
The Rise of American 
Power in the World  
OVERVIEW

The late nineteenth century ushered in great 
changes in how the United States interacted 
with the rest of the world. For the first century 
of its existence, the United States traded 
with other countries, acquired territory for 
continental expansion, and fought in a few 
major wars. However, the United States was 
generally neutral in world affairs and focused 
on its domestic situation. That would change 
when America entered the world stage as a major 
global power. This expansion into world affairs 
led to an internal American debate regarding 
its international powers and responsibilities. 
Americans also struggled over the character 
of its foreign affairs—whether America would 
engage the world with military power or whether 
it would spread democracy around the world. 

OBJECTIVES 

 � Students will trace the changes 
in American foreign policy in the 
Gilded Age and World War I era.

 � Students will identify the key causes 
and consequences of the United 
States’ shift toward a more active 
role in the world in the 1890s.

 � Students will analyze the debates in 
the U.S. surrounding the Spanish-
American War, the annexation of the 
Philippines, entry into World War I, and 
entry into the League of Nations.  

LESSON 2

T H E G I L D E D AG E A N D P RO G R E S S I V E E R A UNIT 3: A NEW ROLE FOR AMERICA
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IN THEIR OWN WORDS

“We are glad, now that we see the facts with no veil of false pretense about them to fight thus 
for the ultimate peace of the world and for the liberation of its peoples, the German peoples 
included: for the rights of nations great and small and the privilege of men everywhere to choose 
their way of life and of obedience. The world must be made safe for democracy. Its peace must be 
planted upon the tested foundations of political liberty. We have no selfish ends to serve.

We desire no conquest, no dominion. We seek no indemnities for ourselves, no material 
compensation for the sacrifices we shall freely make. We are but one of the champions of the 
rights of mankind. We shall be satisfied when those rights have been made as secure as the faith 
and the freedom of nations can make them.”  Woodrow Wilson, War Message, April 2, 1917

RECOMMENDED TIME

180 minutes

MATERIALS LIST 

 � Handout A: Background Essay: The 
Rise of American Power in the World

 � Handout B: The Evolution of 
American Foreign Policy

 � Handout C: Tracking Changes 
in Foreign Policy

 � Handout D: The Debate on the 
Annexation of the Philippines

 � Handout E: The Debate on 
the Ratification of the League 
of Nations Covenant

STANDARDS 

National Council for the 
Social Studies (NCSS)

 � 1) Thematic Standards

II.      Time, Continuity, and Change

VI.     Power, Authority, and Governance

VII.    Production, Distribution, 
and Consumption

VIII.  Science, Technology, and Society

X.      Civic Ideals and Practices

 � 2) Disciplinary Standards

1. History

3. Civics and Government

4. Economics

Center for Civic Education 

 � 9-12 Content Standards

V. What are the Roles of the Citizen 
in American Democracy? 

UCLA Department of History (NCHS)

 � US History Content Standards 

United States Era 6: The Development of 
the Industrial United States (1870 – 1900)

United States Era 7: The Emergence 
of Modern America (1890 – 1930)
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KEY TERMS 

 � Monroe Doctrine

 � Annexation

 � Alaska Purchase

 � Yellow journalism

 � Humanitarianism

 � Alfred Thayer Mahan

 � Expansionism

 � President William 
McKinley

 � Spanish-American War

 � Teller Amendment

 � Platt Amendment

 � Territory

 � Empire

 � American Anti-
Imperialist League

 � Philippine Insurrection

 � Progressivism

 � President Theodore 
Roosevelt

 � “Big Stick” diplomacy

 � Great White Fleet

 � Panama Canal

 � Roosevelt Corollary

 � President Woodrow Wilson

 � Porfirio Diaz

 � Francisco Madero

 � Victoriano Huerta

 � Tampico 

 � Venustiano Carranza

 � Pancho Villa 

 � World War I

 � Neutrality

 � Zimmermann Telegram

 � League of Nations

 � Treaty of Versailles

 � League Covenant

 � Article X
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Lesson Plan

Activity I  »  30 minutes

Distribute Handout A: Background Essay: The Rise of American Power in the World to 
your students and have them read the essay and answer the review questions.  This activity may 
alternatively be completed as homework the night before the lesson.  

Activity II  »  60 Minutes

A. Distribute Handout B: The Evolution of American Foreign Policy to your students and have 
them read the document, taking note of the changes in foreign policy over time.  

B. Distribute copies of Handout C: Tracking Changes in Foreign Policy.  Follow the directions 
included in Handout C.

Activity III  »  60 Minutes

A. Distribute Handout D: The Debate on the Annexation of the Philippines to your students 
and have them read the document, taking note of the primary arguments which were levied by 
individuals on either side of the debate.  

B. Prepare for a live debate in the classroom.

 � Divide students into two factions: pro-annexation and anti-annexation.  Give each side fifteen 
minutes to prepare a five-minute speech in favor of their position, drawing from their readings.  
Each group should select one person to deliver this speech.  The pro-annexation speaker should 
speak first, followed by the anti-annexation speaker.  Next, give each speaker two minutes to 
cross-examine one another.

 � Give both teams five minutes to prepare a new, five-minute speech in which they attack the 
opposing side’s position and re-assert without repeating points that were made previously.  
Different individuals should deliver this speech.  After their speeches are complete, they should 
cross-examine one another for two minutes.

 � With one minute for preparation time, each team will send a final speaker to deliver a final, 
one-minute summary of their argument in favor of their position.

C. After the debate is finished, conduct an anonymous vote to see which side was more persuasive.

Activity IV  »  30 Minutes

A. Break the students up into small groups. Distribute Handout E: The Debate on the Ratification 
of the League of Nations Covenant to your students and have them read the documents.  Ask the 
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groups to read and analyze the documents and fill in the graphic organizer for each document to 
reflect whether it supports or opposes the United States joining the League of Nations. 

