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Guided Reading Manifest Destiny Lesson 3: War with Mexico

The concept of Manifest Destiny, a belief that American expansion across the continent was both
justified and inevitable, serves as a critical lens through which to examine the War with Mexico
(1846-1848). This war was a pivotal moment in American history, driven by various political,
economic, and social factors. It not only shaped the territorial landscape of the United States but also
intensified national debates over slavery and the nation’s identity. This article delves into the causes,
key events, and consequences of the War with Mexico, as well as its historical significance in the
context of Manifest Destiny.

Understanding Manifest Destiny

Manifest Destiny was a term coined in the 1840s, reflecting a widely held belief that Americans were
destined to expand across North America. This ideology was founded on a sense of American
exceptionalism, the notion that the United States had a divine right to spread democracy and
capitalism. Several key factors contributed to this mindset:

1. Cultural Superiority: Many Americans believed that their way of life was superior to that of other
cultures, particularly those of Native Americans and Mexicans.

2. Economic Opportunity: The promise of land and resources in the West attracted thousands of
settlers. The economic potential of agriculture, mining, and trade fueled enthusiasm for expansion.
3. Political Ideology: The belief in democracy and self-governance motivated Americans to spread
their political ideals across the continent.

These factors set the stage for the War with Mexico, as the United States sought to annex territories
that were viewed as part of its destiny.

The Prelude to War

Before the War with Mexico officially began, several events and tensions laid the groundwork for
conflict. Understanding these pre-war dynamics is essential for grasping the motivations behind the
war.

Texas Annexation

The annexation of Texas was a critical precursor to the war. Texas, which had won its independence
from Mexico in 1836, became a focal point of American expansionism. The key events leading to its
annexation included:



- Lone Star Republic: Texas operated as an independent republic for nearly a decade. Its economic
struggles and desire for security led many Texans to seek annexation by the United States.

- Political Debate: The annexation was a contentious issue in American politics, with significant
divisions between pro-slavery and anti-slavery factions. Southern states generally supported
annexation for the potential expansion of slavery, while Northern states opposed it.

- Formal Annexation: In 1845, Texas was officially annexed as a state, further straining relations with
Mexico, which viewed the annexation as a violation of its sovereignty.

Disputes Over Boundaries

Following the annexation of Texas, boundary disputes escalated tensions between the United States
and Mexico. The primary points of contention included:

- Rio Grande vs. Nueces River: The United States claimed the Rio Grande as the southern border of
Texas, while Mexico argued that the Nueces River was the correct boundary.

- Diplomatic Attempts: President James K. Polk, a proponent of Manifest Destiny, sought to resolve the
conflict through diplomacy but was rebuffed by the Mexican government, further inflaming tensions.

The Outbreak of War

The conflict officially erupted in April 1846 when U.S. troops, under the command of General Zachary
Taylor, were stationed near the disputed border. The war was marked by several key events:

Initial Skirmishes

- Battle of Palo Alto: On May 8, 1846, the first major battle occurred near the Rio Grande. American
forces emerged victorious, showcasing their military strength.

- Battle of Resaca de la Palma: Following Palo Alto, U.S. troops engaged in another battle, further
solidifying their position in the region.

These initial victories gave the United States a sense of confidence, leading to a declaration of war
against Mexico on May 13, 1846.

Major Battles and Campaigns

The War with Mexico saw a series of significant battles, each contributing to the eventual outcome:

1. Siege of Veracruz (March 1847): This critical siege marked the first major amphibious assault in

American military history and was a crucial step toward capturing Mexico City.

2. Battle of Buena Vista (February 1847): General Taylor's forces faced off against a larger Mexican
army, achieving a narrow but significant victory.

3. Capture of Mexico City (September 1847): General Winfield Scott led the final assault on Mexico
City, resulting in the fall of the capital and effectively ending the war.



The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo

The war concluded with the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo on February 2, 1848. This
treaty had far-reaching implications for both the United States and Mexico.

Key Provisions of the Treaty

- Territorial Gains: The United States acquired a vast expanse of territory, including present-day
California, Nevada, Utah, Arizona, and parts of Colorado and New Mexico.

- Financial Settlement: The U.S. agreed to pay Mexico $15 million and assume $3.25 million in debts
owed to American citizens.

Consequences of the War

The aftermath of the War with Mexico had profound implications:

1. Expansion of Slavery Debate: The acquisition of new territories reignited fierce debates over the
extension of slavery, contributing to the growing sectional tensions that would lead to the Civil War.
2. Impact on Native Americans: The war and subsequent territorial expansion resulted in the
displacement and marginalization of Native American populations across the newly acquired lands.
3. National Identity: The war solidified the belief in Manifest Destiny, shaping a national identity
centered on expansionism and American exceptionalism.

Conclusion

The War with Mexico was a significant chapter in the narrative of Manifest Destiny, illustrating the
complexities of American expansion. From the annexation of Texas to the territorial gains solidified by
the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the war reflected both the aspirations and contradictions of a nation
grappling with its identity. As the United States expanded its borders, it faced the consequences of its
actions, particularly in relation to slavery and Indigenous peoples. Ultimately, the War with Mexico not
only reshaped the geographical landscape but also set the stage for future conflicts that would define
the nation’s trajectory. Understanding this conflict is essential for comprehending the broader
implications of Manifest Destiny and its lasting impact on American history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary cause of the War with Mexico?

The primary cause of the War with Mexico was the United States' desire to expand its territory, driven
by the belief in Manifest Destiny, which held that it was the nation's fate to expand across North
America.



How did the annexation of Texas contribute to the War with
Mexico?

The annexation of Texas in 1845 heightened tensions between the U.S. and Mexico, as Mexico
considered Texas a breakaway province and was unwilling to recognize its independence or
annexation.

What role did President James K. Polk play in the conflict?

President James K. Polk was a strong proponent of Manifest Destiny and pushed for the annexation of
Texas and the acquisition of California and New Mexico, contributing significantly to the outbreak of
war.

What were the key battles during the War with Mexico?

Key battles during the War with Mexico included the Battle of Palo Alto, the Battle of Resaca de la
Palma, and the Battle of Buena Vista, culminating in the U.S. capture of Mexico City in 1847.

What was the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo?

The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, signed in 1848, ended the War with Mexico and resulted in the U.S.
acquiring territories such as California, Nevada, Utah, Arizona, and parts of Colorado and New Mexico.

How did the war impact the debate over slavery in the United
States?

The acquisition of new territories from Mexico reignited the debate over slavery's expansion, leading
to significant political conflict and contributing to the sectional tensions that would culminate in the
Civil War.

What was the significance of the Wilmot Proviso?

The Wilmot Proviso was an unsuccessful proposal to ban slavery in any territory acquired from
Mexico, highlighting the deep divisions over slavery and foreshadowing the conflicts that would arise
in the following decades.

How did the War with Mexico influence U.S.-Mexico relations
in the long term?

The War with Mexico established a legacy of tension and mistrust between the U.S. and Mexico,
affecting diplomatic relations for years and shaping the political landscape of both nations.

What were the long-term consequences of the War with
Mexico for the United States?

The long-term consequences included significant territorial expansion for the U.S., the intensification
of the debate over slavery, and a legacy of conflict and cultural tensions with Mexico.
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