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American imperialism has been a pivotal theme in U.S. history, shaping the nation's foreign policy and its global
interactions during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. In the Crash Course US History episode 28, host
John Green delves into the complex motivations, strategies, and consequences of American expansionism. This
article aims to provide a comprehensive overview of American imperialism as presented in that episode, exploring
its historical context, key events, and implications.

Historical Context of American Imperialism

American imperialism emerged during a period when the United States was transitioning from a nation primarily
focused on continental expansion to one that sought influence and control over territories beyond its borders.
Several factors contributed to this shift:

Economic Motivations

1. Industrialization: The late 19th century saw rapid industrial growth in the United States, leading to a need
for new markets to sell American goods.
2. Raw Materials: American industries required raw materials that could be sourced from overseas territories,
particularly in Asia and the Pacific.
3. Investment Opportunities: As businesses grew, American capitalists sought new investment opportunities
abroad, which fueled the desire for territorial expansion.

Political and Military Factors

1. Nationalism: A strong sense of nationalism and a belief in American exceptionalism spurred the desire to
expand the nation’s influence globally.
2. Strategic Interests: The U.S. aimed to establish naval bases and coaling stations to support its growing
naval power, which was crucial for protecting its economic interests.
3. Competition with European Powers: The late 19th century was characterized by intense competition among
European powers for colonies, leading the United States to pursue its imperial ambitions to remain competitive
on the global stage.

Key Events of American Imperialism

The late 19th and early 20th centuries were marked by several significant events that characterized American
imperialism. These events not only shaped U.S. foreign policy but also had profound effects on the nations and
peoples involved.

The Spanish-American War (1898)

One of the most crucial turning points in American imperialism was the Spanish-American War. The conflict was
fueled by humanitarian concerns over Spain’s treatment of Cuban revolutionaries, as well as sensationalist
journalism known as “yellow journalism.”

- Key Outcomes:
- The U.S. defeated Spain and emerged as a global power.



- The Treaty of Paris (1898) ceded Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines to the United States.
- The war marked a shift in U.S. policy from isolationism to interventionism.

The Annexation of Hawaii (1898)

Hawaii's strategic location in the Pacific made it an essential point for American interests. American
businessmen, primarily involved in the sugar industry, played a significant role in overthrowing the Hawaiian
monarchy.

- Key Outcomes:
- Hawaii was annexed in 1898, becoming a U.S. territory.
- The establishment of Pearl Harbor as a major naval base underscored the island's strategic military
importance.

The Philippines and the Philippine-American War (1899-1902)

Following the acquisition of the Philippines, the U.S. faced resistance from Filipino nationalists who sought
independence.

- Key Outcomes:
- The Philippine-American War erupted, resulting in significant loss of life and a brutal counterinsurgency
campaign by the U.S.
- The U.S. ultimately established a colonial government in the Philippines, promoting American education and
infrastructure development but also suppressing nationalist movements.

Open Door Policy (1899)

As American interests in China grew, the Open Door Policy was introduced to ensure equal trading rights for
all foreign nations and to prevent any single power from monopolizing trade with China.

- Key Outcomes:
- The policy reflected American economic interests and a desire to maintain stability in Asia.
- It laid the groundwork for future American involvement in East Asia, particularly during the Boxer Rebellion.

Ideological Justifications for Imperialism

American imperialism was often justified through various ideological lenses. These justifications helped to
rationalize the expansion of U.S. influence and control over other nations.

Manifest Destiny

The belief in Manifest Destiny—the idea that Americans were destined to expand across the continent—was
reinterpreted to justify overseas expansion.

- Key Outcomes:
- This belief fostered a sense of moral obligation to “civilize” other nations.
- It provided a rationale for intervention in countries deemed “backward” or “uncivilized.”



Social Darwinism

Social Darwinism applied the concept of “survival of the fittest” to nations and cultures, suggesting that
stronger nations had a right to dominate weaker ones.

- Key Outcomes:
- This ideology underpinned a racist view of world politics, justifying imperialism as a means of uplifting
“lesser” races.
- It contributed to a paternalistic attitude toward colonized peoples.

Consequences of American Imperialism

The consequences of American imperialism were far-reaching and complex, impacting both the United States and
the territories it controlled.

Domestic Impacts

1. Debate and Division: The expansionist policies led to significant domestic debate about the morality and
legality of imperialism, with anti-imperialists arguing against the subjugation of other nations.
2. National Identity: The experience of imperialism contributed to a more assertive national identity, shaping
U.S. foreign policy for decades to come.
3. Military Expansion: The need to protect American interests abroad led to an increase in military spending and
a more interventionist foreign policy.

International Impacts

1. Colonial Rule: Many territories experienced significant changes under American rule, including shifts in
governance, culture, and economic systems.
2. Resistance and Nationalism: The imposition of American rule often sparked resistance movements, as seen in the
Philippines and Puerto Rico, leading to a rise in nationalist sentiments.
3. Global Power Dynamics: The emergence of the U.S. as a global power significantly altered international
relations, leading to new alliances and conflicts, particularly in the context of World War I and beyond.

Conclusion

American imperialism, as explored in Crash Course US History episode 28, was a complex and multifaceted
phenomenon that shaped the trajectory of the United States and its role in the world. Driven by economic
interests, nationalistic fervor, and ideological justifications, the pursuit of empire had profound consequences
both domestically and internationally. As the United States continues to navigate its identity in the global
arena, understanding the historical context of American imperialism remains crucial in grappling with
contemporary issues of foreign policy and international relations. The legacy of this era continues to influence
discussions about American exceptionalism, interventionism, and the nation's responsibilities on the world
stage.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is American imperialism, as discussed in Crash Course US History 28?

American imperialism refers to the policy of extending the United States' influence and control over other
countries, often through military force, economic dominance, or political manipulation.

What were some key motivations for American imperialism in the late 19th
century?

Key motivations included the desire for new markets for American goods, the belief in the superiority of American
culture, and the strategic need for military bases around the world.

How did the Spanish-American War exemplify American imperialism?

The Spanish-American War marked a turning point where the U.S. defeated Spain and acquired territories like
Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines, showcasing America's willingness to exert military force for expansion.

What role did the concept of Manifest Destiny play in American imperialism?

Manifest Destiny, the belief that the U.S. was destined to expand across North America, extended to imperialism,
justifying overseas expansion as a continuation of this belief.

What were the consequences of American imperialism for the Philippines?

The U.S. faced significant resistance in the Philippines, leading to the Philippine-American War, which resulted in
thousands of deaths and a long-term U.S. colonial presence.

How did American imperialism impact relations with Latin America?

American imperialism often strained relations, as interventions in countries like Cuba and Nicaragua led to
resentment and the perception of the U.S. as a colonial power.

What was the Open Door Policy and how did it relate to American
imperialism?

The Open Door Policy aimed to ensure equal trading rights for all nations in China, reflecting American
imperialism by promoting U.S. economic interests abroad without direct control over territories.

What was the significance of the Panama Canal in the context of American
imperialism?

The Panama Canal was significant as it allowed the U.S. to control a vital trade route, reflecting American
strategic interests and the willingness to support a revolution in Panama for its construction.

How did American imperialism influence global perceptions of the United
States?

American imperialism created a complex global image, as some nations viewed the U.S. as a liberator and others
as an imperial aggressor, shaping international relations in the 20th century.
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