
President William McKinley's Declaration of War (1898) 
 
President McKinley found it impossible to resist the mounting public and political pressure for 
war against Spain. In requesting a declaration of war from the Senate on April 11, 1898, he listed 
several concerns but stressed the nation's humanitarian sympathy for the Cuban independence 
movement. He said little about the long-range implications of war. 

 

To the Congress of the United States: 

. . . The present revolution is but the successor of other similar insurrections which have occurred 
in Cuba against the dominion of Spain, extending over a period of nearly half a century, each of 
which during its progress has subjected the United States to great effort and expense in enforcing 
its neutrality laws, caused enormous losses to American trade and commerce, caused irritation, 
annoyance, and disturbance among our citizens, and, by the exercise of cruel, barbarous, and 
uncivilized practices of warfare, shocked the sensibilities and offended the human sympathies of 
our people. . . . 

Our trade has suffered, the capital invested by our citizens in Cuba has been largely lost, and the 
temper and forbearance of our people have been so sorely tried as to beget a perilous unrest 
among our own citizens, which has inevitably found its expression from time to time in the 
National Legislature, so that issues wholly external to our own body politic engross attention and 
stand in the way of that close devotion to domestic advancement that becomes a selfcontained 
commonwealth whose primal maxim has been the avoidance of all foreign entanglements. 

All this must needs awaken, and has, indeed, aroused, the utmost concern on the part of this 
Government, as well during my predecessor's term as in my own. . . . The overtures of this 
Government [to the Spanish government] . . . were met by assurances that home rule in an 
advanced phase would be forthwith offered to Cuba, without waiting for the war to end, and that 
more humane methods should thenceforth prevail in the conduct of hostilities. 

*  *  * 
The war in Cuba is of such a nature that, short of subjugation or extermination, a final military 
victory for either side seems impracticable. The alternative lies in the physical exhaustion of the 
one or the other party, or perhaps of both. . . . The prospect of such a protraction and conclusion 
of the present strife is a contingency hardly to be contemplated with equanimity by the civilized 
world, and least of all by the United States, affected and injured as we are, deeply and intimately, 
by its very existence. . . . 

The spirit of all our acts hitherto has been an earnest, unselfish desire for peace and prosperity in 
Cuba, untarnished by differences between us and Spain and unstained by the blood of American 
citizens. The forcible intervention of the United States as a neutral to stop the war . . . is 
justifiable on rational grounds . . . [which] may be briefly summarized as follows: 

First. In the cause of humanity and to put an end to the barbarities, bloodshed, starvation, and 
horrible miseries now existing there, and which the parties to the conflict are either unable or 



unwilling to stop or mitigate. It is no answer to say this is all in another country, belonging to 
another nation, and is therefore none of our business. It is specially our duty, for it is right at our 
door. 

Second. We owe it to our citizens in Cuba to afford them that protection and indemnity for life 
and property which no government there can or will afford, and to that end to terminate the 
conditions that deprive them of legal protection. 

Third. 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. 

Fourth, and which is of the utmost importance. The present condition of affairs in Cuba is a 
constant menace to our peace and entails upon this Government an enormous expense. With such 
a conflict waged for years in an island so near us and with which our people have such trade and 
business relations; when the lives and liberty of our citizens are in constant danger and their 
property destroyed and themselves ruined; where our trading vessels are liable to seizure and are 
seized at our very door by war ships of a foreign nation; the expeditions of filibustering that we 
are powerless to prevent altogether, and the irritating questions and entanglements thus arising—
all these and others that I need not mention, with the resulting strained relations, are a constant 
menace to our peace and compel us to keep on a semi-war footing with a nation with which we 
are at peace. 

These elements of danger and disorder already pointed out have been strikingly illustrated by a 
tragic event which has deeply and justly moved the American people. I have already transmitted 
to Congress the report of the naval court of inquiry on the destruction of the battleship Maine in 
the harbor of Havana during the night of the l5th of February. The destruction of that noble 
vessel has filled the national heart with inexpressible horror. 

*  *  * 
The naval court of inquiry, which, it is needless to say, commands the unqualified confidence of 
the Government, was unanimous in its conclusion that the destruction of the Maine was caused 
by an exterior explosion—that of a submarine mine. It did not assume to place the responsibility. 
That remains to be fixed. In any event, the destruction of the Maine, by whatever exterior cause, 
is a patent and impressive proof of a state of things in Cuba that is intolerable. That condition is 
thus shown to be such that the Spanish Government can not assure safety and security to a vessel 
of the American Navy in the harbor of Havana on a mission of peace, and rightfulIy there. . . . 

The long trial has proved that the object for which Spain has waged the war can not be attained. 
The fire of insurrection may flame or may smolder with varying seasons, but it has not been and 
it is plain that it can not be extinguished by present methods. The only hope of relief and repose 
from a condition which can no longer be endured is the enforced pacification of Cuba. In the 
name of humanity, in the name of civilization, in behalf of endangered American interests which 
give us the right and the duty to speak and to act, the war in Cuba must stop. In view of these 
facts and of these considerations I ask the Congress to authorize and empower the President to 
take measures to secure a full and final termination of hostilities between the Government of 
Spain and the people of Cuba, and to secure in the island the establishment of a stable 



government, capable of maintaining order and observing its international obligations, insuring 
peace and tranquility and the security of its citizens as well as our own, and to use the military 
and naval forces of the United States as may be necessary for these purposes. . . . 

 

[From James D. Richardson, ed., Messages and Papers of the Presidents (Washington, D.C., 
1899), 10:139-50.] 

 


