
Manifest Destiny –  

The 19th century American belief that the United States was destined to 

expand across the North American continent, from the Atlantic 

seaboard to the Pacific Ocean.   

It is most often associated with the territorial expansion of the US from 

1812 to 1860. 

 Advocates of Manifest Destiny believed that expansion was not only 

wise but that it was apparent (manifest) and inexorable (destiny). 

 Three key themes were usually touched upon by advocates of 

Manifest Destiny: 

 1. The virtue of the American people and their institutions 

 The idea is traced to America's Puritan heritage, particularly 

John Winthrop's "City upon a Hill" sermon of 1630, in which 

he called for the establishment of a virtuous community that 

would be a shining example to the Old World.  

 In his 1776 pamphlet, ‘Common Sense’, Thomas Paine 

echoed this notion, arguing that the American Revolution 

provided an opportunity to create a new, better society. 

 Many Americans agreed with Paine, and came to believe 

that the United States had embarked upon a special 

experiment in freedom and democracy – and a rejection 

of Old World monarchy in favor of republicanism – an 

innovation of global importance 

 The mission to spread these institutions, thereby redeeming 

and remaking the world in the American image 

 The destiny under God to accomplish this work 

 

Thomas Jefferson’s Louisiana Purchase of 1803 enabled the eventual 

philosophy underpinning Manifest Destiny, as people suddenly found 

considerable tracks of land by which to explore. 

 

Manifest Destiny was more a general notion rather than a specific policy.  

 The term combined a belief in expansionism with other popular 

ideas of the era, including American exceptionalism, a romantic 

sense of nationalism, and a belief in the natural superiority of what 

was then called the "Anglo-Saxon race" (ie, white people). 

 

 

Westward Expansion and Manifest Destiny 

early-1800’s to 1860 
 

 

John O'Sullivan coined the term Manifest Destiny in 1839 

 He believed that Providence had given the United States a mission to 

spread republican democracy ("the great experiment of liberty") 

throughout North America.  

 Because Britain would not use Oregon for the purposes of 

spreading democracy, thought O'Sullivan, British claims to the 

territory should be overruled.  (Britain and America had ‘joint 

occupancy’ of the territory in the mid-nineteenth century) 

 O'Sullivan believed that Manifest Destiny was a moral ideal (a 

"higher law", almost religiously sourced!) that superseded other 

considerations. 

 

Manifest Destiny proved consequential in U.S. relations with Mexico.  

 In 1836, the Republic of Texas declared independence from Mexico 

and, after the Texas Revolution, sought to join the United States as a 

new state. This was an idealized process of expansion which had 

been advocated from Jefferson to O'Sullivan: newly democratic and 

independent states would request entry into the United States, 

 

“The White Man's Burden”, 1899 

An influential poem by Rudyard Kipling advocating colonization by the 

United States as “a noble enterprise” 

Not all Americans who believed that the United States was a 

divinely favored nation thought that it ought to expand.  

 Whigs especially argued that the "mission" of the United States 

was only to serve as virtuous example to the rest of the world.  

 If the United States was successful as a shining "city on a 

hill," people in other countries would seek to establish their 

own democratic republics.  

 Thomas Jefferson initially did not believe it necessary that 

the United States should grow in size, since he predicted 

that other, similar republics would be founded in North 

America, forming what he called an "empire for liberty."  

 However, with the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, Jefferson 

set the stage for the continental expansion of the United 

States. Many began to see this as the beginning of a new 

"mission" – what Andrew Jackson in 1843 described as 

"extending the area of freedom."  

 As more territory was added to the United States in the 

following decades, whether or not "extending the area 

of freedom" also meant extending the institution of 

slavery became a central issue in a growing divide over 

the interpretation of America's mission. 

