


368

| Manifest Destiny

John L. O’Sullivan, cofounder and editor of
the United States Magazine and Democratic
Review from 1837 to 1846, is said to have
coined the term “Manifest Destiny,” the
so-called divine right of the United States to
expand to the Pacific. (Harper’s Weekly, 1874)

helped justify several U.S. military inter-
ventions in Latin America.

Journalist John L. O’Sullivan coined
the term “manifest destiny” in 1845 to
urge the annexation of Texas, Califor-
nia, Oregon, and other western territo-
ries. From his perspective, “providence”
gave the United States a mission to
spread democracy, which pointed to the
partly religious origins of the ideology.
The territorial expansion would occur as
much through military force as through
positive moral influences as immigrants
colonized new areas. The roots of mani-
fest destiny, however, can be traced back
to the settlement of the North American
British colonies in the 1600s, and par-
ticularly Puritan notions of creating a
virtuous community and better society
in the so-called New World. Proponents
commonly pointed to the alleged inher-
ent virtue of U.S. institutions and people,

and a divinely ordained mission to spread
democratic institutions with a goal of re-
making the rest of the world in the image
of the United States. Manifest destiny, in
other words, was an outgrowth of a larger
U.S. exceptionalism.

Thomas Jefferson’s 1803 Louisiana
Purchase, which doubled the size of the
United States, launched a period of ter-
ritorial expansion of the United States.
Until the onset of the Civil War in 1860,
the United States expanded from the At-
lantic to the Pacific Ocean, “from sea to
shining sea,” and in the process largely
established the borders of the contigu-
ous United States. Manifest destiny can
be interpreted as a corollary of James
Monroe’s 1823 Monroe Doctrine that
sought to halt European colonization of
the Americas. Advocates believed that
expansion was necessary to forestall a
reassertion of a European presence on
the continent. Subsequently, Democrats
came to embrace the concept of manifest
destiny to support the expansionist plans
of the James K. Polk administration.

Manifest destiny also placed sig-
nificant pressure on Native Americans,
implicitly leading to the occupation of
their lands. This led to policies of Indian
removal that moved natives to reserva-
tions to make way for an expanding white
presence. Some advocates expected In-
digenous peoples to disappear in the face
of an advancing U.S. frontier.

Opponents criticized proponents of
manifest destiny for citing “divine provi-
dence” as a justification for actions mo-
tivated by chauvinism and economic
self-interest. Territorial expansion also
meant an extension of slavery, which
led critics to question whether manifest
destiny in reality extended and opened
up new areas to freedom. Others opposed
manifest destiny because it would mean
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international border as running from the
mouth of the Rio Grande on the Gulf of
Mexico to the Pacific Ocean. The 1853
Gadsden Purchase transferred from Mex-
ico to the United States a narrow wedge of
land from El Paso to the Colorado River
that was more favorable to a transporta-
tion route, to incorporate some lands at
a lower altitude. As a result of the war,
Mexico lost about half of its territory to the
United States. Neither Spain nor Mexico
had explored or settled much of these huge
swaths of territory. Nevertheless, the loss
led to a crisis of Mexican political leader-
ship and the rise of liberal reformers.

California

In the 1820s, the United States attempted
to purchase California, but Mexico re-
Jjected the overture. The discovery of gold
in California in 1848 led to a population
boom. In only four years (1848-1852),
the region’s population zoomed from
15,000 to 250,000. Almost all of the
population growth was located in north-
ern California, and nearly all of it was due
to immigrants from the United States. At
the time, only 5,000 Mexicans resided in
California. California was part of the land
Mexico ceded to the United States in the
Treaty of Guadalupe—Hidalgo, and it be-
came a state in 1850.

Filibusters

In the first half of the 19th century,
several military filibusterers operated
in Mexico, Central America, and the
Caribbean. Although illegal, wealthy
financiers supported their expeditions
and the U.S. press romanticized their
efforts. Often seen as adventurers or pi-
rates, filibusterers were in reality more

than criminal bandits. They had ideolo-
gies and ideals that commonly included
taking over a country and annexing it to
United States.

During the 1840s and 1850s, several
filibusterers from the United States at-
tempted to free Cuba from Spanish colo-
nial control. Rather than secking to make
Cuba an independent country, their in-
terest was to make it a slave state of the
United States. Financiers had an overt
interest in preventing the island from be-
coming a colony of the British Empire or
any other European power.

William Walker is possibly the most
famous filibusterer of the 19th century.
In 1855, Nicaraguan liberals invited him
into their country as an ally in a civil war
against their perennial enemies the con-
servatives. After Walker landed in Nica-
ragua, in 1856 he took over as president,
reestablished slavery, made English the
official language, and implemented a va-
grancy law that forced peasants to work or
face imprisonment. Walker’s opponents
eventually ran him out of the country,
but he tried to come back three different
times. Finally, in 1860 a Honduran firing
squad executed the filibusterer. Nicara-
guan historiography records Walker’s ini-
tiative as the first U.S. effort to dominate
their country.

With the death of Walker and the start
of the Civil War in the United States, the
golden age of the filibusterers as well
as manifest destiny largely came to an
end. Underlying imperialistic sentiments
that fueled manifest destiny, however,
persisted and continued to inform U.S.
policy objectives.

Marc Becker

See also: Mexican War (1846-1848); Mexico;
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