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As a developing nation, the United States looked to Latin America for possible economic and territorial expansion. Cuba, approximately ninety miles from the United States boarder, illuminates the United States pursuit of economic self interest throughout the late nineteenth century. Lengthy debate has ensued amongst scholars regarding the economic or imperialistic nature of this U.S. intervention. Through the classical Marxist lens of imperialism, the United States economic investment into Cuba was indeed imperialistic. Thus, the Spanish American War was fought in order to protect U.S. investment and secure future economic relations with Cuba. The United States imperialistic interest can best be observed in the vast U.S. trade with Cuba and the political action which was used to protect American economic interests.    

Classical Marxist imperialism can be view as an intersection of economic and geopolitical competition. Alex Callinicos describes Marxist imperialism as constituting a new phase of capitalist development, most usually arising from the greater concentration and centralization of capital and the resulting dominance of financial capital.
 Bob Sutcliffe continues to describe Marxist imperialism:
“The distinctive feature of the Marxist or historical-materialist method of analyzing imperialism consists in a special kind of dual vision which tries to integrate coherently two separate aspects of the world. One consists of the hierarchies, conflicts and alliances – political, military and economic – between countries; the other concerns the working of the productive system and the hierarchy of classes which it generates. The first is about dominance and exploitation of some countries by others; the second is about the stability of the productive system and the dominance and exploitation of some classes over others.”

The developing imperialistic nature of the United States can be seen in the mid nineteenth century. The United States entered into a phase of capital development and increased centralization in the years following the Civil War. David O. Whitten and Bessie E. Whitten describe various aspects of the Civil War which boosted the U.S. economy. For instance, the war forced farmers to incorporate new machinery due to the lack of labor. In result, the agricultural industry experienced increased productivity and returns which made small operations obsolete.
   Moreover, Whitten states “[Civil War] increased the rate of advance in transportation, commerce, extractive industries, manufacturing, and finance.” Whitten continues, “The continental dimensions of the conflict and the close working relationship it fostered between business and government left the two institutions with a heritage of harmony that bolstered the influence of government and hastened the emergence of giant institutions.”
 Large companies, such as the Sugar Trust, would look to Cuba to provide cheap labor and raw materials. It was common for these large companies to put the earnings of stockholders before the best interests of the Latin people in the targeted countries, including Cuba.
 Thus, the late nineteenth century American interaction with Cuba adheres to Callinicos and Sutcliffe’s definition of imperialism in that U.S. companies were centralized into large cooperations which profited at the expense of the Cuban working class. Moreover, the United States utilized political and military intervention in order to protect these investments.   

Robert F. Smith describes the United States imperial pursuit of Cuba in What Happened to Cuba?. Smith links the rise to American imperialism in the late nineteenth century to the maturation of the industry in the United States which looked to overseas expansion as an outlet for surplus energy and goods. Industrial leaders demanded a foreign policy which would protect and establish new oversea markets. Cuba provided an optimal opportunity to establish a new market for these surplus goods. Smith states that American exports to Cuba were valued at $105,000,000 in 1894. Moreover, U.S. investment in sugar and mining property in Cuba totaled $50,000,000 in 1896. Industrial leaders such as Carnegie Steel, American Sugar Refining Company, and Standard Oil had also infiltrated the Cuban economy. The United States also imported the vast majority of their sugar from Cuba. However, Spain acted as a hindrance to U.S. profitability by enforcing various tariffs. Smith discusses the United States political action, mainly the McKinley Tariff Act, which sought to eliminate Spain tariffs. However, such legislation proved successful for a short time. The economic and political instability of Cuba in the late nineteenth century resulted in Cuban uprisings and rebellions which threatened the large U.S. economic investment in Cuba. Thus Smith states, “This commercial interest was fused into the broader Manifest Destiny movement in the crucible of the Spanish American War.” 
 Smith’s main argument fits into the Marxist definition of imperialism by focusing on the economic domination of Cuba by the U.S. which resulted in military conflict with Spain in the Spanish American War. 
Lester D. Langley parallels Smith’s view regarding the U.S. decision to enter into the Spanish American War in order to protect its’ economic interests. Langley links the beginning of U.S. investment of capital into Cuba with the end of the Ten Years War. The resulting destruction of the war provided an opportunity for Americans to invest in Cuban property. Like Smith, Langley identifies major American industrial companies, such as the Atkins Company, which emerged in Cuba. Langley also argues the importance of Cuban sugar to the U.S. economy and the adverse effects of Spanish tariffs, which peaked at hefty twenty five percent. The United States consumed seventy five percent of Cuba’s sugar, sixty percent of her tobacco, and fifty percent of her manufactured products. Thus, these tariffs slowed U.S. profitability in Cuba. Despite these tariffs, Langley states, “the years from 1878 showed a steady upsurge in commerce and, simultaneously, a consistent augmentation of American capital in Cuba”. 
 The most significant contribution of Langley to Callinicos’ definition of Marxist imperialism is his identification of the ‘central system’. This system eliminated local plantation mills and replaced them with large ‘central’ mills which allowed the United States to provided manufactured goods to these sugar oligarchies. In response, Cuban farmers became dependent on American capital which resulted in economic growth for the United States. However, the rebellion of 1895, led by Governor-General Valeriano Weyler, resulted in the destruction of numerous plantations and estates which hindered the productivity of the island. Langley also parallels Smith in identifying this threat to American investment in Cuba as the catalyst of the Spanish American War. However, Langley considers the role of human rights or morality in the United States’ decision to enter the war. Langley states, “The United States would not tolerate a war policy that utterly disregarded the ‘principles of humanity’ or the material interests of the island. Capitalism and humanitarianism had joined hands.”
 Langley concludes by paralleling Callinicos and Sutcliffe’s definition of imperialism, stating the Spanish American War was “a portent of the future economic exploitation of Cuba by American capital…the nineteenth century Cuban policy of the United States was the concept of a rich land whose growth had been stunted by Spanish political and economic maladministration.”


