Colonialism in a depth 

unlike most other works this area. The discussions of these subjects lend themselves to 

further understanding areas in where Settler Colonialism and Imperialism overlap.18  

 
17  Laura L. Scheiber and Mark D. Mitchell, Across a Great Divide: Continuity and Change in Native 

North American Societies, 1400-1900 (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2015). 
18  Andrew Woolford, Jeff Benvenuto, and Alexander Laban Hinton, eds., Colonial Genocide in 

Indigenous North America (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2014). 
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 Another work that covers the topic of genocide in relation to Settler Colonialism 

is Patrick Wolfe’s article, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” which 

explores the relationships between genocide and Settler Colonialism. In his article, Wolfe 

seeks answers as to what leads to these events happening, first independent of one 

another, but in consequence of one another.19  

There have been some recent writings on other topics within the wider concept of 

Settler Colonialism that seem relevant to this discussion of its relationship with 

Imperialism. “Settler Colonialism and the US Conservation Movement: Contesting 

Histories, Indigenizing Futures,” by Lauren Eichler and David Baumeister, and Anne 

Bonds; and Joshua Inwood’s “Beyond White Privilege: Geographies of White Supremacy 

and Settler Colonialism,” are examples of these discussions in the fields of conservation 

and geography, respectively.19F

20 The writings, featuring some older and some more recent 

works, represent a variety of voices and perspectives that together form an understanding 

of Settler Colonialism and its relationship to the history of the Shoshone. This 

scholarship, developed years after Williams wrote his own article, has been part of the 

process of defining Settler Colonialism.  

By combining this perspective that evolved over time following Williams’ article 

setting forth his position that Settler Colonialism was a platform upon which Imperialism 

was built, I argue that these added inputs describe a unified process of American 

 
19  Wolfe, ”Settler Colonialism,” 387-409. 
20  Lauren Eichler and David Baumeister, “Settler Colonialism and the US Conservation Movement: 

Contesting Histories, Indigenizing Futures,” Ethics, Policy & Environment 24, no. 3 (February 2021): 209-
234, https://doi.org/10.1080/21550085.2021.2002623; Anne Bonds and Joshua Inwood,  “Beyond White 
Privilege,” Progress in Human Geography 40, no. 6 (October 2016): 715-733, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132515613166. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/21550085.2021.2002623
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occupation. This evaluation, and the link between American Settler Colonialism and 

Imperialism in general, is strengthened by gaining a greater understanding of the research 

available regarding the Imperial occupation of the Philippines. 

 

Relevant Literature on The Philippines 

In the exploration of Settler Colonialism and Imperialism as linked terms, the 

beginnings of a description of a unified process that contains the two concepts also 

questions why separate terms exist at all. While there is plenty of scholarship (e.g., Paul 

Kramer’s “How Not to Write the History of U.S. Empire”) that explains the ways these 

processes are similar and related, part of understanding their relationship is understanding 

their differences.21 The key differences between these two branches, I argue, are in their 

end goals and outcomes. This analysis of the occupation of the Philippines as the first 

case of American Imperialism brings these outcomes to light.  

Another collection of essays that captures a similar depth of analysis regarding the 

Philippines is “Colonial Crucible: Empire in the Making of the Modern American State,” 

edited by Alfred McCoy and Francisco Scarano.22 This work highlights a wide range of 

individual American government policies that are shown as stemming from the 

occupation in the Philippines, including consequential policy and attitudes, both foreign 

and domestic, regarding topics such as militarization, race relations, policing, prisons, the 

interplay of the aforementioned two, and a wide range of resulting legal systems.  

 
21  Kramer, “How Not to Write,” 915.  
22  Alfred W. McCoy and Francisco A. Scarano, Colonial Crucible: Empire in the Making of the 

Modern American State (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2009). 
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These images of the birth of United States empire in the Philippines are built on 

by works that expand into somewhat interdisciplinary territory. Bonnie Miller’s book, 

Visualizing American Empire: Orientalism and Imperialism in the Philippines, examines 

the long-run impacts of Imperialism in the Philippines through the lens of architectural 

history.23  

There are even some relational comparisons between different occupations in the 

Philippines, including “Chains of Empire, Projects of State: Political Education and U.S. 

Colonial Rule in Puerto Rico and the Philippines,” by Julian Go.24 This work takes a 

comparative historical approach to examining the Philippines and Puerto Rico, while 

providing a framework for comparing the Philippine occupation with other occupational 

dynamics. I argue that the key to expanding these comparisons came first with Williams 

and his connection of the occupations of indigenous peoples in North American to the 

occupation of the Philippines through what I consider a unified occupational process. 

With regard to the specific study of empire in the Philippines as it pertains to 

comparison to Settler Colonialism, the works of Paul Kramer, including the 

aforementioned “How Not to Write the History of U.S. Empire,” are a great entry point 

into the examination of the occupation of the Philippines through the lenses of the 

Philippines as the first Imperial occupation, as well as the relationship that Imperialism— 

especially that which occurred in the Philippines—has with Settler Colonialism. Some of 

Kramer’s other relevant works include, “Power and Connection: Imperial Histories of the 

 
23  Bonnie M. Miller, Visualizing American Empire: Orientalism and Imperialism in the Philippines 

(Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 2010). 
24 Julian Go, “Chains of Empire, Projects of State: Political Education and U.S. Colonial Rule in 

Puerto Rico and the Philippines,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 42, no. 2 (2000): 333–362. 
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United States in the World” and “The Blood of Government: Race, Empire, the United 

States, and the Philippines.”25 Both develop the idea of Imperialism as a linked concept 

to Settler Colonialism, with the latter directly demonstrating this link as it related to the 

Philippines. 

The works of Go and Kramer, along with Williams, form a baseline of 

scholarship that supports my view of Settler Colonialism and Imperialism as branching 

outcomes of a unified process. However, the main difference between these cited works 

and this thesis lies in my focus on viewing these occupations through the lens of rhetoric. 

The other works primarily view occupation through the lenses of the processes and 

structures that exist on a governmental level. The examination of these lenses is 

important, as I view the rhetoric of occupation as intertwined with its processes. 

Through these lenses, I argue that these occupations exist as part of a unified 

framework with branching results. My examination of the relationships between the 

United States and the Shoshone and Philippine peoples seeks to answer some questions 

on broad and specific scales:  

• How were rhetorical justifications of the United States’ actions within Settler 

Colonialism as it related to the Shoshone peoples comparable to the justifications 

of actions carried out in Imperial occupations, specifically that of the United 

States in the Philippines?  

• Through what means were these interrelated processes depicted similarly?  

• How did these depictions change when the two processes branched? 

  

 
25 Paul A. Kramer, “Power and Connection: Imperial Histories of the United States in the World,” 

American Historical Review 116, no. 5 (2011): 1348–1391, https://doi.org/10.1086/ahr.116.5.1348; Paul A. 
Kramer, “Race-Making and Colonial Violence in the U.S. Empire: The Philippine-American War as Race 
War,” Diplomatic History 30, no. 2 (2006): 169–210, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7709.2006.00546.x. 

https://doi.org/10.1086/ahr.116.5.1348
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Chapter III. 
 

The Shoshone People: Pre-Conflict 
 
 
 

 The United States and the Shoshone people began interacting with one another in 

the early 1860s. There is very little written coverage of the United States and the 

Shoshone having any contact or relationship prior to this time. The earliest reports, both 

in the press and in government documentation, began to appear in the late 1850s and 

were few in number. As the Shoshone and their land grew more important to the United 

States and its plans for Western expansion, government and press rhetoric began to 

increase in volume. During that time, the United States’ interest in the Shoshone was 

centered primarily on certain resources that could be found in Shoshone territory, coupled 

with general paternalistic attitudes toward the Shoshone. In retrospect, these factors and 

the way they were represented can be viewed as early signs of a move toward occupation 

that would become apparent within the framework of Settler Colonialism. 

 Rhetorical interactions and characterizations of the Shoshone in the pre-conflict 

period, by both press and governmental sources, conveyed a paternalistic tone during 

early stages of justifying the colonization of Shoshone lands. The voice and tone were the 

only sources of understanding available to Americans; however, that voice also 

demonstrated the value of Shoshone land, and in some cases the value of Shoshone 

knowledge, while always implying that American settlers knew better. This rhetorical 

dynamic in the pre-conflict period maintained American and White supremacy as a given 
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in comparison with the Shoshone through explorations of their culture while also 

demonstrating the potential of working and settling with them and on their land. 

  

The Bureau of Indian Affairs 

 One key change occurred when the handling of relations with indigenous groups 

was shifted from the Department of War to the Bureau of Indian Affairs.26 Founded in 

1824, the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) had agents stationed throughout North America 

who communicated with tribal leadership and reported back to the BIA and the 

government.27 These agencies have had shifting duties over the course of their existence, 

and one of these shifts is particularly relevant to the case of the Shoshone. 

 An agent stationed at the Ruby Valley agency worked toward what would 

eventually become the Treaty of Ruby Valley, one of the treaties with central 

responsibility for formal occupation dynamic between the United States and the 

Shoshone. The terms of the Ruby Valley treaty were mirrored in subsequent treaties 

signed during the same general time period by other Shoshone groups and indigenous 

peoples in the West.28  

In 1862, Congress made the decision that the agencies of the BIA should 

review treaties with and appropriations for indigenous groups, a task previously carried 

out by the Department of War. The Shoshone were one of the groups that the BIA and 

Congressional leadership had in mind when this decision was made. At the time, there 

 
26  Congressional Globe 37 (1862): 2081-2096. 
27  “About Us,” Bureau of Indian Affairs, https://www.bia.gov/about-us. 
28 Congressional Globe 37: 2089; “Western Bands of Shoshonee Indians: Treaty Between the United 

States of America and the Western Bands of Shoshonee Indians,” U.S. Statutes at Large 18, Main Section 
(1863): 689, https://www.loc.gov/collections/united-states-statutes-at-large/about-this-collection/. 
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were delays in Congress and the Department of War relative to providing appropriations. 

Two things came of this transition in responsibility: the BIA was able to act more swiftly 

to approve Shoshone appropriations, and it was able to make their own decisions 

regarding relations with the Shoshone and their land, which the BIA viewed as 

strategically important. The bill that implemented these changes included a proposition to 

negotiate a treaty with them for these very reasons.29 

This strategic significance had been noted in the Senate a few years prior. In 

1859, a report was brought to the Senate regarding the Fish Creek Valley area. The report 

describes what was witnessed by Lieutenant Edwin Beckwith as he entered the area. He 

wrote: 

The valley here is several miles wide, and the stream lined with grass, 
which is not all, however, of a superior quality. Many of the small 
settlements in Utah are not so well supplied with requisites for successful 
cultivation as those found on this stream, on which we found a band of 20 
Shoshone indians encamped.30 
 

Beckwith went on to write that the “indian guides” they had with them would 

not travel into the valley or beyond, as they would be leaving the western edge of their 

territory and entering into another. This was a strong identifier of one edge of Shoshone 

territory that would later be of relevance to those seeking to occupy the area.  

The key here, however, is the acknowledgment of the land’s potential. Beyond 

existing trade and travel routes, this is one of the first acknowledgments of the strategic 

value of the land itself.30F

31 While there would be need for further justification within the 

scope of conflict, the value of Shoshone land and its resources is a key piece of the 

 
29 Congressional Globe 37: 2089-2090. 
30 Congressional Globe 36 (1859): 283. 
31 Congressional Globe 36: 283. 
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justification of colonization of the Great Basin and surrounding areas, all of which was 

Shoshone land.  

