
Manifest Destiny was a widely popular belief in the 19th century that fueled westward expansion and
territorial acquisition by the United States. It was not without its critics who opposed this ideology and raised
important concerns about its implications. This essay will explore the opposition to Manifest Destiny and
analyze the arguments put forth by its critics.

Opposition to Manifest Destiny emerged from various perspectives, including indigenous peoples whose
lands were being encroached upon, anti-imperialists who questioned American expansionism, and religious
leaders who believed in peace and cooperation over conquest. These dissenting voices highlighted issues
such as the violation of Native American rights, potential conflicts with other nations through aggressive
expansion, and moral objections to using force for territorial gain.

By examining these critiques of Manifest Destiny, we can gain a deeper understanding of how different
groups perceived this ideology and why they found it problematic. While Manifest Destiny is often
celebrated as an essential part of American history, it is crucial to acknowledge opposing viewpoints that
shed light on the negative consequences associated with westward expansion.
In subsequent sections of this essay, we will delve into specific criticisms against Manifest Destiny from each
group mentioned above while analyzing their arguments in detail. By doing so, we hope to foster a
comprehensive discussion about the complex nature of America's westward expansion during this
transformative period in history.

Introduction to Manifest Destiny and its significance in American
history

The concept of Manifest Destiny emerged during a time of great societal change and transformation for
America. The early 19th century witnessed rapid industrialization, population growth, and increased
migration towards the western frontier. As Americans ventured further westward seeking new opportunities
and resources, they justified their actions with this idea that it was their God-given right to claim these lands.

This ideology had profound consequences on both domestic policy and foreign relations. It provided
justification for numerous land acquisitions such as the Louisiana Purchase in 1803 and the annexation of
Texas in 1845. Manifest Destiny led to military conflicts with Native American tribes who resisted
displacement from their ancestral lands.

This doctrine had implications beyond territorial expansion. It shaped cultural attitudes about American
exceptionalism and notions of progress rooted in rugged individualism and economic prosperity. It also
influenced diplomatic relations with other nations as America sought dominance over North America while
competing against European powers like Britain for control over valuable territories.

Manifest Destiny held immense significance in American history as it served as a driving force behind
westward expansion efforts during the 19th century. By framing American territorial ambitions as
predestined by divine providence, proponents of Manifest Destiny laid groundwork for policies that would
shape not only geographical boundaries but also national identity itself.
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Brief overview of the opposition to Manifest Destiny

While Manifest Destiny gained widespread popularity and support, it was not without its critics. Opposition
to this ideology emerged from various quarters, reflecting diverse concerns about the implications of
westward expansion. One group that vehemently opposed Manifest Destiny were indigenous peoples who
faced displacement and dispossession as American settlers encroached upon their lands. Native Americans
saw their way of life threatened by the arrival of settlers, resulting in armed resistance and conflicts such as
the Indian Wars.

There were those who held anti-imperialist views and questioned America's right to expand its borders
through forceful means. Critics argued that aggressive territorial acquisition went against democratic
principles and violated the rights of other nations. They feared that such expansionism would lead to military
conflicts with countries like Mexico or potentially spark international tensions.

Religious leaders also played a significant role in opposing Manifest Destiny on moral grounds. Many
believed in peaceful coexistence rather than conquest, advocating for cooperation with native peoples rather
than subjugation or removal. These religious dissenters viewed the pursuit of land as driven by greed rather
than divine providence, arguing that true progress should be measured by moral advancement rather than
territorial gain.

By examining these different forms of opposition to Manifest Destiny, we can gain insights into how various
groups perceived westward expansion during this period in American history. Their critiques shed light on
the negative consequences associated with this ideology while challenging notions of exceptionalism and
highlighting alternative visions for America's growth and development.

Thesis statement highlighting the critics and their arguments against
Manifest Destiny

The opposition to Manifest Destiny was multi-faceted and encompassed a range of perspectives, including
indigenous peoples, anti-imperialists, and religious leaders. These critics raised significant concerns about the
consequences of westward expansion and challenged the underlying ideology of American exceptionalism.
Indigenous groups resisted displacement and dispossession, highlighting the violation of their rights. Anti-
imperialists questioned America's right to forcefully acquire territory and warned against potential conflicts
with other nations. Religious leaders advocated for peace and cooperation over conquest, emphasizing moral
objections to using force for territorial gain. Collectively, these critics presented compelling arguments that
called into question the morality, ethics, and long-term implications of Manifest Destiny as a guiding
principle in American history.

