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CHAPTER EIGHT

The War on Mexico

InOccupied America, Rodolfo Acuna argues that Anglo-Americans invaded Mexico
for the sole purpose of forging an economically profitable North American empire.
In justifying their use of conquest and violence to bring about progress, bitterness
arose between two people—a bitterness that actually “gave birth to a legacy of
hate.” Like Howard Zinn, Acuna demonstrates how President James K. Polk man-
ufactured the war with Mexico.

The war with Mexico may have been one of America’s most unpopular wars from
start to finish. Soldiers spoke out against the war, and many deserted; abolition-
ists abhorred the possibility that a victory might add more slave territory to the
Union; others refused to pay their taxes for an unjust cause. For many reasons,
resisters spoke out, acted upon their beliefs, and protested the actions of an expan-
sionist president and a large segment of the American public that supported the
philosophy of Manifest Destiny.

Document-Based Questions

ETHAN ALLEN HITCHCOCK

. What are the “annexation resolutions of our Congress” to which Ethan
Hitchcock refers?

. Using a map of Texas, examine the difference in territory of the Mexican
claim that the “original limit” of the Texas boundary was at the Neuces
River, versus the American claim that the boundary was at the Rio Grande
River. Whose claim does Hitchcock support and why?

. Specifically, what “changes in character” and in “the real status and the
principles for which are forefathers fought” is Hitchcock referring to? Do
you agree with him that the Founding Fathers would have disagreed with
Polk’s expansionist philosophy? How and why?
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MIGUEL BARRAGAN

. What sort of insults to both the Mexican government and the Mexican
people does Miguel Barragan describe?

. Barragan describes Mexico as “the civilized world.” How might the
American colonists have responded to this description? Could both sides
be civilized? Uncivilized? How and why?

. How can both the Mexican government and the United States government
fight a war for “God and Liberty”? How can “justice and power” be on
both sides?

JUAN SOTO

. What are the primary arguments for trying to convince Irish, French, and
German Catholics to join Mexico in the fight against the United States?

. Since the Mexican government lost the war, how do you think the victori-
ous Americans treated the members of the San Patricio Battalion?

FREDERICK DOUGLASS

. Why did Frederick Douglass consider the war with Mexico to be “a war
against the free States”?

. Twice in this speech there was “applause and hissing.” Who might have
been applauding and why? Who might have been hissing and why?

. What were the “compromises and guaranties” in the Constitution that
favored the slave system?

NORTH STAR EDITORIAL

. The author states: “No politician of any considerable distinction or emi-
nence, seems willing to hazard his popularity with his party, or stem the fierce
current of executive influence, by an open and unqualified disapprobation
of the war.” What does the writer mean? Do you think this characteristic
was common among nineteenth-century politicians? Among today’s politi-
cians? How and why?

 ~  

Teachers Guide 20050202:Layout 1 7/29/08 8:50 AM Page 100



. How does this editorial highlight the racial, class, and religious issues that
the author feels fueled the war with Mexico? Do you think he makes a con-
vincing argument? Why, or why not?

. Why do the abolitionists and “the friends of peace” have no faith in the polit-
ical parties and their stand on the war? What problems does the author
attribute to the Democrats and Whigs?

HENRY DAVID THOREAU

. Why does Henry Thoreau believe that “All men recognize the right of rev-
olution; that is, the right to refuse allegiance to, and to resist, the govern-
ment, when its tyranny or its inefficiency are great and unendurable”? From
what document does Thoreau derive this belief? Do you think people still
believe in this “right of revolution”? Why, or why not?

. Thoreau writes that what is legal is not necessarily right. Do you agree or
disagree? Provide specific examples from his essay.

. Do you agree with Thoreau that, “government is best which governs not
at all”? What do you think he meant when he wrote, “It is not desirable to
cultivate a respect for the law, so much as for the right”? Do you agree or
disagree with this statement? How and why?

Main Points in Voices, Chapter 8, “The War on Mexico”

After reading Chapter  in Voices, students should be encouraged to identify what
they believe to be the main points therein. Following are five possible main points.

. From the beginning of his presidency, Polk was determined to acquire
California as part of his plan for expanding the continental boundaries of
the United States.

. The incident leading to the “war on Mexico” was largely manufactured by
the powerful advocates of Manifest Destiny.

. Attitudes against the war on Mexico were widespread, particularly among
abolitionists.

    ~ 
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. After the Mexican government prohibited immigration into Texas, large
numbers of American settlers illegally immigrated into Mexican territory.

. Once settled, Texan colonists failed to abide by the national laws and cus-
toms of Mexico.

