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[bookmark: _GoBack]How did John L O’Sullivan define “manifest destiny,” and in what ways was the concept used to justify US territorial expansion in the 19th century?   

The term “Manifest Destiny” was first coined in 1845 by the journalist John L O’Sullivan. Since then the term has been used to define a set of values and principles that were used to justify American territorial expansion throughout the 19th century. The purpose of this essay is to both explore how O’Sullivan defined “Manifest Destiny” and how it was used to validate American expansionism on both the North American Continent and overseas. The former shall be accomplished by doing an analysis on O’Sullivan’s original 1845 article and other publications. Whilst the latter will be a historical inquiry into specific case studies where “Manifest Destiny” was used to justify expansion during the 19th Century. These will include the expansion across the North American continent, the Spanish American War, and the acquisition of Texas. By using this method this essay will seek to accomplish both objectives to provide a detailed understanding of “Manifest Destiny” and how it was used. 

Before any analysis of how “Manifest Destiny” was used to justify US, territorial expansion can be made. It is important to understand what O’Sullivan meant by “Manifest Destiny”. O’Sullivan first mentions what would become “Manifest Destiny”[footnoteRef:1] in his 1839 article “The Great Nation of Futurity”.[footnoteRef:2] In the article, O’Sullivan writes: “We must onward to the fulfilment of our mission — to the entire development of the principle of our organization — freedom of conscience, freedom of person, freedom of trade and business pursuits, universality of freedom and equality.”[footnoteRef:3] O’Sullivan here suggests that America had a mission to manifest to humanity a set of values based upon the above concepts. With the aim to “establish on earth the moral dignity and salvation of man”.[footnoteRef:4] These two quotes show one aspect of “Manifest Destiny” which seems to be the promotion of American values to bring about the salvation of humanity. This is supported by the fact that O’Sullivan also mentions that America’s promotion of these values could overthrow the systems of oligarchy and monarchy to give people freedom and liberty.[footnoteRef:5]  Another key concept stated in the article is that O’Sullivan also seems to believe that he US had a divine mandate to spread its values. suggesting that America had been specially chose by God to do so.[footnoteRef:6] Therefore, it is fair to assume that when just taking the 1839 article into account. “Manifest Destiny” refers to America’s God given mission to develop and promote her values to bring about the salvation of humanity.  [1:  Please note: The term “Manifest Destiny” was not coined by O’Sullivan until 1845. His article from 1839 however, is where O’Sullivan first mentions the concept that would become known as “Manifest Destiny”. ]  [2:  John L O’Sullivan, ‘The Great Nation of Futurity’, shafr.org, (1839), [online]. Available: https://shafr.org/sites/default/files/OsullivanMD.pdf. ]  [3:  O’Sullivan, ‘The Great Nation of Futurity’, pp. 211-212. ]  [4:  Ibid., pp. 211-212. ]  [5:  Ibid., pp. 211-212.]  [6:  Ibid., pp. 211-212. ] 


The above definition can also be developed further by examining O’Sullivan’s second article on the subject. Published in 1845, the article argues that the United States should annex the Republic of Texas.[footnoteRef:7] Texas had declared independence in 1836 from the Mexicans who did not recognise Texas as an independent state.[footnoteRef:8] Because of this and continued Mexican aggression Texas requested to be annexed by the US. O’Sullivan argued for this request to be accepted as he believed that it was part of America’s “Manifest Destiny” to annex the territory.[footnoteRef:9] He states that the US by providential right should spread right across the North American continent.[footnoteRef:10] By using the word providence, he is once again suggesting that America has a divine right to achieve a certain outcome. Yet unlike the ideas in “The Great Nation of Futurity” which alludes to the spreading of ideas the 1845 article instead argues that the US had a divine right to expand across the continent, a notion that is known as Continentalism.[footnoteRef:11] This means that O’Sullivan’s definition of “Manifest Destiny” had developed from his original definition that was about promoting America and its institutions to one that also justified territorial expansion. From his two articles it is likely that O’Sullivan here is defining a set of principles instead of one single idea. When considering both of O’ Sullivan’s articles “Manifest Destiny” is best defined as a set of ideals that gave the United States a providential mission to spread across the continent as well as to develop and promote American ideals and institutions. To such a point that this promotion would free the rest of humanity from oppression and bring about their salvation.  [7:  John L O’Sullivan, ‘Annexation’, pdcrodas.webs.ull.es, (1845), [online]. Available: https://pdcrodas.webs.ull.es/anglo/OSullivanAnnexation.pdf ]  [8:  S. Mountjoy, Manifest Destiny: Westward Expansion (New York: Infobase Publishing 2009), p. 535. Available at: https://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/B006WIW0YS/ref=oh_aui_d_detailpage_o05_?ie=UTF8&psc=1 (Accessed 24th November 2017) ]  [9:  O’Sullivan, ‘Annexation’, pp. 1-2. ]  [10:  Ibid, p. 2. ]  [11:  Ibid, p. 2-6. ] 


