Empire/World War I Writing Project

1. “We'll Take Alaska”: Secretary of State William H. Seward bought Alaska from Russia for the bargain-basement price of $7.2 million dollars. Seward thought gold, furs, and other natural resources might be found in Alaska, but his fellow politicians scoffed at the purchase and called it “Seward's Folly”. Imagine that you are Seward. Write a letter to your fellow Americans explaining why, in the midst of Reconstruction, you think it's a good idea to spend millions of dollars on frozen land that DOES NOT border another state.

2. Yellow Journalists: One of the factors contributing to the outbreak of the Spanish-American War was the sensational writing of yellow journalism. So-called yellow journalists exaggerated and embellished facts and appealed to readers' emotions in order to sway public opinion towards war. Do you think current journalism ever turns yellow? Explain, giving specific examples.

3. White Man's Burden: Near the end of the 1800s, the United States took control of a number of territories, including Hawaii and Puerto Rico. The practice of adding territory in this way is known as imperialism. Some people believed that imperialism was the only option because of the white man's burden-the responsibility of nations like Britain and the United States  to overtake and educate poorer, less “civilized” people. Do you think the White Man's Burden was a legitimate idea or just an excuse for imperialism? Explain your answer.

4. A Big Stick: It was President Theodore Roosevelt who said of United States foreign policy, “Speak softly and carry a big stick.” What did he mean by this?

5. A Virtuous War: When President Wilson reluctantly asked Congress to enter World War 1 against the Central Powers, he said that the United States should enter the war because “neutrality is no longer desirable or feasible where the peace of the world is involved” and “the world must be made safe for democracy.” Do you think it's more moral to go to war for these reasons than it is to go to war than it is to go to war to expand an empire or take revenge on an enemy? Explain your answer.

