From Sea to Shining Sea: Perspectives on Manifest Destiny 

by Heather Cox

Topic: 
The effects of Manifest Destiny on various groups of people and the diverse perspectives of its ideals during Westward Expansion.
Level: 

11th grade
Duration: 

20 minutes

Goal: 
To give students the opportunity to analyze and reevaluate the ideals held in Manifest Destiny when comparing the historical experiences of various groups during Westward Expansion.

Objectives: 

· To identify the effects of Manifest Destiny on various people groups.

· To develop a respect for others and a sense of empathy for historical situations.

· To develop self-awareness and responsibility for action.

· To describe connections between the past and the present and determine the lessons that have been learned.

· To develop analytical skills in writing.

· To read and interpret a primary source document and evaluate for bias.

Enduring Understandings:

To better understand the characteristics of expansionism and the changing patterns of ethnic and racial structure and relations in the United States.  To perceive past events and issues as people experienced them at that time, and to develop historical empathy as opposed to present-mindedness.

Standards:

Arizona State Standards:

1SS-P12. PO 3. The effects of development on American Indians and Mexican Americans, including Indian Wars, establishment of reservations and land displacement

1SS-P1. PO 1. Compare the present with the past, evaluating the consequences of past events and decisions and determining the lessons learned and analyze how change occurs.

1SS-P2. PO 3.  Distinguish “facts” from author’s opinions, and evaluate an author’s implicit and explicit philosophical assumptions, beliefs, or biases about a subject.

Background Information:
The phrase Manifest Destiny was first used by the American journalist and diplomat John Louis O'Sullivan in the Democratic Review, a magazine that featured literature and nationalist opinion. Many Americans already agreed with O'Sullivan's sentiments before he published this article. The phrase was later used by politicians and leaders to justify and promote territorial expansion across the North American continent by providing a sense of mission to citizens. In the 1840’s, there was a strong sense that the freedoms and ideals of the United States had far reaching importance and needed to be brought to new lands, thereby broadening the nation's reach and extending its borders. It was God's imperative that the United States would stretch from coast to coast. It stood for bringing ideals of democratic self-government to any peoples capable of it. Another desire was the acquisition of new lands, since land could represent potential income, wealth, self-sufficiency, and freedom.

The U.S. Government soon adopted the phrase Manifest Destiny as the nation went to great lengths to expand its territory.  With high birth rates and increases in population due to immigration, more land became a necessity. Large families were willing to work farms and became an asset to the government.  Nearly 4,000,000 Americans moved to western territories between 1820 and 1850.  Frontier land was inexpensive or sometimes free.  Expansion into frontier areas opened opportunities for new commerce and individual self-advancement.  Land ownership was associated with wealth and tied to self-sufficiency, political power and independent "self-rule."  Also, maritime merchants saw an opportunity to expand and promote new commerce by building West Coast ports. 

With the passage of the Homestead Act in 1862, Manifest Destiny began to shape the lives of ordinary Americans who traveled and settled the West.  A homesteader had to be at least 21 years of age to claim a 160-acre parcel of land. Settlers from all walks of life including newly arrived immigrants, farmers without land of their own from the East and single women came to meet the challenge. Each homesteader had to live on the land, build a home, make improvements and farm for 5 years before they proved themselves and were able to keep the land.  A life of sacrifice and hard work, homesteaders began new lives outside of the cities on the frontier.
African Americans sought the same opportunities as westward pioneers.  Urging blacks to form their own independent communities in the West, “Exodusters” believed the West would prove to be their promised land.  This movement alone brought more than 15,000 African Americans into Kansas in 1880.  African American soldiers, some Civil War veterans, served in the military in the conquest and pacification of the last frontier lands.  These Buffalo Soldiers suffered discrimination while fighting the remnants of the similarly oppressed.  Freed slaves in 1865, these Americans sought a new life during westward expansion. 