B. Discuss the answers the students give and have them justify their answers with specific evidence 
from the primary source quotes.
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Background Essay: The Rise of 
American Power in the World

Directions: Read the background essay and answer the review questions.

From the creation of the new nation, the United 
States has always been involved in world affairs. 
However, it generally followed Washington’s 
maxim in his Farewell Address to observe good 
faith and justice towards all nations but to avoid 

“permanent alliances” with any particular nation. 
Nevertheless, at the end of the nineteenth 
century, the United States took its first steps 
down an imperial path, annexing Puerto Rico, 
Guam, and the Philippines.  By 1917, it had 
intervened in a global war begun by distant 
European powers and proposed an international 
league to keep the peace. The creation of empire 
and intervention into European and global affairs 
marked an important change from the American 
Founding and led to a new direction in American 
foreign policy. 

The United States had been involved in the 
world throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. The most important way was as a trade 
partner. The United States expanded its trade 
with the globe and opened up nations such as 
Japan to trade. The United States nearly went to 
war in the 1790s and early 1800s due to other 
countries’ violating its right of free trade, and 
the nation did go to war with Great Britain to 
protect that right in the War of 1812. The United 
States also went to war with Mexico in 1846 over 
the disputed annexation of Texas and acquired 
several western territories. Moreover, the United 
States had acquired land through treaties such 
as the Louisiana Purchase of 1803, the Oregon 

Treaty in 1846, and Alaska in 1867. In 1823, the 
United States announced the Monroe Doctrine 
which asserted that the Europeans were banned 
from intervening in the western hemisphere and 
that the United States would not interfere in 
European affairs. 

By the 1890s, America’s western frontier had 
been largely settled and there was no longer 
space for new expansion in North America.  At 
the same time, high rates of immigration, a 
struggling economy reeling from the Panic of 
1893, and diminished confidence in political 
leaders combined to create a widespread sense 
of national unease.  Americans also worried 
that the nation would fall behind more powerful 
imperial nations like Britain and Germany, who 
were engaged in a struggle for colonies around 
the world for economic benefit, nationalism, 
and strategic advantage.  Over time, Americans 
became more supportive of an increased role in 
international affairs and began to look outside 
the continent for new economic opportunities.

As the 1890s wore on, Americans became 
increasingly concerned by the Cuban rebellion 
and the atrocities committed against Cubans by 
the Spanish military.  Newspapers bemoaned 
the plight of the impoverished Cuban people 
and published sometimes exaggerated tales 
of cruelty in order to exhort the American 
government to intervene on the Cubans’ behalf.  
Americans came to support an American military 
intervention on the island and war against 
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Spain.  While yellow journalism (sensationalist 
news reporting) did influence Americans’ views 
on foreign policy especially with its coverage 
of the explosion of the U.S.S. Maine in Havana 
Harbor, it was not the only factor which pushed 
them towards war.  There were two primary 
thoughts about America’s role in the world 
among Americans in the 1890s.  The first 
centered on feelings of humanitarianism and 
sympathy, held by a loose affiliation of populists, 
utopians, Christian social gospel reformers, and 
socialists of different motivations.  The second 
predominant national mentality focused on a 
desire to enhance the power of the United States 
on the world stage.  This group of Americans, 
inspired by the example of the British Empire 
and the writings of naval theorist Alfred Thayer 
Mahan, supported a more aggressive assertion 
of American military might in world geopolitics 
and believed that the U.S. needed to expand its 
territorial holdings abroad in order to ensure its 
economic and military security.

In February, 1898, war fever gripped Americans 
when the U.S.S. Maine exploded in Havana 
Harbor and led to cries for war with Spain. In 
April, Congress declared that a state of war 
existed between Spain and the United States.  In 
a swift military campaign, the American army 
easily overpowered Spanish forces in Cuba in 
actions including a charge up San Juan Hill 
by Theodore Roosevelt and his Rough Riders. 
Meanwhile the U.S. Navy destroyed the Spanish 
fleet at Manila Bay in the Philippines.  The 
Americans quickly occupied Cuba, Puerto Rico, 
Guam, and the Philippines.  The Spanish agreed 
to a peace settlement in August, ceding control of 
these regions to the United States, and effectively 
ending Spain’s formerly huge and powerful 
empire.

In 1898, Congress passed the Teller 
Amendment, which forbade the U.S. from 

annexing Cuba as a new territory.  By 1901, the 
U.S. government reversed itself by passing the 
Platt Amendment, which allowed the United 
States to control the treaty-making ability of 
Cuba, permitted the United States to intervene in 
Cuba to preserve its independence, and granted 
the United States a coaling station, which became 
the Guantanamo Bay naval base. Following 
the Venezuelan Crisis of 1902-1903, in which 
British, German, and Italian fleets bombarded 
and blockaded Venezuelan ports for failure to pay 
debts, President Theodore Roosevelt issued what 
became known as the Roosevelt Corollary.  The 
Corollary asserted that the U.S. would intervene 
militarily in the affairs of Latin American states 
if they had violated the rights of the United 
States or European powers—European states 
had no right to intervene in Latin American 
affairs without American approval or arbitration.  
Throughout the twentieth century, Roosevelt 
and his successors used this policy to justify 
new interventions in Cuba, Nicaragua, Mexico, 
Honduras, Haiti, and other Caribbean nations. 

Regarding the Pacific, many of the nation’s 
political leaders believed that the annexation 
of the former Spanish colony of the Philippines 
was a worthwhile endeavor.  They asserted that 
assuming permanent control of the Philippines 
would provide the U.S. easier access to Asian 
markets and would become a suitable naval 
base.  Many advocates of annexation argued that 
the U.S. had a moral obligation to evangelize 
and civilize Filipinos, many of whom were 
already Roman Catholic, and to provide stable 
government for them.  

