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Director’s Welcome 
 

Dear Delegates, 

 

On behalf of the entire team it is my pleasure to welcome you to TrinMUN 2018 and the 

crisis we will be doing: The Mexican-American War.  As TrinMUN’s first ever crisis 

committee we hope that it will be a success and that it will be the first of many to come.  

 

The Crisis that has been chosen is the Mexican-American War, a time when America first 

flexed her muscles and gained the Southwest region, including the states of California, Utah, 

Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico, as well as settled the question of its annexation of 

Texas in the process.  However, what now seems like an easy US victory was in fact a crucial 

historical event.  President Polk faced large amounts of internal criticism for his actions and 

left office an unpopular (yet successful) President.  Furthermore, the issues that led to the 

American Civil War were forced to the front by this war.  Had history gone a bit differently it 

would have been likely that we would live in a very different world and American history 

would not be the same at all. 

 

The same is true on Mexico’s side.  The war itself was a humiliating defeat for Mexico, with 

it leading later on to an invasion by the French and a European-imposed Emperor until the 

Mexican people overthrew him and lurched between periods of instability and dictatorship 

until their much bloodier revolution in 1911.  However, Santa Anna at the time was seen as a 

visionary leader and powerful general, whose reputation was all but crushed by the defeat at 

American hands.  Perhaps a different history will see a stronger Mexico and one that will take 

a very different role in the world. 

 

The beauty of Crisis is that any alternate history can emerge from what we see.  Delegates 

will be given historical figures and the job of advancing their goals.  Whether it is 

commanding an army or being in the legislature opposing the war every delegate will have a 

role to play and will be aiming to advance their own agenda. 

 

Therefore, as the crisis team we advise you to get ready for this crisis, do your reading, use 

this study guide to ensure that you are prepared and to enjoy what will hopefully be a fun and 

entertaining crisis. 

 

Thank you 

Thomas Ron, Konstantin Velichkov, Ana Harrington, Muqqaddam Malik, Annie Hartley, 

Daryl Tiglao, Xander Cosgrave, and William O’Sullivan 

 

Crisis Team 

TrinMUN 2018 

 

 

 

 

 



History of the Topic 
Introduction 

The period leading to the war between Mexico and the US is fraught with turmoil, but we can 

broadly lay out a series of the major and minor events that led up to this to give you a picture 

of how the conflict began. Firstly, the Mexican border with the US falls along the lines of the 

1819 Adams-Onis treaty, a treaty between the US and the Spanish empire that was inherited 

by the Mexican government. Broadly we need to look at Mexican history, and how the 

country developed after its independence from Spain, US history, and the nations expansion 

westward after its own independence. More specific areas are the Texas revolt, and its move 

towards becoming a state of the US, how this affects its neighbour still under Mexico, Alta 

California, and the nature of conflict with natives in the Western US and Northern Mexico. 

For various reasons which we will cover further, these point both nations towards war.  

 

Mexican History and Background 

Mexico is a nation that is even more recently independent than the US, having gained 

independence from the Spanish empire in 1821 after the Napoleonic wars destabilized Spain 

so much that it was unable to keep a grasp on its American holdings. Briefly, Mexico toyed 

with monarchy, but after the Central American states seceded the country established a 

democratic constitution in 1824. Since then the country has been involved in several 

conflicts, including a long term issue in the north with Comanche raids. The internal 

governance of Mexico throughout this time has been fractured, with no president aside from 

Guadalupe Victoria completing a full term in office, and the 1824 constitution being replaced 

with an even more centralised government in 1835. 

In this climate, Mexico has faced several independence movements, and weathered all 

but the secession of Texas. Yucatan, Zacetas and Rio Grande have all briefly declared their 

own governments due to dissatisfaction with the centralised rule of government, however all 

have returned to the federal state. That being said, further areas of the nation are slowly 

becoming more difficult to control, with only small populations of Mexicans living in the 

vast territories of Alta California and north of the Rio Grande, and these areas not yet 

incorporated as Mexican states. Beyond the internal political issue, the Mexican government 

is currently facing extreme pressure from Native tribes along its northern border, with 

multiple large Comanche raids happening every year and only growing in size since 1840.  



The Rio Grande Republic was another large breakaway state that has slowed down 

the ability of Mexico to be able to return its attentions to Texas, with Rio Grande declaring 

independence in 1840 and it taking Mexico a year to reclaim it.  Externally, Mexico has only 

recently faced a French ‘Intervention’ in which France blockaded its Atlantic ports and 

captured Veracruz, due to escalating complaints from French nationals about damage to 

property and livelihoods due to the civil unrest in the country. In this conflict the US did 

support France, sending a schooner to assist the French fleet in their blockades.  

Broadly though Mexico is wracked with issues, it has been able to overcome most of 

them with flexibility and strength. The nation itself is still incredibly resource rich, with the 

state of Zacetas alone providing 1/5th of the entire world silver production. The state has 

moved away from monarchy and is recognised by the great European powers, allowing it to 

prosper and trade around the world. It’s issue in capitalising on that is due to the fact that the 

bulk of its population and resources are in the south of the country, giving it a north that is 

unexploited, underpopulated and under attack.  

 

Texan Revolution and Independence  

 The most notable event that occurred involving both the US and Mexico was the 

Texan Revolution. Beginning in 1835 it was a revolution that was the combined efforts of 

both US colonists and Tejanos (Texan Mexicans). The region had become more populous 

and colonised as the Mexican government began to allow US settlers to arrive in an effort to 

try and populate their northern regions. This broadly resulted in an increase in population, but 

a large social shift in Texas. With the arriving US citizens ignoring most of the prohibitions 

placed on them by the Mexican government, such as slavery, the state became more 

Americanised rather quickly. Beyond that, the Tejano population cared very little for the 

central government to the south and as such did not attempt to force the colonists to change 

and prescribe to the federal decrees.  