Westward expansion expelled large numbers of Native Americans from large areas of their territory by force or by massacres.  The population of Native Americans underwent great turmoil as whole tribes were forced to migrate during the Trail of Tears brought on by the Indian Removal Act of 1830. Indian Wars broke out between the U.S. and various tribes, treaties were made and broken, and battles such as Little Bighorn and Wounded Knee charged American sentiment.  Indians were forced to move to reservations and a process of “civilization” occurred while the frontier boundaries were pushed further and further west. Some of Native American culture and identity was lost and today struggles to be seen through a process of healing.
In 1847, the U.S. & Mexico went to war over what may be termed a border dispute brought about essentially by Westward Expansion. Between 1845 and 1854, the United States acquired half of Mexico, including the areas that would become all or part of the states of Arizona, California, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, Texas, Utah, and Wyoming. Seventy thousand to one hundred thousand Mexicans no longer lived in Mexico, but newly acquired American soil. Annexation would greatly cost Mexican-Americans in terms of discrimination and the loss of land and natural resources. In the period following annexation, most Mexican men became laborers working long hard hours for low wages, while Mexican women were employed as domestic workers. Increasingly, they faced job segregation and other oppressive practices as Mexican-Americans began a new life in the United States.

Prior Lessons:

This is the last lesson in a unit on Westward Expansion.  The very first day of class the O’Sullivan’s article was visited.  Groups created a definition for Manifest Destiny based on what they read.  This lesson will revisit the same primary source in order to evaluate it through various points of view.  A significant amount of time has been spent looking at the different roles groups have played in Westward Expansion.  Students have learned about legislation, war, national sentiments, exciting individuals, unforeseen cruelty, and have assessed how each group was affected.  This lesson requires students to put themselves in other’s shoes and re-evaluate the ideals of Manifest Destiny. 

Procedure:

1.  Divide the class into five groups:  U.S. Government, White Homesteaders, African-Americans, Mexican-Americans, and Native-Americans. Do this in some creative way where groups are chosen at random. Notify students they will be given a grade for in-class participation during the discussion.
2.  Read short paragraph of background information for each group directed at whole class. Talk to them as if they had experienced Westward Expansion themselves.  Show photo or image associated with each group on the overhead. Pose question about what they are looking at.  Move to next group.  Do this for each group so students are actively engaging ideas and questions posed. This exercise will take about 7 minutes.

3. Give each group O’Sullivan’s Manifest Destiny article. Give them 5-7 minutes to read through the article highlighting key points and ideas throughout. 

4. Have them answer the following question as a group: Do you agree with O’Sullivan’s idea that the United States had a Manifest Destiny? Why or why not? Make sure they create an answer from their group’s historical perspective using specific examples. 

5. Have them chose one facilitator who will speak for the group. Make each group share their response with the class. Use the rest of the class time for discussion.

Assessment:  

Write a two to three page letter in response to O’Sullivan’s article.  Choose a point of view from one of the perspectives discussed in class:



U.S. Government

White Homesteaders

African Americans

Native Americans

Mexican Americans

Have the students choose a perspective DIFFERENT than the group they were in for class discussion.  Emphasize being specific in relating arguments and points to their historical role. Students must use specific historical examples in their response. Responses should include how Manifest Destiny affected… 

1.  Land

2.  Way of Life

3.  Definition of Freedom

Extra Credit: 

One page paper answering the following:  Is the idea of Manifest Destiny present today in the United States?  Explain answer using specific examples.  Discuss answers tomorrow in class.

Sources:

Photographs/Images: 

1. Photo, “Exodusters waiting for steamboat to carry them westward in the late 1870’s.”  Library of Congress.

2. Photo, “Homesteader Omer Yern and Family”, Taken by Solomon Butcher in Custer Country, Nebraska, 1886. Nebraska State Historical Society.

3. Photo, “Two men prepare to make an early sound recording of three men dressed in Native American costume.” 1866-1899. Smithsonian Institution, National Anthropological Archives 

4. Movie poster, “The Alamo”, starring John Wayne. 1960.

5. Image, “American Progress”, painting by John Gast, 1872.

John L. O'Sullivan on Manifest Destiny, 1839. Excerpted from "The Great Nation of Futurity," The United States Democratic Review, Volume 6, Issue 23, pp. 426-430.

Website used for primary sources - http://www.pbs.org/weta/thewest/resources/archives/index.htm

Materials and Equipment:



Overhead projector



Overhead transparencies of primary sources

Copies of O’Sullivan’s article

Class textbook for student reference

