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On May 11, 1846, President James K. Polk presented his war message to Congress. After 
reviewing the skirmish between General Zachary Taylor's dragoons and a body of Mexican 
soldiers along the Rio Grande, the president asserted that Mexico "has passed the boundary of 
the United States, has invaded our territory and shed American blood upon the American soil.... 
War exists, and, notwithstanding all our efforts to avoid it, exists by act of Mexico." No country 
could have had a superior case for war. Democrats in large numbers (for it was largely a partisan 
matter) responded with the patriotic fervor which Polk expected of them. "Our government has 
permitted itself to be insulted long enough," wrote one Georgian. "The blood of her citizens has 
been spilt on her own soil. It appeals to us for vengeance." Still, some members of Congress, 
recalling more accurately than the president the circumstances of the conflict, soon rendered the 
Mexican War the most reviled in American history-at least until the Vietnam War of the 1960s. 
One outraged Whig termed the war "illegal, unrighteous, and damnable," and Whigs questioned 
both Polk's honesty and his sense of geography Congressman Joshua R. Giddings of Ohio 
accused the president of "planting the standard of the United States on foreign soil, and using the 
military forces of the United States to violate every principle of international law and moral 
justice." To vote for the war, admitted Senator John C. Calhoun, was "to plunge a dagger into his 
own heart, and more so." Indeed, some critics in Congress openly wished the Mexicans well.

For over a century, such profound differences in perception have pervaded American 
writings on the Mexican War. Even in the past decade, historians have reached conclusions on 
the question of war guilt as disparate as those which separated Polk from his wartime 
conservative and abolitionist critics.... In some measure the diversity of judgment on the 
Mexican War, as on other wars, is understandable. By basing their analyses on official 
rationalizations, historians often ignore the more universal causes of war which transcend 
individual conflicts and which can establish the bases for greater consensus. Neither the officials 
in Washington nor those in Mexico City ever acknowledged any alternatives to the actions which 
they took. But governments generally have more choices in any controversy than they are 
prepared to admit. Circumstances determine their extent. The more powerful a nation, the more 
remote its dangers, the greater its options between action and inaction. Often for the weak 
unfortunately, the alternative is capitulation or war.... Polk and his advisers developed their 
Mexican policies on the dual assumption that Mexico was weak and that the acquisition of 
certain Mexican territories would satisfy admirably the long-range interests of the United States. 
Within that context, Polk's policies were direct, timely, and successful. But the president had 
choices. Mexico, whatever its internal condition, was no direct threat to the United States. Polk, 
had he so desired, could have avoided war; indeed, he could have ignored Mexico in 1845 with 
absolute impunity.

* * *

In explaining the Mexican War historians have dwelled on the causes of friction in 
American-Mexican relations. In part these lay in the disparate qualities of the two populations, in 



part in the vast discrepancies between the two countries in energy, efficiency, power, and national 
wealth. Through two decades of independence Mexico had experienced a continuous rise and fall 
of governments; by the 1840s survival had become the primary concern of every regime. 
Conscious of their weakness, the successive governments in Mexico City resented the superior 
power and effectiveness of the United States and feared American notions of destiny that 
anticipated the annexation of Mexico's northern provinces. Having failed to prevent the 
formation of the Texas Republic, Mexico reacted to Andrew Jackson's recognition of Texan 
independence in March 1837 with deep indignation. Thereafter the Mexican raids into Texas, 
such as the one on San Antonio in1842, aggravated the bitterness of Texans toward Mexico, for 
such forays had no purpose beyond terrorizing the frontier settlements.

Such mutual animosities, extensive as they were, do not account for the Mexican War. 
Governments as divided and chaotic as the Mexican regimes of the 1840s usually have difficulty 
in maintaining positive and profitable relations with their neighbors; their behavior often 
produces annoyance, but seldom armed conflict. Belligerence toward other countries had flowed 
through U.S. history like a torrent without, in itself, setting off a war. Nations do not fight over 
cultural differences or verbal recriminations; they fight over perceived threats to their interests 
created by the ambitions or demands of others.

