
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Rise of the American Empire: Imperialism and Expansion at the Close of the 19th Century

By Adam Marshall

Copyright © 2025 Haven Editions.

All rights reserved.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: The Seeds of Empire
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The close of the 19th century marked a pivotal moment in the history of the United States. As the nation emerged from the shadows of its Civil War and Reconstruction, it began to shift from a focus on continental expansion to seeking influence beyond its borders. The idea of empire, which had long been reserved for European powers, began to take root in the American consciousness. This expansionist impulse was shaped by a variety of factors—economic, political, ideological, and military—that converged in a moment of global transformation. By the time the Spanish-American War erupted in 1898, the United States had already laid the intellectual, political, and economic groundwork for what would become an imperialist nation.

The concept of "Manifest Destiny," which had driven American expansion across the North American continent, was a key intellectual precursor to the imperialism that emerged at the end of the 19th century. Originally articulated in 1845 by journalist John L. O'Sullivan, Manifest Destiny held that it was the divine right and duty of the United States to expand its territory across the North American continent. O'Sullivan's words, written in an editorial for The Democratic Review, captured the spirit of the age: "It is our manifest destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the free development of our yearly multiplying millions." This rhetoric justified the annexation of vast territories, including Texas, Oregon, and California, and the displacement of indigenous populations. It was an ideology that emphasized American exceptionalism, a belief that the U.S. had a unique mission to bring democracy and civilization to the "uncivilized" corners of the world.

As the century progressed, however, the expansionist impulse began to evolve. The end of the frontier era, famously declared by historian Frederick Jackson Turner in his 1893 essay The Significance of the Frontier in American History, signaled the closing of the frontier and the end of a key phase in American expansion. Turner argued that the frontier had been a crucial force in shaping American democracy and character. With the frontier now "closed," the question arose: what was to become of the American spirit of expansion? Turner himself seemed to suggest that the nation's energies should be directed outward, to new frontiers beyond North America. "The existence of an area of free land, its continuous recession, and the advance of American settlement westward, explain American development," Turner wrote, emphasizing the importance of expansion. But by the time of his speech, the United States had already begun to look beyond its borders, and the frontier no longer represented a realm for settlement but rather a concept that had to be reinterpreted in a global context.

Economic motivations also played a crucial role in the rise of imperialism. The rapid industrialization of the United States in the late 19th century produced a wealth of goods that needed new markets, particularly as overproduction in domestic markets threatened economic stability. The nation's growing industries—steel, textiles, and agriculture—required both new outlets for exports and access to raw materials. As historian William Appleman Williams argued in The Tragedy of American Diplomacy (1959), U.S. imperialism was not merely a political or military endeavor but a response to the economic forces of capitalism. Williams noted that "the search for new markets and the need for security of those markets were critical factors in the emergence of an imperialist foreign policy." This economic expansionism was intertwined with the political desire to assert global influence, creating a dynamic in which the pursuit of wealth and power went hand in hand.

This economic drive was exemplified in the push for territorial acquisition in the Pacific and the Caribbean. American businesses were particularly interested in the sugar trade in Hawaii and the potential for resource extraction in places like Puerto Rico and Cuba. The annexation of Hawaii in 1898 was driven by both economic and military considerations. The island's location in the Pacific made it a strategic outpost for U.S. trade and military interests, while American businessmen had already established a strong presence in the islands. In Hawaii's Story by Hawaii's Queen (1898), Queen Lili'uokalani, the last monarch of Hawaii, described the U.S. annexation of her kingdom as an imperialist conquest, writing with a sense of loss: "I am the last sovereign of this royal kingdom. I yield to the superior force of the United States of America." The annexation was not only the culmination of years of American intervention in Hawaii's politics but also a direct expression of the U.S.'s emerging imperialist ambitions.

