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Dbq 15 The Debate Over American
Imperialism

dbq 15 the debate over american imperialism The debate over American imperialism,
encapsulated in DBQ 15, remains one of the most significant and contentious discussions in U.S.
history. This debate centers around whether the United States should expand its influence beyond its
continental borders, engaging in overseas territories and conflicts, or whether such actions contradict
foundational American principles of sovereignty and self-determination. Understanding this debate
involves examining the historical context of late 19th and early 20th centuries, the key arguments for
and against imperialism, and the lasting implications of American expansionism. This article provides
a comprehensive analysis of the debate over American imperialism, structured to facilitate
understanding and SEO optimization.

Historical Context of American Imperialism

The End of Isolationism
In the late 1800s, the United States transitioned from a largely isolationist stance to an active
participant in global affairs. The closing of the American frontier with the 1890 Census and the rise of
industrialization prompted policymakers to seek new markets and resources. Influenced by European
imperial powers like Britain, France, and Germany, Americans began to consider overseas expansion
as a means of strengthening economic and strategic interests.

The Influence of Manifest Destiny
Manifest Destiny, the 19th-century doctrine asserting U.S. territorial expansion across North America,
laid the ideological groundwork for later imperial pursuits. While originally focused on continental
expansion, the principles of manifest destiny extended to overseas territories, fueling arguments for
imperialism.

The Spanish-American War (1898)
One of the pivotal moments in the debate was the Spanish-American War, which resulted in the U.S.
acquiring territories such as Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines. The war marked a clear shift
from continental expansion to overseas imperialism and intensified discussions about America's role
as a global power.

Arguments in Favor of American Imperialism

Economic Benefits and Markets
Proponents argued that expanding into new territories would open up new markets for American
goods, fueling industrial growth. Key points include: - Access to raw materials like sugar, oil, and
minerals. - New consumers for American products. - Economic growth as a national priority.



Strategic and Military Advantages
Imperialists believed that establishing naval bases and coaling stations was essential for projecting
power globally. Important considerations: - Control of key maritime routes. - Enhanced national
security. - The establishment of a strong navy, influenced by Alfred Thayer Mahan’s theories on sea
power.

Spreading American Ideals and Civilization
Many imperialists framed their arguments in terms of spreading democracy, Christianity, and
Western civilization. They believed: - U.S. influence could uplift "less civilized" nations. - It was a
moral duty to civilize and modernize new territories.

National Prestige and Power
Expanding empire was seen as a way to enhance the nation's prestige on the world stage. Key points
include: - Demonstrating strength to rivals. - Securing a place among the world's imperial powers. -
Fostering national pride.

Arguments Against American Imperialism

Violation of Foundational Principles
Opponents argued that imperialism contradicted core American values such as self-determination,
liberty, and democracy. Points include: - Opposing the subjugation of peoples in overseas territories. -
The contradiction between imperialism and the Declaration of Independence.

Potential for Military and Economic Overreach
Critics warned that imperialism could lead to overextension of military and economic resources,
risking entanglements and conflicts. Concerns include: - The costs of maintaining colonies. - The risk
of entangling alliances and wars.

Racial and Cultural Concerns
Many opponents believed imperialism promoted racial superiority and cultural arrogance, leading to
exploitation and oppression. Key issues: - Discrimination and racial hierarchies. - Resistance from
indigenous populations.

Impact on Domestic Policy
Some argued that imperialism diverted attention and resources from domestic issues like poverty,
education, and infrastructure. They believed that imperial ventures could worsen inequalities at home.

Key Figures in the Debate



© sandbox.xylemappliedwater.com Dbq 15 The Debate Over American Imperialism 3

Pro-Imperialists
- Theodore Roosevelt: Advocated for a strong navy and overseas expansion. - Alfred Thayer Mahan:
Promoted the idea that naval power was essential for global dominance. - Henry Cabot Lodge:
Supported imperialism as a means of increasing U.S. influence.

Anti-Imperialists
- William Jennings Bryan: Opposed imperialism on moral grounds. - Mark Twain: Criticized imperial
expansion as incompatible with American democracy. - Jane Addams: Advocated for anti-war and anti-
imperialist principles.

The Impact of the Debate on U.S. Policy

Territorial Acquisitions
The debate influenced key policies such as: - Annexation of Hawaii (1898). - The Philippine-American
War. - The establishment of U.S. influence in Latin America and the Caribbean.

Formation of Imperialist and Anti-Imperialist Movements
The late 19th and early 20th centuries saw the rise of organized movements both supporting and
opposing expansionism, shaping American foreign policy for decades.