What increased the animosity between Mexico City and Washington was a series of 
specific issues over which the two countries perennially quarreled, claims, boundaries, and the 
future of Texas. Nations have made claims a pretext for intervention, but never a pretext for war. 
Every nineteenth-century effort to collect debts through force assumed the absence of effective 
resistance, for no debt was worth the price of war. To collect its debt from Mexico in 1838, for 
example, France blockaded Mexico's gulf ports and bombarded Vera Cruz. The U.S. claims 
against Mexico created special problems which discounted their seriousness as a rationale for 
war. True, the Mexican government failed to protect the possessions and the safety of Americans 
in Mexico from robbery, theft, and other illegal actions, but U.S. citizens were under no 
obligation to do business in Mexico and should have understood the risk of transporting goods 
and money in that country. Minister Waddy Thompson wrote from Mexico City in 1842 that it 
would be "with somewhat of bad grace that we should war upon a country because it could not 
pay its debts when so many of our own states are in the same situation." Even as the United 
States after 1842 attempted futilely to collect the $2 million awarded its citizens by a claims 
commission, it was far more deeply in debt to Britain over speculative losses. Minister Wilson 
Shannon reported in the summer of 1844 that the claims issue defied settlement in Mexico City 
and recommended that Washington take the needed action to compel Mexico to pay. If Polk 
would take up the challenge and sacrifice American human and material resources in a war 
against Mexico, he would do so for reasons other than the enforcement of claims. The president 
knew well that Mexico could not pay, yet as late as May 9, 1846, he was ready to ask Congress 
for a declaration of war on the question of unpaid claims alone.

Congress's joint resolution for Texas annexation in February 1845 raised the specter of 
war among editors and politicians alike. As early as 1843 the Mexican government had warned 
the American minister in Mexico City that annexation would render war inevitable; Mexican 
officials in Washington repeated that warning. To Mexico, therefore, the move to annex Texas 
was an unbearable affront. Within one month after Polk's inauguration on March 4, General Juan 



Almonte, the Mexican minister in Washington, boarded a packet in New York and sailed for Vera 
Cruz to sever his country's diplomatic relations with the United States. Even before the Texas 
Convention could meet on July 4 to vote annexation, rumors of a possible Mexican invasion of 
Texas prompted Polk to advance Taylor's forces from Fort Jesup in Louisiana down the Texas 
coast. Polk instructed Taylor to extend his protection to the Rio Grande but to avoid any areas to 
the north of that river occupied by Mexican troops. Simultaneously the president reinforced the 
American squadron in the Gulf of Mexico. "The threatened invasion of Texas by a large Mexican 
army," Polk informed Andrew J. Donelson, the American charge in Texas, on June 15, "is well 
calculated to excite great interest here and increases our solicitude concerning the final action by 
the Congress and the Convention of Texas." Polk assured Donelson that he intended to defend 
Texas to the limit of his constitutional power. Donelson resisted the pressure of those Texans 
who wanted Taylor to advance to the Rio Grande; instead, he placed the general at Corpus 
Christi on the Nueces River. Taylor agreed that the line from the mouth of the Nueces to San 
Antonio covered the Texas settlements and afforded a favorable base from which to defend the 
frontier.