Felix Goizueta-Mimo focuses on the United States pursuit of self economic interest in his work Bitter Cuban Sugar: Monoculture and Economic Dependence from1825-1899. In 1847 the United States market opened to Cuban sugar, resulting in an increased profit margin for the U.S. In result, U.S. import of Cuban sugar saw drastic increase from 1847 to the eve of the Spanish American War. Goizueta-Mimo states thirty four percent of Cuban sugar exports went to the U.S. in the mid nineteenth century. Nearing the end of the century, nearly seventy three percent of Cuban sugar was export to the U.S. Moreover, in October 1887 Mr. H. O. Havermeyer created the Sugar Refineries Company which became the Sugar Trust. The Sugar Trust allowed for impressive growth, control and profit to its members. By 1891, all but one of eighteen companies had joined the organization. The Sugar Trust indirectly controlled the price of sugar by regulating the amount of sugar the U.S. purchased, refined, and sold. Thus, Goizueta-Mimo states “the island [Cuba] became, during the years 1887 to 1899, merely an economic satellite of the Sugar Trust”. 
 Goizueta-Mimo continues “Cuban entrepreneurs were in a position of complete and utter dependence upon the Sugar Trust.”
 Similar to Smith, Goizueta-Mimo argues the importance of U.S. political influence on their economic interest in Cuba. This American political influence can be observed in October 1890 with the passage of the McKinley Tariff Act. This piece of legislation diminished returns from custom duties and placed sugar on a free list for trade. In response, Spain increased duties on all foreign goods entering Cuba by twenty five percent. The U.S. countered with the McKinley-Aldrich tariff which would limit the availability of the American market and resulted in economic ruin for Cuba. Spain conceded with the Foster-Cánovas Treaty in 1891 which encouraged growth of Cuban sugar exports to the United States. However, the U.S. passed the Wilson-Gorman Act in 1894 which enforced a forty percent duty on imported raw sugar. This Act resulted in a decrease in quantity demanded by the Sugar Trust and a thirty five percent fall in prices which crippled the Cuban economy. Goizueta-Mimo alludes to the Wilson Tariff as the catalyst of the Spanish American War, but he leaves the proposition unresolved.
 Goizueta-Mimo does, however, exemplify Callinicos and Sutcliffe’s definition of imperialism by illuminating the exploitation of the Cuban economy through American companies and political influence.