Main Points in Voices, Chapter 8, “The War on Mexico,”
and in A People’s History, Chapter 8,

“We Take Nothing by Conquest, Thank God”

If your students are also reading A People’s History, they should be encouraged to
identify what they believe to be the main points in Chapters  in both books.
Following are five additional points to be stressed when Voices and A People’s History
are used together.

. Despite the years between battles and the different issues that bring us into
conflict, the language of those who favor war often shows strong continuity.

. The war with Mexico was fought by ordinary Americans and Mexicans but
was driven by the interests of elites from both countries.

. The early foundations of the United States tradition of civil disobedience
have their roots in the war with Mexico.

. The war with Mexico was fueled by racist conceptions of Mexicans as infe-
rior and a less “civilized” people.

. President Polk provoked war with Mexico in order to gain California and
other lands for the United States.

General-Discussion Questions for Voices

While the following questions are designed for classroom discussion about all the
voices read in Chapter , they can also be rewritten and included as evaluation tools.

. What do you think the typical soldier felt he was fighting for in the war with
Mexico? What factors were influential in some soldiers’ decision to desert?

 ~  
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. Why do you think ordinary citizens—workers or farmers, with no slaves
and no plans to move into Mexican territory—might join demonstrations
supporting the war?

. What is civil disobedience? Can you provide various historical and con-
temporary examples of civil disobedience? Does civil disobedience consti-
tute a legal or illegal action in the United States?

. Why were many abolitionists against the war with Mexico?

. Why was Texas such an attractive colonial opportunity for Americans?

. All these voices of resistance share a few common grievances. What are
they? What do you think bound together the antiwar resistance of
American and Mexican soldiers, African-Americans, abolitionists, and an
author?

. How do Thoreau’s suggestions for opposing the war compare and contrast
with those of Frederick Douglass?

. In what ways could it be said that the war with Mexico was based on racist
attitudes? Could it also be argued that it was a war between classes? Why,
or why not?

. How did the voices in this chapter reinforce any of the five themes listed
in “Main Points in Voices”?

. Which of the voices in this chapter did you find most powerful? Least pow-
erful? How and why?

General-Discussion Questions for Voices and A People’s History

These general-discussion questions are additional questions for students who have
read Chapter  in both books. For all questions, discussion must focus on ways the
materials in both chapters help students formulate and articulate their answers.

. By referring to Chapter  in A People’s History as well as to a world map,
explain why you think President Polk wanted to integrate California into
the United States.

. What would you do if you were alive in  and felt the war with Mexico

    ~ 
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was immoral? Whose antiwar actions presented in both chapters might you
be willing to follow? Which would you reject?

. In A People’s History, Howard Zinn writes, “Accompanying all this aggres-
siveness was the idea that the United States would be giving the blessings
of liberty and democracy to more people” (p. ). Do you think this was
a valid reason for going to war? What other acts of “aggressiveness” have been
undertaken by the United States government in the name of liberty and
democracy? Do you think this is a valid reason for going to war today?
How and why?

. What were the short- and long-term consequences of the war with Mexico
for the American people? For the Mexican people?

. What is the significance of the phrase—and the title of Chapter  in A
People’s History—“We take nothing by conquest, thank God”?

. Why do you think that Congress not only “rushed to approve the war mes-
sage,” but also continued to support President Polk throughout the war?

. Howard Zinn asks, “Were the newspapers reporting a feeling in the pub-
lic, or creating a feeling in the public?” What do you think? Support your
answer with specifics from the reading.

. Howard Zinn reports that “Mexico was a despotism, a land of Indians and
mestizos . . . controlled by criollos—whites of Spanish blood” (People’s
History, p. ). Does this information make you think any differently
about the war with Mexico? Why, or why not? Do you think this informa-
tion helped fuel the war in ? How and why?

. The war with Mexico was fought by the first all-volunteer army in United
States history. Why did men volunteer? Why did men refuse to fight? Why
did men desert? What were the recruits promised upon honorable dis-
charge? What did most receive after the war?

Evaluation Tools

SUGGESTED ASSIGNMENTS

These assignments can be adapted to meet any classroom need—homework, short-

 ~  
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or long-term research projects, individual or group work. The end product should
be flexible, depending on teacher interest and student abilities—papers, journals,
oral reports, visual aides, and the like.

. Learn as much as possible about anti-Mexican immigration efforts that
have occurred in the last twenty years. What are the main reasons Anglo-
Americans give for excluding documented and undocumented Mexican
immigrants? What are the implications of this merger? What are your reac-
tions to these reasons? How and why did the Immigration and
Naturalization Service (INS) get incorporated into the Office of Homeland
Security? Given the origins and nature of the war with Mexico, how might
today’s Mexicans respond to the efforts to exclude Mexicans from United
States territory?

