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Americans had always sought to expand the size of their nation, and throughout the 19th century they extended their 
control toward the Pacific Ocean. However, by the 1880s, many American leaders had become convinced that the United 
States should join the imperialist powers of Europe and establish colonies overseas. Imperialism—the policy in which 
stronger nations extend their economic, political, or military control over weaker territories—was already a trend around 
the world. 
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European nations had been establishing colonies for 
centuries. In the late 19th century Africa had emerged as a 
prime target of European expansionism. By the early 20th 
century, only two countries in all of Africa—Ethiopia and 
Liberia—remained independent.  

Imperialists also competed for territory in Asia, 
especially in China. In its late-19th-century reform era, 
Japan replaced its old feudal order with a strong central 
government. Hoping that military strength would bolster 
industrialization, Japan joined European nations in 
competition for China in the 1890s.  

Most Americans gradually warmed to the idea of 
expansion overseas. With a belief in manifest destiny, they 
already had pushed the U.S. border to the Pacific Ocean. 
Three factors fueled the new American imperialism:  
• desire for military strength  
• thirst for new markets  
• belief in cultural superiority 

Seeing that other nations were establishing a global 
military presence, American leaders advised that the United 
States build up its own military strength. One such leader 
was Admiral Alfred T. Mahan of the U.S. Navy. Mahan 
urged government officials to build up American naval 

power in order to compete with other powerful nations. As 
a result of the urging of Mahan and others, the United 
States built nine steel-hulled cruisers between 1883 and 
1890. The construction of modern battleships such as the 
Maine and the Oregon transformed the country into the 
world’s third largest naval power. 

In the late 19th century, advances in technology 
enabled American farms and factories to produce far more 
than American citizens could consume. Now the United 
States needed raw materials for its factories and new 
markets for its agricultural and manufactured goods. 
Imperialists viewed foreign trade as the solution to 
American overproduction and the related problems of 
unemployment and economic depression. 

Cultural factors also were used to justify imperialism. 
Some Americans combined the philosophy of Social 
Darwinism—a belief that free-market competition would 
lead to the survival of the fittest—with a belief in the racial 
superiority of Anglo-Saxons. They argued that the United 
States had a responsibility to spread Christianity and 
“civilization” to the world’s “inferior peoples.” This 
viewpoint narrowly defined “civilization” according to the 
standards of only one culture. 
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An early supporter of American expansion was William Seward, Secretary of State under presidents Abraham Lincoln 
and Andrew Johnson. In 1867, Seward arranged for the U.S. to buy Alaska from the Russians for $7.2 million. Seward 
had some trouble persuading the House of Representatives to approve funding for the purchase. Some people thought it 
was silly to buy what they called “Seward’s Icebox” or “Seward’s folly.” Time showed how wrong they were. In 1959, 
Alaska became a state. For about two cents an acre, the United States had acquired a land rich in timber, minerals, and, as 
it turned out, oil. 
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In 1867, the same year in which Alaska was purchased, 
the United States took over the Midway Islands, which lie 
in the Pacific Ocean about 1300 miles north of Hawaii. No 
one lived on the islands, so the event did not attract much 
attention. Hawaii was another question. The Hawaiian 
Islands had been economically important to the United 
States for nearly a century. Since the 1790s, American 
merchants had stopped there on their way to China and East 
India. In the 1820s, Yankee missionaries founded Christian 
schools and churches on the islands. Their children and 
grandchildren became sugar planters who sold most of their 
crop to the United States. 

In the mid-19th century, American-owned sugar 
plantations accounted for about three-quarters of the 
islands’ wealth. Plantation owners imported thousands of 
laborers from Japan, Portugal, and China. By 1900, 
foreigners and immigrant laborers outnumbered native 
Hawaiians about three to one. 

 White planters profited from close ties with the United 
States. In 1875, the United States agreed to import 
Hawaiian sugar duty-free. Over the next 15 years, Hawaiian 
sugar production increased nine times. Then the McKinley 
Tariff of 1890 provoked a crisis by eliminating the duty-
free status of Hawaiian sugar. As a result, Hawaiian sugar 
growers faced competition in the American market. 
American planters in Hawaii called for the United States to 
annex the islands so they wouldn’t have to pay the duty. 

 

U.S. military and economic leaders already understood 
the value of the islands. In 1887, they pressured Hawaii to 
allow the United States to build a naval base at Pearl 
Harbor, the kingdom’s best port. The base became a 
refueling station for American ships. 

Also in that year, Hawaii’s King Kalakaua had been 
strong-armed by white business leaders. They forced him to 
amend Hawaii’s constitution, effectively limiting voting 
rights to only wealthy landowners. But when Kalakaua died 
in 1891, his sister Queen Liliuokalani came to power with a 
“Hawaii for Hawaiians” agenda. She proposed removing 
the property-owning qualifications for voting. To prevent 
this from happening, business groups—encouraged by 
Ambassador John L. Stevens—organized a revolution. 
With the help of marines, they overthrew the queen and set 
up a government headed by Sanford B. Dole.  

President Cleveland directed that the queen be restored 
to her throne. When Dole refused to surrender power, 
Cleveland formally recognized the Republic of Hawaii. But 
he refused to consider annexation unless a majority of 
Hawaiians favored it.  

In 1897, William McKinley, who favored annexation, 
succeeded Cleveland as president. On August 12, 1898, 
Congress proclaimed Hawaii an American territory, 
although Hawaiians had never had the chance to vote. In 
1959, Hawaii became the 50th state of the United States. 
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