Those who took the rumors of Mexican aggressiveness seriously lauded the president's 
action. With Texas virtually a part of the United States, argued the Washington Union, "We owe 
it to ourselves, to the proud and elevated character which America maintains among the nations 
of the earth, to guard our own territory from the invasion of the ruthless Mexicans." The New 
York Morning News observed that Polk's policy would, on the whole, "command a general 
concurrence of the public opinion of his country." Some Democratic leaders, fearful of a 
Mexican attack, urged the president to strengthen Taylor's forces and order them to take the 
offensive should Mexican soldiers cross the Rio Grande. Others believed the reports from 
Mexico exaggerated, for there was no apparent relationship between the country's expressions of 
belligerence and its capacity to act. Secretary of War William L. Marcy admitted that his 
information was no better than that of other commentators. "I have at no time," he wrote in July, 
"felt that war with Mexico was probable, and do not now believe it is, yet it is in the range of 
possible occurrences. I have officially acted on the hypothesis that our peace may be temporarily 
disturbed without however believing it will be." Still convinced that the administration had no 
grounds for alarm, Marcy wrote on August 12: "The presence of a considerable force in Texas 
will do no hurt and possibly may be of great use." In September William S. Parrott, Polk's special 
agent in Mexico, assured the president that there would be neither a Mexican declaration of war 
nor an invasion of Texas. Polk insisted that the administration's show of force in Texas would 
prevent rather than provoke war. "I do not anticipate that Mexico will be mad enough to declare 
war," he wrote in July, but "I think she would have done so but for the appearance of a strong 
naval force in the Gulf and our army moving in the direction of her frontier on land." Polk 
restated this judgment on July 28 in a letter to General Robert Armstrong, the U.S. consul at 
Liverpool: "I think there need be but little apprehension of war with Mexico. If however she 
shall be mad enough to make war we are prepared to meet her." The president assured Senator 
William H. Haywood of North Carolina that the American forces in Texas would never aggress 
against Mexico; however, they would prevent any Mexican forces from crossing the Rio Grande. 
In conversation with Senator William S. Archer of Virginia on September 1, the president added 
confidently that "the appearance of our land and naval forces on the borders of Mexico & in the 



Gulf would probably deter and prevent Mexico from either declaring war or invading Texas." 
Polk's continuing conviction that Mexico would not attack suggests that his deployment of U.S. 
land and naval forces along Mexico's periphery was designed less to protect Texas than to 
support an aggressive diplomacy which might extract a satisfactory treaty from Mexico without 
war. For Anson Jones, the last president of the Texas Republic, Polk's deployments had precisely 
that purpose:

Texas never actually needed the protection of the United States after I came into office.... There 
was no necessity for it after the `preliminary Treaty' as we were at peace with Mexico, and knew 
perfectly well that that Government, though she might bluster a little, had not the slightest idea of 
invading Texas either by land or water; and that nothing would provoke her to (active) hostilities, 
but the presence of troops in the immediate neighborhood of the Rio Grande, threatening her towns 
and settlements on the southwest side of that river.... But Donelson appeared so intent upon 
`encumbering us with help,' that finally, to get rid of his annoyance, he was told he might give us as 
much protection as he pleased.... The protection asked for was only prospective and contingent; the 
protection he had in view was immediate and aggressive.

For Polk the exertion of military and diplomatic pressure on a disorganized Mexico was 
not a prelude to war. Whig critics of annexation had predicted war; this alone compelled the 
administration to avoid a conflict over Texas. In his memoirs Jones recalled that in 1845 
Commodore Robert F. Stockton, with either the approval or the connivance of Polk, attempted to 
convince him that he should place Texas "in an attitude of active hostility toward Mexico, so 
that, when Texas was finally brought into the Union, she might bring war with her." If Stockton 
engaged in such an intrigue, he apparently did so on his own initiative, for no evidence exists to 
implicate the administration. Polk not only preferred to achieve his purposes by means other than 
war but also assumed that his military measures in Texas, limited as they were, would convince 
the Mexican government that it could not escape the necessity of coming to terms with the 
United States. Washington's policy toward Mexico during 1845 achieved the broad national 
purpose of Texas annexation. Beyond that it brought U.S. power to bear on Mexico in a manner 
calculated to further the processes of negotiation. Whether the burgeoning tension would lead to 
a negotiated boundary settlement or to war hinged on two factors: the nature of Polk's demands 
and Mexico's response to them. The president announced his 9bjectives to Mexico's troubled 
officialdom through his instructions to John Slidell, his special emissary who departed for 
Mexico in November 1845 with the assurance that the government there was prepared to 
reestablish formal diplomatic relations with the United States and negotiate a territorial 
settlement....