. After reading Henry David Thoreau’s entire essay titled “Civil
Disobedience,” write a letter to Thoreau in which you take one of the fol-
lowing approaches: Write Thoreau as his contemporary; tell him what you
think about his ideas and how they might or might not be applied in .
Or write Thoreau as a citizen in the twenty-first century; tell him how you
think his ideas about civil disobedience might or might not be applied to
issues in your time.

. Examine the war with Mexico from a Mexican perspective. Begin your
research by reading an account of the war in a Mexican secondary-educa-
tion textbook. Then learn as much as possible from other sources about
Mexican perspectives and thoughts on the goals, conflicts, and conse-
quences of the war. Compare and contrast these perspectives with an
account of the war in your textbook. How do the two accounts compare
and contrast? Write a new account for your textbook in which both the
United States and Mexican perspectives are included.

. Find out more about Lincoln’s “spot resolutions.” What was Lincoln’s moti-
vation for the resolutions? What do they tell you about Lincoln’s support
for the war with Mexico? What was the presidential and congressional
response to the resolutions?

. Read more about William Lloyd Garrison and his newspaperThe Liberator.
What events helped to shape Garrison’s life as a political activist? Read at
least four issues of The Liberator that were written during the war with

    ~ 
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Mexico. What similarities do they share with the antiwar voices you heard
in Voices (or both books)? How did Garrison’s antiwar pleas compare and
contrast with those of Frederick Douglass?

. Learn more about the San Patricio Battalion. Who were the men who
joined? What were their reasons for joining? How were they treated by the
Mexican army? What was their fate after the war? How were they treated
by the Americans? By the Mexicans?

. Research the similarities and differences of both independence movements
conducted by Americans who immigrated toTexas and California. Do you
think one was more legitimate than the other? How did the Treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo help the Americans living in the newly acquired terri-
tories of the United States? How did it affect the Mexicans living in those
territories?

SUGGESTED ESSAY QUESTIONS

. Howard Zinn calls the Mexican-American War “Polk’s War” and “the war
on Mexico,” and he indicates that the war was a pretense for taking
California and the territory between. Agree or disagree with this position,
using material from Voices (and A People’s History).

. Although most Americans supported the War with Mexico, a great deal of
antiwar sentiment arose during this period. What were the sentiments and
objectives of antiwar activists? Which of their objections do you find espe-
cially persuasive? Which are not persuasive? How and why?

. Describe the similarities that existed between the War with Mexico and
the wars against the Indians.

. Using examples from Voices (or from both books), defend or refute the con-
tention that the war with Mexico was based on both class and racial prej-
udice.

. Howard Zinn claims that the war with Mexico was “a war of the American
elite against the Mexican elite.” Using evidence from Voices (or from both
books), support or refute this contention.

. Why was this war so unpopular with American soldiers? Who deserted,
and why?

 ~  
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. What voices of resistance in Chapters  in both Voices and A People’s History
were of most interest to you? How and why? Which did you find most
compelling and why? Least compelling?

. How do the voices and information in these two chapters improve or
change your understanding of the war with Mexico? What information
was especially useful? How and why?

SIMULATIONS AND OTHER CREATIVE APPROACHES

. Design a monument or memorial exhibit to commemorate the war with
Mexico. Decide which perspective your memorial will represent—one from
the United States or one from Mexico. Be prepared to explain how the
symbols you use demonstrate the perspective you choose.

. Conduct a community discussion to which the following have been
invited: Stephen Douglass, Henry David Thoreau, Colonel Ethan Allen
Hitchcock, President Miguel Barragán, and President James Polk. The dis-
tinguished guests in the audience (class members) must ask one question
of any of the speakers.

. Write a brief children’s book on the war with Mexico. Be sure to include
both perspectives about the war—the American and the Mexican.

. Make a thorough investigation of the way in which civil disobedience is dis-
cussed in your history textbook—especially in regard to the chapter(s) on
the war with Mexico and/or civil rights. Using information from your read-
ing in Zinn’s books, revise the textbook portions to present a full and bal-
anced discussion of civil disobedience. If there is no discussion of civil
disobedience in your textbook, write an entry and explain where, how, and
why it can be integrated into the textbook.

    ~ 
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OTHER HOWARD ZINN TITLES AVAILABLE FROM
SEVEN STORIES PRESS

For ordering and course adoption information visit
www.sevenstories.com and www.sevenstories.com/textbook

A Young People’s History of the
United States
Adapted by Rebecca Stefoff

Zinn’s first book for young adults retells U.S.
history from the viewpoints of slaves, workers,
immigrants, women, and Native Americans,
reminding younger readers that America’s true greatness is shaped by our dissident voices, not
our military generals. The single-volume edition also includes side-bar stories of actual children
who made American history, from Anyokah, who helped bring written language to her
Cherokee people, to John Tinker, a high school student who fought all the way to the Supreme
Court for freedom of expression at school—and won.