 While both colonists and native Mexicans could not agree on the initial purpose of 

their rebellion, and the first meeting of delegates in 1935 refused to declare independence, by 

1936 the state had formed a new government, defeated the campaign led by Santa Anna to 

recapture the nation, and formally declared independence. The situation that arose from that 

was twofold, firstly, the successful defeat of the central armies led to several other uprisings, 

and secondly, it put the US and Mexico in clear and direct conflict over a territory. While 

Texas stood as an independent nation, the Texan government has moved to be annexed by the 

US to allow it to retain its slave rights and retain internal control it would not have as part of 



Mexico. This has not always been the case, Texas was in long term negotiations with Mexico 

and the UK to avoid conflict and potentially become reabsorbed, primarily due to a 

perception that the US was not in a position to support Texas if it was annexed. The most 

recent Tyler administration has done much to assuage those fears and now Texas is on the 

verge of becoming a US state.  

 

US expansion to the West 

The United States has been slowly moving westwards since its creation. Hemmed in 

by oceans to the south and west and Britain to the north, it has been forced to take to the great 

plains at the centre of the nation to develop its dreams of ‘Manifest Destiny’. Capitalising on 

the destabilisation of European empires after the French revolution, the United States has 

been able to absorb Spanish territories, such as Florida, and purchase a huge tract of land 

from the French in the ‘Louisiana Purchase’. Broadly the US has claimed all of the territories 

that were not under the control of any other European power, and has even negotiated the 

division of the Oregon territory to the north of Alta California between itself and Britain, and 

is now looking hungrily at the sparsely populated Northern territories of Mexico, with 

American Settlers moving into parts of California, as well as their previous move towards 

Texas.  

The US is not universally in favour of this, former president Van Buren and the whig 

candidate for the last election Henry Clay have both spoken in opposition of annexing Texas 

and using force to expand the borders of the US. Large parts of the abolitionist population, 

especially in the North are pointedly against allowing more incorporation of states if they 

allow slavery. The US is also one of the last large nations to allow slavery and as such has 

found itself at odds with European powers often since the beginning of the century. On the 

other hand, various internal movements have advocated for the annexation of ‘All Oregon’ 

and similar ideas of destiny were at play 30 years ago in the war of 1812.  

The Monroe doctrine has done a lot to stop the interference of European empires in 

North America, but it has not ended their interest, and the US has to balance out their own 

ambition with the fact that they are being constantly watched by hawkish powers such as 

France or Britain. The US is a young nation, and as such faces the deep divisions that have 

been glossed over by the revolutionary fervour but are now starting to come to the fore. 

President Elect Polk has made it his mission from his campaign to secure the state of Texas 

and support american settlers, but they will face a huge amount of resistance from not only 



Mexico, but other powers who see any weakness on the part of the US as an opportunity to 

gain the upperhand in North America. 

 

   

 

 



Society and Politics 
 

The United States through the mid 19th Century — Politics, Society and Economy  

1. Expansion and the question of slavery  

In the first half of the 19th century, only a few decades after the very creation of the United 

States, two were the main, unavoidably linked sociopolitical issues at play: expansionism and 

slavery.  

As the country grew from 13 federated colonies on the Eastern Seaboard into a rich and fast 

growing nation, the western frontier quickly became a symbol of freedom, exploration, and 

an exciting and prosperous future. The United States, after having acquired land from the 

French with the Louisiana purchase in 1803, and having cauterized relations with the British 

after the war of 1812, was looking at the unexplored, rich continent of North America as a 

natural, “free” space in which to establish itself. This concept was most notably referred to as 

“manifest destiny,” (1845) and it perfectly encapsulated the idea that America’s destiny was 

to move throughout the continent, especially westwards, occupying and exploiting the land it 

was “naturally” entitled to. This, of course, only partially reflected the reality of the situation; 

while the old northwest, the mid-Atlantic regions and the old southwest had been ceded by 

Britain after the revolutionary war, and other areas were in fact under American hands by 

treaties with France (Louisiana, 1803) and Spain (Florida,1819), these parts of North 

America were largely inhabited by a number of native tribes and were not in fact the wild, 

unexplored lands described by the idea of manifest destiny. Thanks to Jacksonian policies, 

which include the mass government sponsored ethnic cleansing of the Cherokees after the 

signing of the Indian Removal Act, known as the trail of tears (1830), white settlers were 

encouraged to move out west and in the American south to establish new communities. This, 



combined with the belief that Americans were destined to occupy the continent due to their 

exceptional virtues and their superior institutions, fueled an era of migration and agrarian 

expansion throughout the west and the southwest. By 1845, with the annexation of Texas, the 

United States extended all the way to the Pacific Northwest, and counted 28 states and 

several territories (see map 1).  

  

The second main issue that defined this period in American history is the question of slavery, 

and its legality across the newly acquired territories and states. While slavery remained 

accepted throughout British control of the Americas, since the first colonies in the Eastern 

Seaboard were established, the economy of the south largely depended on slave labor for 

agriculture, while the mid-Atlantic and New England regions focused on more industrial 

sectors of the economy. This in turn resulted in severe differences between northern and 

southern states after the revolutionary war, and caused profound political cleavages after the 

turn of the century, when the question of slavery unequivocally tied itself to that of the 

American expansion. A number of northern states, by 1820, had rendered the practice of 



slavery illegal, which was seen by southerners as a threat to their economy and way of life. 

Until 1820, the number of slave states exceeded that of free states, until new territories began 

acquiring statehood, and the problem arose of keeping a balance between free and slave 

states, in an effort to prevent alienating either side. In 1820, the issue was temporarily settled 

by the Missouri compromise, an agreement whereby Missouri would gain statehood as a 

slave state, and any further states forming north of the 36 parallel (Missouri’s southern 

boundary) would be joining the Union as a free state — the opposite would apply to new 

territories gaining statehood south of this line. This was able to appease both the slave 

owning political class of the south, and the progressive abolitionist north.  

