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“It has been a splendid little war, begun with the highest motives, carried on with magnificent 

intelligence and spirit, favored by that fortune which loves the brave.” - John Hay1 

The war that elevated the United States to become a global power and an empire is the Spanish 

American War. The Spanish American War was fought between two powerful countries, the United 

States and Spain.2 Tension had been building up for months starting with the Cuban War of Independence 

and fueled by yellow journalism. War finally broke out soon after the ship named U.S.S. Maine exploded 

in Havana Harbor in Cuba.3 The short war was fought from April 25 to August 12 of 1898, ending with 

The Treaty of Paris on December 10, 1898. 4 The end of the war brought many political, social and 

economic changes to the United States that contributed to their emergence as a superpower. 

The Cuban War of Independence 

During the years of 1868-1878, the Cubans started an uprising against Spain. Cuba was a colony 

of Spain at the time and their poor government and treatment caused many to declare independence. The 

Spanish soldiers treated the Cuban prisoners very poorly which caused the United States to take notice 

and watch over the war. The Cubans used guerrilla warfare to fight back, which was a tactic of ambushing 

and sabotaging larger militaries. Because of this strategy, 13,000 Cubans died compared to 68,000 

Spanish men. Led by Carlos Manuel de Cespedes, they managed to defeat the Spanish troops. The 

Republic of Cuba was founded on April, 1869. However, it took many more years for Cuba to officially 

become independent. 5  

“Remember the Maine! To Hell With Spain!” 

 The event that prompted the United States to become involved with the Cuban war is the 

explosion and sinking of the U.S.S. Maine at Havana Harbor, Cuba. The ship was meant to show the  
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United States concern over Spain’s actions and their support for the Cuban rebels. The Secretary of the 

Navy, John Davis Long said it was a “friendly call merely.” So on January 24, 1898, the Maine set sail to 

Cuba as a warning sign. 6 The rebels, like United States fighters in the Revolutionary War, were fighting 

for independence. The United States was sympathetic to their cause and supported their independence.     

On February 9, a newspaper company, the Journal published a very offensive letter under the 

headline “Worst Insult to the United States in History!” This letter was written by Enrique Dupuy de 

Lôme, the Spanish Ambassador stating his true feelings toward the President McKinley. 7 He described 

McKinley as a “hack politician,” a weak, foolish man who only wanted people to like him. The public 

was furious and demanded war. However the last straw came on February 15 at 9:40 p.m when The 

Maine had exploded and sank. 8 Of the 355 on board, 260 died. 9  

When journalists in the United States heard the news, it immediately became a front page story. 

Willie Hearst, owner of the Journal, published the iconic phrase “Remember the Maine! To Hell with 

Spain!” The type of stories the Journal published is yellow journalism, which is when publishers 

exaggerate stories and use eye catching headlines to sell copies of the paper. The purpose of yellow 

journalism was to sway the public opinion to help Cubans.10 Nothing conclusive was found as what 

caused the explosion but because of yellow journalism, there was a growing belief that the Spanish had 

purposefully laid a mine on board even though there was no evidence.11 President William McKinley then 

declared war on April 11 because of the pressure from the public.  

There was already a demand for raw materials and new markets in the United States but all the 

islands worth claiming were already taken by European empires like Spain. But it was not strong enough  
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nor have enough allies to initiate a war in order to achieve that. Instead her solution was to hijack another 

war and hopefully get an island. 12 The United States was officially going into a war against a powerful 

empire.  

 

Battles 

The entire war only lasted about three months but each battle was important and helped the 

United States win. The first battle was also the most famous one. Theodore Roosevelt, Assistant Secretary 

of the Navy ordered Commodore George Dewey to Manila Bay, Philippines. On May 1, Dewey led the 

squadron to the bay with little damage even after a fight. Every Spanish warship was either burnt or sunk. 

The Manila citizens were ecstatic, they exclaimed to the soldiers “Américanos siempre caballeros!” 

meaning “Americans are always gentlemen”. The battle was a huge success. The battle cost the entire 

Spanish fleet plus 167 seamen killed. For Americans the battle cost one life and they occupied the entire 

country and Dewey became the American hero. 13  

Another important battle took place at Santiago de Cuba, Cuba. On July 3, led by William 

Sampson and Winfield Schley, the American and Spanish ships faced off and fought for hours. After an 

overwhelming amount of firepower, the entire Spanish fleet was destroyed and more than 300 had died. 

Only one American was killed. This battle sealed American victory in the war and helped Cuba achieve 

independence.  

So the United States managed to secure both the Philippines and Cuba within six weeks. 14 The 

Spanish then declared the war over on July 18. 15 However, news did not reach everywhere fast enough so 

there were a few more battles afterward. The final major battle of the war was in Puerto Rico led by  
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Nelson Miles. During the battle, he received a telegram that the war had already ended and military action 

was stopped on August 13. Even though the Americans won, they suffered heavy losses due to diseases 

like yellow fever and typhoid. 16 By the end of the war, about 2,000 soldiers lost their lives because of 

disease and about 300 others were killed in combat. 17 

Impact 

After the Spanish American War ended, many events happened. The war is an example of 

thucydides trap where a declining power (Spain) and a rising power (United States) triggered the war.18  

On July 18, Spain requested France to arrange a treaty. On December 10, in the Treaty of Paris, Spain 

surrendered authority on Cuba, ceded Puerto Rico, and Guam to the United States, and sold the 

Philippines to the United States for 20 million dollars.  

