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AP History


Americans have always believed that the United States was “the city on a hill”.  They wanted the country to be the model for other nations, and they wanted to spread their civilization to the uncivilized people of the world.  Especially in the end of the 19th century, during the rush to take up colonies, people felt the isolationist foreign policy wasn’t working anymore, and that the US needed an expansionist foreign policy to compete with the other nations that took up colonies. The  “city on a hill” philosophy was used to justify the expansionist foreign policy of the late 19th century, in a combination of idealism and self-interest, with mixed results.


The biggest part of American foreign policy was the desire to take over other lands.  In 1870, for example, supporters of President Grant wanted the Senate to annex Santo Domingo, which is an island near Cuba.  They felt it would be strategically important, and it would provide us with more raw materials and markets.  

Opponents in the Senate felt it violated the American value of self-determination and government by consent of the governed.  They also felt the people couldn’t be assimilated into American culture.  This shows that many in the Senate wanted to be able to assimilate any people whom we took over.


In 1881, James G. Blaine called a conference of American nations to promote hemispheric peace and trade.  While it was mostly motivated by his desire to become president, Latin American nations questioned what the real intention of his conference was, as he had intervened in 3 border disputes in Central and South American, each time costing the United States some goodwill and trust.  The fact that most Americans looked down on anyone who wasn’t white as inferior didn’t help the case either.  

People who subscribed to an expansionist foreign policy managed to gain influence over the Hawaiian monarchy in the 1870’s.  They transformed Honolulu into a replica of a New England town.  In 1875, they managed to get a treaty bringing in Hawaiian sugar duty-free to the United States, and soon, Asian and Portuguese workers were being bought in, because they worked the sugar fields for cheaper than Americans.  Soon, Native Hawaiians became a minority in their own country, by a 2:1 ratio.  

White-born businessmen forced the king to change the constitution so that only men who own land can vote.  This put the government in control of the businessmen.  In 1887, the United States got Pearl Harbor as a coaling station.    

Native Hawaiians didn’t like the increasing influence of our sugar interests, and when Queen Liliuokalani assumed the throne in 1891, she changed the constitution, and she wanted “Hawaii for the Hawaiians.”   The white men there promptly responded by driving her out of power, with the help of some Marines.  They set up a republic there, and tried to get the United States to annex them.  This is an example of how people used the United States’ expansionist policy to take over and civilize “uncivilized” people.  

Before the Senate approved the annexation, Grover Cleveland returned to power, and he demanded that the provisional government return the queen to power.  They just ignored him and waited until William McKinley was president, and the Spanish-American war was under way, for annexation.  

A man named Alfred Thayer Mahan influenced American foreign policy with his writings on naval power.  He influenced the new foreign policy elite, made of Theodore Roosevelt, the assistant Secretary of the Navy, and Senator Henry Cabot Lodge.  Mahan said that in a world of Darwinian struggle for survival, “national power depended on naval supremacy, control of sea lanes, and vigorous development of domestic resources and foreign markets.”  Mahan advocated taking up colonies, and he made a suggestion for a canal linking the Atlantic and Pacific oceans.  After following some of his advice, the United States had the third largest navy in the world.

Roosevelt and Lodge shifted the official policy from “continentalism” to the “large policy” to advance civilization.  In 1899, Assistant Secretary of State John Basset Moore said that the United States had finally moved “into the position of what is commonly called a world power.”  Roosevelt and Mahan felt a strong sense of duty and the missionary ideal of doing good for others justified expansionism.

For many years, Cubans had been exploited and they had to work plantations run by the Spanish.  They attempted many uprisings, and were put down many times.  Uprisings happening right in the US’s backyard led to heightened tensions with Spain.  On the last uprising before the Spanish-American war, the Spanish sent General “Butcher” Weyler over to restore order.  He started to put people in reconcentration camps, which were slightly less horrific than the camps the Nazis had in World War II.  A new government had taken over in Spain, and they recalled Weyler.  It seemed like they would grant some self-government to Cuba.  However, their concessions were only half-hearted.

Many people wanted armed intervention.  They sympathized with Cuba, as they were trying to overthrow an imperial power and start their own nation.  Also, by 1897, trade with Cuba had reached $27 million per year, and people began to see it as a location with many resources and a strategic importance. People who wanted reform in Cuba were wanted it mainly to ensure a stable environment for future investments, and to protect the sugar fields.  President McKinley didn’t want to jump into the Cuba affair, because he didn’t want to risk hurting the economic recovery.  However, the press kept the issue in view of the public.  


The Spanish American War began after the USS Maine was bombed in Havana Harbor, after it was sent to protect Americans.  President McKinley tried to calm the nation and avoid war, but he was shut out by the public outcry.  Finally, he sent an ambiguous message to Congress asking for war.  People were generally supportive of the war.  John Dewey was sent to Manila Bay, and he crushed the Spanish armada.  Both naval engagements in Manila and Santiago bays were won with almost no return fire.  We took Puerto Rico and Guam virtually without a shot fired.  After defeating Spain, Cuba and the Philippines were in the control of the United States.  In his re-election campaign in 1900, McKinley brought up the fact that he bought prosperity to Cuba.


When the United States got control of the Philippines, the Filipinos thought they were going to be granted independence.  However, this was not the case.  The government felt they couldn’t be left to govern themselves, and that they were inferior to the white man.  They had to take them over and force them to adopt American ways.  McKinley worked to shape American public opinion to accept the annexation of the islands.  The Senate debated the treaty giving us the islands for a $20 million payment to Spain.  The Senate narrowly approved the treaty, which allowed us to expand even more, and it set off the Filipino-American war. 

 Guerillas in the Philippines began an uprising, led by Amilio Aguinaldo, and a bloody war started.  It was costly, and it lasted for three years.  In the end, the United States won the war, but not without losing 4,000 men.  After the war, 200,000 Filipinos were dead, and they resented the United States greatly. In a sense, we had treated the Philippines the same way Spain had treated Cuba.  

Nobody was sure how to treat them, however.  It was debated as to whether to treat them as colonies, to grant them statehood, or allow them to gradually develop from colonies to constitutional parts of the United States.  It was also debated whether the people of Hawaii, Puerto Rico, Guan, and the Philippines had the same rights as American citizens on the mainland, and if they were protected under the Constitution.  

We finally settled on having the territories be somewhere in between subject colony and candidate for statehood.  The natives were allowed to elect their own legislature for internal lawmaking, but had governors and other officials appointed by the President of the United States.  The insular cases of 1901 finally settled the constitutional issue, as the Supreme Court ruled that the people would achieve citizenship and constitutional rights only when Congress said they were ready.  Ultimately, because of the expansionist foreign policy, yet again the American laws and government style was forced on another group of “uncivilized” people.

As you can see, a desire to be competitive with other nations, and a desire to spread civilization to “uncivilized” people drove American foreign policy in the late 19th century.  As you can see, while the United States did gain many new lands, the foreign policy lead to confrontations with other nations, and to wars with insurgents in the lands that were annexed.    