A group of important Americans opposed to 
the annexation of the Philippines formed the 
American Anti-Imperialist League.  The League’s 
mission was championed by a diverse array 
of leaders, including former president Grover 
Cleveland, industrialist Andrew Carnegie, union 
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leader Samuel Gompers, and intellectual Charles 
Francis Adams, Jr.  They and their supporters 
argued that any annexation of foreign lands 
violated the traditional American principle 
of government by consent.  They also warned 
against the financial costs of empire-building 
and the complications which arise from imperial 
competition with other powerful nations.

In December, 1898, President McKinley 
ordered the army to occupy all of the Philippines.  
Within months, Filipinos, who had been eager to 
overthrow Spanish control of their country, rose 
in rebellion against the U.S. Army, inaugurating 
more than three years of vicious fighting with 
atrocities on both sides.  Though most Filipino 
forces surrendered by the summer of 1902, 
the guerrilla war continued through 1913.  
Thousands of Americans and Filipinos died in 
the fighting, and the Philippines did not gain its 
independence until after World War II.

The Spanish-American War had been a turning 
point in American foreign policy because for the 
first time the nation went to war ostensibly to 
safeguard the liberty of a foreign nation.  This 
mission was in line with the evolving progressive 
view of foreign policy which held that America 
ought to intervene in the affairs of other nations 
in order to civilize and rebuild their society on 
an American model.  Progressives believed that 
American imperialism was more benevolent 
than European styles of imperialism, which 
progressives viewed as exploitative and damaging 
to their colonial subjects. The progressives 
believed in Social Darwinism and a racial 
hierarchy of peoples around the world. Some 
Americans thought they had a responsibility to 

“educate” the supposedly racially inferior peoples 
of the world to govern themselves democratically.

Under President Theodore Roosevelt, 
the government adopted an increasingly 

expansionary foreign policy based upon military 
strength.  He believed that America should 

“speak softly and carry a big stick,” to exercise 
American strength around the globe. Under 
Roosevelt, the Navy underwent major expansion 
and modernization.  From 1907 to 1909, the 
Navy demonstrated its new power as the Great 
White Fleet of battleships steamed across the 
globe and visited foreign ports as a friendly 
warning that the United States could compete 
militarily with Europe.    In 1903 Roosevelt 
aided the Panamanian secession from Columbia, 
guaranteeing the United States’ acquisition of the 
Panama Canal, which would be opened in 1914, 
and protected American national security and 
trade in both the Atlantic and the Pacific.

President Woodrow Wilson’s foreign policy 
continued Roosevelt’s policy of intervention 
in Latin America and was also influenced by 
Social Darwinism in his first major foreign 
policy problem in Mexico. However, Wilson’s 
foreign policy had a moralistic bent rather than 
Roosevelt’s assertive use of American power. In 
1911, moderate revolutionary Francisco Madero 
overthrew the oppressive, unequal regime of 
Mexican President Porfirio Diaz. In 1913, when 
General Victoriano Huerta deposed and murdered 
Madero, Wilson opposed the military takeover 
and refused to recognize Huerta’s government. 
Wilson even threatened to intervene in Mexico 
and overthrow Huerta, massing thousands of 
troops on the border and sending warships to 
the port of Veracruz. When some American 
sailors were arrested ashore in Tampico and 
released, the naval commander and President 
Wilson disdainfully demanded a twenty-one 
gun salute to the American flag. Huerta refused, 
and Wilson sent seven battleships and Marines 
that resulted in fighting and 150 deaths for both 
sides. Venustiano Carranza replaced Huerta 
with Wilson’s support and recognition of the 
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new government. Beginning in early 1916, 
bandit Pancho Villa challenged both Carranza 
and Wilson when he stirred up trouble on the 
border when he raided American soil and killed 
Americans.  Wilson sent troops to combat Villa, 
but they were soon withdrawn to fight in Europe.

When World War I began in the summer of 
1914, President Woodrow Wilson asked Americans 
to be “neutral in thought as well as in deed.” 
America remained neutral during the initial years 
of the conflict, and many Americans strongly 
opposed intervention. However, Wilson also 
asserted American neutral rights to trade with 
both sides, which benefitted Great Britain and her 
allies more than Germany. As the war continued, 
German submarines sank several American 
merchant ships.   Wilson viewed these attacks as 
outrageous violations of international law and the 
rights of neutral nations.  Still, Wilson pursued 
a policy of restraint and campaigned during the 
presidential election of 1916 on the slogan that 
he had “kept us out of war.”

In January, 1917, Germany adopted a policy 
of unrestricted submarine warfare to sink all 
neutral vessels on sight, and pressure grew in the 
United States to intervene and end the “Great 
War”.  In March 1917, the British intercepted and 
shared the Zimmermann Telegram, in which the 
Germans offered a military alliance to Mexico, in 
exchange for Mexican intervention against the 
United States.  In April, Wilson asked Congress to 
declare war on Germany.  In his speech, Wilson 
argued—in accordance with progressive views 
on foreign policy—that it was America’s duty 
to “make the world safe for democracy” and to 
combat autocratic nations such as Germany. 
Congress duly declared war.  By the time World 
War I ended in November 1918 with the defeat 
of Germany and Austria-Hungary, 117,000 
Americans had been killed. 