While abolitionists came from various backgrounds, and westward expansion was a 

widespread phenomenon, it is important to note that the vast majority of proponents for 

expansionism and slavery were members of the Democratic Party. Jackson’s party was an 

institution that had evolved from the Democratic-Republican Party, and was diametrically 

opposed to the Whig Party — formerly known as Republican-Nationalist Party. The 

Democratic Party, by the mid 1840s, drew support from the southern land and slave owners, 

and based its platform on agrarian and expansionist policies. Starting in 1844, Democratic 

President James Polk, a protege of Andrew Jackson, governed the country with ambitious 

expansionist goals, looking west to the Pacific, and South to the Mexican territories. His 

administration, as well as his platform, hailed from Jacksonian policies such as the Indian 

Removal Act of 1830, and played a key role in the annexation of Texas of 1845, which itself 

had followed the region’s independence from Mexico in 1836. It was Polk himself who in 

1845, one year into office, proclaimed the doctrine of manifest destiny, citing it as a re-

affirmation of the Monroe doctrine and declaring intensions to aggressively pursue westward 

expansion in an address to Congress.  



2. Religious revival, women’s suffrage and abolitionist movements  

In addition to expansionism and a battle over slavery, mid 19th century America was 

characterized by a new wave of religious revival, as part of a so called Second Great 

Awakening. This series of movements and changes in the nation’s religious composition was 

in part a reaction to secularism and Calvinist teachings, and saw the birth of new Christian 

denominations throughout the country. Campus revivals were lead by the president of Yale 

College, and in 1823 the streets of New York were filled with people drawn to preachers who 

would speak of salvation as a consequence of faith and hard work. The emotional appeal of 

these new phenomenons was the backbone of the foundation of brand new denominations 

including the Baptist and Methodist churches, which rapidly expanded and established 

themselves as tenants of new American protestantism. In this wave of new faith, in 1830 

Joseph Smith founded Mormonism, and in 1844 the Seventh Day Adventists followed suit.  

In these changing times, a new wave of Christianity was also accompanied by the formation 

of activist organizations like the women’s suffrage movement, which by the 1840s had 

gathered strength and significant support throughout the country. One of the early figures 

involved with the movement, Angelina Grimké, was also one of the early figures of the  

American abolitionist movement, a group of proponents for the abolition of slavery at the 

national level. The pressure from many political forces to maintain the delicate equilibrium of 

the Missouri Compromise was a decisive impediment to the movement, but its members 

played an important role in aiding and protecting fleeing slaves from the south. One of the 

most relevant instances of these efforts is the underground railroad, a network of secret routes 

and safehouses throughout the United States and Canada used by slaves to escape north.  

 

 



3. A changing economy  

At the turn of the century, the United States was fundamentally an agrarian economy, with 

plantation based agriculture in the slave states of the south (mostly cotton, tobacco and sugar) 

and vast grain production in the Ohio valley and the old northwest — states which would 

come to be known as the breadbasket. The northeast — mostly New York and the regions of 

New England — was traditionally more oriented towards small time industry, mostly relying 

on water mills for textile production, and aided by a series of canals and roads. From the 

1820s onwards, the country experienced an unprecedented level of economic growth and 

expansion, accompanied by a rise in transportation networks — the most impactful of which 

is the Erie canal, built in 1825 to connect the great lakes to New York and the Atlantic ocean 

— and technological advances. New concepts like interchangeable parts, steam powered 

mills and railroads launched the newly formed country into an industrial revolution, helping 

achieve the dream of settling all of North America. Steamboats began transporting large 

quantities of goods alongside the Mississippi river, contributing to the growth of cities such 

as New Orleans, and railroads began connecting the frontier to the midwest, and the midwest 

to the northeast, rendering transport of grain and other agricultural products as easy as ever. 

The economy of the south remained somewhat impervious to this level of growth, for the 

techniques and resources used in plantation farming remained the same: slaves. Aside from a 

booming agricultural sector and fast growing metal and textile industry, shipbuilding 

flourished along the Eastern Seaboard, and machine tools began to be manufactured at a 

staggering rate towards the mid 1840s.  

Up until 1846, the financial system governing the country had been shaped by the evolution 

of a Hamiltonian “Bank of the United States,” whose first charter had expired in 1811, 

causing a semi-crisis in the wake of the war of 1812, only to be renewed in a second rendition 



in 1816. When in 1836 the charter of the second bank expired as well, the nation went into a 

financial crisis known as the 1836 panic, causing a major slowdown in an otherwise steep 

positive growth trend in the 4 decades prior. A recovery swiftly started in 1843, which would 

be carried over for many years to come. A problem plaguing the US in the mid 1840s was 

also that of bank-issued notes, which were legal tender issued by hundreds of banks 

throughout the nation, redeemable for gold or silver. An over-issuing of such notes was noted 

as a potential cause of insolvency for US banks, which often found themselves issuing more 

than they could theoretically offer gold in exchange for, a risky practice in moments of low 

trust.  

Social and Political Background: Mexico 1846 

 

The Political Situation 

 

Legacy of the Revolution 

Many of the conflicts and tensions which characterise the Mexican political landscape in 

1846 ultimately pre-date the establishment of independence in 1821. In the decades prior, the 

principal conflict was between the local elites, administrators, and merchants, on the one 

hand, and the colonial overseers in Madrid and their appointees at the Viceregal court in 

Mexico City, on the other. The former perceived the peninsular Spaniards as domineering, 

ignorant of local conditions, and far more concerned with the extraction of revenues and 

resources to prop up the mainland and other colonies than in the economic development and 

security of New Spain; whereas to the Spanish officials, whose multiple plans for economic 

reforms to improve efficiency were resisted time and time again by local interests, the 

American-born elites appeared exceedingly petty, unenlightened, slothful, and lacking in 

solidarity with the mother country. 