“Manifest Destiny” was first used to justify territorial expansion during the 1840s when the United States attempted to claim Oregon.[footnoteRef:12] The Treaty of 1818 between the United States and the British Empire had created a joint occupation of the territory which by the 1844 presidential election was becoming untenable.[footnoteRef:13] In that year James Polk, a Democrat, was elected to the presidency on a platform that supported aggressive expansionist policies.[footnoteRef:14] It was at this time Polk began to use “Manifest Destiny” to justify the annexation of the entirety of the territory which is surmised by his campaign slogan “Fifty-Four Forty or Fight”: A slogan which alluded to his belief that the US should have annexed all of Oregon up to the border with British colonial possessions.[footnoteRef:15] Since Polk was a firm believer in “Manifest Destiny” there are several occurrences where he used it openly to justify the annexation of Oregon and any further expansion that came during Polk’s term as president.[footnoteRef:16] The most famous example is perhaps the speech that he gave at his inauguration in 1845 when he was sworn into office. In this speech it is possible to see both Polk’s views on “Manifest Destiny” and how he used it to justify the annexation of Oregon and further territorial expansion.[footnoteRef:17]  [12:  Mountjoy, Manifest Destiny: Westward Expansion. p. 404 ]  [13:  S.E., Woodworth, Manifest Destinies: America’s westward expansion and the road to civil war (New York: Alfred A. Knopf 2010), p. 2621. Available at: https://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/B003F3PKR2/ref=oh_aui_d_detailpage_o06_?ie=UTF8&psc=1 (Accessed 24th November 2017) ]  [14:  Woodworth, ‘Manifest Destinies’, p. 2621. ]  [15:  Woodworth, ‘Manifest Destinies’, p. 2628.]  [16:  Phillip Visnansky, ‘Manifest Destiny and Polk’s Inaugural Address’, clementinesnest.com, (2015), [Online]. Available at: http://clementinesnest.com/articles/manifest-destiny-polks-inaugural-address/  
]  [17:  James K. Polk, ‘Inaugural Address’, The American Presidency Project, (1845), [Online]. Available: http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=25814 ] 


The references to “Manifest Destiny” are made in the latter part of Polk’s inaugural address when he discusses the colonisation of territories outside the United States’ jurisdiction. One way in which “Manifest Destiny” is used to justify expansion is when Polk discusses the need to expand the republican institutions and laws of the United States to protect the citizens who had settled outside the US.[footnoteRef:18] Here Polk is using a key element of “Manifest Destiny” which is the promotion of American laws and institutions to bring about salvation. In this case though the expansion may have been more about protecting the rights of American citizens, protection which could only come if American laws and institutions gained authority over these citizens through territorial expansion.[footnoteRef:19] Another element of “Manifest Destiny” that was used, yet still connected, was the expansion of the federal government and union of states.[footnoteRef:20] In his 1839 article O’Sullivan had envisaged that as part of “Manifest Destiny” the United States would expand by accepting new republican states into the union.[footnoteRef:21] Polk seems to have agreed with aspect of “Manifest Destiny” and used it to justify expansion by stating that if the US promoted its institutions in the colonised territories then the territories would organise themselves into states and eventually join the union as members of a confederation under a federal government.[footnoteRef:22] This justifies expansion since “Manifest Destiny” suggested that the US should have actively promoted for newly organised states join the union to both expand its territory and expand the influence of both American institutions and laws.[footnoteRef:23]   [18:  Polk, ‘Inaugural Address’  ]  [19:  Visnansky, ‘Manifest Destiny and Polk’s Inaugural Address’ ]  [20:  Polk, ‘Inaugural Address’  ]  [21:  O’Sullivan, ‘The Great Nation of Futurity’, pp. 211-212. ]  [22:  Polk, ‘Inaugural Address’  ]  [23:  O’Sullivan, ‘The Great Nation of Futurity’, pp. 211-212.] 