The opposition to Manifest Destiny can be further explored through specific criticisms raised by its critics.
Indigenous peoples, for instance, challenged the notion of American entitlement to their lands and resources.
They argued that their sovereignty and rights were being violated as they faced forced removal from their
ancestral territories. Native American leaders such as Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce and Sitting Bull of the
Lakota Sioux resisted encroachment on their lands, leading to armed conflicts against U.S. Forces.
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Anti-imperialists questioned the ethical implications of America's expansionist agenda. They believed that
territorial acquisition through force contradicted democratic principles and violated international law. Figures
like Henry David Thoreau criticized the Mexican-American War as an unjust act of aggression motivated by
imperialistic desires rather than a legitimate defense of American interests.

Religious leaders who opposed Manifest Destiny invoked principles of peace and justice in their critique.
Quakers, for example, advocated for non-violence and cooperation with native peoples based on shared
humanity and respect for all life. Religious dissenters played a crucial role in raising moral objections to
using forceful means to acquire land, calling into question whether this pursuit was truly aligned with divine
will or merely driven by greed.

These various forms of opposition underscored important concerns about the impact of Manifest Destiny on
indigenous communities, democratic values, international relations, and moral integrity. By critically
examining these arguments against westward expansion during this transformative period in American
history, we gain valuable insights into both its benefits and drawbacks while appreciating alternative visions
for America's growth beyond conquest-driven narratives.

Native Americans and their displacement

One of the most significant and devastating consequences of Manifest Destiny was the displacement and
mistreatment of Native American tribes. As settlers moved westward, they encroached upon indigenous
lands, often forcibly displacing native populations and disregarding their sovereignty. Treaties were
frequently broken or ignored, leading to a series of conflicts known as the Indian Wars. These wars resulted
in immense loss of life for Native Americans as well as the destruction of their cultures and traditional ways
of life.

The forced removals of indigenous peoples from their ancestral lands were particularly evident in events such
as the Trail of Tears, where thousands of Cherokee people were forcibly relocated from their homes in
Georgia to present-day Oklahoma. This tragic episode demonstrated not only the disregard for Native
American rights but also highlighted the physical and emotional toll that such displacement had on these
communities.

Policies such as assimilation efforts through boarding schools aimed at eradicating native languages,
traditions, and cultural practices further marginalized Native Americans. These policies sought to strip them
of their identities and force conformity to Euro-American norms.

The displacement experienced by Native Americans due to Manifest Destiny remains a dark chapter in
American history that continues to have lasting effects on indigenous communities today. It serves as a
reminder that expansionist ideologies can have severe human costs while highlighting the need for
recognition, justice, and respect for indigenous rights moving forward.

Environmental concerns and destruction of natural resources

Pr
o-

Pa
pe

rs
.c

om



Opposition to Manifest Destiny also stemmed from environmental concerns and the destruction of natural
resources. As settlers moved westward, they exploited the land for farming, mining, and logging purposes.
This unchecked exploitation had devastating consequences on the environment. Forests were clear-cut, rivers
were polluted with industrial waste, and wildlife populations dwindled as their habitats were destroyed.

Critics argued that this relentless pursuit of expansion was unsustainable in the long run. They warned about
the depletion of fertile soil through over-farming, deforestation leading to erosion and loss of biodiversity,
and pollution causing irreparable damage to ecosystems. These concerns highlighted a clash between short-
term economic gains sought through rapid development and the need for sustainable practices that would
ensure a healthy environment for future generations.

The opposition's emphasis on preserving nature reflected a growing awareness of environmental stewardship
during this time period. Visionaries like Henry David Thoreau advocated for harmony with nature and
questioned the exploitative mindset underlying Manifest Destiny. Their arguments resonated with those who
believed in striking a balance between human progress and ecological preservation.

The environmental critique against Manifest Destiny remains relevant today as we face pressing challenges
such as climate change and habitat loss. It serves as a reminder that responsible growth should prioritize
conservation efforts to protect our planet's finite resources rather than exploit them without regard for future
consequences.