* * *

Actually, Slidell's presence in Mexico inaugurated a diplomatic crisis not unlike those 
which precede most wars. Fundamentally the Polk administration, in dispatching Slidell, gave 
the Mexicans the same two choices that the dominant power in any confrontation gives to the 
weaker: the acceptance of a body of concrete diplomatic demands or eventual war. Slidell's 
instructions described U.S. territorial objectives with considerable clarity. If Mexico knew little 



of Polk's growing acquisitiveness toward California during the autumn of 1845, Slidell 
proclaimed the president's intentions with his proposals to purchase varying portions of 
California for as much as $25 million. Other countries such as England and Spain had consigned 
important areas of the New World through peaceful negotiations, but the United States, except in 
its Mexican relations, had never asked any country to part with a portion of its own territory. Yet 
Polk could not understand why Mexico should reveal any special reluctance to part with Texas, 
the Rio Grande, New Mexico, or California. What made the terms of Slidell's instructions appear 
fair to him was Mexico's military and financial helplessness. Polk's defenders noted that 
California was not a sine qua non of any settlement and that the president offered to settle the 
immediate controversy over the acquisition of the Rio Grande boundary alone in exchange for 
the cancellation of claims. Unfortunately, amid the passions of December 1845, such distinctions 
were lost. Furthermore, a settlement of the Texas boundary would not have resolved the 
California question at all.

Throughout the crisis months of 1845 and 1846, spokesmen of the Polk administration 
repeatedly warned the Mexican government that its choices were limited. In June 1845, Polk's 
mouthpiece, the Washington Union, had observed characteristically that, if Mexico resisted 
Washington's demands, "a corps of properly organized volunteers …. would invade, overrun, and 
occupy Mexico. They would enable us not only to take California, but to keep it." American 
officials, in their contempt for Mexico, spoke privately of the need to chastise that country for its 
annoyances and insults. Parrott wrote to Secretary of State James Buchanan in October that he 
wished "to see this people well flogged by Uncle Sam's boys, ere we enter upon negotiations.... I 
know [the Mexicans] better, perhaps, than any other American citizen and I am fully persuaded, 
they can never love or respect us, as we should be loved and respected by them, until we shall 
have given them a positive proof of our superiority" Mexico's pretensions would continue, wrote 
Slidell in late December, "until the Mexican people shall be convinced by hostile demonstrations, 
that our differences must be settled promptly, either by negotiation or the sword." In January 
1846 the Union publicly threatened Mexico with war if it rejected the just demands of the United 
States: "The result of such a course on her part may compel us to resort to more decisive 
measures.... to obtain the settlement of our legitimate claims." As Slidell prepared to leave 
Mexico in March 1846, he again reminded the administration: "Depend upon it, we can never get 
along well with them, until we have given them a good drubbing." In Washington on May 8, 
Slidell advised the president "to take the redress of the wrongs and injuries which we had so long 
borne from Mexico into our own hands, and to act with promptness and energy."

Mexico responded to Polk's challenge with an outward display of belligerence and an 
inward dread of war. Mexicans feared above all that the United States intended to overrun their 
country and seize much of their territory. Polk and his advisers assumed that Mexico, to avoid an 
American invasion, would give up its provinces peacefully. Obviously Mexico faced growing 
diplomatic and military pressures to negotiate away its territories; it faced no moral obligation to 
do so. Herrera and Paredes had the sovereign right to protect their regimes by avoiding any 
formal recognition of Slidell and by rejecting any of the boundary proposals embodied in his 
instructions, provided that in the process they did not endanger any legitimate interests of the 
American people. At least to some Mexicans, Slidell's terms demanded nothing less than 
Mexico's capitulation. By what standard was $2 million a proper payment for the Rio Grande 



boundary, or $25 million a fair price for California? No government would have accepted such 
terms. Having rejected negotiation in the face of superior force, Mexico would meet the 
challenge with a final gesture of defiance. In either case it was destined to lose, but historically 
nations have preferred to fight than to give away territory under diplomatic pressure alone. Gene 
M. Brack, in his long study of Mexico's deep-seated fear and resentment of the United States, 
explained Mexico's ultimate behavior in such terms:

President Polk knew that Mexico could offer but feeble resistance militarily, and he knew 
that Mexico needed money. No proper American would exchange territory and the 
national honor for cash, but President Polk mistakenly believed that the application of 
military pressure would convince Mexicans to do so. They did not respond logically, but 
patriotically. Left with the choice of war or territorial concessions, the former course, 
however dim the prospects of success, could be the only one.

* * *

Mexico, in its resistance, gave Polk the three choices which every nation give another in 
an uncompromisable confrontation: to withdraw his demands and permit the issues to drift, 
unresolved to reduce his goals in the interest of an immediate settlement; or to escalate the 
pressures in the hope of securing an eventual settlement on his own terms. Normally when the 
internal conditions of country undermine its relations with others, a diplomatic corps simply 
remove: itself from the hostile environment and awaits a better day. Mexico, despite it: 
animosity, did not endanger the security interests of the United States; it had not invaded Texas 
and did not contemplated doing so. Mexico had refused to pay the claims, but those claims were 
not equal to the price of a one-week war. Whether Mexico negotiated a boundary for Texas in 
1846 mattered little; the United State had lived with unsettled boundaries for decades without 
considering war. Settlers, in time, would have forced a decision, but in 1846 the region between 
the Nueces and the Rio Grande was a vast generally unoccupied wilderness. Thus there was 
nothing, other than Polk's ambitions, to prevent the United States from withdrawing its diplomats 
from Mexico City and permitting its relations to drift. But Polk, whatever the language of his 
instructions, did not send Slidell to Mexico to normalize relations with that government. He 
expected Slidell to negotiate an immediate boundary settlement favorable to the United States, 
and nothing less.

Recognizing no need to reduce his demands on Mexico, Polk, without hesitation, took the 
third course which Mexico offered. Congress bound the president to the annexation of Texas; 
thereafter the Polk administration was free to formulate its own policies toward Mexico. With the 
Slidell mission Polk embarked upon a program of gradual coercion to achieve a settlement, 
preferably without war. That program led logically from his dispatching an army to Texas and his 
denunciation of Mexico in his annual message of December 1845 to his new instructions of 
January 1846, which ordered General Taylor to the Rio Grande. Colonel Atocha, spokesman for 
the deposed Mexican leader, Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna, encouraged Polk to pursue his policy 
of escalation. The president recorded Atocha's advice:



He said our army should be marched at once from Corpus Christi to the Del Norte, and a strong 
naval force assembled at Vera Cruz, that Mr. Slidell, the U.S. Minister, should withdraw from 
Jalappa, and go on board one of our ships of War at Vera Cruz, and in that position should demand 
the payment of [the] amount due our citizens; that it was well known the Mexican Government was 
unable to pay in money, and that when they saw a strong force ready to strike on their coasts and 
border, they would, he had no doubt, feel their danger and agree to the boundary suggested. He said 
that Paredes, Almonte, & General Santa Anna were all willing for such an arrangement, but that 
they dare not make it until it was made apparent to the Archbishop of Mexico & the people 
generally that it was necessary to save their country from a war with the United States.

Thereafter Polk never questioned the efficacy of coercion. He asserted at a cabinet 
meeting on February 17 that "it would be necessary to take strong measures towards Mexico 
before our difficulties with that Government could be settled." Similarly on April 18 Polk told 
Calhoun that "our relations wit] Mexico had reached a point where We could not stand still but 
must treat all nations whether weak or strong alike and that I saw no alternative but strong
measures towards Mexico." A week late the president again brought the Mexican question before 
the cabinet. "I expressed my opinion," he noted in his diary "that we must take redress for the 
injuries done us into our own hands that we had attempted to conciliate Mexico in vain, and had 
forborne until forbearance was no longer either a virtue or patriotic." Convinced that Paredes 
needed money, Polk suggested to leading senators that Congress appropriate $1
million both to encourage Paredes to negotiate and to sustain him in power until the United 
States could ratify the treaty. The president failed to secure Calhoun's required support.