Whilst Polk’s speech can tell us how “Manifest Destiny” was used to justify territorial expansion it may not give us a complete picture. For example, it is possible that “Manifest Destiny” may have been used to justify expansion as means to defend the United States from outside influences and dangers. Shane Mountjoy believes that that this is entirely possible as protectionism became a cornerstone of American foreign policy from the 1820s until the end of the nineteenth century.[footnoteRef:24] This principle became a cornerstone in 1823 when President Monroe declared the adoption of a policy that would become known as the ‘Monroe Doctrine’ which stated that the US would take military action to stop colonial powers from creating new colonies in North America, South America and the Caribbean but would not interfere with already established colonies.[footnoteRef:25] Since this doctrine became a key element of foreign policy it is reasonable to believe that “Manifest Destiny” may have been used to justify expansion whilst merged with aspects of the Monroe Doctrine. This view of “Manifest Destiny” seems to be possible since there are events when “Manifest Destiny” was used to justify expansion in just this manner.  [24:  Mountjoy, Manifest Destiny: Westward Expansion, p. 325. ]  [25:  Mountjoy, Manifest Destiny: Westward Expansion, p. 333. ] 


Whilst this event took place before the adoption of the Monroe Doctrine it shows that “Manifest Destiny” was used to justify expansion to limit the power and dangers of outside influences on the United States. In 1818 Andrew Jackson seized control of Florida which at the time was still a possession of the failing Spanish Empire.[footnoteRef:26] He did so as part of his efforts to put down raids made by a group comprising of Native Americans and escaped slaves against American land and property.[footnoteRef:27] This group had taken shelter in Spanish Florida under the protection of the Spanish who refused to deal with the raiders and end their attacks to which in response Jackson against his orders advanced into Florida and took the colonial capital Pensacola.[footnoteRef:28] Originally President Monroe wanted to condemn Jackson but instead decided to use the occupation to bring Spain to the negotiation table which resulted in Spain selling Florida to the Americans.[footnoteRef:29] In this case it can be said that “Manifest Destiny” was used to justify expansion with the view of protecting the United States from outside influences and threats. Jackson was a firm believer in the idea that it was the US’ providential right that the nation should span right across the continent which in his eyes necessitated the removal of foreign influences from America which both protected the state and would allow the US to complete its providential mission.[footnoteRef:30] This reason was the one he used to justify his attack of Florida despite attacking sovereign territory of the Spanish Empire. Whilst some may claim that this was just outright imperialism it is still an example of how “Manifest Destiny” was used to justify expansion in the nineteenth century.  [26:  Ibid, pp. 257-261. ]  [27:  Ibid, p. 261. ]  [28:  Ibid, p. 261. ]  [29:  Ibid, p. 261. ]  [30:  Ibid, p. 261. ] 


Just as “Manifest Destiny” was used to justify expansion in the early nineteenth century it was also used in the eighteen nineties. In 1890 the USA declared war on Spain to seize or liberate her colonial possessions in the Pacific and Caribbean.[footnoteRef:31] The most notable of these territories was the island of Cuba which at the same time of the war had rebelled against the Spanish to overthrow the colonial government.[footnoteRef:32] Officially the United States went to war with the justification that the USS Maine had been sunk in Havana’s harbour by a mine.[footnoteRef:33] Even though this was the official reason some Americans also used “Manifest Destiny” to both justify the war and the annexation of Cuba as an overseas territory to expand both the influence and territory of the United States.[footnoteRef:34] One of these people was Theodore Roosevelt who used “Manifest Destiny” to justify expansion by saying that it was the US’ duty to free the people of Cuba and “drive the Spaniard from the New World”.[footnoteRef:35] This is referring to a part of “Manifest Destiny” that calls for the expansion of liberties and democratic republicanism. However, unlike the other times when “Manifest Destiny” was used to justify expansion it is being used to justify expansion overseas instead of across the continent of North America.  [31:  Charles River Editors, The Mexican-American War and The Spanish-American War: The History of the major conflicts that resulted in America’s expansion across North America (Cambridge: Charles River Editors 2016), P. 1497. Available at:  https://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/B01MF7T5U2/ref=oh_aui_d_detailpage_o00_?ie=UTF8&psc=1 (Accessed: 25/11/2017) ]  [32:  Ibid, p. 962. ]  [33:  Ibid, p. 1490. ]  [34:  Ibid, p. 1640. ]  [35:  Ibid, p. 1640.] 


