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Abstract: This paper focuses on James K. Polk’s address to Congress that he delivered on May 11th, 1846. The address details a series of events that took place between the United States and Mexico and ultimately Polk asks for Congress to declare war on Mexico. In his message he uses persuasive rhetoric to convince Congress to declare war and fulfill his expansionist goals. Polk utilizes victim mentality and blame shifting early and often to place the aggression squarely on Mexico. When Polk describes the events that took place between the United States and Mexico, he commits several logical fallacies and disregards simple truths. Finally, Polk’s call to action and eagerness to militarize rely on patriotism to carry his ideas forward. Polk’s address marks an early example of expansion rhetoric that would become commonplace as the United States evolved over time.
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During the 19th century, the United States went from a collection of coastal states in 1800 to commanding a vast continental empire in 1900. During this period there were many land acquisitions made by the Americans. Three of the most massive occurred in quick succession during an oft-forgotten one-term presidency of James K. Polk. Polk designed his campaign around territorial expansion, as the Democratic party’s platform sought for total control of the Oregon and Texas territories, which were both contested.[footnoteRef:1] The acquisitions that Polk orchestrated during his time in office reflected an acute understanding of how to pull the levers of power to achieve his goals. Polk was able to manipulate Congress to vote for his goal of expansion, and that is abundantly clear on a message he delivered to Congress on May 11th, 1846. The message outlined a series of events that took place between the U.S. and Mexico where Polk pleaded to Congress to declare war. James K. Polk manipulated Congress to declare war on Mexico with his address by claiming victimhood, outlining a series of events with charged rhetoric and questionable reasonability, and justifying brash military actions. [1:  Charles Allan McCoy, Polk and the Presidency (University of Texas Press, 1960), 44.] 

In his message, Polk utilized constant claims of victimhood to portray the United States as noble pursuers of peace and Mexico as warmongering aggressors. Polk from the very beginning stresses the amicable nature of the United States’ actions. He claims that he wanted to reopen communications with Mexico to discuss the growing conflict between the two nations on equal and fair negotiable terms. Polk asserts that his sending of a diplomatic envoy was accommodating and respectful to the Mexican people. He even goes as far as to say that “every expression that could tend to inflame the people of Mexico… was carefully avoided.”[footnoteRef:2] Polk’s claim holds significance later in his message, as they go in direct conflict with what he is saying here. Polk goes on to claim that Mexico “at last invaded our territory and shed the blood of our fellow citizens on our own soil.”[footnoteRef:3] This piece of rhetoric is especially manipulative for two main reasons: establishing that Texas is United States territory and establishing the sense that Mexico senselessly killed Americans. These two pieces work together in this excerpt to galvanize both feelings of unity amongst Congress for the United States and rally support against Mexico. Polk is expressing a very clear perspective of victimhood in this excerpt, and it is a key example of him doing so to persuade Congress. Another example of Polk demonstrating his victim perspective comes when he transitions to describing the series of events with the diplomatic envoy that led to the point of bloodshed. He posits that, “It now becomes my duty to state more in detail the origin, progress, and failure of that mission.”[footnoteRef:4] This example is powerful because it is Polk being more subtle in his approach. Polk mentions how reporting the events that led to him writing this message is his “duty,” which is incredibly manipulative and insightful to Polk’s ideas in this moment. Polk brings in this idea of his “duty” as the President of the United States to report what happened during the diplomatic mission. This language establishes a sort of authority and visage of truthfulness to what Polk is saying to a high degree. The notion that reporting the facts of the matter is his “duty” makes everything that he says come from a place of legitimacy. When Polk reiterates time and time again that the United States is innocent and Mexico is guilty, this line of “duty” protects against accusations of hyperbole by shielding Polk’s remarks with an aura of officiality. It was this sense of duty that led to Polk recalling the incidents that took place that led to the composition of his message. [2:  James K. Polk, James K. Polk Papers: Series 5: Messages and Speeches, 1833-1849; 1846; May 11, Hostilities by Mexico, (1846), 1.]  [3:  Polk, James K. Polk Papers, 2.]  [4:  Polk, James K. Polk Papers, 2.] 

