
Pop-Up Case: Oregon Boundary Dispute in 1845
With thousands of American settlers migrating west to the contested Oregon Country and a campaign promise from 

President James K. Polk to annex the entire territory, how should the United States respond to British naval buildup in the 
region and a deteriorating U.S.-British relationship?

Gain knowledge, build skills, and broaden perspectives with Model Diplomacy.
Questions? Contact us at modeldiplomacy@cfr.org.

Decision Point: Set in December 1845
A British warship has been spotted near the Columbia River, and reports indicate 
several more British vessels have been deployed to the Oregon territory. Considering 
the recent failure of negotiations with Britain, this mobilization suggests the British 
Empire’s claims of readiness to protect its interests by force are more than empty 
words. As tensions rise, President Polk has called on Congress to terminate the joint 
occupation treaty in one year. Polk has convened his cabinet to determine what 
territorial claim to negotiate for, or perhaps fight for, in the coming year. Cabinet 
members will need to weigh the risk of war against preserving U.S. interests in the 
region and protecting U.S. citizens already in the area, while taking into account 
Polk’s promise to voters to claim the entire territory. 

Cabinet members should consider the following options:

Use the following historical case to spark discussion and help students think 
through what they would do if they were decision-makers. See the back of the 
page for some inspiration for how to structure your conversation.

The Situation:
In the early nineteenth century, the United States and several European 
powers competed to wrest control over the Pacific coast of North America 
from the American Indians already present in the area. By the 1820s, Russia 
occupied the northern portion of the coast, while Spain (and later Mexico) 
claimed the southern portion. The struggle for the remaining territory 
between the latitudes of 42° and 54°40′ North, which the United States 
called the Oregon Country, fell between the United States and the British 
Empire. Both sought this territory to advance commercial interests such as 
the fur trade and because it was the only remaining area on the west coast 
where either country could build Pacific Ocean ports to access burgeoning 
trade routes. Despite long negotiations, the United States and the British 
Empire could not agree on how to divide the territory. Neither was willing 
to relinquish the area between the Columbia River and the forty-ninth 
parallel, which contains Puget Sound—the region’s best natural harbor. In 
1818, the two countries settled for a stalemate, establishing a treaty of joint 
occupation over the Oregon Country. But by the 1840s this agreement grew 
strained. Although both countries initially used the territory mainly for 
trapping and trade, thousands of U.S. migrants had begun to settle 
permanently in Oregon, driven by a depression in 1837 and the 
expansionist ideology of manifest destiny. Between 1840 and 1845, five 
thousand settlers journeyed west and began establishing a permanent 
presence in Oregon. With more settlers arriving each year, public pressure 
to cement U.S. control over the territory grew. 

In 1844, amid fierce public debate about whether and where the United 
States should expand, Democrat James K. Polk was elected president. Polk’s 
campaign centered on manifest destiny and relied on supporters of Oregon 
annexation, to whom he promised to claim the entire territory. Polk 
reiterated his promise at his inauguration, claiming, “Our title to the 
country of the Oregon is ‘clear and unquestionable,’ and already are our 
people preparing to perfect that title by occupying it.” Democratic 
newspapers began pressing for immediate annexation and denounced those 
suggesting compromise as British sympathizers. Slogans such as “Fifty-Four 
Forty or Fight” emerged, promoting the hard line. The British saw Polk’s 
stance as a challenge to the empire’s honor and a threat to British economic 
interests and responded with their own threats. Officials declared the Royal 
Navy was prepared to commission a force in defense of Oregon that would 
overwhelm the U.S. Navy. As tensions mounted, both countries prepared 
for the possibility of war. In the summer of 1845 the Polk administration 
offered a compromise, renewing the initial U.S. proposal to divide Oregon 
along the forty-ninth parallel, placing Puget Sound under U.S. control. The 
British rejected this offer, however, and Polk ceased negotiations.

Additional Resources:

• Reassert the U.S. claim on the entire territory up to 54°40′North. Fulfilling Polk’s 
campaign promise would be politically popular. However, this option has the 
highest likelihood of sparking a war that the United States could lose. Although 
British resolve to fight a war for so remote a territory could be weak, the British 
Empire is still a militarily superior power. 