Polk's persistence led him and the country to war. Like all escalations in the exertion of 
force, his decision responded less to unwanted and unanticipated resistance than to the 
requirements of the clearly perceived and inflexible purposes which guided the administration. 
What perpetuated the president's escalation to the point of war was his determination to pursue 
goals to the end whose achievement lay outside the possibilities of successful negotiations. 
Senator Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri saw this situation when he wrote: "It is impossible to 
conceive of an administration less warlike, or more intriguing, than that of Mr. Polk. They were 
men of peace, with objects to be accomplished by means of war; so that war was a necessity and 
an indispensability to their purpose."

Polk understood fully the state of Mexican opinion. In placing General Taylor on the Rio 
Grande he revealed again his contempt for Mexico. Under no national obligation to expose the 
country's armed forces, he would not have advanced Taylor in the face of a superior military 
force. Mexico had been undiplomatic; its denunciations of the United States were insulting and 
provocative. But if Mexico's behavior antagonized Polk, it did not antagonize the Whigs, the 
abolitionists, or even much of the Democratic party. Such groups did not regard Mexico as a 
threat; they warned the administration repeatedly that Taylor's presence on the Rio Grande would 
provoke war. But in the balance against peace was the pressure of American expansionism. Much 
of the Democratic and expansionist press, having accepted without restraint both the purposes of 
the Polk administration and its charges of Mexican perfidy, urged the president on to more 
vigorous action.... Confronted with the prospect of further decline which they could neither 
accept nor prevent, [the Mexicans] lashed out with the intention of protecting their self-esteem 
and compelling the United States, if it was determined to have the Rio Grande, New Mexico, and 



California, to pay for its prizes with something other than money On April 23, Paredes issued a 
proclamation declaring a defensive war against the United States. Predictably, one day later the 
Mexicans fired on a detachment of U.S. dragoons. Taylor's report of the attack reached Polk on 
Saturday evening, May 9. On Sunday the president drafted his war message and delivered it to 
Congress on the following day Had Polk avoided the crisis, he might have gained the time 
required to permit the emigrants of 1845 and 1846 to settle the California issue without war.

What clouds the issue of the Mexican War's justification was the acquisition of New 
Mexico and California, for contemporaries and historians could not logically condemn the war 
and laud the Polk administration for its territorial achievements. Perhaps it is true that time 
would have permitted American pioneers to transform California into another Texas. But even 
then California's acquisition by the United States would have emanated from the use of force, for 
the elimination of Mexican sovereignty, whether through revolution or war, demanded the 
successful use of power. If the power employed in revolution would have been less obtrusive 
than that exerted in war, its role would have been no less essential. There simply was no way that 
the United States could acquire California peacefully. If the distraught Mexico of 1845 would not 
sell the distant province, no regime thereafter would have done so. Without forceful destruction 
of Mexico's sovereign power, California would have entered the twentieth century as an 
increasingly important region of another country.

Thus the Mexican War poses the dilemma of all international relations. Nations whose 
geographic and political status fails to coincide with their ambition and power can balance the 
two sets of factors in only one manner: through the employment of force. They succeed or fail 
according to circumstances; and for the United States, the conditions for achieving its empire in 
the Southwest and its desired frontage on the Pacific were so ideal that later generations could 
refer to the process as the mere fulfillment of destiny. "The Mexican Republic," lamented a 
Mexican writer in, had among other misfortunes of less account, the great one of being in the 
vicinity of a strong and energetic people." What the Mexican War revealed in equal measure is 
the simple fact that only those countries which have achieved their destiny, whatever that may 
be, can afford to extol the virtues of peaceful change.
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