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Abstract 

 

This paper examines the differences between patriotism and nationalism as applied to 

early American conflicts. Patriotism and nationalism are two similar political movements that are 

based on a feeling of affection toward one’s country. Where the two movements differ is in the 

focus of that affection. Patriotism involves affection for the ideals, values, and virtues of a state 

while nationalism supports the expansion of a state’s power by any means necessary. These two 

terms correlate with offensive and defensive conflict, with patriotic conflicts being defensive and 

nationalistic conflict being offensive in nature.  While the labels of nationalism and patriotism 

cannot be applied to all American conflicts, they apply to the Barbary Wars and the Mexican-

American War.   The focus by Presidents Thomas Jefferson and James Madison on the need to 

defend American property and the right to trade has a component of patriotism in the decision to 

go to war. This is much different than the Mexican- American War, which was a nationalistic 

war driven by President James K. Polk’s push for expansion westward and the growth of 

Methodism in the Second Awakening. 
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Patriotism and nationalism are two similar political movements that can be forces for 

change or retrenchment. Differences between the two may be hard for some people, including 

historians to delineate, as both are based on the same assumption: a citizen’s affection for his or 

her nation. Misunderstanding the difference between patriotism and nationalism is detrimental to 

the study of history. Particularly in American history, the transition period from the Revolutionary 

Era into the time of American expansion in the mid-nineteenth century presents opportunities for 

historians to muddle the differences between these two political movements. Understanding the 

differences between patriotism and nationalism is important to properly understand the driving 

forces behind early American military conflicts. Examining two early American conflicts reveals 

the differences between patriotism and nationalism. 

 This paper examines the political differences between patriotism and nationalism. Put 

simply, patriotism is a force for the defense of specific values while nationalism serves as a popular 

drive to expand a nation’s borders or resources. While patriotism and nationalism are political 

forces among a population, they both can emerge during a war to operate as popular movements 

that support and rationalize a conflict. The Barbary Wars, a series of anti-piracy conflicts ranging 

from the 1780s to 1815, emerged from a patriotic movement to protect the rights and values 

guaranteed to Americans in the Constitution. The Mexican-American War, which began in 1846 

and ended two years later, was a conflict generated by a growing nationalism in America which 

aimed to expand the nation’s borders. A study of both the Barbary War and Mexican-American 

War shows that patriotism and nationalism are distinct but related movements and that the 

differences are evident in the justification for violence.   
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Defining Patriotism and Nationalism 

 George Orwell, writing in his 1945 essay Notes on Nationalism, claims that “nationalism 

is not to be confused with patriotism. Both words are normally used in so vague a way that any 

definition is liable to be challenged, but one must draw a distinction between them, since two 

different and even opposing ideas are involve.”1 Providing his own definition for each, Orwell 

defines nationalism as a movement “inseparable from the desire to secure more power and 

prestige, not for himself but for the nation or other unit in which he has chosen to sink his own 

individuality.”2 Orwell’s use of the work ‘unit’ serves as an indicator of political loyalty. His 

logic suggests that whether the ‘unit’ is a nation or set of values determines the type of political 

movement. In nationalism, the unit of focus is the nation, whereas in patriotism the unit is a set 

of values institutionalized by the nation. The philosopher Stephen Nathansson agrees with 

Orwell, and adds that “nationalism is often regarded with fear and suspicion” because it “seems 

too aggressive and belligerent.”3 A war driven by national expansion is identified as immoral and 

avaricious, while a war of ‘defense’ or ‘liberation’ has a connotation of being honorable and 

virtuous.4 The Mexican-American War serves as an act of war driven by nationalism which 

aimed to gain resources for the nation without a proper justification. 

 This definition provides a unique measure of the limits of patriotism. Orwell defines 

patriotism as “devotion to a particular place and a particular way of life, which one believes to be 

                                                           
1 George Orwell, “Notes on Nationalism,” Orwell Library, accessed November 10, 2016, 

https://owl.english. purdue.edu/owl/resource/717/05/.  
2 Ibid.  

3 Stephen Nathansson, Patriotism, Morality and Peace (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1993), 185.  

4 Ibid.  
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the best in the world but has no wish to force on other people.”5 Writing in the 1980s, istorian 

Anthony Hartle defines patriotism as “loyalty to national institutions and symbols because and in 

so far as they represent values that are the primary objects of allegiance.”6 When Hartle says “in 

so far as they represent values,” he is acknowledging that the limits if patriotism are reached 

when political movements become a force for change that is different that promoting the moral 

values perpetuated in a political system.  