“In many years of searching, we have not found one history book to recommend . . . until the just
published A Young People’s History of the United States. This is the edition of A People’s History that
we have all been waiting for.”—Deborah Menkart, executive director, Teaching for Change

Volume 1: From Columbus to the Spanish-AmericanWar / Paper over board 978-1-58322-759-6 $17.95 224 pages, illustrations throughout
Volume 2: From Class Struggle to the War on Terror / Paper over board 978-1-58322-760-2 $17.95 240 pages, illustrations throughout
- 

Paper 978-1-58322-869-2 $19.95 464 pages, 50 b&w, illustrations and photos
Cloth 978-1-58322-886-9 $45.00 464 pages, 50 b&w, illustrations and photos

Voices of a People’s History of the United States
Second Edition
Edited with Anthony Arnove

The companion volume to historian Howard Zinn’s legendary best-selling book
A People’s History of the United States.

“Voices should be on every bookshelf. [It presents] the rich tradition of
struggle in the United States, from the resistance to the conquest of the
Americas in the era of Columbus through the protests today of soldiers and
their families against the brutal invasion and occupation of Iraq.” —Arundhati Roy

“In Voices, Howard Zinn has given us our true story, the ongoing, not-so-secret narrative of race
and class in America.” —Russell Banks
Paper 978-1-58322-628-5 $22.95 672 pages



Readings from Voices of a People’s History
of the United States
Edited by Anthony Arnove and Howard Zinn

Authors Howard Zinn and Anthony Arnove are joined on this audio
CD by Danny Glover, Sarah Jones, Paul Robeson, Jr., Lili Taylor,
Wallace Shawn, and Marisa Tomei to perform rousing words of dissent
selected from the complete anthology.

Audio CD 978-1-58322-752-7 $14.95 45 minutes

Artists in Times of War

Zinn’s essays discuss America’s rich cultural counternarratives to war, from
grassroots pamphlets to the likes of Bob Dylan, Mark Twain,
E. E. Cummings, Thomas Paine, Joseph Heller, and Emma Goldman.

“The essays are all elegantly written and relate history to the great crisis of
current times: war of aggression, western state terrorism, and obedience to
state power under the guise of patriotism.” —Tanweer Akram, Press Action

Open Media Book / Paper 978-1-58322-602-5 $9.95 160 pages

Howard Zinn on History and
Howard Zinn onWar

These two companion volumes are handy pocket guides on
the power of history when it is put to the service of the
struggle for human rights, and on the meaning of war in a
world where we have so far proven unable to overcome our
primitive predilection for destroying our neighbor.

On History Paper 978-1-58322-048-1 $12.95 240 pages / On War Paper 978-1-58322-049-8 $12.95 224 pages

Terrorism andWar
Edited by Anthony Arnove

Zinn explores how truth, civil liberties, and human rights become the first
casualties of war and examines the long tradition of Americans’ resistance
to US militarism.

“A significant number [of students] say that this and other books from a
radical perspective have transformed their understanding of US society,
politics, and culture.” —Darrell Y. Hamamoto, University of California, Davis

Open Media Book / Paper 978-1-58322-493-9 $9.95 144 pages



The Zinn Reader
Writings on Disobedience and Democracy, 2nd Edition

The definitive collection of Zinn’s writings on the great subjects of our time—
race, class, war, law, means and ends—now updated with thirteen recent
essays.

“A welcome collection of essays and occasional pieces by the dean of radical
American historians.”—Kirkus Reviews

Paper 978-1-58322-870-8 $21.95 752 pages

La otra historia de los Estados Unidos

“Zinn’s work is a classic of revisionist history, bringing forth voices that have
previously been muffled. He lets women, African Americans, workingclass
people, and, yes, Hispanics speak for themselves. This Spanish edition should
prove popular in both public and academic libraries.”

—Library Journal

The first Spanish-language edition of Howard Zinn’s contemporary classic, A People’s History of
the United States.

SIETE CUENTOS EDITORIAL
Paper ISBN 978-1-58322-054-2 $19.95 504 pages

THE ZINN EDUCATION PROJECT

Seven Stories is pleased to support the Zinn Education Project, a collaboration between
Rethinking Schools and Teaching for Change, dedicated to introducing middle school and high
school students to a more accurate, complex, and engaging understanding of United States
history than is found in traditional textbooks and curricula. Visit the web site to see how you
can bring Zinn’s teaching into the classroom, showing students that history is made not by a
few heroic individuals, but by people’s choices and actions. http://www.zinnedproject.org

A People’s History for the Classroom
Bill Bigelow

Activities and projects for middle school and high school classrooms, inspired by Zinn’s A People’s
History. Available from The Zinn Education Project: http://www.zinnedproject.org