Roosevelt seems to have been implying that it was America’s “Manifest Destiny” to spread the freedoms and liberties of the US and by extension republican democracy and institutions.[footnoteRef:36] He used these aspects of “Manifest Destiny” to justify expansion by claiming that since it was America’s providential mission to spread these ideas and concepts it was necessary for the US to expand its territory to include Cuba as part of the nation.[footnoteRef:37] It could also be argued that Roosevelt invoked another element of “Manifest Destiny” which has not been discussed in depth thus far in this paper. In his 1839 article O’Sullivan wrote about how America through her “Manifest Destiny” would bring about the liberation of people from oppressive systems of government with an emphasis on those European powers who maintained colonies in North America.[footnoteRef:38] It could be argued that Roosevelt also used this aspect of “Manifest Destiny” to justify American expansion into Cuba. One of his main arguments for the annexation of Cuba was that the US by invading would liberate the people of Cuba from an oppressive regime.[footnoteRef:39] This is entirely possible since the Spanish had created a system in Cuba where the wealthy elites dominated local politics whilst the ordinary citizens were denied basic liberties and rights.[footnoteRef:40] On the other hand, this could be just an idea of Roosevelt’s that justified the US in taking overseas territories to increase the power of the United States and not a use of “Manifest Destiny.” There again since it is known that Roosevelt was an ardent supporter of “Manifest Destiny” it is most likely this did not happen and that it was “Manifest Destiny” that he used to justify expansion since it was America’s destiny to liberate oppressed peoples. [footnoteRef:41] [36:  Ibid, p. 1640. ]  [37:  Ibid, p. 1640.]  [38:  O’Sullivan, ‘The Great Nation of Futurity’, pp. 211-212. ]  [39:  Charles River Editors, ‘The Mexican-American War and The Spanish-American War’, p. 1640. ]  [40:  Charles River Editors, ‘The Mexican-American War and The Spanish-American War’ p. 2195. ]  [41:  Charles River Editors, ‘The Mexican-American War and The Spanish-American War’, p. 1640.] 


After completing this analysis of what is meant by “Manifest Destiny” and how it was used to justify expansion throughout the 19th century two different conclusions have been reached. The first concerns what O’Sullivan meant by “Manifest Destiny”. It looks like O’Sullivan believed that “Manifest Destiny” was a term to be used when referring to a set of ideals instead of one single idea.  This seems to be the case since he discusses multiple ideas such as, the spreading of Republican institutions, continentalism, and that America had a providential mission and brings them all together under one term that is “Manifest Destiny”; although I do not think that O’Sullivan created an entirely new concept since the above aspects of “Manifest Destiny” were already part of American society and culture before he coined the term. If anything, this was merely a term that he created to describe these ideas as a single entity instead of a group if independent but connected concepts. With regards to how “Manifest Destiny” was used to justify US territorial expansion throughout the 19th century it seems that how it was used very much depended on the situation. For the proposed expansion into Cuba “Manifest Destiny” was used to justify expansion because it the US’ “Manifest Destiny” to liberate the Cubans and bring to the liberties of Republican Democracy to the island. Whereas in Oregon and Florida it was argued that it was the US’ “Manifest Destiny to span the entire continent and to defend the US from outside influences. There also looks to have been a change in what it was used for since at first it was used for continental expansion yet by the end of the century it was being used to claim overseas territories and colonies. Despite this though it looks like the core tenets of “Manifest Destiny” stayed the same whereas it was how it was used to justify territorial expansion that changed.  
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