 Spain’s involvement in the Napoleonic Wars and its subsequent occupation by French 

forces, and the extortionate financial demands this placed on the colonies eventually resulted 

in open revolts against Spanish rule: one led by Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla in 1810, and by 

José María Morelos in 1811, mostly in the west and south-west of the country. Both of these 

were crushed and the leaders executed, but other local revolt would continue flaring up for 

the rest of the decade, and by now the political lines were clearly drawn between nationalist 

and liberal autonomists (most of them envisioned some form of home rule for Mexico within 

the Spanish Empire, rather than full independence at this stage) on the one side, and the 

royalist Spanish loyalists on the other.  

 The restoration of Ferdinand VII’s absolute monarchy (previously replaced with a 

constitution by Napoleon) in Spain in 1814 favoured the loyalist elites which had crushed the 

uprisings, but when a court coup in 1820 forced the king to return to liberal constitutionalism, 

this caused much alarm among the Mexican elites. The Church in particular feared the loss of 

its influence and properties at the hands of the Spanish liberals’ anticlerical agenda, and so 

they and other elite factions switched to favouring autonomy. It was this crucial support 

which allowed the distinguished officer Agustín de Iturbide and his followers to declare 

independence in 1821, and he was proclaimed Emperor of what had now become the 

Mexican Empire by the newly-elected Congress. 

 

Federalists vs Centrists 

The First Mexican Empire did not last long, with the first and only emperor being forced to 

abdicate 18 months into his reign, and it became clear that Mexico’s future government 

would inevitably take a republican form. Consequently, the old dichotomy between 

autonomists and loyalists once more shifted to one between liberal federalists and 

conservative centralists. Moreover, since the ill-fated Emperor Agustín had relied on the 



small block of moderates to play the two factions off of each other, his fall also resulted in 

the collapse of the centre and the polarisation of the political scene.  

 The liberals tended to be federalists for a number of reasons. Many of them came 

from the provinces where they exercised much more influence than in the capital (some, such 

as the second president of the country, Vicente Guererro, had led anti-Spanish revolts there 

for close to a decade; others such as the radical democrat Lorenzo de Zavala came from 

existing regional elites). Some admired the USA’s federal constitution and system of 

government (here Zavala, who later became vice-president of the Texan republic, is again a 

good example). Most simply did not trust that the capital elites could be trusted with too 

much power, as they appeared too preoccupied with their personal advancement and did not 

truly have the interests of the entire nation at heart. 

 Conservatives, on the other hand, believed in the necessity of centralising power in 

order to allow for economic reforms and industrialisation, the strengthening of the woefully 

small and undersupplied military, uprooting provincial corruption, and the effective 

collection of taxes (the fiscal inefficiency of the government was notorious since before the 

revolution). They also wanted to discourage secessionist movements such as those in Texas 

in the north and Yucatan in the south, and hoped that a strong central government would 

increase international confidence in the New Mexican state, securing diplomatic recognition 

and, more importantly, lines of credit. Conservative supporters tended to be associated with 

the army and the church, as well as large landowners (as opposed to the smaller-scale 

agriculturalists, who tended to be more federalist and liberal), moreover, some of their 

leading figures, such as the influential statesman Lucas Alamán, had served in the pre-

revolutionary colonial administration.  

 Since there were no political parties, the two factions tended to organise around 

Masonic lodges; liberals favoured lodges of the Yorkish Rite, whereas conservative lodges 



followed the Scottish Rite—hence the two factions would often be referred to as ‘Yorkists’ 

and ‘Scotists’ as well. 

 The first president, general Guadalupe Victoria was a liberal, and the constitution 

adopted by the liberal-dominated parliament in 1824 was distinctly federalist, and explicitly 

inspired by the US constitution, empowering elected regional governors as the expense of the 

cenral government and. Loans were negotiated from Britain to rebuild after a decade of 

nearly perpetual insurgencies; however, this orderly, democratic, constitutionalist order 

would not last long. In 1828, the aforementioned Guererro, another liberal, led a military 

coup after losing the presidential elections, which was followed by a conservative counter-

coup in 1830. Its centralist leaders, Anastasius Bustamante and Alamán, were overthrown 

two year later. The army came to make and break presidents, chanting them at will, and the 

most influential of its officers was general Antonio López de Santa Anna, a distinguished war 

hero who was immensely popular for holding off an (admittedly futile) attempt at a Spanish 

reconquest in 1829. Santa Anna came to completely dominate Mexican politics, backing 

whichever faction or ideology was expedient. In 1833, he became president, initially leaving 

the business of government in the hands of his liberal vice-president Valentín Gómez Farías, 

but subsequently taking over full power. He suspended the federalist constitution in 1834, 

and a new centralist one was promulgated in 1836; Santa Anna, however, was too 

preoccupied with the Texan Republic’s secession, and after his disastrous attempt at a 

military intervention ended in defeat and with his imprisonment, he was removed from office 

and fled into exile. His liberal successors restored the old constitution, but failed to solve any 

of the problems resulting from the Texan secession and the massive war debts incurred by it, 

so in 1841 Santa Anna returned from exile and was proclaimed dictator for life by the army. 

Fed up with his lavish and profligate rule, the same army overthrow him again in 1844; 

however unpopular he may have seemed, the other liberal politicians were seen as even more 



incompetent, and he was the only figure people believed could keep the country together. 

With another crisis looming in the aftermath of the US annexation of Texas in 1845, 

President Gómez Farías faces multiple calls to allow Santa Anna to return and strike a new 

compromise.  

 

Outstanding Political Questions 

 

The Texan annexation Crisis remains the priority on the political agenda in the present 

moment, and is likely to occupy the attention of the government in the immediate future; 

however, a number of other political issues remain unresolved. 