Legacy of the Imperialism Debate

Long-Term Effects on U.S. Foreign Policy
The debate helped shape America’s role as a global superpower, leading to: - Continued overseas
military interventions. - The establishment of a global economic presence. - The development of a
foreign policy balancing national interests and principles.

Modern Perspectives
Today, discussions about American imperialism continue, often relating to: - Military interventions
overseas. - Economic influence through multinational corporations. - Moral debates about U.S. global
leadership.

Conclusion

The debate over American imperialism, as exemplified in DBQ 15, encapsulates fundamental
questions about the nature of American identity, values, and interests. While supporters emphasized
economic growth, strategic advantages, and national prestige, opponents warned of moral
contradictions, overreach, and cultural arrogance. This historical debate remains relevant today,
informing contemporary discussions on U.S. foreign policy, military interventions, and global
influence. Understanding the arguments and context of this debate provides essential insights into the
development of the United States as a world power and the ongoing tension between expansion and
principles of self-determination and democracy.



DBQ 15: The Debate Over American Imperialism The debate over American imperialism at the
turn of the 20th century remains one of the most significant and contentious episodes in U.S. history.
As the United States emerged from its frontier roots and transitioned into a global power,
policymakers, citizens, and intellectuals grappled with questions about expansion, sovereignty,
morality, and national identity. Document-Based Questions (DBQ) 15, centered on this debate, offers a
compelling lens through which to examine the competing perspectives that shaped American foreign
policy during this era. This article aims to provide a comprehensive, detailed, and analytical overview
of the themes, arguments, and historical significance of the debate over American imperialism as
reflected in the DBQ, contextualizing it within broader national and international developments.

The Origins of American Imperialism

Historical Context and Motivations
The late 19th century marked a pivotal period in U.S. history, characterized by rapid industrialization,
economic growth, and technological innovation. These changes fostered a sense of national
confidence and an ambition to expand beyond continental borders. Several interconnected factors
fueled the imperialist impulse: - Economic Interests: Industrialization created surplus goods and
capital, prompting Americans to seek new markets for exports. Overseas territories promised access
to raw materials such as sugar, oil, and rubber, vital for sustaining economic growth. - Military and
Strategic Considerations: Naval power became a central component of national security, especially
after Alfred Thayer Mahan’s influential thesis advocating for a strong navy and overseas bases to
project power globally. - Cultural and Ideological Justifications: The belief in American exceptionalism,
manifest destiny, and the civilizing mission fostered a sense of moral superiority, encouraging the
U.S. to spread its values and institutions. - Political Pressures: Leaders and politicians saw
imperialism as a means of increasing national prestige and maintaining competitive standing with
European powers engaged in colonization and expansion.

Initial Steps Toward Empire
The Spanish-American War of 1898 epitomized the U.S. shift from continental expansion to overseas
imperialism. The victory resulted in control of former Spanish colonies such as Puerto Rico, Guam,
and the Philippines, marking a new phase of American overseas engagement. The annexation of
Hawaii in 1898 further exemplified the territorial ambitions of the era.

The Perspectives in the Debate

The debate over imperialism was characterized by sharply contrasting viewpoints, which can be
broadly categorized into proponents and opponents. Each side presented compelling arguments
rooted in economic, strategic, moral, and political considerations.

Pro-Imperialism Arguments
Supporters of American expansionism believed that empire-building was essential for the nation's
growth and global stature. - Economic Benefits: Advocates argued that overseas markets would
bolster American industry, create jobs, and ensure economic prosperity. The acquisition of colonies
was seen as a way to secure raw materials and new consumers. - Military and Strategic Advantages:
Control of strategic locations like the Philippines and Guam was viewed as vital for establishing naval
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bases and safeguarding maritime routes. - Civilizational Mission: Many Americans believed in a
paternalistic duty to civilize and Christianize "less developed" peoples. This moral justification was
often intertwined with racial superiority notions, exemplified by the concept of the "White Man’s
Burden." - National Prestige: Imperial expansion was associated with increased international
influence and prestige. Leaders and citizens alike believed that empire-building signaled America's
arrival as a major world power.

Anti-Imperialism Arguments
Opponents of imperialism challenged the moral, political, and constitutional legitimacy of expansion
abroad. - Preservation of Republican Ideals: Critics argued that imperialism contradicted core
American principles of self-determination, liberty, and anti-colonialism. They feared that imperial
control would undermine democracy at home. - Potential for Military Conflict: Expansion was seen as
risking entanglements in foreign conflicts and overextending U.S. military resources. - Racial and
Cultural Concerns: Anti-imperialists contended that imperialism would impose foreign rule on peoples
with different cultures and histories, often leading to oppression and exploitation. - Economic Risks:
Some warned that colonies could become economic burdens or sources of conflict, undermining the
very prosperity imperialists sought. - Historical and Moral Resistance: Influenced by figures like Mark
Twain and Andrew Carnegie, opponents believed imperialism was morally wrong, turning away from
the ideals of liberty and justice.