Moral objections and the violation of international law

One of the key criticisms against Manifest Destiny was rooted in moral objections and concerns about the
violation of international law. Critics argued that the aggressive expansionism driven by this ideology went
against principles of justice and respect for other nations' sovereignty. They contended that forcibly acquiring
new territories through military conquest or annexation disregarded established international norms and
undermined America's reputation as a champion of democracy.

Opponents pointed to specific instances, such as the Mexican-American War, as evidence of this violation of
international law. The war was seen by many as an unjust conflict instigated by American aggression, with
Mexico being unfairly targeted and forced to cede significant portions of its territory. Critics argued that such
actions not only damaged America's standing on the world stage but also set a dangerous precedent for future
conflicts based on territorial expansion.

Critics raised questions about the moral implications of displacing indigenous peoples from their ancestral
lands in pursuit of Manifest Destiny. They argued that Native Americans had rights to their own territories
and cultures, which were being trampled upon in favor of American settlement and economic interests. This
violation of indigenous rights stood in direct contradiction to ethical principles espoused by many religious
leaders who advocated for peaceful coexistence and respect for all people.

These moral objections highlighted important considerations regarding the consequences and ethics
associated with Manifest Destiny. By examining these critiques, we gain a deeper understanding not only of
opposition to westward expansion but also broader debates around imperialism, international relations, and
human rights during this transformative period in American history.
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Economic drawbacks and the impact on domestic industries

As settlers migrated westward, labor became scarce in eastern cities and towns, leading to increased
competition for jobs and depressed wages. The movement of people towards the frontier also meant that
capital investments were diverted away from established industries such as manufacturing and transportation
infrastructure.

These economic concerns resonated with those who believed that America's progress should be rooted in
industrial development rather than territorial acquisition alone. They argued that investing resources into
developing existing industries would have more long-term benefits for national growth and prosperity.

By considering these economic criticisms against Manifest Destiny, it becomes evident that opposition was
not solely based on moral or humanitarian grounds but encompassed practical considerations as well. The
economic impact on domestic industries added another layer to the complex debate surrounding American
expansionism during this transformative period in history.

Anti-imperialist sentiment and concerns about expanding American
influence overseas

Opposition to Manifest Destiny was not limited to concerns within the borders of the United States. Anti-
imperialist sentiment arose among critics who believed that American expansionism would extend beyond
North America and lead to a dangerous pursuit of global dominance. They argued that focusing on territorial
acquisition could divert attention and resources away from domestic issues, hinder economic development,
and potentially entangle the country in unnecessary foreign conflicts.

These anti-imperialists were wary of America becoming an empire, echoing fears similar to those expressed
by European powers during their own periods of colonization. Critics questioned whether it was morally
justifiable for the United States to impose its values and political systems upon other nations through military
force or coercion. They emphasized the importance of respecting sovereignty and self-determination for all
peoples, rather than imposing American ideals onto others.

Opponents feared that expanding American influence overseas would inevitably invite retaliatory actions
from other powerful nations. They cautioned against overextending American military capabilities while
highlighting potential diplomatic repercussions that could strain international relations or lead to costly wars.

The anti-imperialist sentiment within opposition circles provided an important counterbalance to proponents
of Manifest Destiny who championed expansion at any cost. By raising these concerns about the
consequences of extending American influence abroad, critics sought to ensure that America's growth
remained rooted in principles of justice, diplomacy, and respect for the autonomy of other nations.

Religious opposition and conflicting ideologies
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The religious critics of Manifest Destiny believed that the use of force and violence in acquiring land
contradicted the principles of their faith. They advocated for a more cooperative approach with Native
Americans, emphasizing respect for their rights and recognition of their sovereignty over their ancestral
lands. This perspective challenged the prevailing narrative that justified American expansionism through
divine providence.

Religious critics questioned the moral implications of Manifest Destiny on both domestic and international
levels. They argued that pursuing territorial gain at any cost went against core principles such as love thy
neighbor and treating others as you would like to be treated. By promoting an ideology centered around
conquest rather than collaboration, they saw American society straying from its spiritual foundations.

