
The decision to go to war against Great Britain in 1812 followed months of 
argument between those who would suffer commercial losses from a war with 
a major trading partner and those who wanted to take over British lands in
North America. 

As you read, look for arguments each speaker uses to justify his position. Then answer 
the questions that follow.
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For and Against the War of 1812

[F]or my part I am not prepared to say that this
country shall submit to have her commerce 
interdicted or regulated, by any foreign nation.
Sir, I prefer war to submission. 

Over and above these unjust pretensions of
the British Government, for many years past 
they have been in the practice of impressing our
seamen, from merchant vessels; this unjust and
lawless invasion of personal liberty, calls loudly
for the interposition of this Government. . . . 

It cannot be believed by any man who will
reflect, that the savage tribes, uninfluenced by
other Powers, would think of making war on the
United States. They understand too well their own
weakness, and our strength. They have already
felt the weight of our arms; they know they hold
the very soil on which they live as tenants at suf-
ferance. How, then sir, are we to account for their
late conduct? . . . I therefore infer, that if British
gold has not been employed, their baubles and
trinkets, and the promise of support and a place
of refuge if necessary, have had their effect. . . . 

We shall drive the British from our Continent
—they will no longer have an opportunity of
intriguing with our Indian neighbors, and setting
on the ruthless savage to tomahawk our women
and children. That nation will lose her Canadian
trade, and, by having no resting place in this
country, her means of annoying us will be 
diminished.

What are we to gain by war, has been emphatically
asked? In reply, he would ask, what are we not to
lose by peace?—commerce, character, a nation’s
best treasure, honor! If pecuniary considerations
alone are to govern, there is sufficient motive for
the war. Our revenue is reduced, by the operation
of the belligerent edicts, to about six million of
dollars, according to the Secretary of the Treasury’s
report. The year preceding the embargo, it was
sixteen. . . . 

Not content with seizing upon all our property,
which falls within her rapacious grasp, the per-
sonal rights of our countrymen—rights which 
forever ought to be sacred, are trampled upon
and violated. . . .

He contended that the real cause of British
aggression, was not to distress an enemy but to
destroy a rival. A comparative view of our com-
merce with England and the continent, would 
satisfy any one of the truth of this remark. . . .
[Y]ou must look for an explanation of her conduct
in the jealousies of a rival. She sickens at your
prosperity, and beholds in your growth—your
sails spread on every ocean, and your numerous
seamen—the foundations of a Power which, at 
no very distant day, is to make her tremble for
naval superiority.

FOR THE WAR OF 1812
Representative Henry Clay of Kentucky, 
December 1811

FOR THE WAR OF 1812
Representative Felix Grundy of Kentucky,
December 1811
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