With the armistice of 1918 and the Treaty of 
Versailles, Wilson attempted not only to end this 
war but also to build a new progressive world 
order that would assure a just and lasting peace, 
ending war for all time. Wilson helped create the 
League of Nations, an international organization 
similar to the modern United Nations, to keep 
the peace by agreeing to join forces against any 
aggressor nation.  The League Covenant was 
included as a provision of the Treaty of Versailles, 
which was taken up for consideration by the 
Senate in 1919.  Senators balked at Article X of 
the League Covenant, which required member 
nations to go to war against an aggressor. The 
Republican Senators, led by Senator Henry 
Cabot Lodge, believed Article X violated the 
American Constitution which provided that only 
Congress could declare war for the United States. 
These senators maintained that the Treaty of 
Versailles violated American national sovereignty 
by allowing an international body to control 
when the United States would go to war.   The 
Senate voted on the treaty on Nov. 19, 1919, and 
again on March 19, 1920, both times falling 
short of the two-thirds majority necessary for 
ratification. Wilson refused to compromise with 
the Senate and remove Article X, which would 
have persuaded the Senate to ratify the treaty. 
Consequently, the United States never joined the 
League of Nations.

During the beginning of the twentieth century, 
the United States had transformed its foreign 
policy and moved away from the relative non-
interventionism that guided the early American 
republic before the Civil War. The United States 
became an imperial global power guided by its 
ideals to advance democracy around the globe. 
However, the United States changed from being 
an example for the world to actively intervening 
to promote democracy even through war. 
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REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. What were the constitutional principles that guided early American foreign policy before World War 
I? What was the character of American involvement with the world prior to the twentieth century? 

2. How did the Spanish-American War alter American involvement with the rest of the world? 

3. What ideals motivated President Theodore Roosevelt’s foreign policy? 

4. Why did Woodrow Wilson intervene in Mexico? 

5. What events and ideals motivated President Woodrow Wilson and Congress’ decision to enter 
World War I? 

6. Why did the Senate vote against the Versailles Treaty and American participation in the League of 
Nations? What constitutional arguments did many senators use to justify their opposition?  
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The Evolution of American Foreign Policy

Directions: Read Handout B and fill in the graphic organizer in Handout C. 

President George Washington, 
Farewell Address, 1796

“The great rule of conduct for us in regard to 
foreign nations is in extending our commercial 
relations, to have with them as little political 
connection as possible. So far as we have already 
formed engagements, let them be fulfilled with 
perfect good faith. Here let us stop. Europe 
has a set of primary interests which to us have 
none; or a very remote relation. Hence she 
must be engaged in frequent controversies, the 
causes of which are essentially foreign to our 
concerns. Hence, therefore, it must be unwise 
in us to implicate ourselves by artificial ties in 
the ordinary vicissitudes of her politics, or the 
ordinary combinations and collisions of her 
friendships or enmities. […]Why, by interweaving 
our destiny with that of any part of Europe, 
entangle our peace and prosperity in the toils of 
European ambition, rivalship, interest, humor or 
caprice?”

The Monroe Doctrine, 1823
“As a principle in which the rights and 
interests of the United States are involved, 
that the American continents, by the free 
and independent condition which they have 
assumed and maintain, are henceforth not to be 
considered as subjects for future colonization by 
any European powers[.] …We owe it, therefore, 
to candor and to the amicable relations existing 
between the United States and [European] 

powers to declare that we should consider any 
attempt on their part to extend their system to 
any portion of this hemisphere as dangerous to 
our peace and safety.”

President Andrew Johnson, State 
of the Union Address, 1868

“Comprehensive national policy would seem 
to sanction the acquisition and incorporation 
into our Federal Union of the several adjacent 
continental and insular communities as speedily 
as can be done peacefully, lawfully, and without 
any violation of national justice, faith, or 
honor. Foreign possession or control of those 
communities has hitherto hindered the growth 
and impaired the influence of the United States. 
Chronic revolution and anarchy there would be 
equally injurious. Each one of them, when firmly 
established as an independent republic, or when 
incorporated into the United States, would be a 
new source of strength and power.”

President William McKinley, 
Address to Congress Demanding 
Intervention in Cuba, 1898

“The forcible intervention of the United States 
as a neutral to stop the war, according to the 
large dictates of humanity and following many 
historical precedents where neighboring states 
have interfered to check the hopeless sacrifices 
of life by internecine conflicts beyond their 
borders, is justifiable on rational grounds.”
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President Theodore 
Roosevelt, Speech at the 
Minnesota State Fair, 1901

“Right here let me make as vigorous a plea as 
I know how in favor of saying nothing that we 
do not mean, and of acting without hesitation 
up to whatever we say. A good many of you are 
probably acquainted with the old proverb: ‘Speak 
softly and carry a big stick—you will go far.’ If a 
man continually blusters, if he lacks civility, a big 
stick will not save him from trouble; and neither 
will speaking softly avail, if back of the softness 
there does not lie strength, power. […] Barbarism 
has, and can have, no place in a civilized world. It 
is our duty toward the people living in barbarism 
to see that they are freed from their chains, and 
we can free them only by destroying barbarism 
itself. The missionary, the merchant, and the 
soldier may each have to play a part in this 
destruction, and in the consequent uplifting of 
the people. Exactly as it is the duty of a civilized 
power scrupulously to respect the rights of all 
weaker civilized powers and gladly to help those 
who are struggling toward civilization, so it is its 
duty to put down savagery and barbarism.”

President Woodrow Wilson, 
Address to Congress Requesting 
Declaration of War Against 
Germany, April 2, 1917

“Our object now, as then, is to vindicate the 
principles of peace and justice in the life of 
the world against selfish and autocratic power 
and to set up amongst the really free and self-
governed peoples of the world such a concert of 
purpose and of action as will henceforth insure 
the observance of those principles.  Neutrality 
is no longer feasible or desirable where the 
peace of the world is involved and the freedom 
of its peoples, and the menace to that peace 
and freedom lies in the existence of autocratic 
governments backed by organized force which is 
controlled wholly by their will, not by the will of 
their people. […] The world must be made safe 
for democracy.  Its peace must be planted upon 
the tested foundations of political liberty. […] 
We are but one of the champions of the rights 
of mankind.  We shall be satisfied when those 
rights have been made as secure as the faith and 
the freedom of nations can make them.”
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Tracking Foreign Policy Changes

Directions:
After students have read Handout B: The Evolution of Foreign Policy, 
distribute Handout C: Tracking Foreign Policy Changes.  Using the graphic 
organizer below, students should:

1. In the box corresponding to “foreign policy,” provide a one-sentence summary of each 
president’s foreign policy, as reflected in the passages in Handout B.

