
Manifest Destiny and Enlarging the Nation State 
 
The idea of manifest destiny fueled the continued American expansion westward. Americans from the time of 
the Puritans spoke of America as a community with a divine mission… and in the 1830s… this notion of “God’s 
Plan” developed into “Manifest Destiny.” Political leaders and Protestant missionary organizations fervently 
supported expansion. In 1845 Democratic newspaperman John O’Sullivan wrote that the most critical need 
for America was  
 

“…the fulfillment of our manifest destiny to overspread the continent allotted by 
Providence for the free development of our yearly multiplying millions.”  

 
Americans began settling Oregon in the 1830s, travelling 6 months along the Oregon Trail to the Willamette 
Valley. In 1842, Ohio Valley settlers got “Oregon Fever” as stories of fur trading wealth and a mild climate 
circulated. Missionaries went to convert Native Americans, and by 1845 there were around 5,000 Americans 
living there. Britain controlled part of Oregon, and Americans cried “Fifty-four or Fight” in hopes of acquiring 
the entire area. In 1846, the Oregon Treaty gave most of Oregon to the Americans, but not at the Fifty-four.  

 
Texas and California also had the attention of American settlers. This 
made conflict with Mexico (independent from Spain in 1821) 
inevitable. After Texas became independent in 1836, it remained a 
Republic until 1845 when it was finally added to the union. The delay 
was due to slavery. Martin Van Buren refused to consider another 
slave state. John Tyler, president after William Henry Harrison died, 
arranged for the annexation but it didn’t pass through Congress. The 
election of 1844 illustrated the power of Manifest Destiny. The 
Democrat James Polk won… a “dark horse” since he was not one of 
the announced candidates before the convention that year. He soon 
arranged for Texas to come into the union.  
 
The Liberty Party (abolitionist party) nominated James Birney, but he 
only won 62,000 votes. Abolition played second fiddle to manifest 
destiny.  
 
The reasons for the Mexican-American War were numerous. Patriots 
in Mexico were outraged when Texas joined the union. They 
considered Texas still to be part of Mexico. The war served the 

economic interests of groups both in Mexico and the U.S. However the main reason for war was the 
determination of Polk to fulfill what he perceived to be America’s mission to occupy the lands all the way to the 
Pacific Ocean.  



 
Polk provoked war with Mexico by encouraging settlers in Mexico to occupy territory all the way to the Rio 
Grande River, which the Mexicans considered to be theirs. In October of 1845, he offered the Mexican 
government $5 million for the territory between the Nueces and the Rio Grande, $25 million for California, and 
$5 for the territory in between. John Slidell, the diplomat sent to Mexico City with Polk’s offer, was never even 
received by the Mexican government. Early in 1846, Polk sent an American force commanded by General 
Zachary Taylor to defend the territory between the Nueces and the Rio Grand… and in early April… the 
Mexican army attacked them. Congress issued declaration of war on May 13, 1846.  
 
Many Whigs had hoped the conflict with Mexico could be peacefully negotiated; abolitionists feared the conflict 
was little more than Southern efforts to expand slavery.  
 
Polk also sent troops to California. General John C. Freemont commanded troops there and set up the Bear 
Flag Republic.  
 
Troops also entered Mexico and easily defeated them. The Mexican army only won one battle. Even so, 
Mexico refused to surrender. Polk sent General Winfield Scott to occupy Mexico City. Scott landed on 
Mexican territory at Veracruz on march 8, 1847 and was victorious in several battles… leading him to Mexico 
City by September. The war continued for another year.  
 
The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was signed on February 2, 1848. For $15 million the U.S. acquired Texas 
territory north of the Rio Grande, New Mexico, and California. This increased American land by 1/3. 
Abolitionists were worried, and David Wilmot (in 1846) proposed his Wilmot Proviso to prevent slavery in the 
new territories. It passed the House but failed to pass the Senate. Polk’s compromise was to continue the 
Missouri Compromise Line westward to mark slave and free territory. This line was later amended in 1854 

with the Kansas-Nebraska Act… which was then amended 
by the Supreme Court in Dred Scott vs Sanford in 1857.  
 
In the election of 1848, Zachary Taylor won, mainly because 
he became a war hero during the Mexican-American War. He 
never talked about slavery during the campaign. The Free-
Soil party (abolitionists) nominated Martin Van Buren, but he 
only won 10% of the vote.  
 
The Mexican-American War and all its territorial gains and slavery 
consequences pushed the country closer to Civil War. Ralph Waldo  

 
 

 
Emerson’s words, “Mexico will poison us.” 

 
Senator John C. Calhoun of South Carolina said,  

“Mexico is to us the forbidden fruit… the penalty of eating it  
would be to subject our institutions to political death.” 

 
Therefore… one could say that the Civil War began in 1846. 