In challenging the dominant narrative surrounding Manifest Destiny from a religious standpoint, these
dissenters provided an alternative framework based on empathy and ethical responsibility towards fellow
human beings. Their opposition highlighted the complexity and diversity within religious communities
during this transformative period in American history while reminding us that interpretations of divine will
can vary widely among believers.

Political dissent and resistance from within the United States

Opposition to Manifest Destiny was not limited to external sources; it also found resonance within the United
States itself. Political dissent and resistance emerged from individuals and groups who questioned the
expansionist policies of their own government. These critics argued that focusing on territorial acquisition
detracted from pressing domestic issues such as slavery, labor rights, and economic inequality.

One prominent figure in this internal opposition was Henry David Thoreau, who famously refused to pay
taxes in protest against the Mexican-American War, which he saw as an unjust war of aggression driven by
Manifest Destiny. Thoreau's stance embodied a broader sentiment among abolitionists and social reformers
who believed that America should prioritize moral progress over territorial conquest.

Another significant voice of dissent came from members of the Whig Party, including notable figures like
Abraham Lincoln. The Whigs opposed President James K. Polk's aggressive expansionism policies and
criticized his administration for provoking war with Mexico. They feared that annexing new territories would
exacerbate sectional tensions between free states and slave states.
The political opposition within the United States showcased a deep divide regarding westward expansion
during this period. While proponents of Manifest Destiny argued for American exceptionalism through
territorial gains, these dissenting voices raised concerns about prioritizing justice at home over imperial
ambitions abroad.

Conclusion:
The opposition to Manifest Destiny reminds us that history is not a one-sided story but rather a tapestry
woven from diverse perspectives. It teaches us that progress should not be measured solely by territorial
acquisition or economic growth but also by ethical considerations such as respect for indigenous cultures and
peaceful cooperation with others. The criticisms raised against Manifest Destiny contribute to our
understanding of America's past while serving as important reminders for how we approach issues of
expansionism and imperialism today.
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Studying the opposition to Manifest Destiny allows us to reflect on both the triumphs and shortcomings of
American history. It challenges us to question dominant narratives, consider alternative viewpoints, and
strive towards a more inclusive understanding of our nation's past. By acknowledging these critical voices
from our history, we can work towards building a more just society that values diversity, respects human
rights, and fosters genuine collaboration between different peoples.

Recap of the main points discussed in the essay
The opposition to Manifest Destiny forces us to confront the darker aspects of America's westward
expansion, such as the violation of Native American rights and potential conflicts with other nations. It
reminds us that progress should not be measured solely by territorial acquisition but also by ethical
considerations and cooperation among different groups. While Manifest Destiny played a significant role in
shaping American history, it is crucial to acknowledge these opposing viewpoints that shed light on the
complex nature of this period.
By examining both sides of the debate surrounding Manifest Destiny, we can foster a more comprehensive
understanding of this pivotal era in American history. The opposition serves as a reminder that historical
narratives often present an incomplete picture if they only focus on triumphs without acknowledging the
voices challenging prevailing ideologies. Studying this opposition allows us to critically assess our past
actions while informing our decisions for a more just future.

The lasting impact of opposition to Manifest Destiny on American history and identity
The anti-imperialist sentiment expressed by critics of Manifest Destiny left a mark on America's foreign
policy outlook. It contributed to debates about interventionism versus isolationism, with some arguing that
military aggression for territorial gain contradicted democratic values and undermined America's moral
authority in global affairs. These discussions influenced subsequent foreign policy decisions, including
debates over American involvement in conflicts such as the Spanish-American War or more recent
interventions abroad.
In terms of national identity, opposition to Manifest Destiny challenged notions of exceptionalism rooted in
westward expansion. Critics argued that true progress should be measured not by territorial conquest but by
social justice, equality, and respect for diverse cultures. Their voices helped shape a more nuanced
understanding of what it means to be American, emphasizing principles such as inclusivity, cooperation, and
respect for human rights.
The opposition to Manifest Destiny left an indelible mark on American history by challenging assumptions
about power dynamics between nations and redefining concepts like progress and national identity. By
recognizing alternative perspectives alongside dominant narratives, we can gain a deeper understanding of
America's complex past while also striving towards a more inclusive future that takes into account diverse
experiences and aspirations.
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