Beyond the base value of the land and its resources, another basis upon which 

the colonization of this area would be justified was the idea that the Shoshone were not 

capable of managing their own resources. This justification would be communicated 

through the press. The Shoshone presence was rarely alluded to in the press, usually 

within the context of relations with other indigenous tribes—that is, until the United 

States became interested in the land that the Shoshone inhabited and the material 

resources that surrounded them. As the United States’ presence moved nearer to the 

Shoshone, press coverage began to pick up, and in the early 1860s there were many 

references to the Shoshone in a variety of contexts.  

This material, and the value of Shoshone land, along with steadily increasing 

reports detailing a paternalistic American view of the Shoshone and their culture, were 

the building blocks that characterized press coverage of the Shoshone in this early period. 

These initial characterizations tended to depiction the Shoshone as a generally helpful but 

unskilled population, with occasional instances of conflict. One such example comes 

from Alex Taylor, writing in the California Farmer and Journal of Useful Sciences in 

1863. He describes how the Shoshone were using silver from a vein that Taylor suspected 

might be the “mother vein” of Washoe. He wrote that the Shoshone “are said to use the 

mixed metal for various purposes. . . . The silver and lead must be found somewhere in a 

metallic mass, as those Indians hardly understood the art of reduction of mineral ores” 

and would not have any idea how to work with silver in a way that would be productive 
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or comparable to that of Europeans.32 This view was reinforced by the author’s depiction 

of the rudimentary understanding of indigenous peoples as far as working with finer 

things like precious metals, in spite of multiple comments in the article of indigenous 

people mining and selling silver that was known about but not accessible to settlers in the 

area:  

On the opposite sierra to the coast (the Carmel mountains), metal had been 
brought in by the Indians and sold to the merchants of Monterey [about 
1825] which proved to be one-half silver. . . . Frequent attempts have been 
made within the last five years to find this vein, but as yet without effect— 
but it undoubtedly exists.33 
 

On one level acknowledging the successes of the Shoshone with the silver vein, 

the author maintains that the vein would not be truly mined or used to its potential until 

settlers found a way to reach it. This argument aligns with the paternalistic views in 

which the Shoshone and other local indigenous peoples were being held during this time; 

they could be valuable in certain respects for their breadth of understanding of the land 

and its resources, but could not be expected to understand the depth of the same topics.  

This viewpoint was continually reinforced in press depictions of Shoshone culture 

and its contributions. Their culture was regularly described as simple or uncivilized 

compared with their European counterparts, and their contributions were regarded as 

superficial even when viewed positively. This pinpoints the press characterization of a 

people viewed as unthreatening but incapable of understanding the value of the land upon 

which they lived, and ultimately in need of civilization in the form of settlers.34  

 
32 Alex S. Taylor, “California Notes.” In “The Indianology of California,” California Farmer and 

Journal of Useful Sciences (San Francisco) XVIII, no. 19 (January 16, 1863): 147, Readex: America’s 
Historical Newspapers. 

33  Taylor, “California Notes,” 147. 
34  Taylor, “California Notes,” 147.  
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Shoshone Culture in the Press 

 The cultural aspect of this characterization is demonstrated in a May,1863 article 

in the Newark Daily Advertiser titled “Picture of an Indian Belle” and an August, 1863 

article in the New York Tribune titled “Indian Wedding.”35 Both articles describe an 

outsider’s views of Shoshone women and courtship traditions in Shoshone culture. 

 The Newark Daily Advertiser article describes a woman apparently thought of as 

representing the height of beauty among the Shoshone people:  

Yesterday the “belle of the Shoshone”—Sugar Plum by name—was 
pointed out to your correspondent. Her dress consisted of an old tattered 
red calico skirt and a dirty gray flannel shirt drawn over her shoulders, 
over which fell innumerable strings of colored beads and trinkets of 
various kinds.36  
 

The author’s description of Sugar Plum’s attire indicated that he thought it did not befit a 

lady. In describing her physical appearance, there is some admission of her beauty, but 

the author stops short of comparing her to European women: “Her face, around which fell 

tangled masses of jet hair, was not repulsive, but certainly could not be entitled handsome 

or attractive. This is the nearest approach to a ‘beautiful’ Indian maiden I have seen.”37 

This article combines a relative affection for and mild denigration of indigenous people, 

which was characteristic of the rhetorical pattern in press during this time. While there 

was a degree of compliment paid to Sugar Plum, the author was also careful to include 

 
35 New York Tribune, “Indian Wedding” XXIII, no. 6975, August 12, 1863. 3, Readex: America’s 

Historical Newspapers; Newark Daily Advertiser (New Jersey), “Picture of An Indian Belle,” May 21, 
1863, 2, Readex: America’s Historical Newspapers. 

36 Newark Daily Advertiser, “Picture of An Indian Belle,” 2. 
37 Newark Daily Advertiser, “Picture of An Indian Belle,” 2. 



24 
 

 

the distinction that any virtue she might have had existed in the lower category of 

indigenous people as compared with Europeans. The author’s description also depicted 

his feeling that even if she were beautiful, Sugar Plum was not of the class of even the 

least well-adorned European women. On another level, this description of Sugar Plum’s 

appearance, and the assessment of her means, speaks to perceived differences in civility 

that would have existed in a comparison between the two cultures of the time.  

 The New York Tribune article demonstrates the way differences were perceived. 

The article opens by describing Shoshone conflict resolution practices in the tribe 

regarding love and marriage: “Two Shoshone Indians, Ecopa (coyote) and Togoa 

(rattlesnake), fell in love lately with a Shoshone maiden of fourteen summers, called 

Twilight, or a name signifying the same, and referred to Tortoi, their chief, to arrange and 

settle the affair.”38  

 Interestingly, as the author continues, an American name is brought up. “He 

accordingly brought the parties before his friend and umpire, J. R. Jacobs, last Thursday. 

Jacobs refused to give them his decision in this case and told them to settle it in their own 

way.”39 While only included in the story for a brief moment, the inclusion of Jacobs feels 

significant in exploring the deepening relationship between these two groups. Not only is 

Jacobs a figure that Tortoi trusts to help him solve one of his tribe’s most personal 

conflicts, but the article also purports that Jacobs was the first person to whom Tortoi 

went. It is possible that by this point—the summer of 1863—there were early dynamics 

in place that stated he must do this, but that is not the implication of the article. Rather, it 

 
38 New York Tribune, “Indian Wedding,” 3.  
39 New York Tribune, “Indian Wedding,” 3. 



25 
 

 

seems that Tortoi viewed Jacobs in such a capacity that his judgment was of paramount 

value in any tribal dispute, even one as personal as the love connections of his people—a 

situation for which we would come to see there were already standards and customs. This 

expressed dynamic, and its inclusion in the article, speak first to the growing relationship 

between the two groups but also to the direction that the relationship had taken. There is 

no way to know, but from the tone of the article, and the time in which it took place, it is 

likely that this was not a two-way street. While subtle, including this type of dynamic 

within the scope of relations between the Americans and the Shoshone aids in the 

implication that the Shoshone were in need of guidance from more civilized European 

figures.  

 The description of the resolution of the situation continues. “Tortoi directed the 

rivals to prepare themselves for a settlement following the primitive method still 

practiced in the tribe: fighting it out and giving the bride to the winner.”40 Twilight, a 

Shoshone woman (probably not unlike the aforementioned Sugar Plum), was the subject 

of the “primitive method” as mentioned, and in a way she stands in for the Shoshone in 

the narrative. Both articles show the Shoshone and their customs as simplistic and in need 

of support or civilizing.  

This article goes on to describe the conflict as it was resolved within the tribe. 

“Jacobs, Tortoi, and Buffalo Jim were chosen to act as judges. After a desperate conflict 

of two or three protracted rounds, in which the friends of both parties participated, Togoa 

got a black eye and bloody nose, and gave up the fight and bride in despair.”41 The 

 
40 New York Tribune, “Indian Wedding,” 3. 
41 New York Tribune, “Indian Wedding,” 3. 
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author’s description is not outright offensive when describing the method employed to 

resolve the conflict, and it gives a general sense that the fight was fought with honor. 

Nevertheless, the author upholds the idea that Shoshone customs are generally primitive. 

This mixed tone carries into the description of what came next:  

The father of the maiden then presented the bride—who had been 
previously arrayed in her wedding dress consisting of a white linen shirt 
and sundry fixings, presented to her by Marah—to the successful Ecopa, 
and the thing was did. They henceforth were one, according to the 
Shoshone rite. Ecopa and his bride, with Tortoi and others, accompanied 
Buffalo Jim to his dominions at Edward’s Creek to spend the honeymoon 
among their friends and neighbors, the Pah Utahs.42 
 

In this description, Twilight can be seen as a victim of primitive practices because of the 

method by which her partnership was determined.  

These ideas could also be expanded to encompass the Shoshone as a people. The 

article presents the Shoshone as uncivilized and primitive, victimizing themselves instead 

of choosing the more civilized ways of Europeans. This is a key piece of the cultural 

characterization of the Shoshone by the press, and it aligns with the other characterization 

of the Shoshone as helpful and unthreatening figures in the context of settlers.43 While 

the depiction of the Shoshone as a simple people factors into justifications of the actions 

taken toward them, I argue that the most relevant rhetorical component here is that of 

meaning.  

These depictions are indicative of how the author perceived the makeup of the 

society of the time. The politics and culture of the Americans who were informed and 

influenced by these articles is reflected, even more than anything gleaned about the 

 
42 New York Tribune, “Indian Wedding,” 3. 
43  New York Tribune, “Summer Haunts of Our Authors and Artists,” XXIII, no. 6975, August 12, 

1863, 3, Readex: America’s Historical Newspapers. 
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culture on which they were reporting. The article was written with the expectation that 

readers would view the Shoshone as people to be looked down upon, and for the 

perception of their culture as primitive and unsophisticated in comparison to that of 

Americans and their European origins. Indeed, the rhetoric that surrounded their 

interactions was both formative of and influenced by this perception.  

This is a kind of rhetorical self-fulfilling prophecy, but the root of this dynamic is 

in the white supremacist mindset, however non-malicious, that is inherent in the 

characterization that groups of people that do not meet European conventions of 

civilization are primitive and in need of help.44 This perception extended even into 

situations in which involved non-European parties could be clearly seen as having a 

superior understanding of something, particularly the land upon which they were living. 

 

Shoshone as “Helpful Guides” 

Another side of the characterization of Shoshone is that of helpful guides 

(mentioned by Beckwith).45 This descriptor, used when exploring and understanding 

frontier lands, spanned the period from when Americans first set foot near Shoshone land 

through well into the occupation of that land. The guidance provided occurred sometimes 

in their own territory, but more often in other areas, and typically when the United States 

was in conflict with other Native groups. In some instances, the Shoshone acted as guides 

seeking other groups on Shoshone land, a sort of unification work. In the American view 

the Shoshone were seeking to either lead other groups to join in treaties with the 

 
44 Young, “Rhetorical Method.” 
45  Congressional Globe 36 (1859): 283, 330. 
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Americans, or see other groups eliminated from the situation. According to the 

Sacramento Daily Union: 

An expedition will leave the post tomorrow after that portion of the tribe 
refusing to come in and become parties to the treaty already made. . . .  
Fifteen days’ provisions are taken with a view of forcing a fight, or of 
driving the hostile Indians so far north as to send them into the Crow 
country, which will answer our purpose equally as if we succeeded in 
killing them, for the Crows are their deadly enemies. Six friendly 
Shoshones will go with us as guides, so that in all probability when you 
receive this letter the volunteers will have fought and won another battle.46  

In this case, as far as the article is concerned, the “friendly Shoshones” were willing to 

guide the Americans into indigenous lands (although under what conditions we do not 

know) in order to enable eventual treaties to be enacted between all members of the 

larger Shoshone peoples.  