2. Refer to Handout B to explain the principles behind each president’s foreign policy.

Foreign Policy 

Document

Summary Principles and brief explanation 

of each

President George 
Washington, 
Farewell Address, 
1796

The Monroe 
Doctrine, 1823

President Andrew 
Johnson, State of 
the Union Address, 
1868
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Foreign Policy 

Document

Summary Principles and brief explanation 

of each

President William 
McKinley, Address 
to Congress 
Demanding 
Intervention in 
Cuba, 1898

President Theodore 
Roosevelt, Speech at 
the Minnesota State 
Fair, 1901

President Woodrow 
Wilson, Address 
to Congress 
Requesting 
Declaration of War 
Against Germany, 
April 2, 1917
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The Debate on the Annexation of the Philippines

Directions: 

Read the following sources and prepare for a debate on the annexation of the 
Philippines. Underline or highlight the main idea or most persuasive quote in 
each document.

Former diplomat, senator, and 
Secretary of the Interior Carl 
Schurz, writing to President 
William McKinley, June 1, 1898.
It can hardly be denied that in our case a 
strict and outspoken adherence to our original 
declaration as to the object of the war [with 
Spain] will be for us the only honorable and 
thus also the most advantageous policy.  If we 
turn this war, which was heralded to the world 
as a war of humanity, in any sense into a war of 
conquest, we shall forever forfeit the confidence 
of mankind, and we shall be met with general 
distrust in our international relations under 
circumstances which will make that distrust 
especially troublesome and dangerous.

Cartoon by Winsor McCay, 1899.
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William Jennings Bryan’s 
“Imperialism” Speech, 
August 8, 1900.
The Filipinos do not need any encouragement 
from Americans now living. Our whole history 
has been an encouragement not only to the 
Filipinos, but to all who are denied a voice in 
their own government. If the Republicans are 
prepared to censure all who have used language 
calculated to make the Filipinos hate foreign 
domination, let them condemn the speech of 
Patrick Henry. When he uttered that passionate 
appeal, ‘Give me liberty or give me death,’ he 
expressed a sentiment which still echoes in 
the hearts of men. […]  Those who would have 
this nation enter upon a career of empire must 
consider not only the effect of imperialism on the 
Filipinos, but they must also calculate its effects 
upon our own nation.  We cannot repudiate the 
principle of self-government in the Philippines 
without weakening that principle here.

Mark Twain, in The New York 
Herald, October 15, 1900.
I said to myself, here are [the Filipinos] who have 
suffered for three centuries. We can make them 
as free as ourselves, give them a government 
and country of their own, put a miniature of the 
American constitution afloat in the Pacific, start 
a brand new republic to take its place among the 
free nations of the world. It seemed to me a great 
task to which had addressed ourselves.

But I have thought some more, since then, and 
I have read carefully the treaty of Paris, and I 
have seen that we do not intend to free, but to 
subjugate the people of the Philippines. We have 
gone there to conquer, not to redeem. . .

It should, it seems to me, be our pleasure and 
duty to make those people free, and let them 
deal with their own domestic questions in their 
own way. And so I am an anti-imperialist.

President William McKinley, in 
interview with General James 
Rusling, November 21, 1899.
When I next realized that the Philippines had 
dropped into our laps I confess I did not know 
what to do with them. […] I am not ashamed 
to tell you, gentlemen that I went down on my 
knees and prayed Almighty God for light and 
guidance more than one night. And one night 
late it came to me this way—I don’t know how 
it was, but it came: (1) That we could not give 
them back to Spain—that would be cowardly and 
dishonorable; (2) that we could not turn them 
over to France and Germany—our commercial 
rivals in the Orient—that would be bad business 
and discreditable; (3) that we could not leave 
them to themselves—they were unfit for self-
government—and they would soon have anarchy 
and misrule over there worse than Spain’s was; 
and (4) that there was nothing left for us to do 
but to take them all, and to educate the Filipinos, 
and uplift and civilize and Christianize them, 
and by God’s grace do the very best we could by 
them, as our fellow-men for whom Christ also 
died.

Senator Albert Beveridge, 
January 9, 1900
Mr. President, the times call for candor.  The 
Philippines are ours forever, ‘territory belonging 
to the United States,’ as the Constitution calls 
them.  And just beyond the Philippines are 
China’s illimitable markets.  We will not retreat 
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from either.  […] The Philippines give us a base 
at the door of all the East.  Lines of navigation 
from our ports to the Orient and Australia, from 
the Isthmian Canal to Asia, from all Oriental 
ports to Australia converge at and separate from 
the Philippines.  They are a self-supporting, 
dividend-paying fleet, permanently anchored 
at a spot selected by the strategy of Providence, 

commanding the Pacific.  And the Pacific is 
the ocean of the commerce of the future.  Most 
future wars will be conflicts for commerce. 
The power that rules the Pacific, therefore, is 
the power that rules the world. And, with the 
Philippines, that power is and will forever be the 
American Republic.
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H A N D O U T  E

The Debate on Ratification of the 
League of Nations Covenant

Directions:

Read the documents with your group and fill in the graphic organizer deciding 
whether each document supports the United States joining the League of 
Nations or whether the document opposes joining the League of Nations. 

The League of Nations 
Covenant, Article X.
The Members of the League undertake to respect 
and preserve as against external aggression 
the territorial integrity and existing political 
independence of all Members of the League. In 
case of any such aggression or in case of any 
threat or danger of such aggression the Council 
shall advise upon the means by which this 
obligation shall be fulfilled.