• Maintain the original U.S. proposal to divide the border at the forty-ninth parallel. 
Although less extensive than his campaign promise, this division, which includes 
Puget Sound, would still be broadly favorable to U.S. interests. This option still 
poses a risk of war, but, given how remote the territory is, the current British 
military posturing does not guarantee willingness to fight. 

• Accept the British proposal to divide the land at the Columbia River. This option 
averts a war but would result in the United States losing valuable port access in 
Puget Sound and would likely result in public anger over a perceived retreat from 
Polk’s initial position.

• Forgo claims on the Oregon territory. This option would avoid war but would be 
immensely unpopular, cede access to vital ports, and fail to protect U.S. interests 
and settlers already in the region. 
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1. Inaugural Address of President James K. Polk (March 4, 1845)

2. "British Occupation of Oregon," Article in the Yazoo Democrat 
(December 24, 1844)

3. Letter from U.S. Secretary of State James Buchanan to British 
Diplomat Richard Pakenham (August 30, 1845)
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https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/data/batches/msar_cloudchaser_ver01/data/sn87065704/00295877571/1844122401/0367.pdf
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1872p2v5/d37
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Pop-Up Case Guidelines

U.S. history pop-up cases from Model Diplomacy are short case studies examining foreign policy decision-making in U.S. history. Designed with a 
U.S. history survey course in mind, the cases do assume some pre-existing knowledge for context, but there is sufficient detail in the case to fuel a 
lively discussion.

Whiparound:
Ask students to briefly share their position one after the other without 
responding to each other. Typically, everyone speaks in the order they 
are sitting. This can be a way to see where everyone stands before 
launching into a discussion. If you expect a topic to be particularly 
contentious, you could have students listen to each other and then 
reflect in writing.

Simple simulation:
If you would like to simulate a simplified version of a more realistic 
policy debate, you can appoint yourself (or a randomly chosen student) 
president. Ask students to debate the policy options (or come up with 
new ones) and try to reach consensus on a recommendation to the 
president. You could consider assigning students certain perspectives or 
opinions to encourage debate. For example, different students or groups 
could prioritize the military, economic, and diplomatic considerations 
of the case respectively, and use their assigned perspectives to inform 
their arguments.

Note: In our experience, simulations are often most productive if students 
focus on the policy issues and do not try to simulate the personality of 
particular historical figures.

Like Model Diplomacy? Try a full case at modeldiplomacy.cfr.org. 
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For historical cases, a post-discussion debrief is crucial. After a 
simulation, it is important to give students a chance to step out of 
character and reflect on the conversation: what was difficult about the 
decision, what was troubling about its implications. It is also 
important to discuss what decision was actually made.

There are lots of ways to organize a discussion using a pop-up case. It 
is always helpful to think about your goals for the discussion and then 
to consider any time or participation constraints you could have. If 
you are teaching online and are looking for some tips, the 
introduction to this page from Model Diplomacy has some great 
links. If you cannot discuss synchronously, consider a short writing 
assignment or using an online discussion board (see some excellent 
tips here and here). If you are teaching face-to-face or over 
videoconference and are looking for some inspiration, here are a few 
ideas:

Gauge reaction: 
If you want to show what students are thinking before diving into the 
discussion, here are two easy ways to do it. In one, often called “four 
corners,” assign each policy option to a corner of the room, and then 
ask students to stand in the corner associated with the policy option 
they support. In the other, if you want your students to think along a 
spectrum instead (e.g., interventionist-isolationist, unilateral-
multilateral, more urgent–less urgent), put the ends of your spectrum 
at either end of your blackboard and have students stand along the 
board to indicate where along the spectrum they fall. With both 
approaches, everyone will sit down again with a sense of where they 
stand regarding the case. Use this knowledge to shape discussion—
eliciting less popular opinions, challenging more popular ones, 
encouraging like-minded students to further develop their ideas, or 
having students who disagree discuss in small groups.

Think-Pair-Share:
This exercise is particularly useful for groups where some students 
are hesitant. Ask everyone to spend a few minutes quietly gathering 
their thoughts and articulating them in a notebook (“think”), then 
have them turn to the person sitting next to them to compare notes 
(“pair”), and then have students report out to the whole group 
(“share”), knowing that everyone will have had time to think through 
something to say.

https://modeldiplomacy.cfr.org/
http://modeldiplomacy.cfr.org/online-learning
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