U.S History DBQ #2


During the opening years of the 19th century rising tensions once more drove Great Britain and America to war. Disrupting both an international conflict for the English and decades of American isolationism and neutrality, the final decision for battle proved to be a reluctant one. While President Monroe claimed declaration of war came about only to preserve infringed American maritime neutrality rights, economic and territorial factors along with imbedded resentment played an equally important role.

With the U.S.A entering a new period of nationalism and westward expansion, a new generation of hotheaded Congressmen or “Warhawks” soon grabbed political influence. Anxious to continue to push the nations spirit towards unity and adventure, as well as to perpetuate the current trend of expansion, the Warhawks encouraged conflict in the hopes of obtaining the large British northern territory of Canada. John Randolph in a Speech in the House of Representatives on December 16, 1811 (Document B) claimed that the sudden desire for conflict came not from the desire to protect the nation and it’s freedoms, but rather from lust for the rich Canadian soil. At that time the nation’s finances, and with that the wealth of many politicians, still depended greatly on agriculture and a fairly consistent supply of new territory to exploit, and the opportunity to seize such wealth surely enticed many of those who opted for conflict. Additional economic factors, specifically the trade relationships between France and England, were jeopardized by stalemated tensions, and the need for income from at least one European power also helped push towards war. The Embargo and Non Intercourse Acts, attempts by previous administration to prohibit trade in the hopes it would end the conflict, failed miserably, and new congressional mandates, specifically Macon’s Bill Number Two, expressed the dire need for the Americans to revitalize trade with Europe, but at the same time nearly guaranteed a conflict with either England or France. The French leader Napoleon claimed to comply with the provisions set forth and lifted the boycott; the British, faced with America’s previous, particularly the purchase of the large Louisiana Territory, and now present financial aid to France, became further alienated, sounding the call for battle. Deeply imprinted residual feelings of distrust and contempt between the Americans and British served as a final example of justifications for war aside from violation of the neutrality agreements. Only a few decades since the Revolutionary War, tensions between the two peoples still existed. Paranoia surrounding supposed alliances between the Shawnee brothers, Tecumseh and The Prophet, and the Redcoats made many Americans feel as though they were once more being threatened. Many would come to see the following outbreak of violence as a second war for American Independence.  These examples of existing social, political, and economic conditions that made the decision for war necessary, anticipated, or in some conditions even appreciated, deflate the claim that the announcement was made in direct response to impressments and other acts which violated America’s previously stated neutrality.


While President Monroe’s statements to the effect that entrance into the War of 1812 was based solely around America’s offended sense of liberties were not entirely correct, an air off accuracy still persisted. The events leading up to and directly initiating an armed conflict resulted from refusal to honor America’s pledge to neutrality, and maritime trading rights. Examples of forced impressments into the British navy became synonymous with the most deserving grievances for declaring war. As stated by James Madison himself on June 1st, 1812 in his War Message to Congress (Document C), England, through it’s naval superiority, instigated harassment, destruction, murder, theft, and abduction of American citizens and property, acts which served as perhaps the most compelling reason for war. A violation of not only International etiquette and the Neutrality Proclamation, but of Sailors Rights and the freedoms obtained some three decades earlier, accounts of British Captains seizing ships and those onboard infuriated the young nation. The Chesapeake Incident, one in which a British vessel attacked the U.S.S. Chesapeake, seized crew members they claimed deserted the English navy, and in the process spilt American blood on American jurisdiction, served as a specific and infamous example. Offending American freedoms and pride, the tensions that resulted pushed the case for war stronger than ever. Finally, perceived acts of blatant hostility and violence, once more violating the U.S. right to remain neutral in International affairs, justifies statements made in President Monroe’s speech, regarding the causes for an open conflict. In a Speech to the U.S House of Representatives by Felix Grundy, a Warhawk, on December 9th, 1811 (Document A), the Tennessee representative accused the British Government of continual acts of injustice against American seaman and merchant vessels, and of deliberately inciting northern Indian tribes to attack the United States. A fiery belief held by many at the time, the claim that England intentionally sought to attack America and provoke war finally helped shatter the flimsy guise of neutrality and flung the two nations into an all out battle. 


In the midst of a global conflict and military instability, neither nation entered the War of 1812 truly prepared. Hiding beneath accusations of injustice and necessity following England’s continual harassment of Americans both on and off the seas, unruly Warhawks in the U.S Congress, motivated by a need to secure trade and a lust for the conquest of land, helped push war to a certainty. While Monroe’s statement holds a degree of validity, such a complex situation should not be attributed to any one specific factor.

1. You seem to support a strong federal government when many are turning to local control. You also seem to support big Washington developed plans when the mood of the country is one of giving everyone the opportunity to be his own man. Can you bend with the times?

2. You do not seem to enjoy being president. It is well-known, for instance, that you worry through many sleepless nights. How can you doa  job well when you don’t enjoy it, and why do you wish to continue in this office?

3. When you took office in 1825, you retained in the executive branch many people you knew had opposed you in the election. This decision seems to fly in the face of political common sense. Wasn’t this a naïve thing to do?

4. Several years ago you said of your now secretary of state Hencry Clay: “He is essentially a gamester; his public and private morals are lose.” This comment sounds like your view of Andrew Jackson. Why then are you an ally of Clay and an enemy of Jackson?

