
Context for Albert Beveridge’s “The March of the Flag”:    The Spanish-American War 

 

 In 1895, Cuba (which was a Spanish colony) broke out in rebellion against Spain. Spain was beginning to lose its position as 

a “world power,” and in an attempt to quash the rebellion, the Spaniards engaged in atrocities against the Cuban people. The U.S. 

press filled the front pages with reports of these atrocities. The American people reading these reports were genuinely appalled at the 

scandalous condition of the Spanish concentration camps in Cuba. This began to work up a strong public sentiment in the U.S. against 

the Spanish.  

 William McKinley had been elected president in 1897 on a platform that supported Cuban independence but sought to avoid 

war with Spain. War fever continued to increase though, and in February 1898, the U.S. sent the Battleship Maine into Havana harbor. 

The ostensible reason for this action was to provide a means to eventually evacuate U.S. citizens when Spanish authority in Cuba 

collapsed. Of course, taking a U.S. battleship into Havana harbor could be considered an act of war against Spain. But the Spanish 

could not afford a war with the U.S., so they treated the battleship with careful civility. Then, not too long after it arrived in the 

Havana harbor, the Maine blew up. It was never determined whether this was caused by an internal explosion or a mine. The Spanish 

claimed they were not responsible, and this is probably true, because the last thing they needed was war with America. But the public 

outcry in the U.S. was loud. Out of a crew of 350, 260 were killed. Although McKinley did not immediately press for war, public 

sentiment was so strong that in April, he asked Congress to declare war against Spain.  

 Both houses of Congress passed a Declaration of War, but the Senate, which was somewhat less jingoistic, added the “Teller 

Amendment” which guaranteed that we would not take any land in Cuba when we won the war. Instead, we would leave Cuba to the 

Cubans to rule. However, Spain also controlled the Philippines, so as soon as war was declared with Spain, the U.S. Navy was sent to 

engage the Spanish fleet in Manila. In addition to facing a rebellion in Cuba, the Spanish had been facing an ongoing rebellion of the 

Filipino people, and its forces in the Philippines were weak. Before we even engaged the Spanish in Cuba, the American Navy easily 

crushed the deteriorating fleet of the Spanish Navy in Manila. The naval battle in Manila harbor was a quick and decisive defeat for 

the Spanish. A few Americans were bruised, while the Spanish lost over 300 men.  

 When the war with Spain was over a few months later, America had control of Cuba, the Philippines, Puerto Rico, and 

Guam. The Teller Amendment only made the promise that we wouldn’t occupy Cuba once the Spanish were driven out; it didn’t make 

any provisions for what we’d do with other territory that we would acquire when we beat Spain.  

 Since the Filipinos had been fighting against the Spanish, they were at first happy to see the Americans come in and defeat 

the Spanish. But after America defeated Spain, the U.S. took control of the Philippines as acquired territory. It did not take long for the 

Filipinos to figure out that they were no better off with the Americans in control than they were with the Spaniards. They revolted 

against U.S. forces, and the result was a protracted war in the Philippines that cost the U.S. 17 million dollars and many lives.  

 Both before and during this rebellion, there was a debate in the U.S. over what we should do with the Philippines and the 

other territory acquired in the Spanish-American war. Should we manage it as a colony, or should we give it to the people who live 

there to govern on their own? While this was being debated, option number one was being put into effect—Americans occupied the 

Philippines as a ruling force, and the Filipinos fought a war of independence against that imperialist control.  

  

 Why were so many people in the U.S. interested in establishing and maintaining American control over the Philippines and 

other territories outside the continental U.S.?  

 

Impulses behind Imperialism:  

During the latter part of the 19th century, a pro-Imperialist, or “expansionist” sentiment came to be strong in the United States. There 

were essentially three impulses behind the drive toward Imperialism:  

 

1. Economic: Repeated cycles of depression and recession were thought to be the result of imbalances between production and 

 consumption. According to the expansionists, American production had outrun American consumption, making it necessary 

 for us to  seek markets for the surplus abroad. The Far East was seen as especially key territory for the expansion of 

 commerce, as the “riches of the Orient” were eyed with envy.  

2. Moral: For many Americans, the idea of Christian commerce was considered to be the channel of redemption through which 

 barbarous countries could be civilized. Since the U.S. was blessed with material prosperity, the moral superiority of 

 Christianity, and  the strength of the Anglo-Saxon race, they believed that this nation was particularly suited to lift the world 

 from pagan misery. From  this perspective, the U.S. had a moral duty and a “manifest destiny” to colonize other countries. 

 The idea that native peoples might  have their own notions of freedom and justice just did not occur to most Americans of the 

 time.  

3. Psychological: The Spanish-American war did not have to happen, but there was a general feeling of hysteria in the 

 psychology of the nation that pushed us over the edge toward expansionist activities.  Part of this expansionist psychosis 

 was a fear that the United  States would die now that there was no longer a frontier. People could no longer “Go West” to test 

 their souls and make their mark in the world, so Americans came to believe that if we didn’t do something drastic to rectify 

 the situation, a feeling of malaise would spread over the country, and we would no longer be a special people. Another 

 part of this expansionist psychosis was an international competitive impulse. The Western Powers—England, Spain, and 

 France—were divvying up Southeast Asia and Africa. To Americans, it looked like there was a race on, and they were being 

 left behind.  
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