The article describes a more common situation for Shoshone guides in the lands 

of other tribes: 

On the morning of the 11th the march was resumed, the entire command, 
now numbering eight officers, ninety men, and eight friendly Shoshones 
traveling together. . . . We were informed that on the previous evening, 
when they had camped on Fonteueil Creek, ten Indians had attempted to 
steal their mules and horses, and failing in the attempt had fired two shots 
into the camp. . . . As already expected, the Indians had broken up their 
camp, and scattered their trail so as to defy all the cunning of our Indian 
guides.47  
 

It can be seen within this report that employment of Shoshone guides to enable the 

civilian and military groups to travel in indigenous lands was sufficiently common that 

there were indigenous groups that were going to the extent of intentionally misleading 

those guides and developing tactics specifically in their opposition.  

 
46  Sacramento Daily Union (California), “An Expedition,” June 19, 1863, 1, Readex: America’s 

Historical Newspapers. 
47 Sacramento Daily Union, “An Expedition,” 1. 
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This use of guides even extended to active military conflicts with other 

indigenous groups: “Lieutenant Conrad, with twenty daring men well mounted, was sent 

to the right to obtain position between the Indians and the mountains. We-Jor, an 

intelligent Shoshone, accompanied him.”48  

Through all of these press depictions of Shoshones as guides, the general 

rhetorical pillars that ruled the public perception of Shoshones were upheld. The guides’ 

breadth of understanding of the land was heralded, but never allowed to exceed the depth 

of understanding held by groups deemed more civilized. Both this practice, and the press 

characterization of its use, speak to describing the Shoshone as helpful and relatively 

harmless, but also a group in need of acculturation at the hands of colonizing forces.49  

These portrayals demonstrate both justification for colonization of the Shoshone, 

as well as what colonization means regarding the perception of non-European cultures. 

The colonization of Shoshone lands was justified through perceptions that even in areas 

where they had knowledge. they could still be helped by European settlers to become 

civilized and intelligent.  

 Expanding on Williams’ theory, and updating it to more modern terminology to 

view Settler Colonialism as the foundation upon which the systems of Imperialism were 

built, rhetoric surrounding the Shoshone is an essential piece of the puzzle. While 

Williams discussed the systemic implications of occupation in North America and the 

Philippines, the reasoning for its existence is equally important both in terms of how it 

was presented to people in that time and what it meant about their perspective. Through 

 
48 Sacramento Daily Union (CA), “Notes From Fort Bridger,” July 4, 1863, 1, Readex: America’s 

Historical Newspapers. 
49  Sacramento Daily Union, “Notes From Fort Bridger,” 1. 
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this unified process of occupation, through the justification of civil superiority, which 

then branched into Settler Colonialism and Imperialism, the idea of non-European groups 

requiring European help to become fully realized was consistent. However, these 

perceptions were challenged during periods in which the occupied peoples resisted. 

As the United States moved to fill that perceived need, and the more rapidly 

developing need of more fertile land for Western pioneer settlers, the Shoshone did not 

take kindly to that. The perception generally held by the Shoshone evolved very quickly 

in a different direction through the same rhetorical channels that had guided the original 

dynamic. 
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Chapter IV. 
 

Shoshone: Conflict and Aftermath 
 
 
As people representing the United States—settlers and military groups—reached 

Shoshone territory in greater numbers, the narrative shifted. As the Shoshone saw an 

increase in settler population density that spurred a move to defend their territory, the 

image of the Shoshone as equal parts helpful and unaware was rapidly overwritten with a 

new picture of bloodthirsty aggressors. This framing extended beyond that of a military 

conflict. As more instances of violence occurred between the military and settlers, and 

the Shoshone, a new narrative developed that looked down on the Shoshone as an almost 

inhuman threat. Over the course of the time they spent in conflict, this threat evolved in a 

sort of bell curve as early depictions of the Shoshone as hapless and helpful evolved into 

portrayals of monsters to be feared, causing Americans to ramp up their occupation and 

the Shoshone to fight back against them. The curve would be completed in the latter 

period of conflict as the two sides began developing treaties, and the rhetoric sloped back 

down toward its origin point.  

 

The Shoshone as a Threat 

The idea of the Shoshone as a “savage,” as an inhuman threat to all Americans 

living in their vicinity, and as needing pacification became the over-arching narrative as 

mail and military units began to travel through Shoshone land, which caused the 



32 
 

 

Shoshone to move toward conflict.50 A central component of the way this threat was 

communicated comes in how press portrayals address Shoshone loss of life compared 

with American loss of life. Deaths of Shoshone people were written in simple language: 

The New York Times has an account, by a Salt Lake correspondent, of a 
short, sharp, and decisive campaign against the Indians on Bear River by 
the troops under Col. Connor. The Indians were Bannocks and Shoshones, 
from 200 to 300 in number, and were almost exterminated—only about a 
dozen escaping.51 
 

Use of the term “exterminated” is noticeable in its characterization of the 

Shoshone as an inhuman group that should not be afforded the same rights and respects 

as settlers. This is a key point in the justification of colonization in times of conflict. 

Where the unified system of occupation demonstrated a mindset of supremacy on the part 

of the colonizing group at all times, in times of conflict this platform was easily expanded 

to imply that the lives of occupiers were more valuable than those of the occupied.  

In this context, the meaning of supremacy within the rhetorical constructs of 

occupation is more directly revealed. Where justifications of colonization as a path to a 

more civilized life for occupied peoples are opaquer, there is a clarity in times of conflict 

that reveals the true perspective of supremacy: that these situations, American or 

European lives were worth more because of the root belief that they were more human 

than peoples in the occupied group. This instinct was used by those tasked with the 

rhetorical justification of these conflicts, and is another example of the loop in which this 

inherent belief was fed by the dynamics causing it.  

 
50  D. W. Bartlett, compiler, “Digest of Election Cases: Cases of Contested Elections in the House of 

Representatives from 1865 to 1871, Inclusive” (Washington, DC: U.S. Congress, 1870): 522, 
https://onesearch.wesleyan.edu/discovery/fulldisplay/ alma9914599613903768/01CTW_WU:CTWWU. 

51  Daily Globe (Washington, DC), “The News,” February 26, 1863, 4, Readex: America’s Historical 
Newspapers. 
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While “extermination” of the Shoshone was explained with no application of 

humanization, sticking solely to numbers and not referring to those killed as human 

beings, such coverage of the converse situation was used to generate fear and speak to the 

humanity of Americans. This choice and its effectiveness help explain the justification of 

colonization and the root of supremacy that is inherent in its effectiveness.52 The 

description of a Shoshone massacre stands in sharp contrast with the story of losing even 

one American life: 

On Sunday the 22nd ultimo, when approaching a station eight miles west 
of Deep Creek, one hundred and sixty miles beyond Salt Lake City, it was 
discovered that the house was fired and surrounded by Indians. . . . The 
Indians opened fire upon the coach, discharging some six or eight rifle 
shots and a perfect shower of arrows. Judge Mott and the two boys were at 
the time in the coach, with the curtains close buttoned down. The other 
passenger was on the box beside the driver. After going about half a mile, 
the driver called to Judge Mott to come to his assistance. . . . A horrible 
sight met his view. The passenger was shot through the head, and had 
fallen down into the boot, while blood and brains were bespattered over 
the entire front part of the coach. The driver was shot through the body in 
the region of the heart, but still manfully performed his duty. Judge Mott 
assisted the driver . . . until he died, which was less than half an hour. . . . 
The driver was found to be dead, but the other man was alive . . . although 
his brains were oozing from the wounds in the top of his head. . . . A 
telegraph was put up at once in requisition, and in an hour or two troops 
were moving eastward from Salt Lake toward the scene of the tragedy. 
There was a fair probability that the indians would be overtaken and 
punished. The arrows, many of which were sticking in the coach, were 
pronounced Shoshone arrows.53 

While there is a clear difference in the tone conveyed between this report and the 

earlier one, it can be somewhat understood based on press representation of allies and 

enemies within the context of armed conflict. However, the difference is sharper in the 

 
52  Daily Globe, “The News,” February 26, 1863, 4.  
53  Press (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania), “Indian Massacre on the Overland Route,” April 25, 1863, 2, 
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language used, understanding that one report speaks of the death of hundreds, while the 

other speaks of the death of one person.  

This is an example of the rhetoric used in conflict reporting that can be seen 

throughout the history of the interrelated processes of Settler Colonialism and 

Imperialism. By describing the loss of American life in such detail, press and government 

sources wanted to influence public perception of these events by giving them vivid 

descriptions of the deceased. With these depictions, the average American newspaper 

reader was meant to easily imagine that the person who died could have been them or a 

loved one. This was intended to contrast the cold, statistical explanation of the deaths of 

hundreds of Shoshone people because their deaths were not intended to be felt. If there 

was not already a thought process among Americans that lent itself to the idea that their 

lives were more valuable than those of the Shoshone and other occupied peoples, this 

rhetoric endeavored to ensure that there was such a process.54 

These incidents and others like them were referred to in reports in the months that 

followed, as the United States edged closer to securing treaties with the Shoshone 

peoples. For example: 

The Second California Cavalry . . . are under orders to proceed to 
Government Springs, in this territory, and there establish a camp. This will 
be in the immediate neighborhood of the Goshute tribe of Indians— 
generally the most on the Overland Mail road. Should they attempt to 
interfere with the paper wagons this summer they will enjoy a repetition of 
the kindly attentions that they received last season.55  
 

 
54  Press (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania), “Indian Massacre on the Overland Route,” April 25, 1863, 2. 
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This report is written with a similar attitude toward the Shoshone as was written 

the year prior. But now, as treaties drew nearer, there were some efforts to reduce the 

tone that existed prior to the conflicts, if not the content. As the numbers of Shoshone 

dwindled, and armed conflicts became more one-sided, the rhetorical transformation from 

portrayal of Shoshone as a harmless and helpful group into one that posed a bloodthirsty 

threat took another turn. The Shoshone began to be portrayed as a threat, but one that was 

more in need of pacification than death:   

Congress, at its late session, made an appropriation preliminary to a treaty 
with the Shoshones, who had lately been committing depredations. The 
Indian Bureau will at once take measures to secure their friendship. . . . 
With the exception of the ones above mentioned, the Indians are 
peaceable.56  
 

This tone began in reports that came directly from the military during the 

intervening year:  

General Connor and staff, accompanied by Governor Doty, Colonel 
Pollock, and escort of twenty cavalry, left here Sunday to hold a 
conference and make a treaty with the several bands of the Southern Utah 
Indians, lately hostile. . . . About six hundred Indians had gathered at that 
point and awaited the arrival of the General and Governor. . . . The treaty 
was successfully made. . . . They agreed to be peaceful in the future, and 
were assured of protection. . . . These were the Indians that recently 
engaged in attacking the mail line, and included the main body of hostile 
savages in this region. There is but one band of the Goshute tribe now 
hostile. Soldiers have been sent after them, and it is believed that in a few 
days the Indian difficulties will be entirely settled throughout this 
territory.57  
 

In Summer 1863, reports began to come in from different areas about the multi-

pronged approach to seek treaties with different Shoshone groups across their wide 
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territory, in Nevada: “Governor Nye has also concluded a treaty with the Shoshone 

Indians of Nevada, who have attacked the emigrant trains to Oregon.”58 In Utah, a 

dispatch dated at Great Salt Lake City, June 6th, says: “General Connor went to Fort 

Bridger on Thursday to have a council with five hundred Shoshone Indians.”59 There 

were other collaborations across the west:  

Governor Doty is presently at Ruby to meet Governor Nye, of Nevada, for 
the purpose of treating with those rascally Go-Shutes. Our Governor holds 
another treaty with a small band of Go-Shute Shoshones, at Grantsville, on 
his return, and then goes northward with General Connor, I think, to finish 
up the treaties in that direction.60  
 

Much of the legwork toward these resolutions was done on the military end, with 

General Patrick E. Connor leading troops in massacres across the West. The attacks were 

bolstered by press narratives that were built around the threat of Shoshones in the lands in 

where they were carried out. Connor himself went on to negotiate many of the treaties.  

