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Chapter 1

The Spanish-
American War 
and Expansion

Expanding a Nation
For much of the nineteenth 

century in the United States, 
settlers had focused on 

westward expansion, pushing 
closer and closer to the Pacific 

coast. But by 1890, the U.S. 
Census showed that there were 

no longer any large regions 
without settlements between 

the East and West Coasts. To 
many Americans, this “closing” 

of the western frontier meant 
it was time to consider new 

possibilities for overseas 
expansion. One such person 

with this belief was U.S. Navy 
captain Alfred Thayer Mahan. 

As an island nation, Great Britain had long had 
a powerful navy. Naval strength had enabled 
Britain to expand its empire, something that 
some Americans hoped to emulate.

2

The Framing Question

How did imperialism contribute to 
U.S. foreign policy at the turn of the 
twentieth century? 
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In his 1890 book, The Influence of Sea Power 

upon History, 1660–1783, Mahan explained 

how Great Britain had made effective use 

of its powerful navy over many decades to 

build the British Empire, which was made 

up of colonies around the world. Captain 

Mahan wanted Americans to learn from 

this British example. He believed a strong 

American navy would help the United 

States protect its global trade—and aid the 

country in building an overseas empire of 

its own. American imperialism was now on 

the agenda.

Vocabulary

imperialism, n. the practice of gaining 
power as a country by taking over areas 
of the world

Imperialists and Anti-Imperialists
Imperialism is the practice of spreading 

a nation’s strength and influence using 

economic, political, and military power. 

A person who is an imperialist believes 

that under certain circumstances, a nation 

should seize control of foreign lands and 

take authority over the people living in 

those places. Those who oppose this kind of 

empire-building are called anti-imperialists.
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In the late 1800s, some Americans worried 

about both the short-term and long-term  

impact of imperialist actions. Members 

of the Anti-Imperialist League, a group of 

notable Americans opposed to the foreign 

policy changes they saw happening in the 

country, argued that “imperialism is hostile 

to liberty.” As they saw it, seizing land and 

announcing control over entire groups of 

people went against the core American 

values of freedom and democracy.

Imperialists, however, argued that the 

United States would be “civilizing” 

the people they colonized. American 

missionaries could bring Christianity to 

American colonies. Additionally, imperialists 

pointed out that the United States would 

benefit economically by controlling 

overseas colonies. Businesspeople would 

benefit from gaining control over valuable 

natural resources not found in the 

United States. For example, on the island 

of Cuba—a territory long claimed by 

Spain—Americans would gain sugarcane 

plantations. On the Hawaiian islands, they 

would control the pineapple, sugarcane, 

and banana industries.

Anti-imperialists called controlling and 

exporting things to and from colonized 

lands exploitation. But imperialists 

responded to this argument by declaring 

that such potential territories would be 

acquired by someone. They argued that 

if the United States did not acquire them, 

the land would simply be grabbed by the 

British, the French, or another foreign power. 

In this context of the ongoing debate 

between imperialists and anti-imperialists, 

a series of events led the United States into 

war—and into colonial expansion.

Think Twice

If you had lived during this time, do 
you think you would have been an 
imperialist or an anti-imperialist? 
Explain your answer.

Vocabulary

exploitation, n. the act of making use 
of something unfairly for one’s own 
advantage

The Alaska Purchase

After many years of discussions, 

interrupted by the Civil War, Russia finally 

sold Alaska to the United States for $7.2 

million dollars in 1867. Andrew Johnson 

was the president at the time. The area 

of land acquired was 586,412 square 

miles (1,518,800 km2). The land had been 

purchased for approximately thirteen 

dollars per square mile ($33 per km2).
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The Acquisition of Hawaii 
As differences of opinion about 

imperialism continued in the United 

States, some Americans were already 

busy establishing businesses and farms in 

Hawaii. The arrival of European explorer 

Captain James Cook to this Pacific 

archipelago in 1778 had sparked interest 

among other explorers and traders. 

An 1848 Hawaiian law allowed foreigners 

to own land. As a result, sugar plantations 

began to flourish in Hawaii. They were 

staffed by workers from countries such 

as China, Korea, Norway, Portugal, the 

Philippines, and Russia. Sugar exports 

from Hawaii became big business. Foreign 

planters gained considerable economic 

and political influence in Hawaii.