• Fiscal Problems: the federal government has financed itself chiefly through borrowing 

since the start of its existence, and finds itself in periodic fiscal crises. The national debt 

has been reconsolidated and renegotiated several times, and whilst the British bond holders 

did agree to a reduction of interest rates from 5% to 3% in the latest renegotiation, the 

possibility of default is ever-present. Moreover, the difficulty in collecting taxes from the 

provinces means the burden is shifted onto export and import duties, much to the 

consternation for domestic and foreign merchants. Consequently, smuggling is also 

becoming an increasing problem. Furthermore, all of this is exacerbated by endemic 

corruption all across the bureaucracy. 

• Inadequate Military: Owing to the perennial financial problems, the government has 

never been able to afford to maintain a large regular army. Not only are the soldiers 

relatively few, but they are badly equipped and with outdated weapons and artillery. Few 

of then have had training, and discipline and morale are abysmal. In times of crisis, the 

army has had to rely mostly on irregular levies, with disastrous results: of Santa Anna’s 

24,000-strong punitive expedition into Texas in 1836, around 2/3 deserted. 



• Insuffient Economic and Infrastructural Investment: The Mexican economy remains 

massively reliant on mining and agriculture, with silver being the most valuable export. 

Mining is the one sector which consistently draws foreign investment, chiefly from 

Britain, and the industry enjoys very favourable tax conditions; the same cannot be said of 

manufacturing, which remains small-scale and localised. The Victoria administration set 

up a state investment bank, which, despite its eventual bankruptcy, led to the establishment 

of close to 50 textile factories in the 1830, thereby reducing consumer reliance on 

imported British and US manufactures. Export markets remain more attractive for 

domestic producers of raw goods, especially since governments have encouraged this, as 

they find it easier to collect export duties than taxes on industry. Infrastructure remains 

sorely lacking; there are virtually no railways, and goods are transported by mule or horse 

along badly-maintained road. This has serious security implications as well—for instance, 

Santa Anna simply could not keep his forces adequately supplied on the Texan front in 

1836, whereas his opponents had the benefit of the US’s rapidly growing rail network and 

its vast littoral merchant navy. 

• The Constitutional Settlement: The 1824 federalist constitution gave many autonomous 

powers to the various Mexican states (themselves the successors of the old colonial 

intendencies). It intentionally created a weak central executive, and was thus replaced in 

1835 by the Seven Constitutional Ordnances, a new centralist constitution which took 

away the autonomy of the states, reducing them to mere departments with centrally-

appointed governors. After the fall of Santa Anna’s dictatorship in 1844, this was partially 

modified, creating a ‘half-way’ solution that pleases neither liberals nor conservatives. 

Many liberals are clamouring for the restoration of the old 1824 constitution, and whilst 

such a measure may indeed be popular in the short term, it would not address the 

underlying dilemma. The problem is not just the federalist-centralist conflict, but the 



fundamental lack of trust and mutual recriminations which exist between the states and the 

federal elite. Only the charismatic, larger-than-life figure of Santa Anna has been able to 

overcome these tensions until now, and whilst the sudden appearance of an external enemy 

may improve unity, the question ultimately requires a constitutional solution of some sort. 

• The Church and its Property: The Catholic Church played an instrumental role in 

Mexico’s liberation: the first revolutionary leaders, Hidalgo and Morales, were both 

priests, and revolutionary armies regularly went into battle bearing images of the Virgin of 

Guadeloupe. Along with that of the Army, the backing of the Church has been absolutely 

essential for every government thus far. Amongst the peasantry and working classes, 

famed for their piety and deep conservatism, the Church enjoys the kind of moral authority 

that it has not exercised in Europe for decades if not centuries. The 1824 constitution was 

built on a compromise: whilst it proclaimed the formal separation of church and state, 

Article 3 states that Roman Catholicism is the only legal religion in Mexico, and the 

church was allowed to retain its vast properties. Liberals have subsequently endeavoured 

to both introduce religious freedom and to expropriate church assets. Whilst it is true that 

many of the estates owned by bishoprics and monasteries are woefully mismanaged and 

inefficient, and that the nationalisation and liquidation of some of these properties can 

yield badly-needed revenues from the government, the social consequences of such a 

policy could be disastrous, which is perhaps why it has not been done thus far, even under 

liberal governments. 

 

 

Social Dynamics 

 

The Structure of Mexican Society 



 

 Many of the underlying tensions and relations which characterise Mexican society in 

the 1840s date back to the colonial era. Under the Viceroyalty, the highest positions of power 

in the administration, the church, and the army were reserved for elite ‘peninsular’ Spaniards, 

who were born in the mother country and deputised overseas. In contrast, the local 

‘American’ elite, though largely of Spanish stock as well, were generally excluded from 

positions of power, and the long-term resentment this bred is one of the key causes of the 

Mexican revolution. These Mexican elites had education and wealth in abundance, yet this 

brought them little power before independence.  

 The middle classes chiefly comprised merchants, bureaucrats, army officers, and the 

secular clergy. Most of them were colonial-born, and included quite a few mestizos (the 

majority of Spanish colonists sent over were always men, and many of them took native 

wives over the years, giving rise to this significant mixed population). Spanish immigrants 

among these classes tended to come from minorities in the mother country; for instance, 

many Basques came to the Americas seeking their fortunes as merchants. 

 The lower classes comprised both peasants and labourers descended from 

immigrants, and virtually all the native tribes. The former had very few formal rights and 

freedoms, and suffered under extortionate taxes and constant attempts by the colonial 

administrators to cut labour costs in the labour-intensive extractive and agricultural sectors. 

The natives, on the other hand, were granted autonomy at the village level and generally 

exempt from all regular taxes except for an annual tribute; most therefore lived in their 

villages as subsistence farmers, but some left them to work on agricultural estates or in the 

mines. Whilst slavery was not formally abolished until 1829, by the start of the 19th century 

there were very few slaves left in the territories of New Spain; one notable exception were 



the Black slaves which English-speaking settlers continued to bring into the territory of Texas 

despite repeated entreaties not to from the Mexican government. 