Along with Langley, Louis A Pérez Jr. identifies the start of U.S. economic influence in Cuba to the conclusion of the Ten Years War. In his work, Cuba and the United States: Ties of Singular Intimacy, Pérez states that the postwar economic slump allowed for American expansion into the colonial economy. Cuban producers were in dire need of new capital to sustain their dwindling economy. Thus, Cubans turned to the United States to supply their growing need for resources. Many native Cubans were forced to sell their property to American investors to avoid bankruptcy. This dependency on the United States market and imports ultimately determined Cuban production strategies, influenced local consumption patterns, and shaped the character of the Cuban political discourse.
 Pérez continues by stating, “Planters would henceforth function increasingly as agents of North American interests and instruments of U.S. economic penetration of Cuba.” 
 Pérez, like Langley and Goizueta-Mimo, acknowledges the important role of sugar to the United States economy, however he delves deeper into other arenas influenced by the United States. Toward the end of the eighteenth century, an American printing company was printing nearly all Cuban currency. Havava cigarette producers were infiltrated by U.S. automated machinery. The U.S. also gained considerable influence into Cuba’s rich mineral resources, importing $875,000 of iron ore in 1892. Through this vast interaction with the Cuban economy, U.S. investment in the 1890’s was estimated at $50 million.
 Like Goizueta-Mimo, Pérez argues the importance of the Foster-Cánovas Treaty in strengthening U.S. Cuban trade. Pérez continues by exposing the drastic impact the Wilson-Gorman Tariff Act had on the Cuban economy. From 1893 to 1896, sugar exports dropped from $63 million to $13 million. Similar effects were experienced in other industrial sectors while Cuban unemployment and inflation rose. The burdensome effects of this Act were directly felt by the working class of Cuba. Pérez states, “The brief cycle of prosperity resulting from close economic ties with the United States made the prospect of returning to the regimen of Spanish exclusivity as inconceivable as it was inadmissible.”
 Thus, the United States utilized their economic strength to influence Cuba into dismissing Spanish rule. Pérez’s argument adheres to Sutcliffes’s definition of imperialism in that the United States exploited Cuba economically, at the expense of the Cuban working class, in order to rid the country of Spanish rule and insure prosperous trade relations in the future.  

Laird W. Bergad discusses U.S. economic involvement in Cuba, specifically in the large sugar producing region of Matanza, in his work Cuban Rural Society in the Nineteenth Century. Similar to Goizueta-Mimo, Bergad links Cuban dependence on the American market to the passage of the McKinley Tariff Act. However, Bergad argues this Act was not followed by direct capital investment by American entrepreneurs, rather by Cubans who had obtained U.S. citizenship. Bergad’s continues by deconstructing the view that the 1880’s and 1890’s were a period “in which foreign merchants moved en masse into the Cuban countryside, acquiring bankrupt mills and estates.” 
 He supports this argument with the fact that out of one hundred and twenty mills in the area in 1895, none were owned by foreign merchants. Thus, Bergad’s argument concerning foreign involvement in the years leading up to the Spanish American War conflicts with that of Smith, Langley, Goizueta-Mimo, and Pérez. Although Bergad does not view the U.S. as having a large investment in Cuba prior to 1898, he does describe the physical destruction which took place during the Spanish American War. He refers to the scorched earth policy, utilized by both rebel and Spanish military forces, which destroyed large amounts of land and stunted economic growth. This allowed for American investors to penetrate Cuba after the Spanish American War. Bergad supplies a rebuttal to the assumption that Cuba was directly dependent on the U.S. economy prior to the war. He states, “The real shock would come after 1898, when absentee U.S. companies purchased mills, bought up extensive tracts of land, and became the most important creditors servicing the sugar economy.”
 Bergad’s argument parallels with Sutcliffe definition of imperialism in that the United States capitalized on the Spanish American War by ensuring future trade relations with Cuba.    

As seen through many political texts in the early nineteenth century, the United States imperialistic interest in Cuba began well before the Spanish American War. John Quincy Adams foretold the importance of Cuba to the U.S. economic and political interests in his letter in 1823, Cuba: “An Apple Severed by the Tempest From Its Native Tree”. Adams states “[Cuba] has become an object of transcendent importance to the political and commercial interests of our Union…the nature of its production and of its wants, furnishing the supplies and needing the returns of a commerce immensely profitable and mutually beneficial; give it an importance in the sum of our national interests, with which that of no other foreign territory can be compared and little inferior to that which binds the different members of this Union together.” Adams continues by identifying the large trade the U.S. had with Cuba. He states, “The commerce between the United States and the Havana is of greater amount and value than with all the Spanish dominions in Europe.”
 Thus, Adam’s letter exemplifies the early stages of American imperialism through his identification of Cuba as an essential asset to the U.S. economy. 