Polk described the series of events with the diplomat with a seeming disregard for internal logic as well as copious amounts of fiery language. Polk first chronicles the arrangement that allowed the United States diplomat, John Slidell, to go to Mexico to try and discuss the “questions of the Texas boundary and of indemnification to our citizens.”[footnoteRef:5] This theme of trying to seek retribution for wrongs done to United States citizens is one that Polk utilizes several times throughout his message. This kind of language conveys a certain idea to Congress: There are Americans suffering at the hands of the Mexicans and something needs to be done about it. Polk is not shy about tying the supposed suffering of Americans into the issue of expansion, claiming that “the settlement of the one question… involves that of the other.”[footnoteRef:6] This self-serving narrative is one that Polk relies on to achieve his expansionist goals throughout this message. Polk forces the connection of Americans suffering to expanding territory to Texas. Polk attempts to sell the idea that he is coming from this place of total amicability, however, his actions do not reflect his words in this regard. While the initial diplomatic agreement was being made, Mexico agreed to receive a United States diplomat under the condition that the United States remove the fleet that it had stationed at Vera Cruz. The Mexican minister of foreign relations’ reasoning was that “its continued presence might assume the appearance of menace and coercion.”[footnoteRef:7] From this line the uneasiness of the Mexicans becomes clear; they feared the United States. This line also demonstrates how Polk was not truly forthcoming in the negotiations, as the minister of foreign relations had to make a condition to remove the fleet instead of Polk offering to do so as a sign of good faith. Although Polk obliged to the Mexican’s request, he did not do so under the guise of complete good faith that he has been presenting himself under this entire message. In his inaction Polk reveals a piece of his mindset regarding foreign policy. Henry Nau, professor of political science at George Washington University and author of Conservative Internationalism, offers the interpretation that “Polk armed his diplomacy to move negotiations toward freedom.”[footnoteRef:8] Nau’s insight on Polk’s mindset is key to understanding how and why Polk is writing this message in the first place. Polk is ultimately seeking full powers of Commander in Chief that is associated with an official declaration of war from Congress. Nau interprets Polk’s diplomatic actions backed by military might as achieving freedom through force. Freedom for Polk in this scenario is the freedom for the United States to expand their borders and spread across the North American continent. Polk utilizes two classically opposite foreign policy ideas, diplomacy and military, to work together to achieve his goal of expansion. With that understanding in mind, Polk’s fiery rhetoric and abandonment of internal logic seems justified to him in the sense that it will grant him the power to expand American territory. [5:  Polk, James K. Polk Papers, 2.]  [6:  Polk, James K. Polk Papers, 2.]  [7:  Polk, James K. Polk Papers, 2.]  [8:  Henry R. Nau, Conservative Internationalism: Armed Diplomacy under Jefferson, Polk, Truman, and Reagan (Princeton University Press, 2013), 115.] 

Polk continues his tirade against the Mexican government in his message, continually disregarding logic and claims total amiability as he chronicles the story of the diplomat. Polk has this to say about the citizens in Texas when discussing the speed at which he arranges the diplomatic envoy: “I could not, for a moment, entertain the idea that the claims of our much injured and long suffering citizens… should be postponed, or separated from the settlement of the boundary question.”[footnoteRef:9] Polk again is using his platform to make his goals look noble by acting fast to end American suffering when his ultimate goal is expansion. In this excerpt he is specifically justifying the speed at which he attempted to organize negotiations with Mexico. By positioning himself behind the noble cause of ending the suffering of citizens Polk continues to conflate territorial expansion with American prosperity. Polk then shines some light into the political uprising that took place in Mexico during the negotiations. Polk discusses how the Revolutionary Party of Mexico overthrew the government with a military coup. Seeing no reason for the contrary, Polk was “determined to leave no effort untried to effect an amicable adjustment with Mexico” and instructed Slidell to ask to be officially recognized as though it was a normal shift of power.[footnoteRef:10] This baffling assumption on behalf of Polk speaks volumes about how determined he was to open negotiations with Mexico. Despite a hostile military takeover taking place in Mexico, Polk had the audacity to have Slidell be officially recognized. The way he discusses this moment reeks of trying to make himself look good by claiming that he was simply very determined to reach a peace with Mexico. By outlining his actions with that mechanism, he looks as though he is driven to have negotiations with Mexico by any means necessary, whether Mexico wants to or not.  [9:  Polk, James K. Polk Papers, 2.]  [10:  Polk, James K. Polk Papers, 2.] 

