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Compelling Question: How did  the Mexican-American War impact women? 
First, complete the background reading to more deeply understand the contrast between 
American and Mexican women on the eve of war. Then, closely read and annotate the primary 
documents. As you read, respond to the guiding questions. Trigger warning: this inquiry 
explores issues of rape and sexual assault. 
 
Background Reading: Patriots, Prostitutes, and Spies 

In 1846, two profoundly different societies eyed each other suspiciously across 
the Rio Grande. Both struggled economically and were fraught with political turmoil. 
One, however, appeared ambitious and on the move; the other, equally ambitious and in 
disarray. The United States and Mexico had never clashed. The fledgling republics 
shared a common border but not a common culture, language, or religion. Moreover, 
Mexican possessions in the Southwest formed a clear obstacle to US expansion. Given 
the distinctive points of separation between the countries, the question might be raised 
whether the war that occurred from 1846 to 1848 was a foregone conclusion… The role 
women played in the contest itself and how the war altered, or failed to alter, their role 
and position in both the private and public spheres can be more easily determined.  
 
The United States  

By the early 1840s, the United States and Mexico faced many of the same 
challenges but moved in markedly different directions. Both embraced the eagle as their 
national symbol, but the American bird seemed to be soaring in full flight. The 
population of the United States reached 17 million, representing a dramatic increase of 
almost 33 percent over the census in 1830… No doubt, further expansion was on the 
horizon. While the size of the cities was sharply increasing… Most Americans… lived in 
rural areas, and 65 percent tilled the soil. Urbanity had its allure, but the future for many 
Jacksonian Americans remained on the farm and the frontier. 

The young republic's promise hinged upon a restless population with a 
boundless westward vision… There existed a romantic sensibility about the frontier that 
allowed the weary mechanic or laborer the opportunity for a rebirth on virgin soil. The 
West harbored a passionate belief in equality, at least for white men, and a right to rise 
according to one's level of ambition and ability… 

Although denied the vote, by the 1840s women had become engaged in the 
public sphere and took a more active role in politics. Attending rallies and campaign 
events, speaking out on behalf of candidates (often Whig), and editing or writing for 
newspapers, women made their presence known… 

Women served a critical functional role in this evolving economy both on the 
family farm and in the emerging manufacturing sector. From an early age, rural girls 
understood the hard, repetitious, and unending nature of their duties inside and outside 
the cabin. They lived their daily lives in a limited space with a maximum of 
predictability and a minimum of excitement. Understandably, many would seek the 
freedom and opportunity to earn wages in an urban environment… 

The Northeast, especially New England, experienced a dramatic growth in 
industry… Desperate for workers, the owners turned to young women from farms and 
villages in the region. Thousands of women, girls, and children—as many as eight 
thousand in Lowell, Massachusetts, alone-would spin and weave up to fourteen hours a 
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day for $3.00 per week under a rigid system of bells that dictated their time for work, 
nourishment, and sleep. They lived in a protective boardinghouse milieu intended to 
guard their safety and virtue. The system flourished, though many Jeffersonian 
Americans viewed wage labor and the emergence of women in the workforce outside 
the home as a betrayal of traditional values. The girls ate, slept, and talked together and 
developed a sense of independence that challenged and threatened conventional views. 
If they could function and even prosper in such an environment, then what could be 
said of female inferiority?...  

Education played a critical role in changing the status quo and aiding female 
advancement. By the 1830s, a system of public schools appeared on the horizon in 
several states. Two decades later, approximately 90 percent of white men and women 
were literate. A reading revolution that encompassed newspapers, magazines, 
pamphlets, and books suggests a more informed citizenry, and it opened doors to 
women beyond the home. Women of all classes might acquire a primary education, and 
those of the upper classes could advance further…  

These activities would soon take them outside the home, however, morphing 
into more controversial undertakings in the public sphere. Immigration and 
industrialization brought with them urban problems, while moral issues, including the 
abolition of slavery, restrictions on alcohol, and world peace demanded attention, as did 
capital punishment, prison reform, mental health, and juvenile delinquency. And what 
of rights for women in terms of property ownership, divorce, and child custody? While 
men generally assumed the leadership roles in the sponsoring organizations, the 
number of women involved rose exponentially. The stage was set for their activism at 
the onset of the Mexican-American War. 
 