 

“Continentalism”  

The nineteenth century belief that the US would eventually 

encompass all of North America.  An early proponent of this idea 

was John Quincy Adams, a leading figure in U.S. expansion 

between the Louisiana Purchase in 1803 and the Polk 

administration in the 1840s 

 Adams did much to further this idea. He orchestrated the Treaty 

of 1818, which established the United States-Canada border as 

far west as the Rocky Mountains, and provided for the joint 

occupation of the Oregon Country.  He negotiated the 

Transcontinental Treaty in 1819, purchasing Florida from Spain 

and extending the US border with Spanish Mexico to the Pacific 

Ocean. And he formulated the Monroe Doctrine of 1823, which 

warned Europe that the Western Hemisphere was no longer 

open for European colonization. 

 The Monroe Doctrine and Manifest Destiny were closely related 

ideas: historian Walter McDougall calls Manifest Destiny a 

corollary of the Monroe Doctrine, because while the Monroe 

Doctrine did not specify expansion, expansion was necessary in 

order to enforce the Doctrine. Concerns in the US that European 

powers (especially England) were seeking to acquire colonies or 

greater influence in North America led to calls for expansion in 

order to prevent this.  

 In his 1935 study of Manifest Destiny, Albert Weinberg wrote 

that "the expansionism of the 1830s arose as a defensive effort 

to forestall the encroachment of Europe in North America." 

 

“The Conspiracy of Pontiac” by historian Francis Parkman, 1851  

 “Indians were destined to melt and vanish before the advancing 

waves of Anglo-American power, which now rolled westward 

unchecked and unopposed." 

 Racism is evidenced in the advocates of Manifest Destiny 

 

Horace Greeley (1811-1872) –  

America’s most influential newspaper owner (New York Tribune), 

he used his newspaper to promote the Whig and Republican 

parties, abolitionist causes, as well as vegetarianism and socialism. 

 He helped popularize the phrase "Go West, young man." 

 

The Oklahoma Land Run of 1889 was the first land run into the 

unassigned lands of this territory.  50,000 people raced to lay claim 

to land (available over two million acres. 

 



Manifest Destiny had serious consequences for Native Americans, since 

continental expansion implicitly meant the occupation and annexation 

of Native American land.  

 The US sought to expand into the west through legal purchase of 

land by treaties. Indians were encouraged to sell their tribal lands 

and become "civilized", which meant for Indian men to abandon 

hunting and become farmers, and for their society to reorganize 

around the family unit rather than the clan or tribe.  

 The US therefore acquired lands by treaty from Indian nations, 

usually under circumstances which suggest a lack of voluntary and 

knowing consent by the native signers. 

 Advocates of civilization programs believed that the process of 

settling native tribes would reduce the land needed by Indians, 

making more land available for homesteading by whites 

 Americans increasingly believed that Native Americans would fade 

away as the United States expanded. 

Mexican-American War, 1846 

With American successes on the battlefield, by 1847 there were calls for 

the annexation of "All Mexico," particularly among Eastern Democrats, 

who argued that bringing Mexico into the Union was the best way to 

ensure future peace in the region. 

 This was a controversial proposition for two reasons 

 Idealistic advocates of Manifest Destiny (John O'Sullivan) had 

always maintained that the laws of the US should not be imposed 

on people against their will. The annexation of "All Mexico" would 

be a violation of this principle.  

 The annexation of Mexico was controversial because it would 

mean extending US citizenship to millions of Mexicans.  

 Senator John Calhoun of South Carolina, who had approved of 

the annexation of Texas, was opposed to the annexation of 

Mexico, as well as the "mission" aspect of Manifest Destiny, for 

racial reasons. 

 

This debate brought to the forefront one of the contradictions of 

Manifest Destiny: on the one hand, while racist ideas inherent in 

Manifest Destiny suggested that Mexicans, as non-whites, were a lesser 

race and thus not qualified to become Americans, the "mission" 

component of Manifest Destiny suggested that Mexicans would be 

improved (or "regenerated," as it was then described) by bringing them 

into American democracy.  Racism was used to promote Manifest 

Destiny, but, as in the case of Calhoun and the resistance to the "All 

Mexico" movement, racism was also used to oppose Manifest Destiny.   

