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Chapter 10 Section 2 D: Reading the Spanish-American War

The Spanish-American War, fought in 1898, marked a significant turning point in the history of the
United States and its role on the global stage. This conflict, which emerged from tensions
surrounding Cuba’s struggle for independence from Spain, highlighted issues of imperialism,
nationalism, and the burgeoning sense of American exceptionalism. In this article, we will delve into
the intricacies of the Spanish-American War, examining its causes, major events, outcomes, and its
lasting impact on both the United States and the territories involved.

Causes of the Spanish-American War

Understanding the causes of the Spanish-American War requires a look at both international factors
and domestic sentiments within the United States.

1. Cuban Struggle for Independence

Cuba had been fighting for independence from Spanish rule since the 1860s, with uprisings and
revolts becoming common. By the late 1890s, the situation escalated, leading to brutal repression by
Spanish authorities. The public outcry in the United States grew as reports of atrocities against the
Cuban population reached American shores.

- Economic Interests: American businesses had significant investments in Cuban sugar plantations.
Instability threatened these investments, spurring calls for intervention.

- Humanitarian Concerns: Graphic accounts of Spanish atrocities, often sensationalized by the press,
stirred sympathy among the American public.

2. The Role of Yellow Journalism

The media played a crucial role in shaping public perception during the lead-up to the war.
- Sensationalism: Newspapers, particularly those owned by William Randolph Hearst and Joseph
Pulitzer, published exaggerated stories about Spanish cruelty and heroism among Cuban rebels.

- Emotional Appeals: The coverage often invoked strong emotional responses, leading to increased
public support for military intervention.

3. The De Lome Letter and the USS Maine Incident

Two pivotal events further fueled the push toward war.



- De Lome Letter: In early 1898, a private letter written by Spanish Minister to the U.S. Enrique
Dupuy de Lome was leaked. The letter criticized President McKinley, calling him weak, which
incensed the American public.

- USS Maine Explosion: The sinking of the USS Maine in Havana Harbor on February 15, 1898,
resulted in the deaths of 266 American sailors. Although the cause of the explosion was unclear, the
press quickly blamed Spain, rallying public support for war.

Major Events of the Spanish-American War

The war itself was relatively short, lasting from April to August 1898. However, it was marked by
several key battles and developments.

1. Declaration of War

Following the pressure from the public and Congress, President McKinley requested a declaration of
war against Spain on April 11, 1898. Congress declared war on April 25, 1898.

2. Key Battles and Military Campaigns

Several significant battles occurred during the war, showcasing American military prowess and
strategic advantages.

- Battle of Manila Bay: On May 1, 1898, Commodore George Dewey led a naval fleet to a decisive
victory against the Spanish Pacific Squadron in Manila Bay, effectively placing the Philippines in
U.S. control.

- Battle of San Juan Hill: On July 1, 1898, Theodore Roosevelt and his Rough Riders played a pivotal
role in the victory over Spanish forces in Cuba, a battle that became a symbol of American courage

and determination.

- Siege of Santiago: The successful siege culminated in the surrender of Spanish forces in Santiago
de Cuba on July 17, 1898.

3. Treaty of Paris (1898)

The war officially ended with the signing of the Treaty of Paris on December 10, 1898. The treaty
had significant implications:

- Cuba's Independence: The treaty recognized Cuba’s independence, although the U.S. retained
significant control over Cuban affairs through the Platt Amendment.

- Territorial Gains: The U.S. acquired Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines from Spain. This
marked a significant expansion of American territories and influence.



Consequences of the Spanish-American War

The outcomes of the Spanish-American War had far-reaching implications for both the United States
and the territories involved.

1. Emergence of the United States as a Global Power

The war marked the United States' emergence as a significant global power, capable of projecting
military force beyond its borders.

- Imperialism: The acquisition of territories led to debates about American imperialism and the moral
implications of colonial rule.

- Military Expansion: The war prompted an increase in naval power and military readiness,
establishing the U.S. as a formidable force on the world stage.

2. Impact on Puerto Rico and the Philippines

The aftermath of the war brought about significant changes in the newly acquired territories.

- Puerto Rico: The Foraker Act of 1900 established civilian government in Puerto Rico, but the island
remained a territory without full citizenship rights for its inhabitants.

- Philippines: The U.S. faced resistance in the Philippines, leading to the Philippine-American War

(1899-1902), which resulted in significant loss of life and a contentious relationship between the
U.S. and Filipino nationalists.

3. Changes in American Society and Politics

The war influenced American society and politics in several ways.

- Nationalism: The war fostered a sense of nationalism and pride in military achievements,
influencing American culture and identity.

- Political Debates: The war sparked debates about imperialism, race, and the responsibilities of the
United States as a colonial power, leading to divisions within the political landscape.

Conclusion

The Spanish-American War was more than just a conflict between the United States and Spain; it
was a pivotal moment that reshaped the nation’s identity and its role in global affairs. The war’s
causes were rooted in a complex interplay of economic interests, humanitarian concerns, and media
influence, while its consequences laid the groundwork for America’s emergence as an imperial



power. As we reflect on this chapter in history, it becomes clear that the Spanish-American War was
a defining moment that not only altered the fate of the territories involved but also transformed the
trajectory of American foreign policy in the years to come. Understanding this conflict allows us to
better grasp the complexities of modern American identity and its ongoing relationship with the
world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the main causes of the Spanish-American War?

The main causes of the Spanish-American War included American imperial ambitions, the desire to
liberate Cuba from Spanish rule, the explosion of the USS Maine, and sensationalist journalism
known as yellow journalism.

How did yellow journalism influence public opinion about the
war?

Yellow journalism exaggerated news stories about Spanish atrocities in Cuba, fueling public outrage
and increasing support for the war among the American populace.

What role did the USS Maine play in the Spanish-American
War?

The USS Maine exploded in Havana Harbor in February 1898, leading to widespread speculation
that Spain was responsible, which galvanized public support for the war.

What territories did the United States acquire as a result of
the Spanish-American War?

As a result of the Spanish-American War, the United States acquired Puerto Rico, Guam, and the
Philippines, marking a significant expansion of American territory.

What was the significance of the Teller Amendment?

The Teller Amendment, passed in April 1898, stated that the United States would not annex Cuba,
ensuring that the war was framed as a fight for Cuban independence rather than imperial expansion.

What was the outcome of the Treaty of Paris (1898)?

The Treaty of Paris, signed in December 1898, formally ended the Spanish-American War and ceded
Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines to the United States for $20 million.

How did the Spanish-American War impact U.S. foreign



policy?

The Spanish-American War marked a turning point in U.S. foreign policy, transitioning from
isolationism to a more interventionist approach, establishing the U.S. as a world power.

What was the role of African American soldiers in the Spanish-
American War?

African American soldiers played a significant role in the Spanish-American War, serving in
regiments like the Buffalo Soldiers, contributing to key victories despite facing racial discrimination.

What were the long-term effects of the Spanish-American War
on Puerto Rico and the Philippines?

The long-term effects included the establishment of U.S. governance in Puerto Rico and the
Philippines, with Puerto Rico becoming a U.S. territory and the Philippines experiencing a
subsequent conflict for independence.
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