General Connor started for Fort Bridger on Wednesday last, and rumor 
says that on the 5th he made a treaty with the Shoshones at or near a place 
and received from them a large number of stolen horses. If he has 
succeeded in making arrangements with the red men, that will secure 
permanent peace to the citizens and emigrants passing through their 
country and ensure safety to the property of the Overland Mail and 
Telegraph companies, which might have been accomplished long ago had 
judicious measures been taken.61 
 

 
58  Deseret News (Salt Lake City, Utah), “Treaty with the Indians,” XII, no. 50, June 10, 1863, 396, 
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A rhetorical sense of justice was maintained behind Connor’s actions, as the actions of 

the Shoshone in conflict were sure to be highlighted any time a military movement was 

reported.  

 

Shoshone Image as Treaties Began to Form 

As treaty negotiations continued in earnest, and some were already formed, the 

tone of the writing began to revert to the point it had been prior to conflicts between 

settlers and the Shoshone, as shown in this report: 

The military had their talk with the Shoshone. The General could not 
provide them flour and blankets. He could only assure them that so long as 
they behaved they would be well treated and protected by the soldiers; on 
the other hand, if they did not behave, he would kill every one of the tribes 
wherever he or his captains found them. The Indians believe him, and 
already mention Connor’s name in connection with that terrible ‘Long 
Knife,’ Harney.62 
 

The language of this report and of the reported interaction, while still pointing to 

the possibility of conflict and violence, sounds more like earlier characterizations of the 

Shoshone as a people who were ultimately harmless and in need of guidance. In 

particular, the language that asked them to “behave,” suggesting a return to the pseudo-

paternalistic tone found in earlier Shoshone reporting. This was echoed in the detailed 

reports from General Connor and Governor Doty, of Utah: 

Commissioner Dole telegraphed from Washington to Governor Doty, the 
newly qualified executive for Utah and formerly and for the time being 
Superintendent of Indian Affairs, to make a treaty with the Shoshones who 
were in the vicinity of this post. The Governor, obeying this order, arrived 
here on the 2d inst., and by the 3d he had a treaty duly drawn up, signed, 
sealed, and delivered, wherein the Shoshones agree to live in peace and 
good faith with the United States Government, and render no aid or 
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assistance to the enemies thereof. On the other side, the Government 
agrees to supply the necessary quantity of flour and number of blankets. 
Wash-i-kee again assumed supreme control of the tribe in a speech of 
much power and eloquence, in which he repeated a few facts—among the 
number the battle of Bear River—telling his audience that his counsel had 
been obeyed, 300 Shoshone braves would now be living to fight their 
ancient and honored foes: the Sioux, Crows, Cheyenne, and Utahs. 
Judging by the number of grunts elicited by his remarks, he must have 
satisfied his former friends and warriors of his good judgment and ability 
to command them. We may now safely trust that no further trouble will 
come of this tribe, provided the Government agents will faithfully 
discharge every promise made. . . . 

Three more infantry men were killed at a station a few miles east of Deep 
Creek by the Goshutes. . . .  Pocatello, one of the Shoshone chiefs, has 
sent a messenger to General Connor, asking to speak for himself and his 
band. . . .  

All things being considered, the troops are succeeding admirably in 
conquering peace from all the Indians in this district—a result very 
satisfactory to the Overland Mail and Telegraph and the emigration.63 

The degree to which the tone toward the Shoshone had shifted by the time of this 

article becomes clear when the topic of death was again broached. In this instance, 

however, it was treated as a wrong to be accounted for by the Shoshone rather than a sign 

of the evils they were committing and would continue to commit. Pocatello, a key leader 

in many of the conflicts between the two groups, was named and came forward to 

acknowledge his people’s actions on a military level, not under the derision that would 

have been anticipated in earlier writings.  

In the continuing narrative, there is a point at which the Shoshone become a group 

not only seen as accountable to the United States, but in some ways protected by it.64 
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This transition can be seen in the changed language in a Deseret News piece entitled, “A 

Murderous and Fiendish Act”: 

Sagwitch, one of the Shoshone chiefs, who made his escape at the battle of 
Bear River last winter, was on his way to attend the treaty at Brigham 
City, which had been arranged to be held on the 30th. He was taken 
prisoner in Box Elder Kanyon by a small detachment of C. Vs., serving as 
an escort to a government train en route from Fort Connor to Camp 
Douglas. His son, a young lad, and a young man named David Lindsey, 
who had been up the creek on a fishing excursion, with whom Sagwitch 
had fallen in on his way down the kanyon, were also made prisoners, 
taken into camp, and placed under guard.65  

Up to this point, the Shoshone were treated according to the same standard as had 

been set earlier when they had been considered to be active threats. However, with the 

forthcoming treaties, Shoshone leaders were not only to be respected, but violence 

against them would be viewed in a light not unlike that cast on the victim of the Overland 

Mail attack that had occurred not long before. Sagwitch, who had been imprisoned 

wrongfully as he went to attend to one of the treaties, was said to have been protected by 

the United States military:  

On hearing what had transpired, Governor Doty, who was at Brigham city 
at the time, sent an express to the officer in command of the detachment, 
informing him of the contemplated treaty and expressing a hope that no 
violence would come to the chief by the Volunteers, notwithstanding 
which, during the following night, and while being strongly guarded, 
Sagwitch was shot by some fiend—the ball entering his left breast and 
passing through the right shoulder, inflicting a fearful, but not believed to 
be mortal wound. He was taken to Brigham city the next morning where 
every possible attention was extended to the sufferer by that more than 
savage act. It is stated that the perpetrator could not be found.66  

 
65 Deseret News (Salt Lake City, Utah), “A Murderous and Fiendish Act,” XIII, no. 5 (August 5, 

1863): 37, Readex: America’s Historical Newspapers. 
66  Deseret News, “A Murderous and Fiendish Act,” 37. 



40 
 

 

The tone displayed in the description of these events is a far cry from the 

“extermination” that had been written during the period before the treaties. This was an 

inflection point after which the Shoshone had made their way full circle in the rhetorical 

eye of the American press, now being described as a friendly, unthreatening peoples who 

were not necessarily capable of managing their lands and the resources they contained on 

their own.67  

This rhetorical shift came in line with the continued advancement of treaties that 

escalated from the original terms of allowing the mail route to remain intact and 

immigrants to pass through unharmed, to a new set of terms that began to take shape 

more like the takeovers and relocations that had taken place in the East: 

Every settler in the Boise Valley will learn with pleasure that a treaty has 
been effected by Gov. Lyon with the Indians, extinguishing all their title to 
the valley. The treaty will, without doubt, be confirmed by the Senate. 
Some of the terms of the treaty may be found in another column. Settlers 
may now rest in the assurance that they are settlers on Government land, 
and although the danger be ever so remote, they are not trespassers upon 
the laws against occupying lands whose Indian title has not been 
extinguished. For this favor the people are indebted to the prompt and 
energetic actions of Gov. Lyon, who goes to work with a will as soon as 
he arrives at the scene of his labor. It may be said that no treaty with the 
Snakes will have more force with them than a hand of straw, that murder 
and plunder will be their future occupation, as it has been in the past. But 
even then there is a good point gained, and that is the legal extinction of 
their right here. And there is nothing lost. They either must steal or starve, 
they admit; and in full view of the fact, they agree to go upon such 
reservations as the United States may provide outside of the territory 
ceded and accept such annuities as are stipulated in the treaty. If they 
violate these stipulations they will be liable to chastisement. The tribe 
number about three hundred, and it is one of the conditions of the treaty 
that they assist in bringing to justice the scattering and roving bands of 
Indians that prowl about the remote settlements. The most important 
measure is to get this land surveyed. The Governor pledges himself, we 
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understand, to use his influence with the department to have it done 
immediately.68 

During the last three months of 1864, many treaties moved the occupation of 

Shoshone land from cohabitation to outright colonization and displacement, and a 

corresponding transition of press coverage was apparent, shifting from clear attention on 

the West to matter-of-fact statements detailing details of the treaties:  

The Idaho Statesman says that Governor Lyon held a council with the 
Shoshones at Fort Boise on the 10th of October, and concluded a treaty 
with them, purchasing all the land of Boise River valley, for thirty miles 
on each side, from its source to its mouth. There were two hundred and 
fifty Indians present. The Governor has gone south to effect treaties with 
other tribes.69  
 

The effect of the treaties was to quell any responses by Shoshone forces that may have 

opposed the direction in which things were moving, as noted in another press item: 

“O.W. Irish, superintendent of Indian affairs in Utah, in a letter to Commissioner Dole, 

states that the northwestern bands of the Shoshone Indians have agreed to the 

amendments to the treaty made last winter, and are peaceable again.”70 

Chief Pocatello was captured in November 1864:  

IN CUSTODY — Pocatello, the famous Snake chief, who has been 
depredating on and murdering immigrants for the past ten years, has been 
captured by General Connor, who says if the charges against him are 
maintained he will not leave him to the civil authorities, but hang him by 
military law.71 
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By 1868 yet another treaty placed Pocatello and the remainder of his band on a 

reservation.  

With the capture of Pocatello and those who had fought alongside him, and their 

subsequent displacement to reservations, the press’s narrative cycle was complete: it 

began by displaying the Shoshone first as unskilled, friendly people; then as bloodthirsty 

killers; then once again as a pacified group that would not cause harm but instead would 

need guidance. By 1867, any hint of conflicts that had come between the groups earlier 

was no longer present in press narratives about the Shoshone. Instead, the tone had 

changed to settlers seeing the Shoshone as harmless but uncivilized, and unable to 

manage their resources, as described in this anecdote from the press: 

Last spring his camp at White Pine was visited by a crowd of hungry 
Goshutes and, in his absence, the Indians, unable to withstand the 
temptation of a well-prepared dinner for a party of miners, waded into pots 
and platters without waiting for knives and forks, and were busily engaged 
tooth and toe nail, when the indignant and incensed cook and proprietor 
surprised them by returning. Impulsively he grabbed a cudgel and started 
to give Goshute a pummeling, but the gaunt form and piteous cries stayed 
the uplifted club, and with full bellies and expressions of gratitude the 
dusky raiders vanished. But the next night came again . . . bringing with 
them napya, or pieces of quartz, well filled with horn silver, and proposed 
to visit the locality where “heap napyas” were to be founded. Accordingly, 
in June last, Leathers followed his grateful guide to what is now Pleasant 
Valley, and truly found “heap napyas.” A ledge was found . . . in places 
the ore was of extraordinary richness, containing masses of horn silver so 
pure and soft that a finger nail would make a bright streak upon it. . . . 
Well may Leathers congratulate himself on the successful sale of his 
dinner and his slight punishment of the famished forest chieftain.72 
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Governmental Rhetoric of Replacement and Displacement 

The United States’ occupation of the Shoshone is similar to many of those carried 

out over the course of Western expansion, in fact, like most tribal interactions on the part 

of the United States since before it even became a country. Congressional rhetoric 

surrounding the Shoshone mirrors much of what can be seen in United States internal 

governmental discussions of other indigenous peoples over the course of history. 

