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The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo Discussion
Questions

Posted on February 15, 2025

1. What was the underlying conflict between
Mexico and the U.S. in Texas?
The conflict that produced the Texas Revolution and later the Mexican-American War involved
sovereignty, migration, slavery, federalism, land, and competing national claims. Mexico became
independent from Spain in 1821 and inherited a northern frontier that included Texas. Mexican
authorities encouraged immigration to develop the region, including settlement by people from the
United States under empresario contracts. Settlers were expected to accept Mexican law and
citizenship requirements. Tension grew as the Anglo-American population increased, trade remained
tied to the United States, and Mexican leaders attempted to strengthen control. (Weber, 1982)

Slavery was a major issue. Mexico moved toward abolition while many immigrants from the U.S.
South brought enslaved people and wanted to preserve slavery. Political conflict also intensified when
President Antonio López de Santa Anna centralized authority and weakened the federal system
established by the Constitution of 1824. Tejano and Anglo opponents of centralization initially shared
some grievances, although their interests were not identical.

The Texas Revolution of 1835–1836 ended with the establishment of the Republic of Texas after
Santa Anna’s defeat at San Jacinto. Mexico did not recognize Texas independence under the
circumstances of the treaties signed after his capture. The republic claimed the Rio Grande as its
southern boundary, while Mexican authorities regarded the Nueces River as the relevant boundary.
The disputed strip later became central to the Mexican-American War.

Texas sought annexation to the United States, but annexation raised fears of war with Mexico and
intensified the sectional debate over slavery. The United States annexed Texas in 1845. President
James K. Polk then pursued a broader expansionist agenda that included California and New Mexico.
His administration sent troops under General Zachary Taylor into the disputed area between the
Nueces and Rio Grande.

In April 1846, Mexican and American forces clashed. Polk told Congress that Mexico had invaded U.S.
territory and shed American blood on American soil. Critics challenged this description because the
location was disputed. Congress declared war, and American forces invaded Mexico on several fronts.
The conflict therefore cannot be reduced to a simple Mexican attack. It emerged from an unresolved
Texas boundary inside a broader struggle over American expansion. (Weber, 1982)



Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 2

Manifest Destiny provided an ideological framework. Many Americans believed that the United States
was entitled or providentially destined to expand westward. Racial assumptions about Anglo-American
superiority often accompanied this belief. Expansionists described Mexican governance as weak and
presented U.S. settlement as progress. These ideas helped normalize territorial acquisition while
minimizing the rights of Mexican and Indigenous people already living on the land.

Mexico had its own internal political instability, financial difficulty, regional conflict, and military
challenges. These weaknesses affected its ability to defend the northern provinces, but they did not
eliminate sovereignty. Historical explanation should distinguish a state’s weakness from a moral or
legal entitlement to take its territory.

2. How did the Guadalupe Hidalgo Treaty change
the U.S. and Mexico?
The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was signed on February 2, 1848, and ended the Mexican-American
War. Mexico recognized the Rio Grande as the boundary of Texas and ceded a vast territory to the
United States. The cession included present-day California, Nevada, Utah, most of Arizona and New
Mexico, and portions of Colorado and Wyoming. In return, the United States agreed to pay Mexico $15
million and assumed certain claims of U.S. citizens against Mexico. (del Castillo, 1992)

The territorial acquisition dramatically changed the scale and strategic position of the United States. It
extended U.S. control to the Pacific and gave the country ports, mineral resources, agricultural land,
and routes connecting eastern and western markets. The discovery of gold in California in 1848
accelerated migration and economic transformation.

The acquisition also reopened the national conflict over slavery. Would slavery be permitted in
territory taken from Mexico? The Wilmot Proviso attempted to prohibit it but did not become law. The
Compromise of 1850 addressed some territorial questions while deepening sectional resentment.
California entered as a free state, and the status of slavery in other territories remained contested.
The war therefore contributed directly to the political crisis that eventually produced the Civil War.

For Mexico, the treaty represented a catastrophic territorial loss after military defeat. The country
surrendered claims to a large portion of its northern territory and faced political instability, financial
strain, and national trauma. Mexican historical memory often refers to the conflict as a U.S. invasion,
emphasizing a perspective very different from triumphalist American accounts of Manifest Destiny.