 

Social Consequences of the Revolution 

 The Revolution transformed these social dynamics in several important ways. Firstly, most 

of the peninsular Spaniards left the country and those who remained swore loyalty to the new 

nation, and thus the American-born elite at last came to occupy the commanding heights of 

the social and political hierarchy. Many in the clerical and political elites, who had supported 

secession in order to avoid what they perceived as the disasters inherent in a liberal Spanish 

government, were dismayed to see liberalism take root in the native soil.  

 For the middle classes, too, the new regime offered opportunities for social 

advancement, and the removal of many Spanish mercantile monopolies made available 

manufactured goods from Britain and the USA, which were both cheaper and of higher 

quality than the Spanish ones. However, many of them who had opposed Spanish rule on 

account of its constant demands for taxes and other revenues from Mexico, found themselves 

disillusioned at the prospect of a perpetually indebted federal government making the same 

constant demands, and thus flocked to the cause of federalism and liberalism.  

 The lower classes gained new rights and freedoms, and their lot was somewhat 

improved by the limited industrialisation of the 1830s, but for the most part they also bore the 

brunt of the damages from the decade of pre-revolutionary insurgencies. The position of the 

native tribes was particularly complicated. The liberal constitution completely eliminated all 

vestiges of the colonial caste system: this means citizenship and equal rights (which remained 

largely on paper), on the one hand, but also an end to the tax exemption and new tax burden 

(which was decidedly not theoretical), on the other. For some of them this situation, 

combined with the government’s general ineptitude and the aftermath of the 1836 Texan 



fiasco, simply became intolerable—the Mayan tribes of the Yucatan peninsula, along with 

many of the region’s lower-class mestizos remained in virtual revolt for most of the 1840s. 

 It can thus be seen that many of the challenges facing the various groups, classes, and 

factions of Mexican society generally correspond to the political problems outlined in the 

previous section, and an effective solution to those will take these social dynamics into 

account. On the whole, it is hardly surprising that such a young state suffers from a serious 

lack of social unity and cohesion. It must be noted, moreover, that whilst Mexican society in 

the 1840s is a very unequal one, its inequalities and prejudices are generally predicated on 

social rank, wealth, and class, and not, as in other states of the New World, on racial origin. 

Very few Mexicans, even amongst the highest elites, did not have some degree of native 

blood; moreover, their strong Catholic faith meant that a far more tolerant attitude was taken 

to marriages with the natives, and there was none of the Protestant moral disgust at 

miscegenation 



Geography 

The Mexican-American war initially took place along the borders of Texas and North-

Eastern Mexico, but would eventually expand into the occupation of Alta California, Nuevo 

Mexico and Mexico itself. 

These territories share a number of similar traits, including the climate, native flora and 

fauna, and types of terrain. The region is a mixture of both sandy and rocky desert, mountains 

and finally some quality arable land in modern California, Central Mexico and Texas. Potable 

water was in short supply in the region at the time, owing to seasonal droughts and low 

rainfall in general. Large rivers, such as the Rio Grande served as reliable sources for 

irrigation, and made the farming of more basic crops feasible – were it not for raids made by 

the Comanche tribes. 

Territory near the centre of the conflict, namely in and around the Texan border with Mexico, 

experiences a reasonably temperate climate, with a distinct hot and dry season in summer 

months, and a mild and wet season in the summer. Rainfall tends to occur in intense storms 

rather than frequent showers. The hurricane season extends from June to the end of 

November, and highlights the point in time where these large storms are likely to have an 

effect.  

What was not cultivated land or a desert plain in the area, was more likely a rocky outcrop, a 

series of mountains, or a mesa. This statement held particularly true for eastern Alta 

California which could be considered almost impassable if logistical issues struck. Further 

west, the Rocky Mountains formed a distinct geographical boundary that would need to be 

crested to reach Death Valley, before entering the desirable parts of Alta California.  



The regions of modern Northern Mexico are significantly more accommodating to the  

movement of infantry, cavalry and artillery. Though most of the region is scrubland, with 

little strategic value in and of itself, the land is quite flat. Farming in the area can certainly 

occur, but water can be scarce. That said, the people of Mexico were highly agriculture 

oriented, and were able to grow a variety of new world crops, as well as rear larger livestock 

after their introduction from Spain.
 
The land claimed by Texan settlers in the early 1800’s 

was particularly fertile, and enabled the establishment of large, productive farms.  

It should be noted that whilst containing almost two-thirds of the population at the time, 

Northern and Central Mexico only have access to about 10% of the nation’s water supply.
 
 

Moving further into the heart of Mexico, land becomes more workable, and larger towns and 

villages take form. With a large portion of the populace working in either mining or 

agriculture, villages often form as a result of local farmers seeking a centre of trade for their 

produce.  

Borders:  

The war took place in several locations around the regions of what is now modern Texas and 

northern Mexico. The war itself was largely featured the issues of border expansion in 

Northern America, as both the US sought to expand their territories, and the recently 

independent Mexico tried to consolidate their own.  

As the name of the conflict would indicate, the two main borders involved were those of the 

US and of Mexico. The most critical points of contention were along the ill-defined border of 

Texas, and the westward-expanding borders of the United States of America as a whole.  



The USA were seeking a way to approach the Pacific Ocean. Access to both of the largest 

oceans in the world would enable the US to trade with Europe and Asia with great ease, and 

would strengthen the nation economically. With the Louisiana Purchase completed in 1803, 

the US came to own a swathe of territory stretching from the border with Texas, a region  

controlled by Mexico, to the border with Canada. The US had then set its sights on expanding 

further west.  

At the time, most of what is now the South West of the USA was held in a territory called 

Alta California. Alta California was a territory controlled by Mexico after they gained 

independence from Spain in 1821. In 1843, the US considered trading the territory of Alta 

California in order to settle debts with Mexico.
  