Mexico  

After a decade-long struggle, Mexico won its independence from Spain in 1821… 
The huge expanse grew to comprise twenty states and four territories and numbered 
more than 7 million people. The territories, such as New Mexico (ca. 60,000) and 
California (ca. 90,000), were lightly populated overall and made up largely of mestizos 
(of mixed European and Indian ancestry) and indios (of Indian ancestry)...   

As the decade progressed, regionalism persisted in many states, and distance 
from the capital seemed to encourage independence of action… Problematically for the 
nation, dissatisfaction with the government often manifested itself through the military 
and its leaders. Antonio López de Santa Anna, a hero of the War of Independence, 
served as president on eleven different occasions from 1833 to 1855 and symbolized the 
effort of the army to act as a bridge between Congress and the people. Attacking the 
legislature as inept, he seized power through the public proclamation (pronunciamiento) 
of Cuernavaca in May 1834 and governed with the authority of a virtual dictator. Angry 
and frustrated centralists saw this devolution as a threat to the republic and gained 
control of Congress in 1835. They quickly moved to oust the 1824 Constitution and 
replace it with the Seven Laws, constitutional reform that brought new and extensive 
power to conservatives in Mexico City. 

Predictably, several states responded violently to attacks on their authority. After 
a brief conflict, the celebrated 1836 revolt in Texas ended in the establishment of a new 
country. Less successful uprisings were launched in Zacatecas (1835), New Mexico 
(1837), the Republic of the Rio Grande (Coahuila, Nuevo León, and Tamaulipas, 1840), 
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Yucatán (1841), and Tabasco (1841)... Each insurgency, however, reflected the locals' 
disillusionment with the central government and the intention in several instances to 
separate from Mexico… In some desperation, with the advent of the war with the 
Americans, the old Constitution of 1824 was restored in the summer of 1846… 

Women provided the labor force for these new cloth and cigarette factories, and 
although the pay was low, it offered an income alternative to demeaning domestic labor. 
Indeed, employment could be found in the more than one hundred cotton yarn and 
cloth plants established by 1846. Overall, the confluence of resources proved difficult for 
individual investors, however, and while the manufacturing sector showed gradual 
growth in the 1840s, the real industrial revolution lay ahead…   

Mexican society was implacably bound by race, class, and gender. Position and 
privilege came with ethnicity and lightness of skin color. The status of a mixed-blood 
mestizo declined if the bronzeness of his flesh came to resemble that of an indio. 
European- born whites and their criolla (Creole) heirs formed a dominant minority who 
were particularly resistant to any change that might threaten their socioeconomic or 
political status. They increasingly gravitated to the larger towns and cities for their 
lifestyle, culture, and education…  

Women found themselves bound not only by a lack of learning but also by a 
culture, not unlike its Yankee counterpart, in which men attempted to restrict the role of 
women to the domestic sphere. They largely succeeded. Women of the upper and 
middling classes maintained their respectability by efficiently managing the home and 
never venturing out in public unaccompanied. The silk clad mistress of the hacienda and 
her daughters spent endless hours at needlework, light chores, reading, and worship. 
Labor that calloused the hands was inappropriate. Those duties were carried out by 
unmarried indio girls from the countryside who supplied the domestic help in the cities 
and manor houses. In the villages, women performed similar household duties, crafting 
endless numbers of tortillas, minding the children, and maintaining the garden and the 
animals. Minimal opportunity existed for employment outside the home. In the cities, 
married lower-class women frequently sold food in local markets and functioned as 
seamstresses or midwives. The added reals were a critical supplement to the meager 
wages of their husbands. The aforementioned textile factories also provided an 
alternative source of income to a restricted number of women, particularly in northern 
Mexico.  

