War of 1812: Causes
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With modern communication, the War of 1812 might never have happened. President James Madison had spent nearly his entire first term in office trying to resolve U.S. difficulties with Great Britain and France. Those two nations, fighting each other since the 1790s, dragged the United States into their conflict by interfering with U.S. trade on the high seas. Britain, in particular, seized cargoes and ordered the impressment of American sailors. (They claimed those men were British deserters in hiding.) Madison and his predecessor Thomas Jefferson had tried various economic sanctions to change the British strategy. None had worked. In 1810, Madison once again stopped trade with Britain. Two years later, Britain finally agreed to respect the neutrality of U.S. ships. Unfortunately, no one in the United States heard about the change until after Madison, frustrated and under pressure from many Americans, had asked Congress for a declaration of war. 

The Prowar Position 
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Attitudes toward war with Britain divided primarily along geographic lines. Two key regions supported the war, each for its own reasons. The West (now the upper Midwest) hoped war with Britain would further its expansionist goals. Many westerners suspected the British of arming local, hostile Native Americans in skirmishes with settlers. Conquest of British-controlled Canada would remove that obstacle to expanding settlement. In addition, some also felt that Britain's behavior at sea had insulted the nation's honor. The South joined the West in advocating war, even though the various trade embargoes had hurt Southern planters trading with Britain. Southerners focused their own expansionist sights on Florida. War with Britain would justify an invasion of Florida, then held by British-allied Spain. By 1811, a group of western and southern War Hawks dominated Congress and pressed their claims to restore American honor and force British retreats through a Canadian invasion. 

The Antiwar Position 

New England stood resolutely against war. Despite the inconveniences of British trade interference, most New England shippers found some loss of cargo, and the loss of men who meant nothing to them financially, preferable to laws restricting or even outlawing trade altogether. With shipping a key economic activity in the region, the trade restrictions imposed first by President Thomas Jefferson and later by Madison had severely damaged New England's economy. Wealthy shippers lost fortunes, and many port towns faced depression. In most New Englanders' eyes, war would make this difficult situation worse—much worse. In addition, the region's people had historical ties to Britain and therefore favored Britain in its struggle with France. 

War Begins 

Sectional divisions continued to affect the war, even after its declaration. First, congressional votes split along sectional lines. As a result, the votes for war showed strong opposition, with the Senate vote passing by just six votes. Second, and perhaps most important, New England, the nation's richest region, withheld critical financial support from the war effort. Many New England merchants continued to supply the British. Some even discussed seceding from the Union in opposition to the war. Without New England's soldiers, funds, and support for traveling armies, waging an effective war proved difficult. Hamstrung in this way, and largely unprepared for war, the U.S. Army progressed poorly. Historians agree that fatigue on both sides, more than any U.S. superiority, led to the end of a war that changed very little. A final U.S. victory at New Orleans, fought after the peace treaty was signed—more failed communication—nevertheless allowed most Americans to believe in victory and in the strength of their new nation.
Discussion Questions

1.  How did a lack of modern communication help cause the War of 1812?

2.  Define impressment (look in your book).
3.  How did Great Britain interfere with United State’s trade on the high seas?

4.  Why did Westerners in the United States support war against Great Britain?

5.  Why did Southerners in the United States support war against Great Britain?

6.  What group in Congress pressed for war against Great Britain?

7.  Why were many New Englanders against war with Great Britain?

8.  What actions by President's Jefferson and Madison had damaged new England's economy?

9.  How close was the vote in Congress to go to war?

10.  What was New England's reaction to the war with Great Britain (list three)?

More In-Depth Questions...
1.  The War of 1812 was fought partly to defend perceived insults to the national honor. Why do you think the United States went to war over honor? Is this a valid reason for war? Explain. 

  

2.  How did the War of 1812 change the United States as a nation? 
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3.  Once war had been declared, should New England have supplied the British and refused support to the American war effort? 
1. On the one hand, it seems silly. On the other hand, Americans and others have been to war countless times in defense of their national honor. Clearly, people feel strongly affiliated with their country and take pride in its position among world nations. Moreover, as a relatively new nation, the United States felt the need to prove its worth. 2. Before and during the war, Americans felt deeply attached to their regional concerns. Uniting against a common enemy to defend the national "honor" seems to have pulled regional factions together in the end. As a result of the war, the United States became more firmly united as a nation rather than a cluster of regions. 3. No, this behavior was inappropriate and unpatriotic. As part of the United States, New England should have accepted the majority position in favor of war and thrown its full weight into the effort.]