Senator William Borah, 
December 6, 1918.
The proposition is force to destroy force, conflict 
to prevent conflict, militarism to prevent 
militarism, war to prevent war.

Senator Elihu Root, writing to Sen. 
Henry Cabot Lodge, June 19, 1919.
If it is necessary for the security of Western 
Europe that we should agree to the support, say, 
of France if attacked, then let us agree to do 
that particular thing plainly, so that every man 
and woman in the country will understand the 
honorable obligation we are assuming.  I am 
in favor of that.  But let us not wrap up such a 
purpose in a vague universal obligation under 
the impression that it really does not mean 
anything likely to happen.

Chicago Daily Tribune, 
December 27, 1918.

Sen. Henry Cabot Lodge, 
August 12, 1919.
Our first ideal is our country, and we see her in 
the future, as in the past, giving service to all her 
people and to the world.  Our ideal of the future 
is that she should continue to render that service 
of her own free will.  She has great problems 
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of her own to solve, very grim and perilous 
problems, and a right solution, if we can attain 
to it, would largely benefit mankind.

[…]  We would not have our politics distracted 
and embittered by the dissensions of other lands.  
We would not have our country’s vigor exhausted 
or her moral force abated, by everlasting 
meddling and muddling in every quarrel, great 
and small, which afflicts the world.

Our ideal is to make her ever stronger and better 
and finer, because in that way alone, as we 
believe, can she be of the greatest service to the 
world’s peace and to the welfare of mankind.

President Woodrow Wilson, 
September 5, 1919.
When you read Article X, therefore, you will see 
that it is nothing but the inevitable, logical center 
of the whole system of the Covenant of the 
League of Nations, and I stand for it absolutely.  
If it should ever in any important respect be 
impaired, I would feel like asking the Secretary of 
War to get the boys who went across the water to 

fight, […] and I would stand up before them and 
say, ‘Boys, I told you before you went across the 
seas that this was a war against wars, and I did 
my best to fulfill the promise, but I am obliged to 
come to you in mortification and shame and say I 
have not been able to fulfill the promise. You are 
betrayed. You have fought for something that you 
did not get.’

President Woodrow Wilson’s 
Final Address in Favor of the 
Covenant, 25 September 1919.
[…] We have got to do one or other of two things-
we have got to adopt it or reject it.  There is no 
middle course.  You cannot go in on a special-
privilege basis of your own.  I take it that you 
are too proud to ask to be exempted from 
responsibilities which the other members of the 
League will carry.  We go in upon equal terms 
or we do not go in at all; and if we do not go in, 
my fellow citizens, think of the tragedy of that 
result—the only sufficient guaranty to the peace 
of the world withheld!
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Which documents support joining the League 

of Nations? Explain briefly for each document.

Which documents oppose joining the League 

of Nations? Explain briefly for each document.
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Handout A: Background Essay: The Rise of 
American Power in the World Answer Key
1. Early American foreign policy prior to World War I was guided largely by the principles established 

in Washington’s Farewell Address. American foreign policy observed good faith and justice 
towards all nations while avoiding any “permanent alliances” or foreign entanglements. American 
leaders exercised restraint when considering involvement with foreign nations. Additionally, early 
American involvement in foreign affairs showed a decided interest in protecting American interests 
rather than foreign ones. The character of American involvement was one that acted only when its 
interests were threatened, particularly in the areas of trade.

2. The Spanish-American war was an important turning point in American foreign policy. For 
the first time, America went to war ostensibly to safeguard the liberty of a foreign nation. This 
mission was in line with the era’s progressive view of foreign policy in which America was seen as 
needing to intervene in order to civilize and rebuild the society of foreign nations along a more 
American model. As a result of this change, the United States continued to intervene in a number 
of international affairs aimed at securing liberty abroad. Examples were a number of additional 
interventions in Latin America as well as the eventual intervention in World War I.

3. Theodore Roosevelt implemented a large expansion of American foreign policy based upon military 
strength. His famous quote was that America should, “speak softly and carry a big stick,” as the 
nation exercised military strength around the globe. Roosevelt believed that the United States 
should make displays of military strength in order to give a reminder that the nation was capable 
of militarily competing with Europe. This was apparent in his major expansion of the Navy and the 
sending of the Great White Fleet to foreign ports as a show of strength. Furthermore, Roosevelt was 
motivated by a desire to protect national security and trade. This was apparent in his assistance 
of Panamanian secession that would guarantee American acquisition of the Panama Canal, a vital 
asset for American trade and security.

4. Much like Theodore Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson adopted a policy of intervention in Latin America, 
influenced by Social Darwinism and a desire to protect American interests and promote liberty 
abroad. However, unlike Roosevelt’s desire to assert military power, Wilson’s foreign policy was 
guided by his view of morality. Moderate revolutionary Francisco Madero, who overthrew the 
oppressive regime of President Porfirio Diaz, was deposed and murdered by the radical General 
Victoriano Huerta. Wilson deeply opposed this military takeover and refused to recognize Huerta’s 
government due to his murder of Madero. Wilson initially threatened to overthrow Huerta and 
massed thousands of troops on the border and sent warships to the port of Veracruz. However, U.S. 
response to the situation in Mexico did not fully occur until American sailors were arrested. Upon 
negotiating their release, Wilson demanded a twenty-one-gun salute to the American flag. When 
refused, Wilson sent battleships and marines, and fighting ensued.

5. At the onset of World War I, President Wilson advocated that America ought to be “neutral in 
thought as well as deed,” and ideal that was in agreement with the sentiment of most Americans 
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in 1914.  Building upon the position of neutrality, Wilson asserted that America had neutral rights 
to trade with both sides of the conflict. However, this trade benefited Great Britain and the allies 
more than it benefited Germany. As the war progressed, Germany became increasingly agitated and 
began sinking American merchant ships. This aggression started the process of U.S. involvement in 
the war and continued to escalate, as Germany adopted a policy of unrestricted submarine warfare 
to sink all neutral vessels on sight. Wilson saw this as a clear violation of international law and the 
rights of neutral nations. The tipping point for the Wilson administration was in 1917 when the 
British intercepted the Zimmermann Telegram, in which the Germans offered a military alliance to 
Mexico in exchange for Mexican intervention against the United States. Wilson was motivated by 
the progressive idea that it was America’s duty to “make the world safe for democracy.

