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LEARNING TARGETS: 
American Imperialism and Technology (8.H.2.1) 

1. I can explain the US’s policy of Expansionism and give examples 

2. I can analyze the effects of new technologies on the US  

3. I can list the main causes of WWI. 

4. I can assess the United States reasoning for entering WWI.  

5. I can identify the U.S. impact during WWI. 

Definitions: 
1. Alliances: When two or more countries agree to come to each 

other’s aid if one of them is attacked. 

2. Imperialism: Where one country takes over other countries so that 

it can use their resources to make itself richer and more powerful. 

3. M.A.I.N.: An acronym used to remember the four background 

causes for World War I: Militarism, Alliances, Imperialism, and 

Nationalism. 

4. Militarism: The belief that countries should maintain a strong 

military and that they should use that military to exert control or 

influence over other countries. 

5. Nationalism: The belief that people from one country/nation are 

better than all other countries/nations. 

6. Territorial: Having to do with land or lands. 

7. Trench: A long hole dug in the ground to protect soldiers from 

enemy gunfire and bombs. 

8. World War I (WWI): Also known as the Great War and the War to 

end all Wars, it was the first war to involve dozens of different 

countries all over the world. 

  



American Imperialism and World War I 
 

Page 4 

Causes of U.S. imperialism  
a. Many Americans believed the U.S. had to expand 

or it would die.  

1. Increase in population, wealth, and industrial 

production demanded more  

resources.  

2. Some feared existing resources in U.S. might 

eventually dry up  

3. The experience of subjugating the Plains Indian 

tribes after the Civil War had established a 

precedent for exerting colonial control over 

dependent peoples. 

b. Foreign trade becoming increasingly important to 

the American economy in the late 19th century 

1. Americans considered acquiring new colonies to 

expand markets further. One example of this was 

America effectively took over Panama so that they 

could gain a short cut between the Atlantic and 

Pacific oceans. America also took over Cuba, 

Puerto Rico, and the Philippines. 

c. Desire to compete with Europe for overseas 

empires.  
1. An influential minority in the United States sought 

international status for America like the Great 

European Powers (Britain, France, Germany). 

2. Between 1870 and 1900, Europeans had taken 

over 1/5 of the land and 1/10 of the population of 

the world. 

3. Germany became America’s biggest imperialist 

foe and largely spurred the U.S. into imperialism; 

Germany sought colonies in Africa, Asia, Latin 

America & the Caribbean. 
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Discussion Questions on U.S. Imperialism 

1. Do you think cause a.2. above was a reasonable fear? 

Why? 

 

2. Cause b. above basically says that it was okay to take 

over countries to make money for America. Do you agree 

with this? Why? 

 

3. For part c. above, why would the U.S. want to compete 

with European countries like Britain, France, Germany, 

etc.? 

4. Why do individuals compete with other people today? 

5. Does the United States compete with other countries 

today? Explain. 

Spanish-American War  
Background 

 The Spanish government was in control of Cuba, and was full 
of corruption. The Cuban people were fighting for 
independence from Spain as a result. 

 Spain sent General Weyler to Cuba to crush the Cuban 
revolution. General Weyler knew the Cuban revolutionaries 
were getting help from the Cuban people, so he ordered the 
Cuban people moved to reconcentration camps near Spanish 
bases in Cuba. 

 The U.S. had important economic interests that were being 
harmed by the Cuban revolution. Shipping companies that 
relied heavily on trade with Cuba suffered huge losses as the 
conflict continued unresolved. These companies pressured 
Congress and U.S. President McKinley to seek an end to the 
revolt. Other U.S. business concerns, specifically those who 
had invested in Cuban sugar, looked to the Spanish to 
restore order. Stability, not war, was the goal of both the U.S. 
and Spain. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Congress
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 McKinley sent the USS Maine to Havana to ensure the safety 
of American citizens in Cuba and other business interests. 
The U.S. knew it was going to send a warship to Cuba for 
months, but the Spanish government was notified just 18 
hours before its arrival, which was contrary to diplomatic 
procedure. At 9:40 pm on February 15, 1898, Maine sank in 
Havana harbor after suffering a massive explosion, with 260 
out of 350 American sailors dying. 
 

Imaginary Headline 

 Imagine you were the owner of a newspaper and you wanted 
to make as much money as possible by selling as many 
newspapers as possible. What headlines would you create 
for your newspaper based on the events above? Write it 
down in your notes. 

 
Discussion Questions on the Spanish-American War 

1. Think of your answer to the Imaginary Headline above, 

and then answer the following question: How did the U.S. 

react after the U.S.S. Maine sank? 