Polk’s point becomes much clearer when examining how Polk responds to the new government rejecting Slidell. Polk described the response issued by the Mexican minister of foreign relations as “in terms that may be considered as giving just grounds of offence to the government and people of the United States.”[footnoteRef:11] Polk deciding that the remarks made by the Mexican official were offensive further drives how the point he is trying so hard to make that the Mexican government is the problem in their diplomatic relationship. This sentence also takes aim directly at Congress, with the portion that describes that not only the people of the United States should take offense, but the government should as well. Polk clearly directs this message at Congress to goad them into taking his message at face value, and then he spends the next paragraph reiterating this point. At one point Polk claims that, “Not only was the offer rejected, but the indignity of its rejection was enhanced by the manifest breach of faith in refusing to admit the envoy.”[footnoteRef:12] Polk outlines how Mexico’s transgression was two-fold, not accepting the diplomatic envoy, but also going back on their word saying that they would accept the diplomatic envoy. He ends the paragraph by once again claiming that the United States did everything right and that there was no reason for Mexico to reject the envoy. This is the nucleus of Polk’s disregard for logic and slandering of Mexico in this message. Polk lays out his thoughts fully and completely, demonstrating his commitment to abandon logic. For one, he demonstrates that he does not understand how a military coup would install a separate government that does not abide by the decisions and agreements of the previous government. He also completely abandons the previously more subtle slandering of the Mexicans that he utilized prior in the message to completely tear them down on overblown pretenses. All in all, Polk pounces on this series of events to blow open his argument and demonstrate what his message really is: a plea for military control. [11:  Polk, James K. Polk Papers, 3.]  [12:  Polk, James K. Polk Papers, 3.] 

After Polk recounts the failure of the diplomatic mission, he goes on to discuss military actions that took place between the United States and Mexico. Polk first described how he established a line of troops along the Mexican border to meet a threatened invasion after the United States annexed Texas. Polk claims “it was plainly our duty to extend our protection over her citizens and soil”[footnoteRef:13] when referring to the preemptive action. The fact of the matter is that this section of land where Polk told the troops to occupy was disputed territory between Texas and Mexico, and Texas’ claims to this land were dubious.[footnoteRef:14] The people of Texas were adamant that this tract of land was theirs, and Polk cites this fact, but the Mexican government still claimed the land regardless. Disregarding the legitimacy of the people of Texas’ claim, if Polk was truly as amicable and forthcoming with negotiations as he has repeatedly claimed throughout this message, those troops would not have been stationed in disputed territory. Polk justifies this action by discussing how “Texas… had become an integral part of our Union.”[footnoteRef:15] This reads as another logic defying claim from the chief executive, as Texas has been a state for less than two years at the time Polk composes this message, and yet he claims it to be “integral” to the Union. Compare this to the several decades that Texas had been a part of Mexico and its own independent nation, and Polk’s claim seems unfounded. Polk talks through the first skirmish where the Mexican troops crossed the line where the American troops were stationed, and several Americans were killed. Polk’s follow-up to this event is where his lust for military power shines through in his message, something that he is not shy about whatsoever. [13:  Polk, James K. Polk Papers, 3.]  [14:  Sam W. Haynes and Oscar Handlin, James K. Polk and the Expansionist Impulse (Longman Publishing, 1997), 108-109.]  [15:  Polk, James K. Polk Papers, 3.] 

