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The Different Views Americans had of America and Her International Role between the Spanish-American War and World War I

America and her responsibilities in the world have been ever-shifting since America was born. For a long time, America’s policy was neutralism, embodied in Monroe Doctrine, keeping Europeans out of America’s affairs (and this ended up working in reverse as well). America would deal with her own affairs as long as the Europeans stayed out of America’s affairs too. This attitude began to change after the Civil War. During the 1890s, America began to consider pushing past her borders, but the western frontier no longer existed (Feffer 6). However, soon Americans began to want to apply the idea of Manifest Destiny to areas overseas. This is why the federal government instigated a coup d’état in Hawaii, overthrowing Queen Liliuokalani in 1893 (“The Monarchy” 13). Then the Spanish American War began, started by misconceptions and misunderstands by Americans of Spain’s actions. Although ostentatiously, the purpose of the war was to avenge the USS Maine and to liberate Cuba, thoughts of imperialism and increasing power was what really drove President McKinley and the federal government to declare war in haste. In contrast, only two decades later, World War I (WWI) was a war that America wished to stay out of, instead insisting on neutralism. These two wars were results of the prevailing American perception of America’s role, and the wars also influenced the popular view of America. During the Spanish-American War, America began to want to spread her influence throughout the Western Hemisphere, which was called by some as imperialism, whereas during World War I, the prevailing wish of Americans was that of neutralism and isolation. Although the two wars were carried out with very different policies and attitudes, there are a few similarities between the perceptions Americans had of America during those periods of time.
In the 1890s, America began to turn their attention not westward, but outward. The situation in Cuba began to catch their attention. Yellow journalism emphasized (and in some cases, made up) Spanish atrocities against Cubans, leading to the popular perception that Spain was oppressing Cuba brutally (“Spanish American War –II. Causes of the War” 6). These newspapers called for the United States to support Cuba’s bid for independence (6). President McKinley sent the USS Maine to Cuba to show that the U.S. could interfere in Cuba if they so wished to (Linn 5). Then the USS Maine, as it traveled near Cuba, was destroyed by an explosion (5). U.S. papers immediately pointed at Spain, claiming it had been an intentional attack by the Spanish (5). Soon the battle cry rose up among the American people: “Remember the Maine, to hell with Spain!” (Bushchini 12). Many idealists of the time claimed it was America’s duty and destiny to take over surrounding lands. This was the idea of Manifest Destiny, only now it was applied overseas. This idea was endorsed by journalists, such as William Randolph Hearst, the publisher of The New York Journal, and Joseph Pulitzer, the publisher of the New York World, the same people who partook of yellow journalism (“Spanish American War- II. Causes of the War” 5). Americans saw it as their right and duty to police the Western Hemisphere, which President Theodore Roosevelt demonstrated to the world with his Roosevelt Corollary in 1904 (“Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine” 1). This was basically addressing the worry that the countries in the Western Hemisphere could become indebted to European countries that would occupy that country, and never leave (2). The general public favored this corollary, which showed that there was widespread support for American imperialism, since the Roosevelt Corollary was mainly used to justify U.S. intervention in Latin America (3-4).  This helped to reinforce an underlying attitude of how Americans should “help” and “liberate” their inferior neighbors; this attitude was enshrined in Kipling’s poem, White Man’s Burden (Chimes 17). This poem called on the advanced nations of the world, America included, to help newer, less civilized countries become “Christianized, civilized, and democratized” (17).
These ideological reasons were not the only reasons that America went to war with Spain, although they were the underlying cause. America was anxious to spread her power in the Western Hemisphere, as evidenced by the coup instigated by Americans in Hawaii (“The Monarchy” 12). Having control of more area increases a country’s power and economic potential, which was why the idea of imperialism became appealing to the Americans. Of course, many disguised this lust for power and wealth as a sort of “duty” to the inferior and savage peoples populating these areas, as mentioned before (Chimes 13). In fact, a Senate hopeful of the time, Albert Beveridge, made remarks that “suggest a special destiny for America, a destiny built upon superior racial qualities and responsibility to give others our economic, political, and social institutions” (13). This ill-disguised greed for more lands can be shown by the spoils that America won after the Spanish-American War; the U.S. essentially received Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines, and Spain received $20 million in return for these territories (“Spanish American War- VI. Peace Treaty” 1). Some Americans began to question the justice and morality of this imperialism, claiming that it was counter to America’s founding ideals and democracy, cemented in documents such as the Declaration of Independence (2). Despite some opposition from people such as Mark Twain and Andrew Carnegie, most people saw it a great opportunity for America (2). These newly acquired lands were great new economic markets and strategic places to place military bases (Chimes 5). Americans jumped right into this war; they only needed an excuse to declare war, and this reason was the explosion of the USS Maine. As Brian McAllister Linn, a professor of History at Texas A & M University notes,
Historians still have trouble making sense of the ensuing rush to war. What Walter Millis called the “martial spirit” in his 1931 book of that name seemed to seize the nation…and on April 19 Congress took the initiative and proclaimed Cuba free…War was declared on

April 25, 1898. (5)

