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Brian McAllister Linn’s The Philippine War 1899-1902 moves beyond the stereotypes that for decades have made it hard for students to understand fully this important turn of the century conflict.  Linn correctly contends that the “current view of a brutal and racist [American] soldier, slaughtering defenseless natives has been unchallenged for far too long.  The actual war was a far more complex and challenging phenomenon” than “superficial interpretations acknowledge” (page 328).


The Philippine conflict was indeed a complex one, afflicting a country of 7,000 islands, 500,000 square miles, and more than 7 million people.  It began in February 1899 as a conventional war between Filipinos and Americans, with its precise origins obscured in uncertainty and controversy.  In early 1900 the revolutionaries adopted guerilla warfare and the conflict “became a series of regional struggles, bewildering in their complexity” (page 185).  

Linn succeeds at the difficult task of describing in clear terms one of America’s most confusing wars.  He is an accomplished military historian, able to craft an account that is both scholarly and readable.  Building on his own earlier work, Linn shows that the Philippine War presented Americans with a bewildering array of challenges, which varied from region to region.


After two years of vicious, irregular warfare, the Americans prevailed.  In part, they were fortunate in their opponent.  The most prominent Filipino leader, Emilio Aguinaldo, tended to hesitate when decisiveness was needed and he lost opportunities to take control of events.  Other revolutionary leaders made their share of errors as well.  The Filipino guerillas used effective tactics and sometimes connected themselves strongly to the local civilians, but often they failed to sustain their successes.


And yet, as Linn convincingly shows, the revolutionaries did not lose the war: the Americans won it.  The U.S. Navy contributed to the victory and the Army, despite having numbers inadequate for its mission, operated well.  Linn persuasively argues that its leaders and their soldiers performed better than either their contemporaries then, or historians later, acknowledged.  The Americans pursued a successful strategy that blended civic action programs, which were important, with punitive operations, which proved essential.

The Philippine War began as a conventional conflict.  The Filipinos evaluated American technology and tactics, concluded that they could not compete with them, and turned to guerilla warfare.  While large-unit, traditional conflicts like the American Civil War and World War II command our attention, so too should encounters like the Philippine War—which is superbly narrated and analyzed in this book.  In Linn’s concluding paragraph (page 328) he recommends this military contest, “the most successful counterinsurgency campaign in U.S. history,” as “the logical starting point for the systematic examination of military interventions, civic action, and pacification operations.  Given the recent interventions into internecine regional struggles, the history of the Philippine War has much to offer both civilian and military readers.”
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