 

After the Mexican-American War ended in 1848, disagreements over 

the expansion of slavery made further territorial annexation too divisive 

to be official government policy.  

 

The Frontier Thesis 

An argument advanced by historian Frederick Jackson Turner in 1893 

that the origin of the distinctive aggressive, violent, innovative and 

democratic features of the American character has been the American 

frontier.  

 He stressed the process – the moving of the frontier line – and the 

impact it had on pioneers going through the process. In the thesis, 

the frontier created freedom, by "breaking the bonds of custom, 

offering new experiences, and calling out new institutions and 

activities."  

 The idea that the source of America's power and uniqueness was 

gone was a distressing concept.  Many, including historian Theodore 

Roosevelt, who later became president, believed that the end of the 

frontier represented the beginning of a new stage in American life 

and that the United States must expand overseas 

 

 

 

The Oregon Trail, 1841-1869 

There was a steady progression of emigrants – settlers, ranchers, 

miners, farmers and businessmen – traveling to the Oregon 

territory.  The four-to-six month long journey traveled over 2,000 

miles. 

 Some traveled with the belief it was Americans God-given right 

to expand westward. 

 Others traveled due to perceptions of opportunity. 

 (Map of the  

 Oregon trail…) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some historians have interpreted the overseas expansion of the 

1890s of Pacific island groups as an extension of Manifest Destiny 

across the Pacific Ocean. Others have regarded it as the antithesis 

of Manifest Destiny and merely imperialism 

 Unlike Cuba, the United States did annex Guam, Puerto Rico, 

and the Philippines after the war with Spain. The acquisition of 

these islands marked a new chapter in U.S. history. 

Traditionally, territories were acquired by the United States for 

the purpose of becoming new states, on equal footing with 

already existing states. These islands, however, were acquired 

as colonies rather than prospective states, a process validated 

by the Insular Cases, in which the U.S. Supreme Court ruled 

that full constitutional rights did not automatically extend to all 

areas under American control. In this sense, annexation (of 

Hawaii in 1898) was a violation of traditional Manifest Destiny. 



Con arguments 

Manifest Destiny was a justification for expansionism 

It lead to Indian removals and the US-Mexican War 

Hypocrisy – It was used to rationalize the aggressive expansionary 

policies taken by a country priding itself in democratic institutions. 

Politically, Indians were forced to sign long treaties with complicated 

language which they did nto understand. 

Economically, the fir trade began to die out from over trapping, 

meaning they had no way to support themselves 

Indians sold land to buy guns and tools that they were dependent upon 

made by settlers. 

Morally, Indians were forced at gunpoint to leave their homes; they 

could not take anything with them. The Indians property was taken 

from them and was sold before their eyes almost for nothing 

Factually, the Indians didn’t understand the value to white man’s 

money. 

1838, Congress passed the Indian Removal Act to force Indians off land 

and more west. 

 

Pro arguments 

Manifest Destiny was a major cause of US expansionary policy in the 

1800s.   

It reflected the nations romanticism and emergence as a prominent 

world power, that America was said to be ‘boundless’ and blessed by 

God. 

When considering the positive viewpoint of Manifest Destiny we 
are faced with four aspects of the topic, which are political, 

economical, moral, and factual issues. From the settlers' point 

of view, their democratic government was the best in the 
world. They also had a right given by god to spread rule of the 

United States to the Pacific Ocean. This was known as "sea to 

shining sea." The trade relations with the Indians for furs and 
control of water routes, in exchange for guns, powder, knives, 

and alcohol. Settlers paid Native Americans 15-20 cents an 

acre and sold to settlers for high prices. Brought by Christianity 
to Indians through missionaries-Whitman's. They have 

provided safe places to live on reservations since they couldn't 

support themselves among the white population. Native 

Americans were not good managers of their property-acquired 
little or no property or articles of personal property to sustain 

life 

 
Read more: 

http://wiki.answers.com/Q/Pro_and_con_on_manifest_destiny

#ixzz1dGp4WZbd 
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