Hartle’s focus on patriotism being linked to the qualities of a nation rather than its actions 

offers a starting point for a discussion on patriotic conflict. Nathansson, Orwell and law 

professor Joseph Morray all accept that patriotism is inherently a defensive action.7 This does not 

mean that patriotic conflicts can occur only in one’s homeland or in defense of its nation’s 

borders. Patriotic conflicts are ones which aim to protect citizens and their property. The Barbary 

Wars were driven by this sense of defense, as the impressment of American citizens and the 

restriction of free trade by the Barbary leaders violated what American leaders believed to be 

natural rights.  

Differences between nationalism and patriotism do not exist only in the abstract language 

of political theory. Based on the definitions of nationalism and patriotism used in this paper, war 

to gain land or resources tends to be nationalist in nature, while war for the defense of property 

and rights tends to be patriotic.  

 

                                                           
5 Orwell, “Notes on Nationalism.” 

6 Nathansson, 58.  

7 See Joseph Morray, Pride of State (Boston: Beacon Hill, 1959), 4-14; Nathansson, 186; Orwell, “Notes on 

Nationalism.” 
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Mexican-American War 

The 1846 Mexican-American War is the one of the greatest example of a nationalistic 

conflict in early American history. In his 1846 second annual address to Congress, President 

James K. Polk summed up the nationalistic elements of the Mexican-American War by saying 

that “The progress of our country in her career of greatness, not only in the vast extension of our 

territorial limits and the rapid increase of our population, but in the resources and wealth and in 

the happy condition of our people, is without an example in the history of nations.”8 As Polk 

appealed to the ideals of the times, that growth by any means was moral, he was invoking an 

image that certain nations which had not progressed would be victim to the expansion of larger 

nations. Author Arthur Ekirch summarizes this belief up by saying “The fate of Mexicans was 

explained by alluding to their unprogressive condition.”9 

President Polk came into office in 1845 with clear plans for expansion. America had been 

reaching for claims towards expansion in Texas, Oregon and had already purchased the mid-

West plains.10 Polk’s overall plan was to reach and annex California into the Union to use Pacific 

Ocean trade as a line for economic growth.11 At this time, most of what is today Texas, New 

Mexico, Arizona and southern California was owned by Mexico. To achieve his goal of reaching 

the Pacific, Polk had to go gain control of land from Mexico, starting with Texas. With clear 

plans for expansion, it is hard to argue that Polk’s ambition was not based on nationalistic 

ambition. Opposition in Congress to the war was led by John M. Clayton, who argued that 

                                                           
8 Arthur Ekirch, The Idea of Progress in America, 1815-1860 (New York: Peter Smith, 1951), 49.  

9 Ibid., 51.  

10 Amy Greenberg, A Wicked War (New York: Alfred Knopf, 2012), 67.  

11 Ibid., 68.  
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American military maneuvers along the Mexican border were “as much an act of aggression on 

our part as is a man’s pointing a pistol at another’s breast.”12 While Polk pushed this territorial 

ambition himself, he created an image of a unified consensus among cabinet officials towards 

expansion. 

Before his inauguration day, Polk already earned a reputation as being dishonest.13 To 

overcome this, the new president sought out a Cabinet that would appear unified and decisive. 

Polk used his Cabinet in a very collegial way, and both the historians Amy Greenberg and Paul 

Bergeron agree that Polk relied heavily on the candid input from all Cabinet members.14 Twice-

weekly meetings held by the President and attended by all Cabinet members allowed the 

President to be continually advised and updated on matters. Of the entire cabinet, only the 

Secretary of State James Buchanan misunderstood Polk’s willingness to start the conflict. When 

Buchanan drafted a memo to European powers denying American ambitions in Mexico, Polk and 

every other member of the cabinet berated Buchanan for two hours before sending him out of the 

White House with new memo that did not contain language against annexing Mexican territory.15  

The issue here is that the Cabinet usually agreed with Polk’s opinions, including on the 

decision to go to war with Mexico.16 By having a Cabinet that was allowed free thought but was 

known to agree with Polk, it provided an illusion of support for the War in the executive branch. 

                                                           
12 Greenberg, 108.  

13 Ibid., 71. 

14 Ibid.; Paul Bergeron, The Presidency of James K. Polk (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1987), 

37-39.  
15 Greenberg, 109. 