Polk advocates for a dangerous foreign policy that could spell disaster in many other circumstances late in his message. Near the end of Polk’s message, he delivers one of the most significant lines in the entire message when he says, “had we acted with vigor in repelling the insults and redressing the injuries inflicted by Mexico at the commencement, we should doubtless have escaped all the difficulties in which we are now involved.”[footnoteRef:16] Polk made this ostentatious claim after describing a series of events where Mexicans attacked the United States troops stationed on the Texas border. Polk is essentially advocating for a preemptive strike against Mexico, and actively asserting that if they had done such a strike, the problems that they are facing will not exist. Polk can make such a claim with the retrospect that United States troops were killed by Mexicans troops, but the message and pattern of behavior that Polk is advocating for is highly militaristic and interventionalist. Polk’s preemptive actions did not end with wishing that he had done something, however, as he called upon Southern states to send militias if the Mexicans were to attack the troops stationed at the border. Polk touts this as an act of foresight on his part, but with his obvious militaristic intentions, it is clear that this was a part of his plan to provoke the Mexicans to war. Stationing the troops on disputed territory and informing states that they should be ready to provide troops taken together points to a ploy from Polk to start a war. Polk argues for the contrary when he asserts that “war exists, and, notwithstanding all our efforts to avoid it, exists by the act of Mexico herself, we are called upon by every consideration of duty and patriotism to vindicate with decision the honor, the rights, and the interests of our country.”[footnoteRef:17] Polk once again stresses the amicable nature of United States negotiations and the corrupted nature of Mexico. Polk mentions this idea of “duty” once again, but this time instead of himself it is the American people that have the duty to act. This juxtaposition serves Polk’s narrative well, as it was his duty to deliver the message, and now it is in the hands of America. This is Polk’s message: War has broken out, and we have got to be Americans and go fight to defend our Democracy and our homeland. Polk pulls on these ideas of patriotism and constantly assures that every resort was taken before he arrived at the point where war was necessary, but that was not the case at all. [16:  Polk, James K. Polk Papers, 5.]  [17:  Polk, James K. Polk Papers, 5.] 

Polk outlines an explicit call to action that summarizes his entire message succinctly. When Polk begins to conclude his message, he declares that “Mexico has passed the boundary of the United States, has invaded our territory, and shed American blood upon American soil.”[footnoteRef:18] Polk identified Mexico as the belligerent assailant encroaching on our land and the United States as the victim that needed to act to defend itself. A closer look reveals that Polk was acting in his own self-interest, despite avid claims to the contrary, and in bad faith to start a war against Mexico and gain full control of Texas. The rhetoric that Polk utilized in his message to Congress echoes strongly in the coming time of United States interventionism abroad. Calling upon patriotism, shifting blame, playing the victim, and disregarding logic are all strategies that would prove useful and effective to rally support in the years to come. One day after Polk delivered his message, the House of Representatives passed the war resolution by a vote of 174-14, and the Senate by a vote of 40-2, setting in motion a course of events that would change the landscape of America both literally and figuratively for years to come.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Polk, James K. Polk Papers, 5.]  [19:  Haynes and Hamlin, James K. Polk and the Expansionist Impulse, 133.] 

The fact that Polk’s manipulation tactics were so effective in swaying Congress into declaring war on Mexico marks an early defining moment in the evolution of United States foreign policy. By shining a light on the efficacy of patriotism, victim mentality, and self-serving narratives, this research identifies an early example of these tactics being used to gain military power or territory to expand to. Polk’s manipulation of Congress provided the blueprint for how future events in the United States were handled. Events like the blowing up of the U. S. S. Maine and the Gulf of Tonkin incident come to mind as the fully realized use of this strategy for expanding the United States sphere of influence. By understanding Polk as an early pioneer of these tactics, Polk’s impact as an expansionist leader changes from the main proponent of Manifest Destiny to an innovator of manipulation tactics to execute expansion.
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