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Manifest Destiny OUT 
 

Central Historical Question: 
What motivated American territorial expansion in the 1840s? 

 
Materials: 

• 1840s Territorial Expansion PowerPoint 
• Copies of Textbook Account 
• Copies of Documents A-C 
• Copies of Guiding Questions  
• Copies of Document D (optional) 

 
Plan of Instruction: 
 

1. Brief Lecture. Use the 1840s Territorial Expansion PowerPoint to establish the 
scale of U.S. expansion in the 1840s and to briefly cover the major land 
acquisitions.  

 
a. Slide 1: Title Slide. United States’ territory expanded dramatically in the 

1840s. By the end of that decade, the United States spanned from the 
Atlantic to the Pacific Coast, and its territory had grown by about a third in 
less than three years (1845-1848). This growth came from war, 
international treaties, and annexation of territory.  

 
Show students a map of U.S. territorial expansion over time (like this one 
from National Geographic). Point out the territories that were annexed by 
the United States in the 1840s and briefly establish what contemporary 
states were in those territories. Juxtaposing the territorial expansion map 
with a contemporary map of the United States might help.   

 
b. Slide 2: Annexation of Texas. In 1836, Americans living in the Mexican 

state of Coahuila y Tejas (Coahuila and Texas) launched a successful 
revolution against Mexican rule and established the independent Republic 
of Texas. The new republic immediately petitioned for annexation by the 
United States, but U.S. political leaders from both parties rejected the idea 
out of fear that admitting Texas—a slaveholding republic—would 
antagonize the deep divisions in the country over slavery. The political 
landscape in the Democratic Party had changed by 1844, when James K. 
Polk won the party’s nomination on a pro-annexation platform and then 
narrowly won the presidency. His election gave energy to calls for 
annexation, and Texas was added to the Union as the 28th state just 
before he was inaugurated in March 1845.  

 
c. Slide 3: Oregon Treaty. The United States gained power over significant 

territory in the Pacific Northwest as part of the Oregon Treaty with the 
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United Kingdom. In 1818, the U.S. and the U.K. had agreed to establish 
the U.S./Canadian border at the 49th parallel from the Great Lakes to the 
Rocky Mountains. They also agreed to joint occupation of the Oregon 
Territory. The Oregon Treaty divided the territory, giving the United States 
control over territory south of the 49th parallel all the way to the Pacific 
Ocean (with the exception of Vancouver Island).  

 
d. Slide 4: Mexican Cession. The United States defeated Mexico in the 

Mexican-American War in 1848. The Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo ended 
the war and required Mexico to sell over 500,000 square miles, about half 
of its total territory, for just $15 million.  

 
The war had started over disputed territory along the Mexico/U.S. border 
in Texas. The U.S. held that the Rio Grande River was the border and 
Mexico believed it was the Nueces River, further to the north. In a 
provocative move, the U.S. sent troops into the disputed territory, and 
after months of refusing to engage in conflict, a group of Mexican soldiers 
crossed the Rio Grande and attacked American soldiers. The U.S. 
promptly declared war against its militarily overmatched neighbor to the 
south.  

 
e. Slide 5: Colonization of Native American Nations. These treaties and 

annexations ignored the claims and rights of Native American nations 
living there. Even as Mexico and Britain abandoned their claims to these 
areas, Native American nations continued to resist American colonization.   

 
f. Slide 6: Central Historical Question. Today we’re going to examine some 

historical evidence and answer the question: What motivated American 
territorial expansion in the 1840s?  

 
 

2. Textbook Excerpt. Students read the textbook excerpt and answer the 
accompanying questions.  

 
Check to see that students understand the concept of manifest destiny and that 
they understand that the textbook was suggesting that American expansion was 
motivated by a fervent belief that a higher power had ordained it as Americans’ 
destiny.  

 
 

3. Document A. Students read Document A and answer the Guiding Questions.  
 
After students have completed the Guiding Questions, have them share their 
responses together as a class. Be sure students understand that this document 
corroborates the textbook account. It suggests that Americans supported 
expansion because they believed in manifest destiny.  
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4. Documents B & C. Students read Document B and Document C and answer the 
Guiding Questions.  
 
Review students’ responses to the Guiding Questions, checking to see if they 
understand how these two sources challenge the textbook narrative. The 
American Review article (Document B) suggests that Americans expanded out of 
a desire to plunder resources and acquire valuable ports, not because they 
believed they were fulfilling some preordained destiny. It also suggests that some 
Americans—including supporters of the Whig Party—argued at the time that the 
land grab from Mexico was unconstitutional, which complicates the textbook 
assertion that a feverish belief in manifest destiny was widespread.  
 
The Parker sermon (Document C) characterizes the United States as an 
aggressive bully and argues that the expansion was motivated by a desire to 
plunder and to expand slavery into new territories.  
 
 

5. Class Discussion. Revisit the central historical question, asking students what the 
documents suggest about Americans’ motivation for expansion in the 1840s.  
 
Return to the textbook narrative and ask students how well the textbook did in 
characterizing the United States’ reasons for expanding in the 1840s. Document 
A suggests that a belief in manifest destiny may have been a motivating factor, 
but Documents B & C suggest that there were influential counterarguments to 
territorial expansion and that the textbook may have overstated the degree to 
which “expansion fever gripped the nation” and the extent to which manifest 
destiny influenced American thinking about the issue.  

 
Next, ask students how they might revise the textbook passage in light of the 
evidence. Keep track of ideas on the board, making sure that the conversation 
incorporates evidence from Documents B and C.    

 
 

6. Final writing activity (optional). Ask students to rewrite the textbook passage 
using the documents as evidence. You might consider putting the passage in 
Google Docs (or a similar application) and asking students to track changes as 
they edit. If your students are new to using evidence to support written 
arguments, you may want to project this passage and model for students how 
you would revise the textbook passage using evidence from the documents.  

 
 

7. Evaluate Document D: “American Progress” (optional extension). History 
textbooks and curricula frequently present John Gast’s “American Progress” 
painting as a representation of manifest destiny in the 1840s. Although students 
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are often asked to interpret the meaning and message of the painting, they aren’t 
asked to evaluate the painting as historical evidence. This activity asks students 
to go beyond just decoding the symbolism in the painting and to think about what 
the painting can tell us about the past.  
 
First, project “American Progress” (Document D) and ask students what 
message the artist is trying to portray. Be sure that students understand that 
Gast was portraying westward expansion in a positive light.  
 
Next, ask students to work in small groups to answer the question:  
 
Is this good evidence for learning what motivated American territorial expansion 
in the 1840s?  
 
Have students share their responses. Be sure that students have considered the 
date of the painting and understand why a painting from the 1870s might be 
limited as evidence of motivations three decades earlier. Students should also 
understand why the commission of the painting is important. George Crofutt had 
a financial stake in westward travel, which may have affected how Gast chose to 
portray westward expansion. 
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