16 Bergeron, 39.  
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Debate in Congress was heated over the decision to assent to war with Mexico or not, but after 

Clayton’s abstention in the vote Congress agreed to war.17 

Despite his clear dedication to pushing for war against Mexico, Polk continued to try to 

frame the conflict as anything but a land grab. At one point, Polk even told Buchanan that “we 

[the U.S.] had not gone to war for conquest, yet it was clear that in making peace we would if 

practicable obtain California and such other portion of the Mexican territory as would be 

sufficient… to defray the expenses of the war.”18 Not only do President Polk’s action have basis 

in nationalism, but his own words clearly show the forces that drove his quest to conquer land 

from Mexico. This aggression was justified not only in terms of national growth for America, but 

also as a cultural conflict. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                         19 

                                                           
17 Greenberg, 108.  

18 Ibid.  

19 Image from “Mexican War, 1846-1848,” accessed November 17, 2016, 

http://historyprofessorjoe.com/maps-2/mexican-war-1846-1848/.  
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During the 1840s attempts to spin a possible Mexican-American War as patriotic began 

to focus on “a cloak of idealism to what was more bluntly called manifest destiny.”20 Historian 

Robert Merry disagrees with the proposition of patriotism driving the war, and instead believes 

that the road leading up to the Mexican-American War “stretched far into each nation’s history, 

accentuating profound differences between Anglo-Saxon and Spanish-Indian outlooks, attitudes, 

religious sensibilities and governance.”21 The Second Awakening in America had allowed 

Methodism to grow, which it did in open opposition to the Catholicism of the Mexicans.22  

The nationalism behind Polk’s push for war with Mexico is evident after examination. 

His push for war from the earliest days of his Presidency does have signs of nationalism, but 

Polk’s lousy justification is what really shows the forces at play behind his foreign policy. A 

combination of nefarious activity towards Mexico to provoke a response and surrounding 

himself with assenting opinions shows Polk’s ambition overshadowed critical thinking about 

whether or not the war was just. Polk used Manifest Destiny and specifically the annexation of 

Texas to draw Methodist support for war and to frame the conflict as a natural progression of 

America.23 This element of religious superiority has clear elements of nationalism. As Orwell 

stated, loyalty to a unit is a defining element of nationalism. During the Mexican-American War, 

Polk’s exploiting of the Second Awakening and Methodism shows a driving force believed that 

expanding the American nation took priority over the rights of Mexicans.  

 

                                                           
20 Ekirch, 51.  

21 Robert Merry, A Country of Vast Designs (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2009), 177.  

22 Greenberg, 35.  

23 Ibid., 36. 
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The Barbary Wars 

The Barbary Wars, a set of several conflicts ranging from 1784 to 1815, pitted the young 

American navy against the Barbary states of Tunis, Algiers, Morocco and Tripoli.24 During 

Thomas Jefferson’s Presidency, the Tripolitan War lasted from 1801 to 1805 and James Madison 

Congress declared the Algerine War during the Presidency of James Madison in 1815. The 

response of the American government is representative of a patriotism-driven war for two 

reasons. First, the American government under Adams and Jefferson worked to find a diplomatic 

solution before resorting to military power. This symbolizes a reluctance to use force and 

coercion that supports the defensive nature of patriotism. Second, both Barbary conflicts started 

to protect American citizens rather than conquer and control the Barbary. The conflict was not 

overly violent or rapacious, but achieved its goal to protect American shipping.  

25 

                                                           
24 Frank Lambert, The Barbary Wars (New York: Hill and Wang, 2005), 7.  

25 Image from “African Maps,” Course Site, American’s Small Wars, Accessed November 25, 2016, 

http://smallwars.ferrellhistory.com/category/barbary-wars/africa-maps/.  
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Sitting along the southern coast of the Mediterranean, the Barbary states committed acts 

of piracy against commercial vessels passing through the area. Following the British recognition 

of American independence in 1783, the Royal Navy removed protections on American 

shipping.26 Only a year after independence, the first American ship was captured off the coast of 

Morocco. The brigantine Betsey was commandeered and the American crew was enslaved. For 

Americans, a War of Independence fought only a generation earlier in part to secure the rights to 

free, independent trade were about to lose the opportunity to reach markets in the Mediterranean 

if the American government couldn’t protect the trade or security of its citizens.  