A similar method of bargaining was used 

during the Louisiana Purchase, where the forgiveness of French debt alongside a lump 

monetary sum was used to buy up the enormous swathe of land. Residents of Alta California 

were actually in favour of annexation by the US or the UK, and this created strife for an 

already weak Mexican government.  

The Republic of Texas was annexed by the US in 1845. The US had been attempting to 

establish fixed borders against Mexico, and proposed that the Texan border extended right 

down to the Rio Grande, forming a distinct geographical border against the neighbouring 

nation. However, Mexico was adamant that its borders lay deeper into the Texan territory, 

with the Rio Nueva forming the natural border. As with any nations contesting the location of 

borders, this would inevitably lead to tensions between the two.  

The Mexican government spent a lot of time unable to effectively govern itself, on the basis 

that power was changing hands very frequently. 
 
One of the few things that all Mexicans 

agreed on at the time, was that trading land to the Americans was to be seen as an act of 

treachery to Mexico as a whole. This public opinion came to a head when the populace of 



Mexico learned that the US president, James Polk, had sent an envoy to Mexico City. The 

reason for the visit was to finally clarify the Texan border, and to obtain the territories of Alta 

California and Nuevo Mexico. Upon hearing news that the Mexican president, José Joaquín 

de Herrera, would receive this envoy and seek to avoid conflict with the US, he was removed 

from power. Mexico was keen to keep control of its territory, even if the citizens were no  

longer keen to belong to Mexico.  Put plainly, the US’s expansionistic desires, coupled with 

Mexico’s refusal to negotiate a border along Texas set the stage for the conflict to take place.  

Population distribution:  

The population of Texas was largely located around the arable land between Louisiana and 

the Nueces River. Rivers such as the Colorado River, the Guadalupe River, and the San 

Antonio were able to supply water for farming of all sorts, and enabled mass settlement of the 

area. Whilst Texas was still under the control of Mexico, the Mexican government decided to 

use colonists from both Mexico and the US. During the 1820’s the Mexican government 

made a deal with a banker from Missouri named Moses Austin, giving Austin a large amount 

of land in Mexico on the provision he could bring large numbers of colonists with him. 

Moses died before he was able to fulfil his end of the deal, but his son, Stephen “Stone Cold” 

Austin carried out the bargain on behalf of his father. He was able to convince 300 American 

families to move into Texas, and take up permanent residence there.
 
However, all did not go 

to plan for the Mexican government. They would have preferred the settlers living further to 

the northwest of the state, where they could act as a line of defence against the Native 

American raiders, specifically the Comanches that were assaulting much of Northern Mexico. 

The settlers instead moved into territory along the aforementioned rivers, where they could 

establish productive farms that would enable them to live in comfort. Settling in these 

locations also enabled the inhabitants of Texas to trade with the US via Louisiana. Larger 



towns and cities then began to flourish. Centres of population, such as San Antonio, Austin, 

Houston, Georgetown and Dallas became critical to trade and services in Texas. San Antonio 

served as the capital of Texas under the reign of Mexico, but by the time of the Mexican-  

American war, the capital had been permanently moved to Austin, where it has since 

remained. By the time that The Republic of Texas was annexed by the US, the population 

demographic had distinctly moved away from primarily Hispanics, to a large number of 

Caucasians and African Americans. Whilst a majority of the US slave trade took place in 

Louisiana, Houston became a place of residence for a large proportion of slave owners who 

would bring their slaves with them when they relocated further south.  

The population of Mexico could be located throughout the country, but was most highly 

focused in the larger towns and cities formed under the reign of Spain. These cities include 

Mexico City, Puebla, Saltillo, Jalapa, Chihuahua, and Mazatlán, which were of strategic 

importance during the war. Mexico City was and still is the capital of Mexico, and it housed 

over 110,000 civilians in the early 19
th 

century. As the capital, it served as the central point 

of governance, and was of great importance during the war. It was both a hub of economic 

activity and of day-to-day industry, making it a highly urbanised area. However, due to issues 

with quality of construction materials, buildings that were not readily maintained would 

degrade quite severely. Around the city, much of the land was farmable and served as the 

main source of the city’s food. Historically, the city was eventually captured by American 

forces during the war. Saltillo was a large city, serving as the capital of the state of Coahuila. 

After the introduction of the Royal Treasury, it became more than just a productive farming 

city, and developed into a place of economic importance. Wealthy traders and merchants 

moved to the areas, and formed an elite class of their own. They sought to marry into local 



power, and ran for local office. Between a previously effective agricultural branch, and a 

newly developed financial sector, Saltillo was one of the most powerful cities in Mexico. 

Jalapa, like Mexico City was formerly Aztec controlled territory, and had its roots in the 

native population of the Americas. Jalapa became an important town when traders, eager to 

trade with New Spain, needed a place to acquire the goods they would be selling back in  

Spain. This enabled a previously stagnant town to begin booming, as trade brought money 

into the area. Jalapa also played host to a large variety of flowers, and it became very popular 

for its natural beauty. It was also embedded in the region where Jalapeno peppers originated 

from. The climate of the region is tropical and pleasant, but being so close to the coast puts at 

risk of damage during hurricanes. The region is also quite mountainous, making asymmetric 

approaches difficult.
 
 

Chihuahua served as very important city on the merit that it was the capital of the largest state 

in Mexico. Whilst it was the administrative core of the state, it did not receive much support 

from the Mexican government. This resulted in a greater degree of autonomy for the state, 

and serves as a prime example of how Mexico struggled to forge strong ties with the area 

under its control. It is located very close to the Chihuahua desert, and experiences very arid 

weather in general. The city is also at quite an altitude, so environmental exposure can be an 

issue for people not used to living in the area. As a result of a climate that is not agriculturally 

favourable, a majority of Chihuahua’s food has to be imported from elsewhere in the state, 

primarily Delicias. Delicias was a city that was exceptionally agriculturally focused, owing to 

its location. Nested in the Conchos River Valley, the area has access to fertile, easily irrigated 

soil that makes it prime territory for farming.  