Indigenous culture was discredited, ways of life and places of living were disregarded, 

and any disagreement was viewed as insurrection against that which rightfully belonged 

to the settlers.  

An earlier account of settlers’ interactions with the Shoshone appears in a passage 

found an 1870 digest of election cases. It details a case in the region where the Shoshone 

lived, speaking about the first days of occupation of Shoshone land. Dated 1847, the 

passage describes rhetorical seeds of occupation and tactical relationships with the 

indigenous peoples of the region: 

Pioneers, who numbered someone one hundred and fifty men, reached Salt 
Lake Valley . . . built a fort of some strength, and planted some roots, a 
portion of which partially matured. . . . I will remark a portion of the 
sustenance of these people . . . was . . . a root shown to them by the 
Indians as an element which would sustain life. . . .  A few hardy pioneers, 
planting and preparing for emigration of the next season, found 
themselves masters of the country, their only neighbors being the wild and 
degraded Utah and Shoshone Indians, whose friendship was courted to 
secure peace.73  

This language, referring to the Shoshone (as well as the Utah) as “wild and 

degraded peoples,” only a breath after acknowledging the pioneers likely owed the 

Shoshone their survival, can hardly be seen as unexpected in the discussion of indigenous 
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people during this period. There was a concerted effort to present the Shoshone, and 

indigenous people in general, as savage, warlike, a threat.74 Even the treaties formed 

between the Shoshone and the United States, lay textually between the Shoshone “[war] 

bands” and the United States “people and government.”75  

For more than a decade prior to the treaties, the Shoshone were identified as a 

threat and discussed as a problem for potential colonization. The language used in 

Congress and other governmental capacities is indicative of the degree to which the 

Shoshone were identified as a problem to be contained rather than an indigenous people. 

During the 32nd Congress, a 1852 report from the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, while 

reasoning for the appointment of an agent who would be responsible for managing 

relations with the indigenous peoples of the Utah region said:  

Full justice should be done to the people of that Territory, and our Indian 
relations therein be placed on proper footing. . . . A delegation of 
Shoshonees, or Snake Indians, a disaffected and mischievous tribe 
infesting one of the principal routes of travel to Oregon and California . . .  
These Indians were not . . . parties to the treaty negotiated with the other 
tribes.76 
 

The language used to describe the Shoshone in this report is clear: they were 

viewed as a pest that is reminiscent of earlier references to their “extermination,” and 

their presence was considered unwelcome and invasive into the very region in which they 

had always resided, and they were distinguished from those in the region that the 

government considered to be “people.” The occupation that followed can be seen as a 
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response to this report and others like it, that is, a solution to the problem of people 

existing within a location of strategic significance. 

 

Resolution of the Shoshone Threat, Displacement, and Settling 

From a rhetorical perspective, the next step for the United States was to 

demonstrate the efficacy of the alleged threat brought on by the existence of the 

Shoshone in an area of strategic importance, in this case the route of travel through the 

frontier to the west coast. On Thursday, February 12, 1852, this threat was assessed by 

Senator Joseph Lane, from Oregon:  

Now when such Indians as those infect the great highway from Oregon to 
California, can it be expected that without a garrison and without troops 
our people are safe in passing from one country to another? . . . They have 
been elated with success and have grown bold . . . nothing will keep them 
in subjection but troops garrisoned there. . . . Depredations have been 
committed on this road of such a savage and cruel and barbarous nature 
that I will not ask this House to listen to their recital . . . young ladies have 
fallen into their hands, and whole families have been destroyed . . . many 
thousands of dollars worth of property have fallen into the hands of the 
Shoshone or Snake Indians . . . many lives have been taken. . . . Was it 
right, under these circumstances, to have ordered that regiment from the 
country, and thus leave it open to these savage depredators? 77 

With these strong words against the Shoshone, Sen. Lane put pressure on other members 

of Congress to come to his state’s aid against the Shoshone.78  

This narrative of justification is one that has been consistently employed in 

various uses of the American occupational framework. Whether it be the indigenous 

tribes in North America, 1900s imperial occupations, or occupations carried out during 

the Cold War, this pattern remains intact. In this instance, by painting the Shoshone as 
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aggressors, the political forces that sought to control the locations where Shoshone lived 

were able to gain public and congressional support, which in turn gave way to political 

and militaristic machinations required to begin a true occupation. Where the United 

States had previously occupied Shoshone territory in minor ways and without great 

military presence, despite some duress from the tribal bands, once the justifications 

enabled an increased governmental presence it became much easier for settlers to make 

their way to and across the general territory.  

Nevertheless, the Shoshone retained a degree of control in their land and, while 

there were some settlers in the land as well, it was difficult for Americans to maintain a 

presence and develop the formal colonization process as it had been carried out in many 

places in between the east coast and the Great Basin region. With this process well 

underway, the military sought to suppress the perceived insurgency of the Shoshone, and 

although the Shoshone were able to hold out much longer than most other tribes during 

Settler Colonial occupations, they would eventually surrender as the American presence 

increased. 

On October 1, 1862, the Treaty between the Western Shoshone and the United 

States, referred to as the Treaty of Ruby Valley, was signed. This treaty outlined terms 

for peace between the Shoshone and the Americans on land where the Shoshone lived. It 

also included provisions ensuring that travel routes and trade through the area would 

remain accessible to American travelers, unimpeded by tribal defense efforts. With these 

provisions made, the process of occupation reached a formal level. Prior to this, the 

presence of settlers (who even then were mostly just passing through) was contested and 

met with “depredation,” as the treaty and other documents would state. From this time 
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forward, the land inhabited by the Shoshone would be minimally and informally 

occupied by the United States.79  

There was now an ever-growing number of American travelers and traders 

coming through the areas inhabited by the Shoshone, and during that period the Shoshone 

existed with relative similarity to the way things had been previously. The Shoshone of 

Snake River were described as living near one of the Oregon borders during the state ’s 

founding, to some degree honoring their land and acknowledging the rights they still 

held.79F

80 

As with many of the treaties entered into by the United States and indigenous 

tribes during this time period, the occupation did not remain informal forever. As early as 

1863, a bill from the Committee on Territories made its way to Congress, seeking to 

establish a temporary government for the Shoshone. While this motion (requiring 

unanimous consent) faced objections and was not read that day, it was not long before the 

ever-growing western United States would occupy lands once almost solely inhabited by 

Shoshone, and they would find themselves increasingly limited by United States’ 

occupiers.81 

In 1869, Congress made appropriations to re-establish the Shoshone:  

For this amount, or so much thereof as may be necessary to re-establish 
the Shoshones . . . in the Southern portion of Idaho territory and 
southeastern part of Oregon, on the Fort Hall reservation, on Snake River 
Idaho territory, or on the Siletz and Klamath reservation in Oregon, as the 
Secretary of the Interior may determine . . . thirty thousand dollars.82 
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Re-establishment brought the Shoshone from a treatied, informal occupation that still 

maintained aspects of their places of living, to a formally occupied nation. They were 

forcibly moved to reservations to allow for continued and increased use of lands 

inhabited by the United States that were formerly inhabited by the Shoshone. Over the 

course of the 35 years following the Ruby Valley Treaty, Nevada, Idaho, and finally Utah 

would join the union as states and sustain the occupation of Shoshone lands into the 

present day.  

As time went on, the borders of American settlements encroached further and 

further toward the Shoshone. As the focus of the Bureau of Indian Affairs shifted toward 

“cultural re-education,” generations of the Shoshone, like many tribes, experienced 

extreme treatment in the name of assimilation. Like many American occupation 

dynamics, if the Shoshone’s occupied borders or land status needed to accommodate the 

occupier, this was quickly handled in the United States’ favor. For example, in July 1882, 

a portion of the Shoshone reservation was sold to enable the United States to own the 

land through which the Northern & Utah railroad would cross. While technically an 

agreement was made between the two parties, in reality the occupation power dynamic 

dictated that there was no way for the Shoshone to oppose the change without facing 

repercussions they could not afford. In this way, the United States maintained control 

over the land despite having agreed that it would belong to the occupied nation.83  

The rhetoric that surrounded the occupation, particularly the conflicts that took 

place at the time, was formative in the dynamic between the United States and the 

 
83 U.S. Statutes at Large: 22, 1864-1883: vii, https://www.loc.gov/collections/united-states-statutes-at-

large/about-this-collection/. 



49 
 

 

Shoshone peoples of the Great Basin. Framing the Shoshone as aggressors who possessed 

a lesser degree of humanity than Americans provided a basis for the notion that 

Americans were more deserving of Shoshone land in the Great Basin and beyond. 

While the concept of supremacy and the rhetorical process used to reinforce it 

were consistent, the rhetoric of supremacy—the idea that Americans were more 

deserving of the physical space than the occupied peoples—is more a feature of Settler 

Colonialism than of the overall unified process of American occupation.  
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Chapter V. 
 

Philippines: Pre-Conflict 
 
 
 
While during the Settler Colonial period there was a focus on continued 

expansion of the physical border, the Imperial occupations broadened due to interest in 

expanding the United States resources and its ideological borders in the period beginning 

in the 1890s. The justifications of this idea are central to the unified occupational process. 

To understand the rhetorical aspect of this process, the idea of Settler Colonialism as a 

structure upon which Imperialism was built is expanded. A unified methodology of 

rhetorical justification built during the Settler Colonial occupations, and the effect of 

American perspectives on those who were occupied, support Walter Williams’ idea of a 

“mistaken consensus” that the United States had not been an occupier until its occupation 

of the Philippines.84 I argue that this connection is strengthened by analysis of the use of 

this unified methodology in the Philippines.  

Williams’ article examined the systemic and structural aspects of the Philippine 

occupation, including the ways those aspects were born of what he called “Indian 

Policy.” I argue that government and press rhetoric at the time is comparable. Speaking in 

the terminology of the study of American occupation, Imperialism was the shoot that 

grew from the seed of Settler Colonialism from a process perspective. The rhetorical 

structure that sprouted from Settler Colonial roots demonstrated that the discussion of the 
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Shoshone was a two-sided narrative, in which the United States government and press 

created characterized the Filipinos as, at times, a harmless group of people who possessed 

valuable resources they did not understand, and the population was not capable of 

forming into a civilized society without guidance. Other times, they were characterized as 

a frightening, savage group, and Americans had no choice but to seize control in order to 

protect Americans living in the Philippines and the Filipino citizens themselves. 

 

Pre-War Descriptions of Filipino Land and Culture  

From a policy perspective, while the United States did not begin its Imperial 

occupation of the Philippines until the signing of the Treaty of Paris in December 1898, 

the rhetoric that surrounded occupation began years earlier. As early as 1893, various 

articles highlighted key points that would later be used to justify occupation of the 

Philippines. For example, a New York Tribune article described the Philippines as a 

“beautiful country, copiously endowed by nature” and noted the financial benefits 

enjoyed by the Spanish during their colonization and subsequent exports, including 

monetary figures.85  

Trumbull White contributed to the American perspective about the Filipino 

peoples by noting the “curiosities of savage life” and stating, “Almost every effort to 

civilize them is rendered nugatory.”86 This established a characterization of Filipinos as 

uncivilized and incapable of managing their own resources. White continues this 

 
85 New York Tribune, “Forgotten by the World: Exploration in the Philippine Islands,” November, 
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characterization: “The climate, too is unhealthy . . . swarming with exasperated savages 

and bandits of the worst description . . . who live like wild beasts in the highlands.”87 

This passage illustrates two aims of the unified rhetorical process utilized in Settler 

Colonialism and Imperialism: (1) that the occupied group is uncivilized and in need of 

American assistance and (2) that perceived lack of civilization is connected to an inability 

to manage the Filipinos own valuable natural resources.  