Alongside economic interests, military strategy also played a critical role in the rise of American imperialism. The ideas of Alfred Thayer Mahan, a U.S. naval officer and strategist, were profoundly influential in shaping American foreign policy during this period. Mahan's book The Influence of Sea Power upon History, 1660-1783 (1890) argued that naval power was the key to national greatness and that control of strategic maritime chokepoints was essential for global influence. "The nation that controls the seas controls the destiny of the world," Mahan famously asserted. His ideas found a receptive audience in the U.S. government, particularly among policymakers who saw the navy as a tool for projecting power beyond the Western Hemisphere. Mahan's emphasis on naval expansion helped shape the U.S. strategy in the Pacific and the Caribbean, laying the groundwork for American intervention in places like Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines.

By the late 19th century, these economic and military considerations converged with ideological beliefs about American exceptionalism and the nation's moral responsibility to bring civilization to other parts of the world. The "white man's burden," a term coined by poet Rudyard Kipling in his 1899 poem of the same name, became a popular justification for imperialism. Kipling’s poem urged the United States, along with other Western powers, to take up the task of "civilizing" the supposedly backward peoples of the world. "Take up the white man's burden / Send forth the best ye breed," Kipling wrote, framing imperialism as a noble endeavor that would uplift and improve the lives of those deemed inferior by Western standards.

The rhetoric of the "white man's burden" was employed by American policymakers to justify the annexation of the Philippines after the Spanish-American War. In a speech to Congress, President William McKinley explained that the United States had a duty to govern the Philippines, claiming that the Filipinos were "unfit for self-government" and needed American guidance. McKinley's words reflected the paternalistic attitudes that underpinned American imperialism during this period. The idea that the U.S. had a moral obligation to rule over other peoples was rooted in both racial and religious ideologies that placed white, Protestant Americans at the apex of civilization.

In the years leading up to the Spanish-American War, the United States had already shown signs of increasing interventionism in the Western Hemisphere. The Monroe Doctrine, first articulated by President James Monroe in 1823, had warned European powers against further colonization or intervention in the Americas. By the end of the 19th century, however, the Monroe Doctrine was being reinterpreted to justify American intervention in Latin America and the Caribbean. The Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, articulated by Theodore Roosevelt in 1904, declared that the United States had the right to intervene in the affairs of Latin American nations to maintain stability and prevent European involvement. This assertion of American power in the Western Hemisphere was emblematic of the broader imperialist shift in U.S. foreign policy.

Thus, the seeds of American empire were sown in a complex mix of economic necessity, military strategy, racial ideology, and political ambition. The closing of the frontier, the growing need for new markets, the influence of naval power, and the moral justification of imperialism all combined to shape the United States' expansionist policies at the close of the 19th century. These forces, which had been gradually developing throughout the century, came to a head in the years following the Spanish-American War. As the United States entered the 20th century, it found itself not just a continental power but an emerging imperial force on the world stage.
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Chapter 2: The Spanish-American War: A Turning Point
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The Spanish-American War of 1898 was a defining event in the rise of the American Empire, marking the transition of the United States from a continental power to a colonial empire with overseas territories. The war, brief yet consequential, set the stage for the U.S. to establish a permanent military and political presence in the Caribbean and the Pacific, territories that would become key to American imperial ambitions in the 20th century. It was a war that not only reflected the intersection of economic, political, and military interests but also crystallized the ideological shift towards imperialism in the United States.

The roots of the Spanish-American War lay in the declining Spanish Empire and the Cuban struggle for independence. Throughout the 19th century, Spain's control over its colonies in the Americas had weakened, and by the time the Cuban revolt began in 1895, the Spanish Empire was on the brink of collapse. Cuba, a valuable colony due to its sugar and tobacco industries, had long been a source of instability for Spain, with repeated uprisings and attempts at independence. The rebellion in Cuba, led by figures like José Martí, became a symbol of anti-colonial struggle, and the United States, with its growing economic interests in the region, began to take a more active interest in the island’s fate.
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