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American imperialism has been a significant theme throughout U.S. history, shaping the country's
global relationships and its own national identity. The Crash Course US History episode 28 provides a
comprehensive overview of this complex topic, detailing its origins, motivations, and consequences.
This article will delve into the key points discussed in the episode, exploring the various facets of
American imperialism and its lasting impact on both the United States and the world.

Defining American Imperialism

Imperialism, in a broad sense, refers to the policy of extending a country's power and influence
through diplomacy or military force. In the case of American imperialism, this expansion was
characterized by the acquisition of territories, the establishment of colonies, and the exertion of
cultural, economic, and political dominance over other nations.

Historical Context

American imperialism did not emerge in a vacuum; it was influenced by a variety of historical factors:

1. Manifest Destiny: This 19th-century doctrine held that the expansion of the United States across
the American continents was both justified and inevitable. It fueled the belief that Americans were
destined to spread democracy and capitalism.

2. Economic Interests: The industrial revolution brought about a surge in production capacity which
necessitated new markets for goods. American businesses sought to expand their reach, leading to a
desire for overseas territories.

3. Military Strategy: As the U.S. grew in power, military leaders like Alfred Thayer Mahan argued that
a strong navy was crucial for national security and global influence. This perspective encouraged the
establishment of naval bases and coaling stations around the world.

4. Cultural Superiority: Many Americans believed in the superiority of their culture and way of life,
which justified intervention in foreign lands. This belief was often rooted in a paternalistic view of non-
Western societies.

Key Events in American Imperialism

Several pivotal events marked the era of American imperialism, each contributing to the expansion of
U.S. influence:



The Spanish-American War

One of the most significant conflicts associated with American imperialism was the Spanish-American
War (1898). This war was fueled by:

- Cuban Independence Movement: American sympathies lay with the Cuban rebels fighting against
Spanish rule.
- Yellow Journalism: Sensationalist newspaper reporting exaggerated the atrocities committed by the
Spanish, swaying public opinion in favor of intervention.
- The Sinking of the USS Maine: The mysterious explosion of the USS Maine in Havana harbor was
blamed on Spain, leading to war.

The outcome of the war resulted in the U.S. acquiring territories such as Puerto Rico, Guam, and the
Philippines, marking a shift in U.S. foreign policy from isolationism to active involvement in global
affairs.

Annexation of Hawaii

The annexation of Hawaii in 1898 was another critical moment in American imperialism. Key points
regarding this event include:

- Strategic Location: Hawaii's position in the Pacific made it an essential stop for U.S. ships traveling to
Asia.
- Economic Interests: American planters and businessmen had significant investments in the sugar
industry in Hawaii, prompting them to seek annexation to avoid tariffs.
- Overthrow of Queen Liliuokalani: In 1893, a group of American businessmen and sugar planters
overthrew the Hawaiian monarchy, leading to eventual annexation.

Open Door Policy

The Open Door Policy, articulated by Secretary of State John Hay in the late 1890s, aimed to ensure
equal trading rights for all nations in China. This policy was significant for several reasons:

1. Preservation of China's Integrity: The U.S. sought to prevent European powers from carving China
into colonies, maintaining its territorial integrity.
2. Economic Expansion: The policy allowed American businesses to exploit Chinese markets without
direct territorial control, emphasizing economic imperialism over political dominance.

Consequences of American Imperialism

American imperialism had far-reaching consequences, both domestically and internationally.



Impact on U.S. Foreign Policy

The shift towards imperialism fundamentally transformed U.S. foreign policy. Key changes included:

- Increased Military Presence: The U.S. established military bases around the world, projecting power
and influence.
- Intervention in Latin America: The Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine asserted the U.S. right
to intervene in Latin American nations to maintain stability and prevent European intervention.
- Global Leadership Role: By the early 20th century, the U.S. was positioning itself as a global power,
influencing international relations and conflicts.

Cultural and Social Impacts

American imperialism also affected domestic culture and society:

1. Racial Attitudes: The belief in the superiority of American culture contributed to racial prejudices
and justified discriminatory policies against non-Western peoples.
2. Cultural Exchange and Conflict: While imperialism led to a blending of cultures, it also resulted in
resistance and conflict, as colonized peoples pushed back against foreign dominance.

Long-Term Consequences

The legacy of American imperialism continues to shape global politics and U.S. relations with other
countries:

- Continued Military Involvement: The U.S. remains involved in conflicts around the world, often citing
the need to protect democracy and human rights.
- Economic Influence: American corporations have a significant presence in global markets, reflecting
the imperialist legacy of seeking new opportunities.
- Cultural Hegemony: The spread of American culture, values, and consumerism continues to
influence societies worldwide, sometimes leading to cultural homogenization.

Criticism of American Imperialism

As with any expansive policy, American imperialism has faced criticism from various quarters:

1. Ethical Concerns: Critics argue that imperialism often leads to the exploitation and oppression of
colonized peoples.
2. Anti-Imperialism Movements: Various groups, including labor unions and civil rights organizations,
have historically opposed imperialist policies, arguing for a focus on domestic issues.
3. Historical Revisionism: Scholars continue to debate the motivations and consequences of American
imperialism, leading to re-evaluations of key events and figures.



Conclusion

The exploration of American imperialism through the lens of the Crash Course US History episode 28
reveals a multifaceted narrative that encompasses motivations, key events, and lasting
consequences. From the Spanish-American War to the Open Door Policy, each development has
contributed to an evolving understanding of what it means to be an American in a global context. As
the U.S. continues to navigate its role on the world stage, the lessons of history remain relevant,
reminding us of the complexities and responsibilities that come with power and influence.
Understanding this legacy is crucial for engaging with contemporary issues and shaping a more
equitable future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is American imperialism as discussed in Crash Course
US History 28?
American imperialism refers to the United States' policy of extending its power and influence through
diplomacy or military force, particularly during the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

What were some key motivations behind American
imperialism?
Key motivations included the desire for new markets, the belief in American exceptionalism, the
spread of democracy, and the strategic military interests.

Which territories did the United States acquire during the era
of imperialism?
During this era, the U.S. acquired territories such as Puerto Rico, Guam, the Philippines, and Hawaii,
significantly expanding its influence in the Pacific and Caribbean.

How did the Spanish-American War relate to American
imperialism?
The Spanish-American War in 1898 marked a turning point for American imperialism, resulting in the
U.S. defeating Spain and acquiring several of its territories, showcasing America's emerging status as
a global power.

What role did racism play in the justification of American
imperialism?
Racism played a significant role, as many proponents of imperialism believed in the racial superiority
of Americans and felt it was their duty to 'civilize' other nations, which often justified their
expansionist policies.



What were the criticisms of American imperialism during this
period?
Critics argued that American imperialism contradicted the nation's foundational values of self-
determination and democracy, leading to debates about morality and the consequences of U.S.
actions abroad.
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