In addition to indirect depictions of Filipinos as incapable of managing their 

natural resources, other American observations played on that point more directly. One 

mention in the Idaho Statesman described an implied misuse of a precious material: “In 

the interior of the Philippines where gold is the only metal at their disposal, the natives 

hollow out the nuggets found in the neighboring torrent and use them as pipe bowls.” 

This description, while not outright in its judgment, demonstrates one of the building 

blocks of pre-occupation framing, with the idea of gold being used in such a manner 

demonstrates the depiction of the potential occupied group as unable manage or 

understand their own resources.88  

Other aspects of pre-occupational rhetoric were found in the press during the 

period that preceded United States’ regional conflicts with Spain and the Philippines. A 

review from the Boston Herald of 1893 described a “comic opera” based in part on the 

perception of Filipinos, featuring starring roles named Pedro and Paquita. Pedro, the hero, 

was apparently a matador of love, who at one point was pursued by “natives” in a way 

that was likened to the bulls fighting a matador. The article promised “picturesque 
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scenes” of the beautiful Philippine Islands.89 While a relatively inane example, the 

practice of simplifying the culture and people of a country plays into the unified system 

of occupation rhetoric, and the description of the islands comes from a rhetorical 

perspective like the more direct explanations provided by White.90  

Further cultural characterizations of the people of the Philippines, and their 

potential for civilization by Western influence, continued to crop up. The beginnings of 

the branching endpoint of American Imperialism, in which the Philippines were seen as 

having the potential to one day be free, having sufficient civilization to be deemed 

appropriate by the United States, had begun to materialize. A New York Herald article 

about catching and preserving butterflies, including the Papillos Ideaoides species in the 

Philippines, described a people who made their living from this practice: “These rank 

from men who have been celebrated for their work and discoveries in the field, to the 

natives who are trained by them and by missionaries to catch and preserve the winged 

beauties.”91 In describing the process that collectors (many of whom were missionaries) 

used to procure the butterflies, the article also revealed a dynamic that bore some 

resemblance to that of the Shoshone guides: “The missionaries . . . sent to the furthest 

ends of the earth . . . besides converting the ignorant natives, train them to work, and thus 

are taken insects which inhabit jungles impenetrable to any but these native hunters.”92  

 
89 Boston Herald (Massachusetts), “A Comic Opera,” October 8, 1893, 24, Readex: America’s 
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While the Filipinos and other indigenous peoples were acknowledged by the 

article to be capable of accessing locations and resources like even the most experienced 

and renowned individuals in the field, Filipinos were also referred to as “ignorant 

natives” who should consider themselves lucky to have the opportunity to work under the 

missionaries.93 This description harkens back to the “helpful Shoshone guides” who, 

while demonstrating knowledge of the land far exceeding their American and European 

counterparts, were described in the rhetoric as only able to access that potential in a 

meaningful way once settlers had guided them. This framing, and the examples that 

precede it, demonstrate the implicit means through which the rhetorical framework for 

justifying the colonization of indigenous peoples through valuation of their resources and 

minimization of their civilization and culture was established among these lands and their 

people.  

 

Spanish-American War 

While the justifications presented regarding interactions with indigenous people 

were enough for people of the United States and the European international community, 

the Philippine islands were a colonial possession of Spain. For the United States to 

infringe on territory belonging to a European power would require something more 

significant than a distant colony. However, in February 1898, the sinking of the USS 

Maine, paired with its sensationalization by rising so-called “Yellow Journalism” in the 

United States press, provided the justification needed to propel American involvement. 
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Two days after the sinking of the Maine, the Augusta Chronicle ran a story claiming that 

the ship’s captain, Charles Dwight Sigsbee, had telegraphed that the ship had been sunk 

by the Spanish. Then followed an interview with Sigsbee, and while it did not refer 

directly to the involvement of the Spanish in the explosion, he recounted what he went 

through during and after the explosion, stating his belief that it was not safe for American 

ships to enter the area. The newspaper coupled Sigsbee’s words with its own message: 

“Uncle Sam Will Now Have Reckoning with Spain for This Blood-Curdling Outrage.” 

Through these words, and similar statements from other publications across the United 

States, the justification for war with Spain, leading to the United States’ eventual claim to 

the Philippines, had been secured.94 While the war did not last long, the rhetoric 

regarding the United States, Spain, the Philippines, and other Spanish colonial 

possessions such as Cuba (for whom the war was ostensibly fought) developed along the 

path established by Settler Colonial occupations.  

American press discourse positioned the Spanish as villains who committed 

abuses against harmless, uncivilized Philippine locals. Trumbull White expressed these 

abuses: “Even Cuba, with all its abominations, scarcely afforded so remarkable a picture 

of Spanish oppression, miscalled government, as may be seen in the Philippines.”95 

Written in late 1898 as potential implications of upcoming American interactions with the 

Philippines came into focus, this criticism of the Spanish established the Filipinos as a 

sympathetic, victimized culture in need of support that the United States would need to 

step in directly to provide. Even if the Philippines were not directly ridiculed, their 
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portrayal was still one of a nation incapable of handling their own problems. By itself, 

this helped spur justification for the United States to forcefully colonize the Philippines 

even as White criticized the Spanish for doing the same thing.96 

With the Treaty of Paris and the official birth of the United States as an imperial 

nation looming, Theodore Woolsey expressed a series of simple justifications for the 

coming occupation: “The right of conquest is something. The consciousness of bringing a 

better government is something . . . can we part with our prospective conquests? Too 

weak to stand alone as they are, we could not add them to the number of bastard 

republics.”97 This argument is in line with those made in early discussions of utilization 

of Shoshone resources. Such arguments are characterized by an assumed inability to self-

manage—whether resources or government—and this is a defining quality of the rhetoric 

about the occupation of the Philippines. 

Woolsey’s Introduction to his collection of essays and addresses included the 

aforementioned argument that the United States begin to act as a formal Imperial power, 

although Woolsey might not have termed it that way. Rather, he expressed a divine 

justification for this view: “The capture of the Philippines is a divinely ordered 

responsibility. Whether we wish it or not, the civilization and Christianization of these 

populous islands have been suddenly laid upon our shoulders.”98 Here Woolsey speaks to 

a more explicit version of the paternalistic tone that could be seen in Settler Colonial 
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occupations. This is one place where there is somewhat of a difference between the two 

occupation styles on one level. In terms of justification, the talk of responsibility and duty 

is a departure from more implicit forms of paternalism seen in rhetorical discourses 

surrounding the Shoshone, and the rhetoric regarding the Philippines before the United 

States’ entry into war with Spain. However, when speaking of the overarching structures 

of ideology and their connection to tangible actions, the meaning of these words has the 

same scope. Regardless of the implicit or explicit nature of these words, in both instances 

the implication remains the same: the occupied groups in these dynamics were incapable 

of establishing a civilized society, and the United States had a right, even a duty, to 

enforce it upon them.99 

The United States carried out that position swiftly once the war concluded. The 

Treaty of Paris was signed on December 10, 1898, and the Americans declared military 

rule in the Philippines eleven days later. Where the occupation of the Philippines had 

been a contested topic in the lead-up to official takeover, rhetoric on the topic quickly 

shifted to treating it as a best-case scenario byproduct of conflict with the Spanish due to 

the United States’ self-decided moral and civil superiority. In a 1903 book chapter 

pertaining to outcomes of the war, John W. Foster wrote: “It was for the interest of the 

people of the Philippines in particular, and mankind in general, to extend to the 

archipelago the principles of civil liberty, equality, and self-government, which form the 

basis of American institutions.”100 This stance is emblematic of the rhetoric that emerged 

in times of peace between the Philippines and the occupying American government.  

 
99 Woolsey, America’s Foreign Policy, 104-106. 
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Characterization of the Filipinos as harmless nation in need of guidance is a 

portrayal that is mirrored in occupation rhetoric, both as it pertains to the Shoshone and 

also as it pertains to other dynamics that fall into the same occupation framework.101 The 

pre-conflict phase of United States’ interactions with the Philippines was almost 

exclusively pre-colonial as well. The main period of this phase saw the Philippines as a 

third party in the Spanish-American War, and while the rhetorical structure of the pre-

conflict phase of the process of American occupation was intact during this period, it was 

short-lived. With the establishment of a military government by the United States in the 

Philippines, there was a brief pre-conflict period of American colonial rule. Within weeks 

of the official installation of a military government, the same leadership that had 

previously been part of the Filipino rebellions against Spanish rule began to fight for 

independence from their new American occupiers. 
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Chapter VI. 
 

The Philippines: Conflict and Aftermath 
 
 
 
The United States’ conflict with the Philippines was far longer and more 

protracted than that of the Shoshone. The initial formal conflict period referred to as the 

Philippine Insurrection lasted from 1898 to 1902 but actually extended until 1913 as a 

result of the Moro Rebellion that followed.  

The rhetoric describing the initial formal conflict depicted the Filipinos—

especially their leader Emilio Aguinaldo—as bloodthirsty insurrectionists and deceivers. 

Such rhetoric increased during periods of guerilla warfare that characterized the latter 

half of the formal conflict and bled into the Moro Rebellion and smaller revolutionary 

conflicts that occurred after 1913.102 As time wore on, and as degrees of peace were 

reached along the road to eventual independence by 1946, the pendulum of occupation 

rhetoric swung back once again.  

 

Filipino Cooperation in the Spanish-American War 

The notion that Filipinos were harmless and in need of the gift of Western 

civilization was a tune that changed quickly. Within weeks of the American 

“proclamation of benevolent assimilation,” Filipinos began seeking independence 

through official statements advocating against the annexation of the Philippines by the 
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United States and by armed defense of key points of interest on the main island of Luzon. 

In early 1899, small, violent conflicts had escalated to the point of an official declaration 

of war by the First Philippine Republic, led by Emilio Aguinaldo, a revolutionary who 

had also led a previous revolution against Spanish rule.103 

Aguinaldo had been a leader during the rebellion against the Spanish, and was 

sufficiently prominent to be considered a negotiator of terms with the United States for an 

alliance against Spain during the war. While no formal agreement was reached, the 

American government’s acknowledgment of Aguinaldo in this capacity demonstrates a 

degree of understanding of his role in the independence movement. The Americans and 

Filipinos cooperated later in the war during the capture of Manila as a result of Aguinaldo 

honoring an American request to remove resistance troops from the city under a promise 

of future negotiations.104 

 

Press Rhetoric in the Philippine-American War 

When Aguinaldo and Filipino forces complied with the request and allowed the 

United States to seize Manila, American General Elwell Otis informed Aguinaldo that the 

United States and the Spanish had been the only official participants of the conflict, 

hence they alone would be parties to negotiations in Paris:  

He referred to the unavoidable difficulties of joint occupation, and said he 
was compelled by his instructions to direct Aguinaldo to withdraw his 
armed forces from the entire city of Manila, adding, . . . “unless your 
troops are withdrawn beyond the line of the city’s defences before 
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Thursday, the fifteenth instant, I shall be compelled to resort to forcible 
action.”105  
 

In this communication, the dynamic between the United States and the Philippines, with 

the Spanish out of the way, was made quite clear.  

