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What Caused the Mexican War?

Overshadowed by the cataclysmic Civil War only thirteen years later, the Mexican War has
been practically forgotten in the United States. Through the years, despite our growing
interest in Mexico, it is rarely mentioned. And when the subject comes up, it nearly always
deals with the questionable manner in which it came about. More specifically, was the United
States right in sending Zachary Taylor to the Rio Grande in early 1846, thus provoking war
with Mexico? Opinions vary.

Ulysses S. Grant, for one, was certain that the United States was wrong. He did, in fact, call
the Mexican War “the most unjust war ever waged by a stronger against a weaker nation. . . .
an instance of a republic following the bad example of European monarchies. . ..” And
without a doubt, the preponderance of American opinion has agreed with Grant that the
United States treated Mexico unjustly.

Actually, the issue is not simple, and opinions on it are colored by its role in accelerating
the growth of animosity between the Northern and Southern states of the Union which
eventually led to the Civil War. The North feared the expansion of slave territory. Thus the
facts regarding the conflict that extended the borders of the continental United States from
the Rio Grande to the Pacific have been submerged in the slavery issue.

Contrary to common understanding, the war with Mexico was supported with enthusiasm by
most of the population for at least the first year, by the end of which the necessary armies were
recruited and supplied. Volunteers flocked to the colors to rescue “Old Rough and Ready,”
Zachary Taylor, from the menace of the Mexicans on the Rio Grande. And as the result of his
remarkable series of victories, that same “Zack™ Taylor was later elected president, an honor
rendered only to victorious generals in popular wars. Boredom and impatience set in among
the American population toward the end of the war, but moral disapproval was confined
largely to a few New Englanders and some New England settlers in the Midwest.

The fact is that Mexico stood in the way of the American dream of Manifest Destiny.
Although that dramatic, pious term was of relatively recent coinage in 1845, the idea of
expansion westward to the Pacific had long been in the American mind. As far back as his
first inaugural address in 1801, President Thomas Jefferson referred to a vast territory that
would provide “room enough for our descendents to the thousandth and ten thousandth
generation.” And Jefferson did much to make that dream a reality by purchasing the great
Louisiana territory from Emperor Napoleon of France and sending exploratory expeditions
to the West, first under Zebulon Pike, later under Lewis and Clark.

To the student of today the fate of Mexico is sad, for the Mexicans were victims of both
their history and Yankee expansionism. But that sadness need not be exacerbated by excessive
shame for the conduct of the United States, because Mexico’s disorganization, corruption, and
weakness created a power vacuum that would inevitably have been filled by some predator—
if not the United States, then Britain, less likely France, and even, remotely, Russia. American
haste to occupy California, for example, was prompted more by fear of British action than by
concern of what Mexico would do. After all, the United States and Britain were threatening
war over the Oregon territory just north of California. Mexico’s weakness stemmed from nearly
three centuries of autocratic Spanish rule and from its own devastating war of independence,
not from the actions of the United States.

John S. D. Eisenhower, So Far From God: The U.S. War with Mexico, 1846—1848 (New York: Random House,
1989), pp. xvii—xi. Reprinted by permission.
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Mexicans realized . . . that American expansion threatened their territorial integrity.
Ambivalence gave way to outright, near-unanimous hostility after 1836, for the struggle over
Texas appeared to be nothing but thinly veiled American aggression. . . .

It was as though the United States had set out, purposefully and diabolically, to become an
object of hatred in Mexico. Three hundred years of Anglo-Spanish rivalry virtually guaranteed
tense relations between the two countries. From Spain, Mexico also inherited fear that the
ambitious and rapidly expanding United States threatened the territorial possessions of all who
stood in the way of its aggrandizement. Relations nevertheless began rather smoothly, due in
large part to prompt American recognition of Mexican independence. And the selection of
the able Joel Poinsett as first American minister to Mexico seemed to promise further amity.
But Poinsett carried instructions to seek a treaty of limits that would recover Texas, its
claim to which the United States had surrendered to Spain in 1819, and to obtain a reciprocal
agreement concerning fugitive slaves. Poinsett failed at both, succeeding only in establishing
in Mexican minds a direct relationship between-American expansion and the institution of
slavery, toward which Mexicans felt a genuine loathing. . . .

Given the deportment of American diplomats and the expansionist policies of the American
government and people, it did not take long for Mexicans to discern the similarity of American
attitudes toward blacks, Indians, and Mexicans. The American, they knew, justified the
despoliation of Indians by insisting that the Anglo-Saxon race could make better use of their
lands. Americans used precisely the same argument in justifying their craving for Mexican
territory. Perhaps the most volatile single issue in the conflict of cultures that divided the two
nations was religion. Mexicans were as scornful of American Protestantism as Americans were
of Mexican Catholicism. But American Protestantism nurtured also the “work ethic,” which
exaggerated the supercilious attitudes of Americans toward Mexico and her people. Americans
in Mexico frequently observed that Mexicans did not realize that time was money; that Texas
under Mexican rule was worthless, but American enterprise caused it to flourish; that Mexican
mines produced a fraction of what Americans would take from them; and that Mexicans were
simply lazy. The Mexican, then, was no more entitled to his territorial possessions than was
the Indian. Over the years Mexicans had become increasingly aware that many Americans,
especially those who most vociferously advocated Southwestern expansion, looked upon
Mexicans as inferior beings. This had frightening implications, for Americans had respect
for neither the rights nor the culture of those whom they considered inferior. They had been
merciless in their treatment of the Indian and had reduced blacks to a brutal form of servitude.
Mexicans were perceptive enough to recognize that a similar fate threatened them should they
fall under American domination.

American racism alone did not cause the Mexican War, of course. Mexico after all did
not provide a model of enlightened humanitarianism toward her own Indians, and in their
attitudes toward the United States Mexicans appeared in their own way ethnocentric. With the
exception of liberals, who tended to be anticlerical, Mexicans scorned American Protestantism.
The American frontiersman, viewed in the United States then as now as a noble precursor of
civilization, was regarded by Mexicans as a barbaric, shiftless wretch who smoothed the way
for the more sophisticated, but shrewdly manipulative, land-hungry, profit-seeking, and more
dangerous Americans who followed. Such additional factors as domestic political conditions,
the extended incitement of opinion over Texas, and genuine concern for the national honor
help to explain Mexican attitudes on the eve of war. Still, without advocating Mexican fear of
American racism as a substitute for other causes of the war, many Mexicans seemed genuinely
to fear cultural extinction at the hands of Americans, and that fear helps explain why “Manifest
Destiny”” appeared so threatening to Mexico that she fought a war for which she was dubiously
prepared rather than accede peacefully to American territorial ambitions. “Manifest Destiny”
was itself an ethnocentric notion.

Reprinted from Gene M. Brack, Mexico Views Manifest Destiny, 1821-1846 (Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico Press, 1975), 169, 170, 181, 182.
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