 

2. What reasons has the U.S. given for the various wars it’s 

fought below? 

a. Revolutionary War 

b. War of 1812 

c. Mexican-American  

 
 

  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Havana_harbor


American Imperialism and World War I 
 

Page 7 

After the Spanish-American War 

I. Look at the map below to infer what the U.S. ended up getting 
after the Spanish-American War ended. 
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New Technology 
 The early 20th century saw the introduction of many new 

technologies, some of the major ones are detailed below. 

 For each new technology below, make a determination on the 
effect the technology will have on the U.S. at a national level and 
an international level. Do so in a graphic organizer of your choice. 

1. Sonar: This device allowed ships to detect objects underwater 

from hundreds or thousands of feet away. 

2. Helicopters: A machine that allowed people to fly vertically, 

instead of having to take off from a runway to fly. 

3. Automobiles: Using gasoline, this “horseless carriage” could carry 

passengers dozens of miles at a time on a single fuel tank. 

 

The first helicopter in 1907. 

The Model T, the first automobile produced. 
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4. Radios: Unlike the telegraph and telephone which required wires 

to work, this technology was wireless and allowed people to 
communicate with others hundreds or even thousands of miles 
away. 

5. Zeppelins: Large, lighter than air balloons, they were filled with 

highly flammable 
hydrogen gas. The 
most famous zeppelin 
was the Hindenburg. 

 

6. Airplanes: 

The first airplanes were 
primitive by our 
standards, but allowed 
soldiers to soar high 

above the battlefield. 
Bombs were usually 
dropped by hand from 
these planes. 

 

7. Tanks: Large vehicles 

covered with armor 
and equipped with 
large guns. 
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8. Handheld machine guns: A smaller and portable version of the 

Gatling Gun we first saw from the Civil War. 

9. Chemical weapons: Usually placed inside bombs, when the 

bomb landed and exploded, it would release deadly chemicals into 
the air, killing many nearby soldiers. 

10. Flamethrowers: About the size of a backpack, this would shoot 

out flame for several dozen feet in front of the user. 

11. Theory of Relativity: Albert Einstein would develop this theory, 

with its foundation based on the mathematical formula E=mc2. 

This would eventually lead to the development of the atomic 
bomb first used in World War II. 
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The Great War (a.k.a. World War I) [1914-1918] 

Background causes of the War 

Militarism:  
The belief that countries should maintain a strong military and that 

they should use that military to exert control or influence over other 

countries. 

Alliances:  
Many European countries formed into and/or joined one of the two 

major military alliances. 

 Triple Alliance members (aka Central Powers):  

o Germany,  

o Austria-Hungary 

o Italy (later replaced by Turkey) 

 Triple Entente members (aka Allies):  

o United Kingdom (Britain) 

o France 

o Russia (left the war entirely in 1917) 

Imperialism:  

The belief that countries should create an empire by taking over other 

countries and using those other countries’ resources for their own 

benefit. 

Nationalism:  

The belief that one’s own country is better than all other countries. 
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The War before America joined 
On June 28, 1914, the Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria was 

assassinated by a Serbian assassin began the war. Austria-Hungary 

invaded Serbia. Germany then invaded France. Russia then invaded 

Germany. Most of the fighting was fought at the border between 

Germany and France, an area known as the Western Front. The 

Western Front consisted primarily of trench warfare, soldiers on both 

sides spent most of their time waiting in trenches before attacks. 

These trenches were dug in to protect the soldiers from machine gun 

fire and artillery attacks from the other side. Soldiers would repeatedly 

try and run across the no-man’s land of barbed wire and ditches 

between opposing trenches before they could even attack the enemy 

soldiers. 
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Discussion Questions on the War before America joined 

1. For each of the background causes above, based on our 

studies, describe whether the U.S. has ever subscribed 

to any of those ideas. Give specific examples. 

2. Examine the pictures below and describe at least two 

difficulties you think soldiers would face during trench 

warfare. 

 

German trenches 

between battles. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A French trench 

after battle. 
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Why did America decide to join the war in Europe? 
 Many Americans were of German, British, and French descent, 

and so had familial and historical ties to both sides in the War. 

 In the early days of the war, as Britain and France struggled 

against Germany, American leaders decided it was in the 

national interest to continue trade with all sides as before. A 

neutral nation cannot impose an embargo on one side and 

continue trade with the other and retain its neutral status. 

 In addition, United States merchants and manufacturers feared 

that a boycott would cripple the American economy, which 

relied heavily on trade. 

 Britain, with its powerful navy, had different ideas. A major part 

of the British strategy was to impose a blockade on Germany. 

American trade with the Central Powers simply could not be 

permitted. The results of the blockade were astonishing. Trade 

with England and France more than tripled between 1914 and 

1916, while trade with Germany was cut by over ninety percent. 