6. The Senate was greatly opposed to Article X of the League Covenant contained in the Treaty of 
Versailles. Article X required for member nations to go to war against an aggressor. Republican 
Senators, led by Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, asserted that this requirement would violate American 
national sovereignty by allowing an international body control over when the United States would 
go to war. The Senate voted on the Treaty on Nov. 19, 1919, and again on March 19, 1920, both 
times falling short of the two-thirds majority necessary for ratification. Since Wilson refused to 
compromise with the Senate by removing Article X, the Senate defeated the treaty and the United 
States never joined the League of Nations.

Handout C: Tracking Foreign Policy Changes

Foreign Policy 

Document

Summary Principles and brief explanation 

of each

President George 
Washington, 
Farewell Address, 
1796

Washington advised that the U.S. 
engage in commercial relations 
with other countries, but avoid 

“political connections” that would 
engage the U.S. in European 
problems without aiding her own 
interests.

Non-intervention: the quarrels 
and wars of Europe have little to 
do with the security of the U.S.

The Monroe 
Doctrine, 1823

Declared that European pow-
ers were not intervene in or 
further colonize territories in 
the Western Hemisphere of the 
American continents

Non-intervention: Europe has no 
right to involvement in American 
affairs

Self-defense: the U.S. may block 
such foreign intervention to 
promote her safety and security
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Foreign Policy 

Document

Summary Principles and brief explanation 

of each

President Andrew 
Johnson, State of 
the Union Address, 
1868

Johnson asserted the right of the 
U.S. to annex territories adjacent 
to the U.S., as possession of these 
territories by foreign powers 
would be detrimental the U.S.’s 
growth and influence.

Annexation: the U.S. may take 
over territories to promote her 
stability

President William 
McKinley, Address 
to Congress 
Demanding 
Intervention in 
Cuba, 1898

McKinley argued that the U.S. 
may intervene militarily in 
neighboring states to stop a war 
and end loss of life.

Humanitarianism: the U.S. has a 
moral duty to prevent the loss of 
life in other nations

President Theodore 
Roosevelt, Speech at 
the Minnesota State 
Fair, 1901

For American to be both safe and 
respected, Roosevelt argued, her 
military strength must be known, 
and the U.S. has a moral duty to 
free, even by the sword, those 
living in barbarism.

Civilizing force: the U.S. is a 
morally advanced nation and has 
the duty to raise others up and 
prepare them for democratic rule.

President Woodrow 
Wilson, Address 
to Congress 
Requesting 
Declaration of War 
Against Germany, 
April 2, 1917

The U.S. has a moral duty to 
interview in the affairs of the 
world to protect and promote 
the peace and freedom of other 
nations and peoples.

Civilizing force: the U.S. is a 
democratic nation and has a duty 
to protect other democracy and 
promote freedom.



The Gilded Age and Progressive Era
Unit 3, Lesson 2: The Rise of American Power in the World
© Bill of Rights Institute

Handout E: The Debate and Ratification 
of the League of Nations Covenant

Which documents support joining the League 

of Nations? Explain briefly for each document.

Which documents oppose joining the League 

of Nations? Explain briefly for each document.

The League of Nations Covenant, Article X: 
Members of the League shall defend each 
other’s territorial integrity and political 
independence, which shall promote the 
stability of Europe and the world.

President Woodrow Wilson, September 5, 
1919: Without the protection of Article X 
there can be no defense against future wars, 
and U.S. soldiers’ fought for nothing.

President Woodrow Wilson’s Final Address in 
Favor of the Covenant, 25 September 1919: 
Only by joining the League and accepting 
the same responsibility (of mutual aid and 
protection) can the U.S. guaranty the future 
peace of the world.

Senator William Borah, December 6, 1918: The 
League is a paradox that promises to promote 
peace with the threat of war.

Senator Elihu Root, writing to Sen. Henry 
Cabot Lodge, June 19, 1919: Roots’ objection 
is not so much to promising to defend another 
nation, if this was through specific treaties 
with specific nations; he objects to the “vague 
universal obligation” which allows people to 
pretend that obligation will never be invoked.

Chicago Daily Tribune, December 27, 1918: 
Shows the U.S. Senate breaking in to provide 

“just cause” against the marriage between 
Uncle Sam and “Foreign Entanglements” that 
would violate the Constitution. 

Sen. Henry Cabot Lodge, August 12, 1919: 
Argues that the U.S. will do the most good in 
the world by focusing on her own problems 
and serving as an ideal other nations can 
emulate, instead of by distracting her focus 
with the problems of other countries.
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The decades after the American Civil War 
witnessed a vast array of social, economic, 
technological, cultural, and political changes 
in the American landscape. These changes 
transformed the United States from a largely 
local to a national society. This new society was 
characterized by a more integrated nation with 
large institutions and a broad, national outlook. 

The economy experienced significant growth 
during the late nineteenth century that built 
on the beginnings of the industrial revolution 
that had begun before the Civil War. The rise of 
the factory system depended on technological 
change and new power sources that made 
the mass production of goods possible. The 
expansion of the railroad created a national 
distribution network for the goods. The modern 
business corporation grew as a response 
to managing the national production and 
distribution of goods. The practices of big 
business came under media and regulatory 
scrutiny as equal opportunity seemed to shrink. 
The great wealth of several industrialists was 
also scrutinized by those who feared their 
influence and were concerned about growing 
inequality. 

