The Mexican-American War

Changing American Views on the Coming War
-  Initial:  National debate between Manifest Destiny and ethics

-  God wants us to expand, but is it right to forcibly take Mexico’s land?  Was Texas’ independence really legitimate?
-  The Wilmot Proviso changes everything

-  Bill proposes banning of slavery in all lands gained from Mexico
-  After:  Sectionalism and slave debate - North vs. South

-  Southern Whigs formerly opposed to Polk (a Democrat) support the war; vice versa for northern Democrats

Placing blame:  Support for the Mexican-American War follows a similar pattern to support for slavery – a northern minority (abolitionists, Wilmot, etc.) proposes the banning of slavery, and the South unifies in it’s defense of the peculiar institution with often ridiculous arguments.  Debate:  Who is more responsible for sectionalism – northern instigators or paranoid southerners?

Polk vs. Lincoln
-  Polk: Mexicans have “shed American blood on American soil”


-  A. Lincoln (Whig): The “spot resolution” 

-  Demands to know the exact location where blood was spilled  

Without hindsight, who do you think is going to win this debate?  Why?  How is this similar to the debate between Democrats/the U.N. and Republicans over the existence of W.M.D.’s in Iraq? 

A Quick and Easy War

Taking California
-  Bear Flag Republic - American settlers under John Fremont declare independence from Mexico

-  Stephen Kerry defends settlement via land; Commodore Sloat by water

Invading Mexico

-  Poor Mexican leadership vs. skilled American generals Zachary Taylor/Winfield Scott Think about Mexico’s history – why would Mexico’s leadership be disorganized compared to America’s?

-  Santa Anna returns 

-  Polk lets him sneak back into Mexico; Santa Anna agrees to end the war and give up land

-  S.A. doesn’t keep the bargain

Your opinion:  Was Polk to blame here?  Should he have known better or was there a legitimate chance that this move could have worked?

-  Scott captures Mexico City; no major losses in the war

Differing perspectives:  How do Americans view the Mexican-American war?  How do you think Mexicans view the war differently than Americans?

What America Won

-  Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo (February, 1848…)


-  Mexico admits Rio Grande border


-  Mexico gives up N.M and C.A.

-  U.S. pays $15 million (half of the original $30 million offer; Sorry Mexico)

Inquiry:  The United States won the war easily, and Mexico really had no bargaining chips.  Why would the United States pay $15 million in the treaty?

-  Insult to injury – going to war with Mexico and stealing their land:  $15 million dollars.  Finding gold in it immediately after:  priceless.

-  January, 1848 – Americans find gold in C.A.


-  “Forty-niners” – get rich quick prospectors 

