A.P. U.S. History

When Historians Are Wrong – the War of 1812

A storybook tale:

A bigger, stronger bully continually beats up a weak friend of yours.  One day, your friend screams, “I can’t take it anymore!” and they decide to stick up for themselves and fight the bully.  To everyone’s surprise, your friend wins the fight!  He proclaims, “I’ve proven myself.  I no longer have to be scared of being bullied.”  And your friend lived happily every after.

Why do storybook tales often provoke so much cynicism when we read them?  What is wrong with the above tale?

Time and place - Things to remember:

1.  “The United States” is a term we can use only in hindsight.  Most Americans still identified themselves primarily as citizens of their state.  Example:  Think of the relationship France or Germany has to the European Union.

2.  The term “national government” instills within us an idea of a powerful central body with significant power and authority.  The federal government in 1812 was anything but – militarily, politically, or in physical size.

3.  European powers like France and Britain had little respect for the United States or its’ permanent existence.  From their perspective, the country was weak and ripe for the taking.

Background

-  France and England at war, again


-  French seize US ships headed for England


-  England seizes US ships headed for France….sucks for us

-  English – impressment – stealing/enlisting a sailor

-  Chesepeake affair – British captain demands we turn over deserted sailors


-  We say no; they fire and kill Americans

Barbary pirate wars were fine for Jefferson; naval war against England AND potentially France would be dumb.  So let’s do something even dumber….

-  Embargo Act – no US ship can leave port

-  logic (you tell me what’s wrong) – 1)If ships aren’t in the ocean, they can’t be attacked (cripples trade; hurts 

2)Europe needs our raw materials for war – they’ll give in (they got them from other places; English harvest bountiful that year)

-  Non-Intercourse Act – trade with anyone but England/France (still get attacked)

-  Macon’s Bill #2 – Trade with anyone; but – if 1 party stops seizing, we will restore the Embargo on the other.

Analogy:  You go to one mob family and try to get them to stab the other in the back.  Then you go to the second and try to get them to stab the first in the back.  Why is this a really, really stupid idea?  (Playing with fire; they might kill each other AND you)

-  France kinda takes the deal; England does not – war is inevitable.

But waiiiiiiit…..so this war is about shipping, right?

New England – Shipping/Against War

West – No shipping/”War hawks”

??????

Lies My Teacher Told Me:  The War of 1812

Directions: You will be reading an excerpt from James W. Loewen's book, Lies My Teacher Told Me discussing textbooks' coverage of the War of 1812 and the role of  Native Americans.  As you read, answer the questions below.  

1.  According to Loewen, what was the most important cause of the War of 1812?  Briefly explain.

2.  Most textbooks offer the same pretext or answer for the cause of the War of 1812 as the Madison administration.  What was that supposed cause?  Why does it make no sense?

3.  Where were the majority of the land battles fought in the war?  Against whom?

4.  According to Loewen, what was the real key outcome of the war?

5.  How did the War of 1812 affect future wars between the United States and Native Americans?

6.  How did the War of 1812 cause Americans to lose a part of their history?

7.  Why do many textbooks focus on obscure or small battles such as those with the Plains Indians?

8.  How have Americans' views of Native Americans tended to change after successful wars against them?  Why?

9.  How did the War of 1812 lead to the idea of white supremacy?

10.  Why is it important to know that the treatment of Native Americans displayed by white Americans was not inevitable?  What evidence does Loewen suggest that other alternatives exist?