On the other hand, during the War to End All Wars, Americans were not eager to join in battle at all; in fact, it was quite the opposite. President Wilson got re-elected precisely because he ran on the premise that he kept the U.S. out of the war in Europe. His platform for the election of 1916 was “Wilson kept us out of the war!” (Raico, “Part 4” 20). Neutralism was the popular attitude at this time. In fact, President Wilson even declared in a speech in 1914: “The United States must be neutral in fact as well as in name during these days that are to try men’s souls. We must be impartial in thought as well as in action” (“President Wilson’s Appeal for Neutrality” 5). However, in May of 1915, German U-boats sunk a passenger ship, the Lusitania, that they believed to be carrying explosives and arms to the Allies (Raico, “Part 4” 12). This caused many influential Americas to call for retaliation and revenge, demanding America join the war (14). Wilson kept the U.S. out of the war a little longer. However, the disclosure of the Zimmermann telegram, a telegram from a German ambassador to Mexico saying if American entered the war, Germany would ally itself with Mexico against America, and continued unrestricted submarine warfare by the Germans forced his hand (Raico, “Part 5” 3). America declared war in 1917 (“World War I –I. Introduction” 3).
In World War I, most Americans were very reluctant to join the war. The sinking of the Lusitania was part of the spark that started the entry into World War I, just like the sinking of the USS Maine was a spark for war in 1898. The reasons America went to war was basically to avenge the Lusitania and to respond to the Zimmermann telegram. There were no financial or territorial claims that America had that were threatened by the war (“World War I—X. Aftermath of World War I” 3). In this war, unlike the Spanish American War, there were no underlying ideological or selfish motives; in fact, America’s entry in the war was only a result a prevalent attitude of the Americans that America had to retaliate. After the end of the war in 1918, President Wilson went to Paris in early 1919 to help create a treaty (2). He wanted to promote international body that would prevent further conflicts, called the League of Nations (3). This could be seen as a growing desire of Americans for America to interact and be active in the world. However, the U.S. Senate refused to approve the treaty (4). The leading Senators believed that the League of Nations would severely cripple the U.S.’s ability to defend its own interests and merely get the U.S. tangled up in European politics (“The League of Nations, 1920” 5). So although there was a move to get America more involved and active on the world stage, there was also a counter move to keep the U.S. looking out only for its own interests (5). 
These two wars may, at first glance, seem to have nothing in common, but this is not true. In fact, there are several similarities between American perceptions and attitudes during each war. Both wars saw America enter into war because of the prevailing idea that America had been attacked first. With the Spanish-American War (henceforth SAW), it was the explosion of the USS Maine, and with WWI, the provocations were the sinking of the Lusitania and the Zimmermann Telegram. This led to a widespread outbreak of fervent patriotism and public pressure for the U.S. to engage in warfare. This patriotism is also common to both wars; to be a true American during these times required one to fight for the country or to help the war effort. This was evident with newspapers that had headlines that screamed, “Patriotic Citizens Advocate Recourse to Arms to Wreak Vengeance Upon Spain for the Cruel and Cowardly Destruction of the Maine” in the SAW (Baker, 1st Newspaper Image), and in WWI, it was shown in attitudes of anti-German sentiment. Also, in both, many Americans saw America as protecting her own economic interests. In SAW, America was exerting her power in the Western Hemisphere, gaining new markets and areas of new resources. In WWI, American stayed neutral but kept her trade ties with the European nations. Last but not least, America wished to have a more active role in the world around her at the end of both wars. After the Spanish American War, Americans were much more confident of their own military power, leading President Roosevelt to issue his Roosevelt Corollary. If America was not confident in her military power, he would not have had the audacity to do so, and this statement later led to American intervention increasing in Latin America. At the end of World War I, President Wilson wanted America to lead a world where there would be no further conflicts, which would be governed by the League of Nations. This proposal actually had quite a bit of support with the general public (Raico, “Part 6” 13), and although it failed in the end, it showed the interest America had, at first, of having a more active role on the global scale. There were quite a number of similarities between the two wars and the American attitudes during them, but there were also a number of differences.
There were several crucial differences in American attitudes and perceptions of America during these two wars. One of the most obvious one is the speed at which America joined the war. In 1898, Americans only wanted an excuse to declare war on Spain; they were itching for a fight. After months of reading about Spanish atrocities in Cuba, Americans wanted to “liberate” their Cuban neighbors from their Spanish oppressors (Linn 4). The speed at which war was declared was remarkable; the entry of America into WWI is vastly different. Americans wanted no part of the European war; Americans even re-elected Wilson because “Wilson kept us out of the war!” (Raico, “Part 4” 20). America actually entered the war in 1918, a year before it ended (“World War I- I. Introduction” 1). This slow entry is quite different from the eagerness of Americans during SAW. Another great difference is the real reason America entered the war. Americans during the late 1890s would claim America fought Spain to liberate Cuba from their oppression. In reality, America declared war because of greed; they wanted more land and an opportunity to carry the White Man’s Burden. In fact, many Americans worried about the imperialistic nature of the actions of the federal government (“Spanish American War- VI. Peace Treaty” 2). The sinking of the USS Maine was only an excuse for America to go to war. Americans only entered World War I because of the sinking of the Lusitania and the Zimmermann Telegram; America had no economic or territorial desires in Europe. This is quite a contrast; in one war was enthusiasm based on imperialism and in the other war was a wish for neutrality. These prevailing attitudes also influenced the resulting mindsets at the end of the wars. After SAW, Americans had much more confidence in the military might of America, leading to policies such as President Theodore Roosevelt’s Roosevelt Corollary. On the other hand, WWI resulted in a period where America’s focus grew more inward, on domestic policy, ignoring the world mostly. In fact, America did not want to join WWII because they had lost so many men in WWI for no major economic or territorial gains.
In conclusion, Americans viewed America’s role quite differently between theses two wars, the Spanish-American War and World War I. Although there are various similarities between the two, such as the attitude of revenge and retaliation, there are more differences. Americans were influenced by what occurred in the war and the end result, which shaped the way they viewed America’s duty to the world. Within the span of two decades, the prevailing attitude and perspective of America changed greatly, from Manifest Destiny overseas to a stance of neutralism. Therefore, the attitudes and perspectives of Americans were similar and also different during these two wars.
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