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Chapter 18: Imperialism and America

The late 19th and early 20th centuries marked a significant period in
American history characterized by imperialism. This chapter delves into the
motivations behind American imperialism, key events that defined the era, and
the implications of this expansion on both the United States and the
territories it sought to control. By examining the socio-political climate of
the time, we can better understand how the ideals of manifest destiny evolved
into a broader imperialistic agenda that shaped America's role on the global
stage.

Understanding Imperialism

Imperialism refers to the policy of extending a country's power and influence
through diplomacy or military force. For the United States, this era of
imperialism can be traced back to several underlying motivations:

Economic Motiwvations

— Industrial Growth: The industrial revolution had transformed the American
economy, which led to an increased demand for raw materials and new markets
for manufactured goods. Countries in Asia, Africa, and the Caribbean were
seen as potential sources of resources and consumers for American products.
— Investment Opportunities: American investors sought to expand their
interests into foreign markets. The allure of profit drove many businessmen
to support imperialistic policies.

Strategic Motivations

— Military Presence: The United States aimed to establish a strong naval
presence globally. Alfred Thayer Mahan's book, "The Influence of Sea Power
upon History," emphasized the importance of naval power in achieving national
greatness, leading to the construction of a modern navy.

— Global Competition: As European powers colonized vast territories, the U.S.
felt compelled to compete for its own empire to maintain its status as a
world power.

Ideological Motivations

— Manifest Destiny: The belief that Americans were destined to expand across
the continent evolved into a notion that it was their duty to spread
democracy and civilization to "lesser" nations.

— Social Darwinism: Many Americans believed in the idea of racial
superiority, which justified the domination of other peoples as a natural
outcome of evolution.



Key Events in American Imperialism

Several significant events marked America's imperialist endeavors during this
period, each contributing to the expansion of American influence worldwide.

The Spanish-American War (1898)

The Spanish-American War is often cited as a turning point in American
imperialism:

— Causes: The war was fueled by several factors, including the explosion of
the USS Maine in Havana Harbor, sensationalist journalism (yellow
journalism), and a desire to liberate Cuba from Spanish rule.

— Outcomes: The United States emerged victorious and signed the Treaty of
Paris, which ceded Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines to the U.S. This
marked the beginning of American overseas empire.

The Annexation of Hawaii (1898)

Hawaii's annexation was driven by both economic and strategic interests:

— Economic Interests: American sugar planters had significant investments in
Hawaii, and they sought to ensure their dominance in the sugar market.

— Strategic Location: Hawaii's location was seen as vital for military and
commercial purposes, serving as a coaling station for ships traveling across
the Pacific.

Open Door Policy (1899)

The Open Door Policy was designed to ensure equal trading rights for all
nations in China:

— Context: As European powers carved out spheres of influence in China, the
U.S. sought to prevent any single power from monopolizing trade.

— Impact: This policy established the U.S. as a significant player in Asian
diplomacy and laid the groundwork for future American involvement in the
region.

Philippine—-American War (1899-1902)

Following the Spanish-American War, the Philippines became a contentious
issue:

— Resistance: Filipino nationalists, led by Emilio Aguinaldo, resisted
American rule, believing they were denied the independence promised by the
U.S.

— Consequences: The brutal conflict resulted in significant loss of life and
highlighted the complexities and contradictions of American imperialism, as
the U.S. struggled between its ideals of democracy and its actions abroad.



Impact of Imperialism on America

American imperialism had profound effects not only on the territories
acquired but also on the United States itself.

Domestic Reactions

The imperialistic policies of the United States sparked a range of reactions:

— Anti-Imperialist League: Formed in 1898, this organization opposed the
annexation of the Philippines and argued that imperialism contradicted
American values. Key figures included Mark Twain, Andrew Carnegie, and
William James.

— Political Debate: The expansionist policies led to significant debate
within American politics over the nation's identity and role in the world.
Questions arose regarding the moral implications of imperial domination.

Global Perception of America

- Emergence as a World Power: Through its imperialistic ventures, the U.S.
established itself as a formidable global power. This shift altered the
dynamics of international relations and set the stage for future involvement
in global conflicts.

— Cultural Influence: American culture began to spread to newly acquired
territories, leading to the Americanization of wvarious regions and the
introduction of American values and institutions.

Conclusion

Chapter 18 on imperialism and America reveals the complex motivations,
events, and consequences of the nation's expansionist policies. While the era
was marked by economic and strategic ambitions, it was also characterized by
competing ideologies and moral dilemmas. The legacy of American imperialism
continues to influence contemporary discussions about foreign policy,
national identity, and the role of the United States in global affairs.
Understanding this period is crucial for comprehending the historical context
of America's position on the world stage today, as the echoes of imperialism
are still felt in international relations and domestic debates about
America's role in a rapidly changing world. As we reflect on this chapter, it
is essential to critically evaluate the implications of imperialistic
policies and their lasting impact on both the United States and the nations
it sought to control.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the primary motivations behind American



imperialism in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries?

The primary motivations included economic interests, the desire for new
markets, the spread of democracy and American values, military strategic
considerations, and the belief in cultural superiority.

How did the Spanish-American War signify a turning
point in American foreign policy?

The Spanish-American War marked a shift from isolationism to a more
interventionist foreign policy, leading to the U.S. emerging as a global

power and acquiring territories such as Puerto Rico, Guam, and the
Philippines.

What role did the concept of Manifest Destiny play in
American imperialism?
Manifest Destiny, the belief that Americans were destined to expand across

the continent, extended to imperialism, justifying the U.S. expansion
overseas as a divine right and a duty to civilize other nations.

What were the consequences of the annexation of
Hawaii for the native population?

The annexation of Hawaii resulted in significant cultural, social, and
economic changes for the native population, including loss of sovereignty,
decline in traditional practices, and increased American influence over local
governance.

How did the Open Door Policy reflect America's
approach to imperialism in Asia?

The Open Door Policy aimed to ensure equal trading rights for all nations in
China and reflected America's desire to expand its economic influence in Asia
without direct territorial control.

What was the impact of the Roosevelt Corollary on
U.S.-Latin American relations?

The Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine justified U.S. intervention in
Latin America, leading to increased American involvement in the region and
often resulting in resentment and resistance from Latin American countries.
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