In addition to business interests, more than 

180 Christian missionaries from the United 

States arrived on the islands between 

1820 and 1863. The missionaries had a 

strong influence on both the religious and 

political practices of native Hawaiians.

The United States and the Kingdom of 

Hawaii signed the Treaty of Reciprocity in 

1875. This agreement enabled products 

from Hawaii to be sold in the United States 

without a tariff. The immediate effect 

of this treaty was that the number of 

Hawaiian sugar plantations increased from 

twenty in 1875 to sixty-three in 1880.

Vocabulary

tariff, n. a tax imposed on particular 
imported goods

In 1887, with the support of the U.S. 

government, planters forced Hawaiian 

king Kalakaua to accept a new constitution 

that significantly limited his powers and 

established a government more favorable 

to American interests.

Queen Lili‘uokalani was the last reigning 
monarch of Hawaii prior to U.S. annexation.
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In 1891, Queen Lili‘uokalani came to 

power in Hawaii. She sought to address 

the growing influence of the American 

planters and restore power to the 

Hawaiian monarchy. Americans in Hawaii 

rebelled against these efforts in 1893 

and, supported by the U.S. government, 

overthrew the Hawaiian monarchy. They 

established a provisional government, 

and Hawaii was officially annexed by the 

United States in 1898. However, it would 

take until 1959 for Hawaii to become the 

fiftieth American state.

Vocabulary

provisional, adj. temporary

Find Out the Facts

Find out more about why Queen 
Lili‘uokalani chose to fight back against 
American imperialists in Hawaii.

The annexation of Hawaii was a major 

milestone in American expansionism. 

It solidified the U.S. presence in the 

Pacific Ocean, and American businesses 

gained even greater control over the 

Hawaiian pineapple, sugar, and banana 

industries. However, this annexation 

meant that Indigenous Hawaiian 

people lost their sovereignty and much 

self-governance. They faced many 

challenges to their cultural heritage and 

way of life.

The Spanish-American War
On February 15, 1898, a massive explosion 

occurred onboard the USS Maine, an 

American battleship anchored in Havana, 

Cuba. The explosion caused the ship to sink 

and killed more than 260 crew members. 

American newspaper accounts said the 

explosion must have been caused by the 

Spanish, who controlled Cuba at this time. 

Those in the “yellow press”—newspapers 

that ran sensational, exaggerated, or 

made-up news stories—called for war. 

One newspaper headline read, “Maine 

Explosion Caused by Bomb or Torpedo”; 

another called the sinking of the Maine 

“Spanish Treachery.”

Americans were outraged by what they 

believed was an unprovoked Spanish 

attack on an American naval ship. Many 

called for the United States to “Remember 

the Maine!” and go to war with Spain. 

Many Americans also supported such a 

war because they sympathized with the 

efforts of some Filipinos and Cubans to 

free themselves from Spanish rule. By 

late April 1898, President McKinley had 
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About Seventy Years Too Late

An investigation by the U.S. Navy in the 

1970s found that Spain had not caused 

the explosion. It had likely been caused 

by ammunition stored aboard the ship 

that was too close to a coal fire. The 

heat of the fire caused the ammunition 

to explode. Of course, by then it was 

much too late to correct the damage 

that had been done by the faulty 

accusation.

Think Twice

What does the fact that Spain was not 
actually involved in the sinking of the 
USS Maine reveal about how decisions 
are made with regard to going to war?

Newspaper headline about the destruction of the USS 
Maine in the New York Journal, 1898

called for, and Congress had approved, a 

resolution declaring war on Spain.

The Spanish-American War ended quickly. 

Secretary of State John Hay called it a 

“splendid little war.” In the Philippines, 

another colony of Spain, the U.S. Navy 

destroyed Spain’s fleet in a single day. And 

by midsummer 1898, American soldiers 

had defeated Spain’s land forces in the 

Philippines.

Back in Cuba, the war was over in a 

matter of months, with few American 

casualties. The United States had won. 

It had defeated Spain. In the 1898 

Treaty of Paris that ended the war, the 

United States occupied or acquired 

the Philippines, Cuba, Puerto Rico, 

and Guam. Cuba became a republic 

in 1902 but had signed a treaty with 

the United States that allowed for 

continued U.S. involvement in Cuban 

affairs. That agreement would end in 

1934. In the Philippines, the United 

States faced resistance and conflict. The 

Filipino people eventually gained their 

independence in 1946. Puerto Rico and 

Guam became territories of the United 

States and remain so today.
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