Prior to his presidency, Thomas Jefferson worked to “purchase the peace” of the Barbary 

states.27 It was customary during this era for European nations to pay large bribes to the Barbary 

states to protect shipping. Debate over paying tribute to the Barbaries continued for over a 

decade in American politics, despite both of the first two presidents, George Washington and 

John Adams, agreeing that conflict against the Barbaries was preferable.28 While some Barbary 

States such as Morocco and Tunis accepted small tributes, Algiers and Tunis continually 

increased demands. America was still a young nation with a fragile economy, and tribute 

payments were becoming too large for the government.29 The American leaders at this time were 

dedicated to protecting trade and their citizens, but payments to the Dey of Algiers quickly 

reached over $1 million and proved to be too much. 30 

                                                           
26 Lambert, 3.  

27 Jon Meacham, The Art of Power (New York: Random House, 2012), 183. 

28 (See Lambert, 48-103, for more information on the debate over tribute payment.) (Lambert, 26); 

Frederick Leiner, The End of Barbary Terror (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 21.  
29 Meacham, 183. 

30 Lambert., 60 
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After his inauguration in 1801, Jefferson quickly dispatched American Naval vessels to 

the Mediterranean to protect shipping and if need be, engage Barbary pirates.31  Once the system 

of tributes to Barbary states broke down, Jefferson moved toward war without hesitation.  He 

believed that “trade was essential to America’s prosperity, and by waging a relatively 

inexpensive naval war he hoped to send a message to the world that America’s shipping must be 

respected,” showing that American trade was a national priority worth fighting over. 32 In 

messages to Congress over the decision to execute naval operations against the Barbary, 

Jefferson continually emphasized the defensive nature of the operation.33 While this may be due 

to Congress’s concerns over the cost of war or the risk of defeat, it also provides insight into 

Jefferson’s plan for the war. He did not attempt to colonize or annex the Barbary, but rather to 

use a swift, strong attack to demonstrate the American resolve for protecting trade.  

In 1808 the Dey of Algiers, who had concluded a peace treaty with America was 

assassinated and replaced with a new leader.34 It was expected by President Jefferson and his 

successor James Madison that a new peace treaty would have to be concluded with the Dey. 35 

Due to a likely war with the British, Madison did not seek out a new treaty as the Algiers was 

only a minor concern compared to the threat of conflict with the British. In 1815 as the War of 

1812 was coming to an end, Madison moved against Algiers. The irritant Dey was the last 

                                                           
31 Meacham, 364-65.  

32 Norman K Risjord, Jefferson’s America, 3rd ed (New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 2010), 348.  

33 Ibid.  

34 Ibid., 180. 

35 Ibid.  
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objection to safe American trade in the Atlantic.36 Overwhelming military power against Algiers 

subdued the Dey, and for the first time since the War for Independence, American trade could 

move unmolested in the Atlantic.37 Once security for American trade was assured, the war was 

ended. It would have been possible for American’s to exploit the victory over the Barbary states, 

but that did not happen. Unlike President Polk, who exploited swift victories over the Mexicans 

to gain territory, President Madison simply wanted to protect Americans and end the conflict 

swiftly.  

The response of the American government to the conflict with the Barbary states is 

representative of a patriotic war for two reasons. First, the American government under Adams 

and Jefferson worked to find a diplomatic solution before resorting to military power. Second, 

both Barbary conflicts began because of a desire to protect American citizens rather than conquer 

and control the Barbary.  

Avoiding Confusing Patriotism and Nationalism in the Future  

 Understanding the differences between patriotism and nationalism is important for the 

study of history because it reveals what Americans have felt about themselves, and the 

government which rules their nation. Rather than viewing the history of early America as a 

struggle over taxes and government, this paper focuses on the effect that political movements 

have on the actions of government and on the internal feelings of Americans. The first section of 

this paper delineated differences between patriotism and nationalism to show the two terms are 

                                                           
36 Ibid., 184.  

37 Ibid., 196-202. 
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not interchangeable. The two conflicts covered have served as examples of conflicts that were 

led by patriotic or nationalist movements.  

Beyond demonstrating that patriotism and nationalism are different, this paper 

demonstrates that the two terms should not be used as equals in history. The Barbary Wars have 

shown that wars driven by patriotic feelings focus on the defense of American property and 

citizens, as well take on a limited and small scale nature. This is very different than the Mexican-

American War, where nationalism became exploited to justify the annexation of what is today 

the Southwest United States. It is important to study the differences between how patriotism and 

nationalism operate as conflict motivators to better understand history, the present and the future. 

Governments exploit political sentiments to justify conflict if it is part of national interest. The 

differences between patriotism and nationalism occurs if that national interest is for the defense 

of Americans, or for acquisitive expansion.  
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