The victors of war got the most benefits. The United States’s military was reformed, their navy 

was ranked 2nd in the world and the army got better weapons and supplies. 19 The navy was especially 

praised. The public said that the navy knew how to fight and most importantly, win, unlike the Spanish. 

They had lost only 84 men the entire war, which is a huge achievement. 20 It was unlikely for any other 

nation to attack the United States after the Navy’s display of power. 21 Additionally, a national soldiers’ 

home was built to house disabled soldiers. 22 In terms of political gains, the United States became an 

empire and acquired a global presence in the far East and Europe. 23Also, the Spanish American War was 

the key to annexing Hawaii 24 and building the Panama canal. The public was supportive of the victory  
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because they thought the United States had gained far more than what she lost. 25 Also, the United States 

received gains in the world economy from 1870-1900 because of their new resources and trading 

opportunities. 26The United States was suddenly in the lead in terms of population, geographic size, and 

economic resources. 27  

There were also significant changes to the newly independent Cuba and Spain. Cuba’s land was 

attractive to Americans hoping to strike it rich by farming with Cuba’s land wealth. 28 Native cubans were 

also more willing to become americanized. 29 For Spain, the war ended their powerful colonial empire in 

the western hemisphere but the treaty allowed them to continue trade with the Philippines for ten more 

years. 30 

However, along with all the good that came with the war, there was damage. The war had cost the 

United States about 250 million dollars. 31 The United States was also divided into two distinct groups, 

imperialists and anti-imperialists about the annexation of the Philippines.  The anti-imperialists believed 

that it was wrong to subjugate others for our advantages because it was hypocrisy. The acquisition would 

go against the United States's own struggle for independence against Great Britain. The United States had 

become like the colonial empire they had fought against.32 In June of 1898, an anti-imperialist league was 

formed by Mark Twain with members like Grover Cleveland and Andrew Carnegie. Mark Twain wrote 

“[W]e have crushed and deceived a confiding people; we have turned against the weak and the friendless 

who trusted us; we have stamped out a just and intelligent and well ordered republic; we have stabbed an 

ally in the back; … we have robbed a trusting friend of his land and his liberty; we have invited our clean  
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young men … to do bandits’ work …” 33 The territories had no promise of statehood nor citizen rights, 

and they were considered inferior and incapable of self government. 34  

The war also greatly impacted Cuba. Before the United States entered the war, Cuba signed the 

Teller amendment stating the United States would promised not to establish control over Cuba. 35 But the 

United States also made Cuba agree to the Platt amendment where they would be tied to the United 

States. They could not make treaties with other nations that would reduce their independence nor offer 

territory to them. The United States would also be able to intervene in their affairs and occupy Cuba until 

1903. 36 Additionally, the public opinion that fired up the war in the beginning changed. Cubans were 

portrayed as stereotypes and unflattering in the United States. 37 

Philippine Insurrection 

 Like the Cubans, the Philippines had been ruled by Spain and they strived for independence. The 

United States had purchased the Philippine Islands from Spain for 20 million dollars after the Spanish 

American War. The acquisition of the Philippines sparked a heated debate from two groups-the 

imperialists and anti-imperialists. 38 McKinley had planned to educate and Christianize the citizens of the 

country. He believed the Filipinos were incapable of self government at the moment. 39 He told the angry 

citizens that the United States never promised them independence during the war. He was taking the 

Philippines for the good of both sides. Soon, a new war broke out. This time the war was with the 

Philippines. The Philippines were deprived of their right to self government so they were outraged. 40 
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In an attempt to quell the violence that was building up, soldiers fought the Filipinos and 

demolished almost all of the Filipinos. The remaining soldiers retaliated by attacking the Americans with 

guerilla fighters. At the end, the leader of the rebels Emilio Aguinaldo was captured and swore loyalty to 

the United States. He said “There has been enough blood, enough tears, enough desolation. By 

acknowledging and accepting the sovereignty of the United States throughout the Philippine 

Archipelago … I believe I am serving thee, my beloved country.”   

This war started on February 4, 1899 and lasted until July 4, 1902. The aftermath was 

considerably worse than the Spanish American War. Known as the Philippine Insurrection to Americans, 

it is called the War for Independence in the Philippines. About 4,000 American lives were lost and cost 

600 million dollars, at least 30 times the original purchase price. At least 200,000 Filipinos civilians died 

along with 16,000 soldiers.  In the end, the Philippines became an official United States territory in 1901 

and was a protectorate until 1946. 41 

Conclusion  

The Spanish American War and Philippine Insurrection did not last very long but their results 

were significant. It started with the Cuban War for Independence, forming the Republic of Cuba. Then the 

U.S.S Maine exploded. The United States entered the Spanish American War largely because of the 

yellow journalism. Within six weeks, the United States managed to secure both the Philippines and Cuba 

because of their military strength. The war ended with United States acquiring Puerto Rico, Guam and the 

Philippines. However, Philippine Insurrection broke out and devastated both sides. As a result, The 

United States had transformed from a colony to a world power with colonies of her own. How she would 

use her power and live up to the responsibilities will continue to unfold in the future.   
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