The legal status of women varied from state to state. They might be permitted to 
own property, and wealthy widows fared best in terms of independence and authority. 
Most Mexican states lowered the age of majority, the right to marry without parental 
consent, and emancipation from a father's control (patria potestas) to under twenty-five. 
These changes somewhat empowered single women but did little to help wives and 
daughters. Mexican women did enjoy greater sexual freedom than their American 
sisters, however. Adultery was illegal, but extramarital affairs were commonplace. Their 
discovery usually resulted in no damage to the character or the reputation of the woman 
involved. Thus, by the early 1840s many Mexican women held some legal rights and 
experienced sexual freedom but faced limited opportunities in the workplace and 
virtually no education or political role… 
 
Pending War 
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On the eve of war with the United States, Mexico found itself a deeply divided 
country with a hostile, violent, and corrupt political culture, a stressed economy, and a 
social structure that offered hope and promise to few. The notion of a common identity 
remained elusive. "In Mexico, there has not been, nor could there have been, a national 
spirit," a dour Mexican commented in 1847, "for there is no nation.”...  

The ensuing struggle, which cost thousands of lives, and the Mexicans their 
empire, was of course much more complex than an incidental encounter along the Rio 
Grande…  

Soldiers often struggled with the moral and racial dimensions of their encounters 
with Mexican women. As proper Victorian men, they wondered whether it was 
appropriate for them to fall in love with or take advantage of women so "foreign," whose 
culture was so different from their own. Some men admired the women from afar. Other 
men revealed their dark side, easily compromising their values to exploit the women 
who were economically or physically unable to resist their advances. The voices of these 
men, both of conscience and without, appear regularly throughout the narrative. Their 
language and behavior, sometimes caring but too often brutal, harsh, and insensitive, 
should be understood as embodying the attitudes of a generation of Americans toward a 
people they considered inferior. The viewpoints, tone, and substance of those 
expressions should be considered as theirs alone…. 

At home, changing dynamics brought about evolving roles for American 
women… The women editors and reporters were among the more determined and 
aggressive on both sides. Many found themselves close to the front, seizing available 
opportunities, performing tasks large and small, saving lives, or enriching themselves. 
Angels of the battlefield rivaled saloon temptresses for the public's attention. The latter 
had special appeal-dealing cards and caprice, alcohol and illusion, providing respite for 
the weary soldier, trapper, or trader. They were patriots, prostitutes, spies. Their stories 
and the impact of their lives, individually and collectively, are worthy of our 
consideration and deliberation.  
 
Belohlavek John M. 2017. Patriots Prostitutes and Spies Women and the Mexican-American War. 

Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press. 3-16. 
http://proxy.cm.umoncton.ca/login?url=http://lib.myilibrary.com?id=1015591.  

 
Guiding Questions: 

1. Which country is more stable politically on the eve of war? Why?  
 
 
 
 

2. How are women’s lives and rights different in each country? 
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Document Set A: Maps of the United States and Mexico 

 
"The United States in 1846." Map. In The Library of Congress. Chicago, IL: McConnell Map 

Co., 1919. Accessed September 30, 2022. 
https://www.loc.gov/resource/g3701sm.gct00482/?sp=28&r=-0.515,0,2.03,0.724,0. 

"The Results of the Mexican War 1848." Map. In The Library of Congress. Chicago, IL:  
McConnell Map Co., 1919. Accessed September 30, 2022. 
https://www.loc.gov/resource/g3701sm.gct00482/?sp=28&r=-0.515,0,2.03,0.724,0. 

 
Guiding Questions: 

1. How do these two maps show the significance of the Mexican-American war?  
 
 

2. How does the emphasis on slave and free states show political conflict in the 
United States at the time? 

 
 
 
Document B: Excerpt from Patriots, Prostitutes, and Spies 

You heard that your country was invaded, you heard her call to arms and 
simultaneously our hearts responded, ‘it is my country, and this army shall defend 
her’... In the flush of victory forget not the dictates of humanity; add no unnecessary 
insult or fallen foe; let the world see that American soldiers are as generous as they are 
brave.  