The treaty also transformed the legal status of Mexican residents in the ceded territory. Articles VIII
and IX addressed property and citizenship. Residents could remain and retain Mexican citizenship or
become U.S. citizens under the treaty’s terms. The final American version of Article IX differed from
the language originally negotiated, and Article X, which addressed Mexican land grants, was removed
during U.S. ratification.
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Legal promises did not guarantee equal treatment. Mexican landowners often faced expensive
litigation, taxation, unclear records, squatters, fraud, and discriminatory institutions. In California, the
Land Act of 1851 required many holders of Spanish and Mexican grants to prove title before a federal
commission. Even successful claimants could lose land through legal costs and delay. Treaty rights
therefore operated within a new political system that often disadvantaged the people they were
supposed to protect. (National Archives, 1848)

Indigenous nations were affected differently. Mexico and the United States claimed sovereignty over
enormous territories that included Native homelands not fully controlled by either government. The
treaty did not obtain Indigenous consent to transfer those lands. After 1848, U.S. migration and
military power expanded, producing new wars, reservations, treaty violations, and dispossession. A
complete analysis must therefore look beyond the bilateral relationship between the two states.

3. What were the provisions of the treaty and how
did the two nations carry them out?
The treaty contained several major provisions. First, it ended hostilities and established peace.
Second, it recognized the Rio Grande as the Texas boundary. Third, Mexico ceded the northern
territories claimed by the United States. Fourth, the U.S. government agreed to pay $15 million. Fifth,
it addressed the status and property of Mexican residents. It also provided procedures relating to
evacuation, claims, and the border.

Articles VIII and IX are especially important for civil rights. Mexican citizens residing in the transferred
territory were permitted to move to Mexico or remain. Those who stayed could retain Mexican
nationality through a declaration or become U.S. citizens under the treaty framework. Their property
was not supposed to become invalid simply because sovereignty changed.

Article X would have explicitly confirmed Mexican land grants, but the U.S. Senate removed it. The
protocol exchanged with Mexican negotiators attempted to explain the deletion, but later land
adjudication produced serious losses and disputes. The difference between diplomatic promise and
domestic implementation became one of the treaty’s most enduring controversies. (National Archives,
1848)

Article XI originally addressed cross-border raids by Indigenous groups and placed obligations on the
United States. The article reflected racialized assumptions by both states and treated autonomous
Indigenous peoples as problems to be controlled. The United States later negotiated the Gadsden
Purchase in 1853, and provisions connected with Article XI were altered. This history shows that
treaty implementation changed as governments pursued new territorial and security interests.

The United States fulfilled some core state-to-state provisions: it paid the agreed money, established
the new boundary, and withdrew military forces according to the peace. Yet implementation of
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property rights and equal citizenship was uneven. Local law, courts, violence, language barriers, and
racial discrimination shaped daily experience. Federal treaty language could not automatically
overcome settler demand for land.

Mexico complied with the territorial settlement despite intense domestic criticism. Mexican officials
faced the difficult task of recognizing a treaty signed after invasion and military defeat. The
agreement produced peace but did not create equal bargaining conditions.

The treaty should therefore be evaluated on at least two levels. At the international level, it ended
war and transferred recognized claims between governments. At the human level, its protections
were incomplete because residents and Indigenous nations experienced dispossession,
discrimination, and legal uncertainty.

4. How do Mexican people feel about the Treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo?
No single feeling can represent all Mexicans or Mexican Americans. Public memory varies by family,
education, region, politics, and relationship to the border. In Mexican national history, the treaty is
commonly associated with invasion, military defeat, and the loss of territory. The conflict is
remembered less as a heroic expansion than as a traumatic example of unequal power.

For many Mexican Americans in the U.S. Southwest, the treaty is connected to questions of belonging
and civil rights. Families may emphasize that the border moved over long-settled communities,
complicating the description of Mexican Americans as perpetual immigrants. Chicano movement
activists later invoked the history of the Mexican Cession and Aztlán to challenge discrimination and
assert political presence.

Land-grant struggles are another source of memory, especially in New Mexico. Families and
communities have argued that property recognized under Spanish and Mexican rule was lost through
American courts, surveys, taxation, and settlement. The exact legal history differs by grant, and not
every modern claim can be resolved simply by citing the 1848 treaty. Nevertheless, the broader
pattern contributes to a sense that treaty promises were not honored in practice.

The treaty can also produce ambivalence. People may value U.S. citizenship and institutions while
recognizing that their region entered the United States through war. Identity does not require
choosing one national story without criticism. Mexican American history is part of U.S. history
precisely because the two histories became intertwined through conquest, migration, law, family, and
cultural exchange.

