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Mariola Espinosa’s 2006 article, “The Threat of Havana,” presents a surprising but 

generally convincing argument that yellow fever played a major role in the American decision to 

intervene in Cuba in 1898. While the argument initially comes across as far-fetched, Espinosa’s 

evidence makes the difference, especially as it is supported by evidence covered in two of our 

course books. 

Despite the books by Margaret Humphries and John Ellis, my first reaction to this article 

was skepticism. How could a disease lead to war? How could a disease be more important than 

yellow journalism, Spanish atrocities, and American desire for empire? But Espinosa explains 

how. She looks at the impact of yellow fever—and the public’s fear of a new outbreak—in the 

1800s and, in particular, in the 1890s. While she focuses on New Orleans, her evidence also 

covers Texas and Georgia.  She covers various city and state efforts to stop shipment of goods 

and human travel, and she covers sanitation efforts—and there were many of them involving 

sewers streets, water supplies, harbor dredging. It is surprising to discover what we take for 

granted today that did not exist everywhere 120 years ago . . . and how much it all cost in terms 

of restricted trade, economic losses, and repairs.  

According to Espinosa, Americans believed that these problems had their origin in Cuba, 

an unsanitary, dirty island where Spain’s concentration camps only intensified the spread of 

disease. American newspapers spread news of disease, not just the Maine’s explosion. Cuba’s 

yellow fever came to the United States on the many ships that traveled between the Spanish 

colony and the US. Influencing American thinking about Cuba was Spain’s inability or 
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unwillingness to pay for sanitation clean-up.  Based on the article’s evidence, it is hard to 

imagine that Spain’s declining empire could have handled the massive costs ($20 million). Still, 

how did that lead to a war? 

Among the most convincing evidence in the article are excerpts from American 

newspapers, for example, “If annexing Cuba will result in eradicating yellow fever and 

quarantine, by all means let us annex it at once” (Houston Daily Post, on 564). Even better is a 

line from the New York Journal: “The extirpation of Spanish rule in Cuba is a sanitary measure 

essential to the safety of the United States” (563). Federal leaders agreed, and the war led to “a 

massive cleanup to eradicate yellow fever” (567) and an American-required provision in the new 

Cuban constitution to ensure sanitation. So, a disease led to a war and then to a healthier island. I 

am convinced. 