 
Mrs. Bolten from Belohlavek, John M. "Women, Reform, and the US Home Front." Patriots, Prostitutes, 

and Spies, 21-53. Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2017. 
 
Guiding Questions: 
 

1. How did Mrs. Bolton encourage the soldiers to treat their Mexican opposition? 
 
 
 
Document C: The Maid of Monterey 
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This document can also be found in audio form on YouTube. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d1rxX75kPw 

 
Hewitt, J. H. The maid of Monterey. F. D. Benteen, Baltimore, monographic, 1851. Notated  
Music. https://www.loc.gov/item/sm1851.520180/. 
 
Questions for Analysis:  

1. What type of person is the song describing? 
 
 

2. Why do you think the composer felt it important to write a song about this 
woman?  

 
 
 

3. How does this song from an American songwriter show how the Mexican 
people treated American soldiers?  
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Document D: Victory by Margaret Fuller 
First published in New York Magazine, this article written by Margaret Fuller is an opinion 
piece about American involvement in the Mexican-American War.  
 

“It was a famous victory,” sighs the songster after abashing and affrighting the 
unsophisticated mind of his hearer with details of the horrors of a battle. We, too, are 
called to rejoice over bloodshed and burning, and these in vindication of a most 
unrighteous act. Vain have been the hopes that the victories of this nation would be over 
wrong and ignorance, not mere conquest of the bodies of other men to obtain their 
possessions or guard our own. Our Stars have lighted us only to the ancient heathen—
the vulgar path of national aggrandizement; and our Eagle, like the Roman, loves better 
to snatch its prey from the field than to soar to the purer regions near the source of light. 
The ode performed last night—Schiller’s “Ode to Joy”—where occur the grand lines 
(misprinted in yesterday’s Tribune,) 

“Be embraced Millions, 
This kiss to the whole world,” 

and his other poem where he says— 
“Honor in the king the service of a king, 
Honor in the subject the service of a subject,” 

seemed prophecies of what might so easily be effected in this country, which all omens 
marked out as the dominion where the hopes of the Prince of Peace might be realized … 
A Church is to be dedicated to-day. But the flames of burning towns rise higher than 
those of the altar and tell to the departed Friend of Man, that at the end of eighteen 
centuries, his simple precepts “Love one another,” and “Feed my lambs,” are as far as 
ever from being obeyed. If the lion lies down with the lamb for an hour of slumber, it is 
only to get an appetite for breakfast, and the wolves of war rage abroad without the 
slightest excuse from hunger. 
 
Fuller, Margaret. "Victory." In Margaret Fuller, Critic : Writings From the New-York Tribune,  

1844-1846, by Judith Mattson Bean and Joel Myerson, 424-25. New York, NY: 
Columbia  University Press, 2000.  

 
Questions for Analysis 

1. Why is the title of the article, Victory, significant? 
 
 
 

2. Why is Margaret Fuller so scathing in her opinion on the Mexican-American 
War? 
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Document E: American Soldier 
 

General Lane… told us to “avenge the death of the Gallant Walker, … to take all 
that our hands could hold on.” And well and fearfully was his mandate obeyed. Grog 
shops were broken open first, and then, maddened with liquor, every species of outrage 
was committed. Old women and girls were stripped of their clothing-- and many 
suffered still greater outrages. Men were shot by the dozens… their property, churches, 
stores and dwelling houses ransacked… Such a scene I never hoped to see again. It gave 
me a lamentable view of human nature… and made me for the first time ashamed of my 
country. 

 
Zinn, Howard. A People's History of the United States. 168-169. New York City, NY: Harper 
Perennial, 1999. 168-169. 
 
Guiding Questions: 
 

1. How does the treatment of the Mexican people in this encounter show 
American Exceptionalism?  

 
 
 

2. Based on what you’ve read, why do you suppose rape and sexual assault 
occurred in this conflict? 
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Overall, how did the Mexican American War impact women? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