Contemporary immigration politics can make the treaty newly relevant. Debates about the border
often treat it as timeless, yet the current U.S.-Mexico boundary is historically recent and was shaped
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substantially by the war and later Gadsden Purchase. Remembering this history does not eliminate
modern immigration law. It does challenge narratives that describe population movement without
acknowledging that political boundaries also moved. (National Archives, 1848)

Public commemorations, museums, textbooks, and monuments influence feeling. If the war is
described only as Manifest Destiny, Mexican loss appears inevitable. If it is described only as
aggression, internal Mexican political divisions and regional complexity may disappear. Responsible
historical memory includes both state perspectives and the experiences of residents and Indigenous
nations.

5. What did Ulysses S. Grant think about the
Mexican-American War?
Ulysses S. Grant served as a young U.S. Army officer in the Mexican-American War and later became
the commanding general of Union forces in the Civil War and the eighteenth president of the United
States. In his Personal Memoirs, Grant strongly criticized the Mexican War. He called it one of the
most unjust wars ever waged by a stronger nation against a weaker one and argued that the United
States had followed the example of European monarchies in seeking additional territory.

Grant believed the annexation of Texas and the war were connected to the expansion of slavery. He
described himself as opposed to the scheme but remained in the Army because he did not believe a
junior officer had the right to resign merely because he disagreed with government policy. His
account reveals a tension between military duty and political conscience.

Grant’s criticism is significant because it came from a veteran who had participated in major
campaigns, not from an outsider unfamiliar with the Army. He admired the professionalism and
courage of fellow soldiers while condemning the political purpose of the war. This distinction shows
that criticism of a war need not imply contempt for those who served in it.

Grant later connected the Mexican War to the Civil War, suggesting that the later conflict was a form
of national punishment for territorial aggression. His reasoning reflected the central role that the
acquired lands played in debates over slavery. The war did not mechanically cause the Civil War, but
it intensified the question of whether slavery would expand westward and helped destroy political
compromises. (Weber, 1982)

Grant’s position also challenges the assumption that Manifest Destiny represented unanimous
American belief. Whigs, abolitionists, intellectuals, politicians, and ordinary citizens criticized Polk’s
policy for different reasons. Abraham Lincoln questioned the location of the initial clash through his
“Spot Resolutions.” Henry David Thoreau’s opposition contributed to his argument for civil
disobedience. Debate occurred during the war, not only after later historians reconsidered it.
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6. What lasting issues did the treaty create?
The treaty left a durable legacy involving citizenship, land, race, language, and the meaning of the
border. Mexican residents became a minority population within an expanding Anglo-American political
system. Formal citizenship did not immediately produce equal access to juries, schools, property,
voting, public office, or protection from violence.

Spanish-language legal documents and Mexican land systems had to be interpreted within U.S.
institutions. Translation, survey methods, legal cost, and different assumptions about communal
property created conflict. Some communities retained land and adapted successfully; others lost
substantial holdings.

New borders divided ecological regions and Indigenous homelands. Communities whose movement
had never been organized around a U.S.-Mexico line faced new military and customs enforcement.
The border remained a site of trade, migration, family ties, and conflict.

The treaty’s legacy also shaped later civil-rights claims. Mexican American activists cited
constitutional and treaty principles when challenging school segregation, discrimination, and political
exclusion. The treaty became more than a diplomatic document; it became a symbol of promises,
contested memory, and historical belonging.

Conclusion
The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ended the Mexican-American War but did not end the conflicts that
produced it. The Texas dispute involved migration, federalism, slavery, territorial boundaries, and
competing sovereignty. The war took place within the expansionist ideology of Manifest Destiny and
resulted in a massive transfer of territory. The treaty established peace, payment, boundary, and
protections for Mexican residents, yet implementation of land and citizenship rights was uneven. (del
Castillo, 1992)

Mexican and Mexican American memory of the treaty often emphasizes invasion, territorial loss, land
dispossession, and the movement of the border across communities. Ulysses S. Grant later
condemned the war as unjust and connected it to the expansion of slavery and the sectional crisis
that followed.

The treaty remains important because it explains how much of the modern U.S. Southwest entered
the United States and why citizenship, land, sovereignty, and border identity remain historically
contested. Studying the document alongside its implementation prevents national expansion from
being mistaken for an automatic or bloodless process.
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