Mazatlán was a strategically important port, even under the control of the Spanish empire, 

and served as a very profitable commercial port. Local mining operations required substantial 



amounts of equipment, most of which would be manufactured abroad and imported by ship. 

The gold and silver mined from the region would then need to be moved back to the Old 

World. When Mexico gained independence, the value of the port did not decline. Resources 

were still present, and a major port providing a trading hub with the entire pacific coast was 

too useful to allow for disrepair. Not only was the area self-sustaining, but its proximity to 

Mexico City allowed the Mexican government to retain a semblance of control over the area.  

Mazatlán exhibits the standard features of any coastal town of a subtropical climate including 

long sandy beaches and large rocky outcrops. With high heat and humidity in summer 

months, it can be difficult weather to work in.  

Population centres in Alta California found themselves primarily on the Pacific coasts, as the 

regions inland were difficult to settle, due to the fact they contained large populations of 

Native Americans, as well as the issue that the terrain was innately difficult to work, due to 

poor soil quality in large amounts of what is modern Nevada. All of that aside, coastal towns 

were well populated and were able to contribute to the Mexican economy when trade was 

facilitated correctly. However, there was a lack of colonial resources both whilst Spain 

controlled Mexico, and after Mexico had gained independence. This meant that effective, and 

loyal colonists could not be planted in the region, which did eventually contribute to Alta 

California seeking annexation by the UK or US.  

Los Angeles, Monterey, and Yerba Buena were the main cities of interest in Alta California 

during the war. They all share a similar, Mediterranean climate, with comfortable warm 

periods the entire year-round.  Los Angeles was initially founded by missionaries, but 

flourished as more and more settlers moved into the area. Eventually it became a successful 

farming region, with ranching becoming the main source of income for the area. It is 



important to note that the Mexican- American war took place before the Californian gold 

rush.  

Monterey, not to be confused with Monterrey near Saltillo, was a coastal city, and served as 

the capital of Alta California. Monterey was also the most important port in Alta California, 

as it was the only port of entry for taxable goods that passed through the country. Goods 

would pass through the custom house, which was a distinct landmark in the area. Territory to 

the northwest of the city is quite prone to landslides.  

Yerba Buena was the settlement that came before its designation as modern San Francisco. It 

was originally built as a trading settlement, to take advantage of ships anchoring in the San 

Francisco Bay. Serving as a very safe port, a fort was soon built in the area, and trading with 

British companies strengthened the relationships between Britain and Mexico. 

Cabinets 
The United States of America 

The USA has recently had a presidential election and chosen James Knox Polk to be its 

chief executive.  Elected on the same ticket was his Vice President George Dallas.  His 

Cabinet includes Secretary of the Treasury Robert Walker, Secretary of War William 

Marcy, Secretary of the Navy George Bancroft, and Secretary of State James Buchanan.  

All of these men are Democrats who will be working with the President to steer the ship of 

state. 

 

Polk will have to coordinate with the military on a regular basis, especially if war breaks out 

between Mexico and America.  The main forces are General Zachary Taylor who identifies 

as a Whig and is an army general.  Within the Navy the primary leader is Commodore John 



Sloat but he also shares a lot of power with Commodore David Conner.  Overall command 

of the army is under General Winfield Scott, with other generals like William Worth 

having major commands.  

 

However, in America the legislature is equally important and must be the ones to officially 

declare war.  Yet, Congress has figures who may not be so cordial towards that idea.  Primary 

amongst them are senators like Daniel Webster and Willie P. Magnum.  In the House there 

are those who also oppose war like Congressman Joshua Reed Giddings and former 

President John Quincy Adams.  However the Democrats still hold a majority with leaders 

like David Rice Atchinson who is President pro Tempore of the Senate, and Speaker of the 

House John Wesley Davis.   

 

Outside of both of these Polk may have to consider other important voices such as Governor 

of the new State of Texas, James Pinckney Henderson, as well as journalists like George 

Wilkins Kendall.  Polk will also have to make use of diplomats like Thomas O. Larkin and 

Nicholas Trist. 

 

Mexican Cabinet 

In Mexico there has been much turmoil and the restored President, General Antonio Lopez 

de Santa Anna will have a hard job trying to keep his country together, while also holding 

off America’s territorial ambitions.  To help him he has called upon fellow comrades like his 

liberal friend Mariano Arista, who has contacts in the North.  To ensure all sides are 

represented in the Army of the North he has also called forth Pedro de Ampudia the 

Conservative Governor of Tabasco.  Additionally is the hero who breached the Alamo, 



Martin Perfecto de Cos who is also a general.  Other noted generals are Pedro Maria de 

Anaya, Joaquin Rea, and Ramon Alcaraz. 

 

While Santa Anna is no doubt in charge officially the Presidency still lies with Mariano 

Paredes.  Furthermore, Alta California is controlled by governor Jose Maria Flores but 

many wealthy Californios support and value the opinion of Mariano G. Vallejo and Andres 

Pico.   Other areas that America may want include New Mexico, governed by Manuel 

Armijo and Baja California which is governed by Manuel Pineda Munoz.  On the political 

front former Foreign Minister Lucas Alaman remains a powerful figure in Mexico City as 

are Former Presidents Valentin Gomez Farias, Nicolas Bravo, and Jose Joaquin de 

Herrera (overthrown by Gabriel Valencia) who may be in line to succeed to the presidency 

ahead of Santa Anna.  On a less Republican note Santa Anna can also call upon the skills of 

Agustin Jeromino de Iturbide y Huarte, former Crown Prince of Mexico and current 

pretender to the throne.  
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