It was this situation that caused submarine warfare by the 

Germans against Americans at sea. After two and a half years 

of isolationism, America entered the Great War. 

The War after America joined 
 Within roughly a year of America joining the War, massive 

numbers of fresh American troops joined the side of the Allies, 

and quickly overwhelmed the German troops on the Western 

Front. 

 The War ended with the Treaty of Versailles, a victory for the 

Allies and a humiliating treaty for Germany which forced that 

country to pay for all the war costs of France, Britain, and 

Russia. 
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Discussion Questions on the American rationale for joining 

the War and the outcome of the war. 

1. Would it make a difference that there were many people 

in America that were of German, French, and British 

descent? Why? 

 

2. What advantage would there be for the United States to 

continue trading with both sides in the War? 

 

3. What do you think of Britain’s strategy to get the United 

States to enter the War? Was it ethical? Why? 

 

4. Why do you think Britain used this strategy to get the 

United States to enter the War? 

 

5. Is there any problem with the Treaty of Versailles? Why? 
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The terms of the Treaty of Versailles 

The treaty can be divided into a number of sections; territorial, 

military, financial and general. 

Territorial 

The following land was taken away from Germany : 

The League of Nations also 

took control of Germany's 

overseas colonies. 

 

Military 

Germany’s army was 

reduced to 100,000 men; the 

army was not allowed tanks. 

She was not allowed an air 

force. She was allowed only 

6 capital naval ships and no 

submarines The west of the Rhineland and 31 miles east of the River 

Rhine was made into a demilitarized zone (DMZ). No German soldier 

or weapon was allowed into this zone. The Allies were to keep an 

army of occupation on the west bank of the Rhine for 15 years.  

Financial 

The loss of vital industrial territory would be a severe blow to any 

attempts by Germany to rebuild her economy. Coal from the Saar 

and Upper Silesia in particular was a vital economic loss. 

Combined with the financial penalties linked to reparations, it 

seemed clear to Germany that the Allies wanted nothing else but 

to bankrupt her. 

http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/leagueofnations.htm
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Germany was also forbidden to unite with Austria to form one 

superstate, in an attempt to keep her economic potential to a 

minimum.  

General 

There are three vital clauses here: 

1. Germany had to admit full responsibility for starting the war. This 

was Clause 231 - the infamous "War Guilt Clause".  

2. Germany, as she was responsible for starting the war as stated in 

clause 231, was, therefore responsible for all the war damage caused 

by the First World War. Therefore, she had to pay reparations, the 

bulk of which would go to France to pay for the damage done to the 

infrastructure of that country by the war. The figure was not set at 

Versailles - it was to be determined later. The Germans were told to 

write a blank check which the Allies would cash when it suited them. 

The figure was eventually put at $11 billion ($3,000 billion in today’s 

terms) - a huge sum of money well beyond Germany’s ability to pay.  

3. A League of Nations was set up to keep world peace.  

             

            In fact, the first 26 clauses of the treaty dealt with the 

League's organization. 

 

The German reaction to the Treaty of Versailles 

After agreeing to the Armistice in November 1918, the Germans had 

been convinced that they would be consulted by the Allies on the 

contents of the Treaty. This did not happen and the Germans were in 

no position to continue the war as her army had all but disintegrated. 

Though this lack of consultation angered them, there was nothing 

they could do about it. Therefore, the first time that the German 

representatives saw the terms of the Treaty was just weeks before 

http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/leagueofnations.htm
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they were due to sign it in the Hall of Mirrors at the Palace of 

Versailles on June 28th 1919. 

There was anger throughout Germany when the terms were made 

public. The Treaty became known as a Diktat - as it was being forced 

on them and the Germans had no choice but to sign it. Many in 

Germany did not want the Treaty signed, but the representatives 

there knew that they had no choice as Germany was incapable of 

restarting the war again. 

In one last gesture of defiance, the captured German naval force held 

at Scapa Flow (north of Scotland) scuttled itself i.e. deliberately sank 

itself. 

Germany was given two choices:  

1) sign the Treaty, or  

2) be invaded by the Allies.  

They signed the Treaty as in reality they had no choice. When the 

ceremony was over, Clemenceau (a former French president) went 

out into the gardens of Versailles, France and said "It is a beautiful 

day". 

DIRECTIONS: Examine the chart below, and use it, along with the 

other information from this booklet to create a fair treaty that 

addresses the 4 sections of territory, military, financial, and general. 

Alliance 

Membership 

Country GDP (in billions of 

today’s dollars) 

Central Powers Germany 244  

Central Powers Austria-Hungary 101 

Central Powers Italy 91 

Allies U.K. 226 

Allies France 139 

Allies Russia 258 

Allies U.S. 512 

 