Also notable is the source of this account: John Latané’s 1907 history of the early 

phases of United States imperial actions from 1895 to 1907. Latané, an American 

academic, maintained the rhetorical perspective of the United States in his account of 

U.S. imperial history vis-à-vis the Philippines. Throughout the chapters that pertain to the 

Philippines, Aguinaldo is described as a deceptive and manipulative figure, for example, 

in Latané’s description of the troop withdrawal: “On the evening of the 15th the 

insurgents withdrew, marching out in excellent spirits and cheering the American troops 

too, Aguinaldo having kept secret the above ultimatum.” And again, when describing the 

reasoning that the United States could go forward with any aggression against the 

Philippines:  

Any hostile act on the part of the United States at Iloilo would have 
precipitated war throughout the islands, for Aguinaldo had taken 
advantage of the uncertain status of affairs to send Tagalog agents 
throughout the provinces, and their influence was now dominant over 
many of the other tribes.106 
 

This characterization of Aguinaldo is an interesting bridge between the pre-

conflict and conflict phases of rhetoric. While the notion of painting Aguinaldo—and by 

extension the rebels—as aggressors in conflicts already begun, there was still an 
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underlying sense that the Filipino people needed protection. In this way, Aguinaldo 

basically took on the role of Spain in the third-party rhetorical structure.107 

After the dust settled on the Spanish-American War, and the military government 

had already sustained pushback in various parts of the Philippines, the declaration of war 

came on February 4, 1899. Aguinaldo made the declaration in the midst of battle after 

engaging American troops near Manila. The fight continued for the next two days, 

followed by some reconvening, before continuing on February 10 and 11. Latané 

estimated his casualties at around 250, and Filipinos at 3,000. After these initial conflicts 

in the general vicinity of Manila, the Americans launched an offensive over the next 

month, ultimately leading to Malolos where Aguinaldo and other leaders of the 

Philippine Republic had declared independence in what they said was their capitol.108 

One factor that demarcates the Imperial branch in the rhetorical process is that the 

end goal of these occupation was not to take and settle the occupied nations in order to 

satisfy the demand for land for Americans. One explanation for this difference came from 

an article titled, “A Very Inferior Race,” which described the scenario this way: if 

Americans were to live in the Philippines, they would not have the wherewithal to work, 

and while their children could if they had children with a Filipino, the forthcoming 

children would not be born with civilized minds. In the article’s view, “It is impossible . . 

. to Americanize the Philippines through American settlers. All we can do is to govern 

them so justly as to assist the Filipinos in raising themselves to a higher political and 

mental state.” If ever there were a direct example of the rhetoric of white supremacist 
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language, it is this one. In this description, the roots of supremacy, inherent in the 

justification of providing civilization, burst to the surface.109 While this extreme example 

of supremacy baked into the arguments for providing civilization was published during a 

period of conflict, that period would be characterized far more in line with expectations 

set out in the Settler Colonial occupations. 

By this time, almost two months into the official war, the American rhetoric 

surrounding the Philippines reached full conflict phase. The Age Herald (Birmingham, 

Alabama) published an article on March 31, 1899 (the day Malolos was captured), titled, 

“The Natives Wrong; Filipinos Placed Themselves in Bad Light.” The article states: “It 

must be noted that through the present struggle, the Filipinos have placed themselves in 

the wrong. . . . America, through no fault of hers, has become responsible for the good 

government of the Philippine islands, and is bound to suppress Aguinaldo.”110 

Within the rhetorical structure of American occupation, this portrait of the 

Philippines as the aggressor in this situation is wholly expected. The initial groundwork 

of justification for the occupation had already been establishment via the idea that the 

Philippines needed outside help in order to establish a civilization; also, by painting them 

as aggressors, expanding a tactic that is part of Settler Colonialism, namely, that 

Americans were able to place the reason for casualties on both sides squarely at the feet 

of the Filipinos, and specifically Aguinaldo.111  
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The evolution of press coverage of the occupation and the so-called insurrection 

can be seen in coverage of Aguinaldo. When the capture of Malolos reached the press, 

Aguinaldo’s name always seemed to find its way into the article’s title. The Age Herald’s 

coverage of the event had this headline: “Gen. Macarthur Takes Malolos; Aguinaldo 

Flees the City.” The article describes the military movements March 31, when the 

Americans took Malolos, and Filipino forces retreated north. The article made to mention 

that the Filipinos were driven back from positions they had taken as aggressors, and that 

they set fire to the city as they evacuated under the continued advance of American 

troops. The article claimed that Aguinaldo had left the city two days earlier. This note, 

coupled with a headline mentioning that he fled, portrayed a position the Americans had 

held since the end of the Spanish-American War: Aguinaldo was untrustworthy. Once 

again, this is part of the framework: justifying occupation by emphasizing to the people 

of the occupied nation that they could no longer support their leader(s).112 

Over the next two years, Americans committed increasingly more military 

resources to the Philippines. In October and November 1899, the campaign (with 

commands of 3,500 and 2,500 plus others) made its way up the primary rivers of the 

country. Latané noted that during this time, Americans were unsure as to Aguinaldo’s 

whereabouts. Latané also noted the loss of General Lawton, a prominent officer who 

commanded the unit with 3,500 troops, taking a tone similar to stories told in the press 

about the killings of Americans at the hands of Shoshones decades earlier.113 
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When American forces finally tracked down Aguinaldo and the Filipino 

leadership in Tarlac, the central Filipino army had disbanded and re-formed into smaller 

groups that laid low for a time. The years 1900 and 1901 were characterized by guerilla 

warfare described in the press and by Latané in terms such as “primitive,” “inferior 

combatants,” but also “savage” ones. Latané noted: “The guerrilla warfare which the 

insurgents now began was waged for two years with great cruelty, treachery, and ferocity. 

It was wholly new to the American experience, and our troops soon learned to retaliate in 

kind.”114 While these characterizations align with prior descriptions of “wild and 

degraded” Shoshone, later descriptions were more severe:  

Murder, rape, torture, and other crimes were all too frequently committed 
by American soldiers . . . .  The reports of these atrocities, which were 
published in the United States, were in many cases exaggerated, but the 
truth was bad enough.115  
 

Despite these kinds of descriptions, of violations carried out by American 

soldiers, Filipinos were still blamed and portrayed as aggressors, which set the terms of 

ongoing engagements. In contrast, explanations of American actions were said to be 

merely “retaliating in kind,” and any escalations on their part were explained as having 

originated as a result of comparable actions carried out first by Filipinos.116 

On March 28, 1901, Aguinaldo was captured. The Age Herald again provided 

coverage, claiming that their information came directly from the front (even if true, there 

were undoubtedly some embellishments), and describing the military movements of the 

soldiers that captured Aguinaldo with sensational headlines about how this event would 
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spell the end of the war. After painting Aguinaldo and the rebel soldiers as villains 

throughout the conflict, his capture was presented as a clear sign that the opposition 

would collapse and the war would end.117 However, as Latané noted, this was not the 

case:  

Contrary to MacArthur’s expectations, Aguinaldo’s capture had little 
effect of any kind on the insurrection. Open resistance in Luzon was 
confined mainly to the provinces of Batangas, Tayabas, and Laguna, but 
outside of Luzon insurgent forces still operated in the islands of Mindoro, 
Samar, Cebu, and Bohol.118  
 
 

 

Government Rhetoric in the Philippine-American War 

This perception by MacArthur, and Americans in general, speaks to the rhetorical 

concept of meaning within the context of this occupation. While the rhetoric used in the 

description of the Philippines and Aguinaldo intentionally cast a light of aggression and 

untrustworthiness across the rebellion and its leader, it was born out of an inherent belief 

that this was the way things were. The sense of supremacy that had begotten much of this 

rhetoric once again informed the perspectives of Americans, as did the fact that 

individual groups thought Aguinaldo had demonstrated personal efficiency by evading 

capture and continuing the resistance. Once Americans changed course, however, their 

forces eventually overcame remaining Filipino positions by sheer volume and force.119 

With these forces defeated, the Philippine-American War would soon come to an end in 

officially.  
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Press depictions of these events illustrate one way to understand the rhetorical 

arm of the unified process of American occupation. An interesting aspect of the 

magnitude of the Philippine occupation is that of government rhetoric, which can be 

largely viewed through the thinking of heads of state during and shortly after the war. 

President William McKinley discussed the occupation of the Philippines 

numerous times. In 1988, he placed blame for the conflict on the Philippines, stating: 

“Deplorable as war is, the one in which we are now engaged was unavoidable by us. We 

were attacked by a bold, adventurous, and enthusiastic army. No alternative was left to us 

except ignominious retreat.”120 This rhetorical justification is a reminder of the blame 

that is placed on occupied people in Settler Colonial occupations. The Filipinos were cast 

as aggressors, similar to the Shoshone; the language used was reminiscent of writings 

about Shoshone some forty years earlier:  

It is not to be conceived of that any American would have sanctioned the 
surrender of Manila to the insurgents. Our obligations to other nations and 
to the friendly Filipinos and to ourselves and our flag demanded that force 
should be met by force.121 
  

While McKinley began the passage using the rhetorical tactic of painting the 

occupied as aggressors (in this case the Filipinos), paternalism toward the Philippines as a 

whole remained intact. Not unlike characterizations of Aguinaldo, McKinley describes 

the Philippines as needing to be protected from itself and its leaders:  

There is no course open to us now except the prosecution of the war until 
the insurgents are reduced to submission. . . .  There has been no time 
since the destruction of the Spanish squadron by Admiral Dewey when it 
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was possible to withdraw our forces from the islands either with honor to 
ourselves or with safety to the inhabitants.122 
  

In this message, McKinley gives credence from the highest government level to messages 

that were circulating in the press at the time.  

In 1900, one of worst war years, the idea of Filipinos as aggressors that required 

pacification was at the forefront. McKinley harkened back to claims he had made the 

previous year regarding the need for military suppression and democratization of the 

Philippines—both of which he made while standing in opposition to the ideals of 

insurrectionary leadership, 

In the Message transmitted to Congress on the 5th of December, 1899, I 
said, speaking of the Philippine Islands: “As long as the insurrection 
continues, the military arm must necessarily be supreme. But there is no 
reason why steps should not be taken from time to time to inaugurate 
governments essentially popular in their form as fast as territory is held 
and controlled by our troops. To this end I am considering the advisability 
of the return of the Commission, or such of the members thereof as can be 
secured, to aid the existing authorities and facilitate this work throughout 
the islands.”123  

While acknowledging that the military would seek absolute control as long as 

there was direct revolutionary action by the Philippines, McKinley’s reference back to 

democratization falls in the rhetorical pattern established by the occupation of the 

Shoshone, i.e., within the unified rhetorical process. Much like the period when some 

Shoshone tribes began signing treaties, and again when the threat of Filipinos 

successfully reaching independence waned, there was a return to prior characterizations. 

The goal of democratization, in this case, returned to prominence as well. 
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With McKinley’s assassination in 1901, Theodore Roosevelt took the presidency, 

and he oversaw the final year of the war. In 1902, the war was ended in official capacity, 

and the Philippine Organic Act was ratified. The Act established a legislature and bill of 

rights for the Philippines, within a structure created by the American military government 

that mirrored that of the United States.124 

 

Post-War Conflicts 

After the Philippine-American War, a number of conflicts continued to occur 

between pro-independence Filipinos and United States government troops. Between 1902 

and 1913, the majority of these conflicts took place in the southern region, when the 

Moro people (as Muslims in the Philippines were called) continued to resist colonial rule 

that began long before the United States arrived in the Philippines. 