American workers were the backbone of this 
new industrial economy as they worked with 
machines to secure the raw materials from 
the earth and used them to create a finished 
product. Millions of workers saw great changes 
in the nature of their work in the factory system. 
They earned higher wages and enjoyed greater 
standards of living but sometimes at a great 
cost due to dangerous, unhealthy conditions. 
Workers organized into labor unions to meet the 
growing power of big business. The labor unions 

gave workers a sense of solidarity and a greater 
bargaining position with employers. Waves 
of strikes and industrial violence convulsed 
the country, and led to an uncertain future for 
organized labor. 

American farmers were caught between 
two competing trends in the new industrial 
economy. The future seemed bright as new 
western lands were brought under cultivation 
and new technology allowed farmers to achieve 
much greater production. However, banks and 
railroads offered  mixed blessings as they often 
hurt the farmers’ economic position. Farmers 
organized into groups to protect their interests 
and participate in the growing prosperity of the 
rapidly industrializing American economy. At 
the same time, difficult times led many to give 
up on farming and find work in factories. 

American cities became larger throughout 
the period as the factory system drew millions 
of workers from the American countryside 
and tens of millions of immigrants from other 
countries. The large cities created immense 
markets that demanded mass-produced goods 
and agricultural products from American farms. 
The cities were large, impersonal places for the 
newcomers and were centers of diversity thanks 
to the mingling of many different cultures. The 
urban areas lacked basic services and were often 
run by corrupt bosses, but the period witnessed 
the growth of more effective urban government  
that offered basic services to improve life for 
millions of people.

The tens of millions of immigrants that came 
to the United States primarily settled in urban 
areas and worked in the factories. They came for 
the opportunities afforded by large, industrial 
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economies and provided essential low-skill 
labor. The “new immigrants” were mostly from 
southeastern Europe, Asia, and Mexico. They 
had to adapt to a strange new world, and in turn 
brought with them new ethnicities, languages, 
religious practices, foods, and cultures. This 
tension over assimilation led to debates about 
American values and the Americanization 
of immigrants. Some native-born Americans 
wanted to restrict the number of immigrants 
coming into the country, while others defended 
the newcomers. 

The changes in the economy and society 
created opportunities and challenges for 
millions of other Americans. The status and 
equal rights of women experienced a general, 
long-term growth. Many women enjoyed new 
opportunities to become educated and work in 
society, though these opportunities were still 
limited when compared with men. The history of 
women during the late nineteenth century was 
not monolithic as white, middle-class women 
often had a very different experience than 
women who were poor, or from a minority or 
immigrant background. Because many women 
entered the workforce, a debate occurred over 
the kinds and amount of work that women 
performed, which led to legal protections. The 
women’s suffrage movement won the biggest 
success for equal rights in the period with the 
Nineteenth Amendment to the United States 
Constitution, granting women the right to vote. 

African Americans did not participate in the 
growing opportunities and prosperity that other 
groups in American society did. The long and 
bloody Civil War had ended with the freeing 
of African Americans from slavery. This was 
followed by further gains of constitutional 
and legal protections, however, many of these 
rights would soon evaporate. During the late 

nineteenth century, African Americans found 
inequality and racism in the segregation of 
the South, but they were also victimized by 
inequality and racism in northern cities in the 
early twentieth century as they moved there in 
increasing numbers. Black leaders debated the 
right path to full equality, civic participation, 
and economic opportunity in American life. 

The changes that affected the American 
economy and society led to a growth in the 
federal government. The important issues 
of the nineteenth century were increasingly 
contested on the national rather than local 
levels. Businesses, organized labor, farmers, 
and interest groups turned to the national 
government to resolve their disputes. The 
executive branch saw an expansion of its role 
and influence as it increased its regulatory 
power over the many aspects of American 
life. A widespread reform movement called 

“progressivism” introduced many reforms that 
were intended to address the changes in society 
resulting from the modern industrial economy 
and society.  This increased government’s 
responsiveness but also dramatically increased 
the size and powers of the federal government. 
The national government therefore began to 
supplant the local and state governments in the 
minds of many Americans and in the American 
constitutional system. 

The late nineteenth century also ushered 
in great changes in how the United States 
interacted with the rest of the world. For the 
first century of its existence, the United States 
traded with other countries, acquired territory 
for continental expansion, and fought in a few 
major wars. However, the United States was 
generally neutral in world affairs and focused on 
its domestic situation. That changed as America 
entered the world stage as a major global 
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power. This expansion in world affairs led to an 
internal debate over international powers and 
responsibilities. Americans also struggled over 
the character of its foreign affairs. Debates raged 
over the growth of American  military power 
and whether  Americans had a duty to spread 
democracy around the world. 

The changes in the late nineteenth century 
were bewildering to most Americans who 
experienced them. Many debates took place to 
make sense of the changes and to consider how 
to respond to them. Americans rarely found easy 
answers and often conflicted with one another 
on the different solutions. The vast changes that 
occurred laid the foundation of modern America. 
The questions and challenges that they faced 
are still relevant and are debated by Americans 

today in the twenty-first century. Americans 
continue to discuss the power and regulation of 
banks and large corporations. Workers grapple 
with the globalization of the economy, stagnant 
wages, and changing technology. Farmers still 
struggle to make an income amid distant markets 
determining commodity prices while keeping up 
with changing consumer tastes about organic 
and locally-sourced food. Headlines are filled 
with news of African Americans suffering racism 
and police brutality. Issues related to the equality 
of women continue to be debated even as women 
run for president. Smartphones, social media, the 
internet, and other technologies change our lives, 
the culture, and the world economy every day.  
After more than a century since the Gilded Age 
and Progressive Era, the fundamental challenges 
of the era still face us today. 


	GA 008 - The Rise of American Power_final
	GA-007-ResourceB-IntroductoryEssay

