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When Puerto Rico became part of the United States after the 
Spanish-American War, many Puerto Ricans feared that the 
United States would not give them the measure of self-rule that 
they had gained under the Spanish. Puerto Rican statesman and 
publisher Luis Muñoz Rivera was one of the most vocal 
advocates of Puerto Rican self-rule. Between 1900 and 1916, he 
lived primarily in the United States and continually worked for 
the independence of his homeland. Finally, in 1916, the U.S. 
Congress, facing possible war in Europe and wishing to settle the 
issue of Puerto Rico, invited Muñoz Rivera to speak. On May 5, 
1916, Muñoz Rivera stood before the U.S. House of 
Representatives to discuss the future of Puerto Rico. 

“You, citizens of a free fatherland, with its own laws, its own 
institutions, and its own flag, can appreciate the unhappiness of 
the small and solitary people that must await its laws from your 
authority. . . . when you acquire the certainty that you can found 
in Puerto Rico a republic like that founded in Cuba and Panama . 
. . give us our independence and you will stand before humanity 
as . . . a great creator of new nationalities and a great liberator of 
oppressed peoples.” – Luis Muñoz Rivera, The Puerto Ricans 

Muñoz Rivera returned to Puerto Rico where he died in 
November 1916. Three months later, the United States made 
Puerto Ricans U.S. citizens. 
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Not all Puerto Ricans wanted independence, as Muñoz 
Rivera did. Some wanted statehood, while still others hoped for 
some measure of local self-government as an American territory. 
As a result, the United States gave Puerto Ricans no promises 
regarding independence after the Spanish-American War. 

During the Spanish-American War, United States forces, 
under General Nelson A. Miles, occupied the island. As his 
soldiers took control, General Miles issued a statement assuring 
Puerto Ricans that the Americans were there to “bring you 
protection, not only to yourselves but to your property, to 
promote your prosperity, and to bestow upon you the immunities 
and blessings of the liberal institutions of our government.” For 
the time being, Puerto Rico would be controlled by the military 
until Congress decided otherwise. 

Although many Puerto Ricans had dreams of independence 
or statehood, the United States had different plans for the island’s 
future. Puerto Rico was strategically important to the United 
States, both for maintaining a U.S. presence in the Caribbean and 
for protecting a future canal that American leaders wanted to 
build across the Isthmus of Panama. In 1900, Congress passed the 
Foraker Act, which ended military rule and set up a civil 
government. The act gave the president of the United States the 
power to appoint Puerto Rico’s governor and members of the 
upper house of its legislature. Puerto Ricans could elect only the 
members of the legislature’s lower house. 

In 1901, in the Insular Cases, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled 
that the Constitution did not automatically apply to people in 
acquired territories. Congress, however, retained the right to 
extend U.S. citizenship, and it granted that right to Puerto Ricans 
in 1917. It also gave them the right to elect both houses of their 
legislature. 
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When the United States declared war against Spain in 1898, 
it recognized Cuba’s independence from Spain. It also passed the 
Teller Amendment, which stated that the United States had no 
intention of taking over any part of Cuba. The Treaty of Paris, 
which ended the war, further guaranteed Cuba the independence 
that its nationalist leaders had been demanding for years.  

Though officially independent, Cuba was occupied by 
American troops when the war ended. José Martí, the Cuban 
patriot who had led the movement for independence from Spain, 
had feared that the United States would merely  

replace Spain and dominate Cuban politics. In some ways, 
Martí’s prediction came true. Under American occupation, the 
same officials who had served Spain remained in office. Cubans 
who protested this policy were imprisoned or exiled.  

On the other hand, the American military government 
provided food and clothing for thousands of families, helped 
farmers put land back into cultivation, and organized elementary 
schools. Through improvement of sanitation and medical 
research, the military government helped eliminate yellow fever, 
a disease that had killed hundreds of Cubans each year 
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In 1900 the newly formed Cuban government wrote a 
constitution for an independent Cuba. The constitution, however, 
did not specify the relationship between Cuba and the United 
States. Consequently, in 1901, the United States insisted that 
Cuba add to its constitution several provisions, known as the Platt 
Amendment, stating that  

• Cuba could not make treaties that might limit its 
independence or permit a foreign power to control any part 
of its territory  
• the United States reserved the right to intervene in Cuba  
• Cuba was not to go into debt that its government could not 
repay  
• the United States could buy or lease land on the island for 
naval stations and refueling stations  
 

The United States made it clear that its army would not 
withdraw until Cuba adopted the Platt Amendment. In response, a 
torchlight procession marched on the residence of Governor-
General Leonard Wood in protest. Some protestors even called 
for a return to arms to defend their national honor against this 
American insult. The U.S. government stood firm, though, and 
Cubans reluctantly ratified the new constitution. In 1903, the Platt 
Amendment became part of a treaty between the two nations, and 
it remained in effect for 31 years. Under the terms of the treaty, 
Cuba became a U.S. protectorate, a country whose affairs are 
partially controlled by a stronger power 
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The most important reason for the United States to maintain 
a strong political presence in Cuba was to protect American 
businesses that had invested in the island’s sugar, tobacco, and 
mining industries, as well as in its railroads and public utilities. 

Although many businesspeople were convinced that 
annexing and imposing colonial rule on new territories was 
necessary to protect American business interests, some were 
concerned about colonial entanglements. The industrialist 
Andrew Carnegie argued against the taking of nations as 
colonies. 
“The exports of the United States this year [1898] are greater than 

those of any other nation in the world. Even Britain’s exports are 
less, yet Britain ‘possesses’ . . . a hundred ‘colonies’ . . . scattered 
all over the world. The fact that the United States has none does 
not prevent her products and manufactures from invading . . . all 
parts of the world in competition with those of Britain.” —quoted 
in Distant Possessions 

Despite such concerns, the U.S. state department continued 
to push for control of its Latin American neighbors. In the years 
to come, the United States would intervene time and again in the 
affairs of other nations in the Western Hemisphere. 
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