The vast economic relationship described by Adams would mature throughout the nineteenth century. As seen in Figure 1 and 2, the U.S. became a major consumer of Cuban goods by the end of the nineteenth century. Moreover, Figures 3 and 4 show the growth of American imports into Cuba from 1850 to 1890. This growth is quite impressive consider the hefty import duties described by Goizueta-Mimo.
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Realizing this vast American trade relation with Cuba, Adam Badeau continued Adams’ argument in his 1884 letter Suggestions for a Commercial Treaty with Spain: With Especial Reference to the Island of Cuba. Badeau, the Consul-General of Havana, described the profitability of Cuba and urged the United States to capitalize on the islands vast resources. Badeau referred to the islands ideal location along sea routes and its proximity to the proposed Panama Canal. Badeau also described the fertile land in Cuba and the opportunity for future development. He states “I have seen plantations of fifteen hundred acres, not over-carefully tilled, the soil well worn, with all the drawbacks of excessive taxation, imperfect fertilization and insufficient and often incapable labor…affording the owner a net result of $100,000 a year.”
  Badeau argued Spanish rule was hindering economic growth. He described Cuba’s relationship with Spain as “a colony not yet recovered from the effects of a long, costly and disastrous insurrection; its subjection to a financial and commercial tyranny unequalled today in the world for severity…”
. Badeau then referred to the “persistent endeavors of Spain to interrupt and thwart our [United States] commercial relations with Cuba, the taxes and restraints imposed on American trade being greater than those laid upon that of any other State or than are inflicted by any other civilized country upon the United States.” In response, Badeau urged the U.S. to establish “such commercial relations as shall admit American enterprise, labor, and capital to this fertile spot, free from harassing restraints, exactions and imposts, and enable Americans to reap the advantages of free trade…”
. Thus, Badeau identified the profitability of Cuba to the U.S. in 1884 and the possibility for increased profit margins if Spain relinquished their rule of Cuba. 


The large economic relationship described by Badeau can be seen in Figure 5. It’s important to notice the large decrease in U.S. imports from 1894 to 1898. This decrease corresponds with the Wilson-Gorman Tariff Act described by Pérez. 
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In response to this economically detrimental Act which closed the U.S. market to Cuban goods, Cuba was forced to turn to the United States to free them from Spanish rule. Thus, The Wilson-Gorman Tariff Act clearly depicts the United States using their economic and political strength to influence Cuba to revolt against Spain which culminated in the Spanish American War. 

President McKinley further highlights the United States’ economic reasoning for entering into the Spanish American War in his address to Congress requesting permission to declare war on Spain. President McKinley described Cuba as a “fertile domain at our threshold ravaged by fire and sword…a once prosperous community reduced to comparative want, its lucrative commerce virtually paralyzed, its exceptional productiveness diminished, its fields laid waste, its mills in ruins…”.
 Furthermore Spanish rule of Cuba subjected the United States “to great effort and expense in enforcing its neutrality laws [and] cause enormous losses to American trade and commerce.”
 McKinley concludes with a list of reasons to justify U.S. intervention. The third reason stated “The right to intervene may be justified by the very serious injury to the commerce, trade, and business of our people, and by the wanton destruction of property and devastation of the island.”
 Thus, President McKinley charged Spain with hindering the U.S. economy through the physical destruction and political oppression of Cuba. 

The imperialistic nature of President McKinley’s decision to declare war on Spain can been seen in the years following the Spanish American War. As seen in Figure 6 the years following the war resulted in a drastic increase of U.S. imports from Cuba. Moreover, Figure 6 shows a similar increase in U.S. exports to Cuba. 
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As seen through the above figures and Badeau’s account, the main goal of the Spanish American War was to increase the U.S. economic relationship with Cuba by removing Spanish rule. Thus, these events adhere to Callinicos and Sutcliffe’s definition of imperialism in that the U.S. took economic, militaristic, and political action in order to ensure the profitability of its’ economic relationship with Cuba which would ensure the growth capitalism in the United States. 

The immense U.S. and Cuban trade, the letter by Badeau, and President McKinley’s address to Congress all exemplify the American economic interest in Cuba. These findings parallel the work done by Smith, Langley, Goizueta-Mimo, and Pérez. Moreover, this study shows the drastic increase in U.S. and Cuban trade following the Spanish American War which clearly illuminates the United States’ economic intent of removing Spain from Cuba. However, I acknowledge the lack of attention given to the humanitarian aspect mention by Langley. Indeed, President McKinley addressed the starvation and unjust social condition in Cuba as a means for American intervention. But I argue the brief description of these injustices are outweighed by the ample amount of economic evidence presented by Smith, Langley, Goizueta-Mimo, Pérez, and the above figures. In conclusion, the Spanish American War was fought to protect U.S. investment, large American businesses, and ensure stable trade relations with Cuba. The profitability of this U.S. trade relation with Cuba stimulated capitalistic growth in the U.S. and resulted in Cuban economic dependence on the United States. Thus, the Spanish American War was imperialistic in that it utilized Cuba to ensure the growth of the U.S. economy at the expense of the Cuban working class.  
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Figure 1: Cuban Export Destinations 1850's








Figure 2: Cuban Export Destinations 1890's
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Figure 3: Cuban Imports 1850’s





Figure 4: Cuban Imports 1890’s
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Figure 5: Value of U.S. Imports and Exports with Cuba 1880-1910 
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Figure 6: Value of U.S. Merchandise Exported to Cuba 1880-1910
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