Key Documents and Perspectives in the DBQ

The DBQ typically includes a range of primary sources—speeches, essays, letters, and political
cartoons—that reflect the diverse viewpoints of the era.

Pro-Imperialism Sources
- Alfred Thayer Mahan’s Naval Power Thesis: Emphasized the importance of naval strength and
overseas bases for national security and global influence. - The Annexation of Hawaii: Official
documents and speeches promoting strategic and economic reasons for annexation. - The White Man’s
Burden: Rudyard Kipling’s poem encapsulated the paternalistic attitude justifying imperialism as a
moral duty.

Anti-Imperialism Sources
- The Anti-Imperialist League: Documents and speeches from notable members like Mark Twain and
Andrew Carnegie criticizing expansionist policies as contrary to American principles. - Letters and
Articles: Writings expressing concerns about the moral and political costs of empire, emphasizing self-
determination and anti-colonial ideals. - Political Cartoons: Visual representations highlighting the
perceived dangers and hypocrisies of imperialism.

Impacts and Consequences of the Imperialist Debate

The debate over imperialism had profound and lasting effects on American policy and identity.



Shaping Foreign Policy
The victory in the Spanish-American War established a pattern of intervention and territorial
acquisitions that would define U.S. foreign policy for decades. The debate influenced subsequent
actions, such as the Philippines Insurrection, interventions in Latin America, and involvement in
World War I.

Reaffirming or Challenging American Ideals
The internal conflict over imperialism reflected broader tensions about what America stood
for—whether it should be an empire or a republic committed to self-determination. This debate
continues to resonate, informing discussions about American global leadership and interventionism.

Domestic Political Divisions
The imperialist debate exacerbated partisan and ideological divides, with some viewing expansion as a
patriotic duty and others warning of moral and constitutional dangers. These divisions influenced
election campaigns, political platforms, and public opinion.

Legacy and Modern Interpretations

Historians continue to analyze the debate over American imperialism, considering its implications for
American identity and international relations. - Imperialism as a Double-Edged Sword: While it
elevated the U.S. to global prominence, it also sparked debates about morality, democracy, and
national sovereignty. - Lessons for Contemporary Foreign Policy: The historical debate informs
modern discussions on intervention, nation-building, and the limits of American power.

Conclusion

The debate over American imperialism encapsulates a pivotal moment in U.S. history—a clash
between expansionist ambitions and constitutional principles, between economic and moral
considerations. The primary sources within DBQ 15 serve as vital tools for understanding the
complexities of this debate, illustrating how diverse perspectives shaped policies that would influence
the nation’s future. As America continues to navigate its role on the world stage, reflecting on this
debate remains essential for understanding the enduring questions about power, morality, and
identity that define the American experience.

Questions & Answers About dbq 15 the debate over
american imperialism

No Question Answer

1 What were the main arguments
in favor of American imperialism
during the late 19th and early
20th centuries?

Proponents argued that imperialism would expand U.S.
economic markets, enhance national security, spread
American values and civilization, and establish the U.S. as
a global power.
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2 What were the primary concerns
or criticisms against American
imperialism discussed in DBQ
15?

Critics believed imperialism violated American principles
of self-determination and democracy, led to unnecessary
military conflicts, and exploited colonized peoples for
economic gain.

3 How did the debate over
American imperialism reflect
broader conflicts about American
identity and values?

The debate highlighted tensions between ideals of liberty
and democracy versus the desire for economic growth and
global influence, questioning whether imperialism aligned
with America's founding principles.

4 In what ways did the Spanish-
American War influence the
debate over American
imperialism?

The war marked a turning point by resulting in the U.S.
acquiring overseas territories like Puerto Rico, Guam, and
the Philippines, fueling arguments both for and against
expanding American influence abroad.

5 How did the perspectives in DBQ
15 help shape U.S. foreign policy
in the early 20th century?

The perspectives contributed to the development of
policies that balanced expansionist ambitions with debates
over moral and ethical considerations, ultimately
influencing actions like the annexation of Hawaii and
involvement in Latin America.

American imperialism, Spanish-American War, Teddy Roosevelt, Annexation of Hawaii, Yellow
Journalism, Anti-Imperialist League, Manifest Destiny, U.S. foreign policy, Monroe Doctrine,
Philippines insurgency
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