While these steps toward the end of the war led to a softening tone, the rhetoric 

about smaller guerilla groups and Moro people remained active. Also, the retrospective 

understanding of the formal conflict period continued to blame the people of the 

Philippines for the American military presence, conflict, and ensuing violence.125 

In 1904, President Roosevelt addressed the conflict in the Philippines when 

speaking on disarmament. In his speech, he made the claim that the United States’ 

military presence and number of active troops were entirely related to the conditions 

created by those who they were fighting: 

Within the last three years the United States has set an example in 
disarmament where disarmament was proper. By law our Army is fixed at 

 
124  The Philippine Organic Act of 1902, Official Gazette of the Republic of the Philippines, 

https://www.officialgazette.gov.ph/constitutions/the-philippine-organic-act-of-1902/. 
125 Arnold, The Moro War. 
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a maximum of one hundred thousand and a minimum of sixty thousand 
men. When there was insurrection in the Philippines, we kept the Army at 
the maximum. Peace came in the Philippines, and now our Army has been 
reduced to the minimum at which it is possible to keep it with due regard 
to its efficiency.126 

In this message, Roosevelt maintained the framing of conflict in the Philippines as 

being ultimately caused by those who favored independence. The softening in tone 

relative to this case amounted to a more neutral perspective on the subject. While still 

stating that fault lay with the Filipinos for the armed presence of the United States in the 

Philippines, Roosevelt did not take this tone in an incendiary way, but rather expressed 

the idea plainly.127 

Over the course of the intervening elevent years of small-scale conflict, 

generalizations lessened regarding the Philippine people in conflict; at the same time, 

American interest in the territory began to wane. In a speech to the Merchants’ 

Association of Boston in December 1907, during the lead-up to his presidency, President 

William Taft spoke to the fading interest in the Philippines:  

I had expected to talk to you about the Philippines tonight. That was one 
of the reasons why I accepted the invitation so lightly. It is a subject easy 
for me to talk about. It may be it is getting a little stale. For instance, I 
have found that one of the best methods of discouraging my friends, the 
correspondents of the press in Washington, from pursuing embarrassing 
inquiries into other matters, is to insist on discussing with them for 
publication interesting phases of the Philippine situation. They leave 
forthwith.128 

 
126 Theodore Roosevelt, “Message of the President,” U.S. Department of State, December 6, 

1904, https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/presidential-speeches/december-6-1904-fourth-annual-
message. 

127 Roosevelt, “Messages of the President.” 
128 William H. Taft, Present Day Problems: A Collection of Addresses Delivered on Various 

Occasions (New York: Dodd, Mead, 1908), 206-208. 



71 
 

 

Where the Philippine-American War had been front page news in every major 

publication in the United States, and a central topic of discussion in presidential addresses 

only five years earlier, with the defeat of so many of the Philippines’ central points of 

leadership and the diminished potential of those who still resisted American rule to 

achieve independence, the topic had run dry.129 When they were referred to, the Filipinos 

that had not given up arms continued to be viewed as threatening, and had blame laid on 

them for their circumstances. But the topic no longer held the attention of Americans in 

the way it did when the war was at its peak. 

 

Return to Old Rhetoric as the Dust Settled 

For the majority of the first fifteen years of the United States’ occupation of the 

Philippines, the occupied people were characterized as threats and insurrectionists due to 

their efforts toward independence and the conflicts that ensued. By mid-1913, many of 

the physical conflicts had begun to settle. Filipinos did not give up hope for 

independence, due in part to heavy losses suffered as well as a gradual increase in the 

presence of Filipinos in the legislature of the colonial government. Instead, they shifted 

gears toward seeking independence through control of the National Assembly.130  

As the occupation entered this new, post-conflict dynamic, the associated rhetoric 

returned to the familiar tone of paternalism. In June 1913, during the final days of the 

Moro rebellion, President Taft indicated that the Philippines was unprepared for 

democracy and still needed American oversight:  

 
129 Taft, Present Day Problems, 206-208. 
130 Zaide and Zaide, The Philippines, 300-310. 
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We have had fifteen years in the Philippines, have we not helped them? 
Have we exploited them? I appeal to the history of colonial government to 
find a people over whom a government has less selfishly exercised its 
rights than has our government over the Philippines.131  
 

Speaking at the first dinner of the Philippine Society, a group organized to 

promote closer religious, educational and commercial relationships with the islands, Taft 

expounded on his position that the occupied people, in this case the Filipinos, were not 

capable of managing their land or their people, adding that the idea of a free Philippine 

society was at stake: “There is great ground for expectations that if we went out of the 

islands, liberty would not be preserved as we see it. We have got to educate the Filipinos 

and train them in self government.”132 That tone of paternalism continued throughout the 

final thirty two years of occupation, but its source began with the end of this broader 

conflict phase. 

As the Philippine legislature formed, the Nationalist Party claimed the equivalent 

of a supermajority in their house of representatives. This majority group worked toward a 

legislatively funded independence mission to the United States, which was successfully 

carried out in 1919. While the mission had a positive impact in the evaluation of the 

Philippines by then-President Woodrow Wilson, public funding of missions of this kind 

were banned going forward.133 

In President Wilson’s 1920 annual address to Congress, his words demonstrated 

the impact of the Philippine independence mission and the continued control of the 

Filipino Nationalist Party over the colonial government: 

 
131 Taft, Present Day Problems, 206-208. 
132 Salt Lake Telegram (Utah), “Filipinos Not Ready For Self Rule, Declares W. H. Taft,” June 11, 

1913, 12, Readex: America’s Historical Newspapers. 
133 Zaide and Zaide, The Philippines, 313. 
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Allow me to call your attention to the fact that the people of the Philippine 
Islands have succeeded in maintaining a stable government since the last 
action of the Congress in their behalf, and have thus fulfilled the condition 
set by the Congress as precedent to a consideration of granting 
independence to the Islands. I respectfully submit that this condition 
precedent having been fulfilled, it is now our liberty and our duty to keep 
our promise to the people of those islands by granting them the 
independence which they so honorably covet.134 

In making this statement in his final annual address to Congress, Wilson broke with 

rhetorical tradition to that point by discussing the efficacy of the Filipinos’ self-

governance.  

This is the most significant branch in both the systems of occupation as discussed, 

and the guiding systems of rhetoric that I have argued. The Settler Colonial and Imperial 

occupations primarily functioned within the same unified framework, but they worked 

toward different endpoints. While the United States Congress would ultimately not honor 

Wilson’s submission, and it would take another twenty-four years (including eleven in 

which the Philippines operated as a sort of pre-independent commonwealth) for them to 

reach independence, Wilson’s acknowledgement of their right to a free government was 

an unprecedented step in occupation history to that point. 

The occupation of the Philippines is the first example of the alternate endpoint 

that would come to define American Imperialism. The Settler Colonial occupations gave 

way to eventual settling and replacement, and the rhetoric that surrounded the endpoints 

of these dynamics reflected that. By comparison, the rhetoric around the Philippine 

occupation, and future American occupations in Japan, South Korea, and others in the 

 
134 Woodrow Wilson, Annual Message to Congress (1920). Teaching American History.org, April 12, 

2023, https://teachingamericanhistory.org/document/state-of-the-union-address-109/. 
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same global region, was a rhetoric of reform. This speaks to the same success in border 

expansion as that of Settler Colonialism.  

Returning to the idea of the United States’ goal in Settler Colonialism being 

physical border expansion, and its goal in Imperialism being ideological border 

expansion, the democratic system built in the Philippines through the systemic and 

rhetorical process of occupation serves as the first in a series of ideological expansions 

through imperialism that matched the physical expansion of the United States in Settler 

Colonialism. 
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Chapter VII. 
 

Findings and Conclusion 
 
 
 
During the period of United States Settler Colonialism, United States’ actions 

were similar to later imperial actions in countries such as the Philippines in their 

treatment of both types of occupied territory, in terms of decision making surrounding the 

land on which these peoples lived, and the rights of those who lived there. Examining the 

idea that these dynamics serve as parts of an interrelated process, I found points of 

comparison that could be drawn regarding United States actions in these two occupations: 

similarities between the development of the occupation along gradual lines of military 

and civil takeover and the rhetoric that was utilized to explain these movements. 

 

Findings 

Current paradigms that define the nature of the relationships between the United 

States and North American indigenous peoples are limiting in terms of their recognition 

of peoples as sovereign national bodies. This is interesting because the impact that the 

rhetoric that reinforced these occupation decisions plays an active role in this perception 

in present day. The comparisons serve to identify what similarities (and differences) exist 

between the relationships (in this case, the Shoshone) and relationships between the 

United States and occupied but recognized national bodies (in this case, the Philippines). 

Such relationships were enacted over time through both communications and material 
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means. Amongst these means, one key facet of this relationship is the rhetoric utilized by 

different parties in the United States. 

 One vital key to understanding American occupations and the perspectives put 

forward by the United States, across both private and public sectors, is that of rhetoric. 

Rhetoric regarding occupations takes several primary forms from a few sources:  

1. External governmental rhetoric: speeches given by politicians and other official 

government releases.  

2. Internal government rhetoric: Most of what exists on record in this category 

comes from Congressional hearings and military documentation.  

3. The press: In many cases quite prominently, press rhetoric takes different forms 

depending on the time period. In the cases of the Shoshone and the Philippine 

occupations, the source was largely newspaper articles.  

These three ideas blend together to create a narrative that describes how the occupied 

parties were presented to the American public, as well as how the institutions in power 

wanted them to be perceived.  

 In the two cases studied here (the Shoshone and the Philippines), the narratives 

surrounding them developed in a similar manner. The central components were press 

rhetoric and government rhetoric. By comparing the roles of these two forms of rhetoric 

when presenting the occupation to the public, I argue that the rhetorical aspect of the 

occupation process is demonstrated to be consistent.  

 I performed a comparison through an examination of each case through 

Congressional information, identifying the internal rhetoric about and planned actions 

toward each occupied group. These comparisons of rhetoric include discussion in 
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Congress, in the executive branch, and through other military channels. The rhetoric 

centered around discussions of occupied people, the structure put in place surrounding 

them, and the nature by which each of these arms of the United States government 

planned to manage the occupations.  

 When these pieces are put together, they act as a blueprint that can be overlaid on 

the movements and decisions that followed, many of which are also found in these 

records, as a means of understanding the occupations in both action and intent. The layers 

of press rhetoric and government rhetoric exist in a feedback loop, as one would inform 

the other and attempt to strengthen both public opinion and galvanize the other factor, 

leading to a persuasive, multi-faceted rhetorical position being presented to the American 

public about occupation and occupied peoples. 

 

Conclusion 

When looking to expand on Walter Williams’ argument that Imperialism was 

built on the platform of Settler Colonialism (although those terms were not available to 

him at the time), the significant increase in available sources in the area of rhetoric since 

Williams completed his work made it an appealing angle from which to expand upon his 

position.  

I argue that examination of these occupation relationships, along more modern 

lines of thinking regarding Settler Colonialism and Imperialism, reveals the existence of 

unified systems of both action and rhetoric, with branching philosophies and outcomes, 

especially branching endpoint approaches on the part of the occupier. 
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With regard to the study of rhetoric, the primary implications of this unified 

system follow from the rhetorical elements of justification and meaning, as described by 

Anna Young. 135 The rhetorical pattern present in the occupations of both the Shoshone 

and the Philippines, characterizes occupied peoples as incapable of civilization; as unable 

to manage their land, resources, and populations in times of peace; and as savage, 

inhuman threats in times of conflict. These characterizations served to justify actions 

carried out by the United States against these peoples while also revealing an inherent 

feeling of supremacy within American perceptions of non-European foreign cultures.  

Further research could compare the systemic or rhetorical implications of Settler 

Colonial and Imperialist occupations more broadly. Additionally, research could be 

undertaken about specific occupations, in order to hone an understanding of these 

systems of occupation. 

 
135 Young, “Rhetorical Method.” 
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