
 

 

 

John L. O’Sullivan: 
“To Overspread the Continent” (1845) 
 
President Thomas Jefferson’s purchase of Louisiana from France in 1803 effected a monumental 
change in the American psyche. (The massive territory comprised nearly a quarter of the United 
States today.) In short time, the notion that the United States would someday be a two-ocean 
country became as matter-of-fact as blue sky and green grass. The outcome of the War of 1812 
opened the door for “inevitable fulfillment of the general law which is moving [the] population 
westward” to commence. In other words, no obstacle, however formidable, would ultimately deny 
America from overwhelming the half continent west of the Mississippi River all the way to the 
Pacific Ocean. By the mid-1820s, the movement was well underway; it reached full fruition during 
the 1840s, when more than one million square miles of land “from sea to shining sea” came 
under jurisdiction of the United States government. 
 

The term “manifest destiny” was coined by John L. O’Sullivan, an American news journalist. In 
1845, he wrote an editorial entitled “Annexation” (appearing in the July/August issue of The 
United States Magazine and Democratic Review) which advocated annexation of Texas, another 
huge chunk of the frenzied American territorial acquisition puzzle. 
 

O’Sullivan stated that it was America’s “manifest destiny to overspread the continent.” His 
editorial suggested that through expansion, the United States could become a recognized political 
and social superpower. America had, O’Sullivan argued, been uniquely chosen for the task of 
expanding westward, driving out the wilderness and establishing civilization. Hence, Manifest 
Destiny is an amalgamation of action, attitude, and justification. 
 

O’Sullivan’s editorial added fuel to the fire with a catchy phrase. Numerous government 
campaigns painted the allures of the West for prospective settlers, and promoted programs which 
could help people acquire and hold land in the West. With the discovery of gold and availability of 
cheap land, a wave of Americans poured into the West, supported by their belief that the right 
and duty to expand was exclusively theirs. 
 

The idea of Manifest Destiny was also behind later American political and military actions 
overseas, extending far beyond what historians commonly refer to as the Era of Manifest Destiny. 
A section of O’Sullivan’s editorial reminded Americans that they were uniquely positioned to 
spread democracy throughout the world, and this concept clearly played a role in American 
foreign policy during the late 1800s and early 1900s. 

 
 

                     
 

 It is now time for the opposition to the Annexation of Texas to cease, all further agitation 

of the waters of bitterness and strife, at least in connexion with this question—even 

though it may perhaps be required of us as a necessary condition of the freedom of our 

institutions, that we must live on for ever in a state of unpausing struggle and excitement 

upon some subject of party division or other. But, in regard to Texas, enough has now 

been given to party. It is time for the common duty of Patriotism to the Country to 
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succeed;—or if this claim will not be recognized, it is at least time for common sense to 

acquiesce with decent grace in the inevitable and the irrevocable. 

Texas is now ours. Already, before these words are written, her Convention has 

undoubtedly ratified the acceptance, by her Congress, of our proffered invitation into the 

Union; and made the requisite changes in her already republican form of constitution to 

adapt it to its future federal relations. Her star and her stripe may already be said to have 

taken their place in the glorious blazon of our common nationality; and the sweep of our 

eagle’s wing already includes within its circuit the wide extent of her fair and fertile land. 

She is no longer to us a mere geographical space—a certain combination of coast, plain, 

mountain, valley, forest and stream. She is no longer to us a mere country on the map. 

She comes within the dear and sacred designation of Our Country; no longer a “pays,” she 

is a part of “la patrie;” and that which is at once a sentiment and a virtue, Patriotism, 

already begins to thrill for her too within the national heart. It is time then that all should 

cease to treat her as alien, and even adverse—cease to denounce and vilify all and 

everything connected with her accession—cease to thwart and oppose the remaining steps 

for its consummation; or where such efforts are felt to be unavailing, at least to embitter 

the hour of reception by all the most ungracious frowns of aversion and words of 

unwelcome. There has been enough of all this. It has had its fitting day during the period 

when, in common with every other possible question of practical policy that can arise, it 

unfortunately became one of the leading topics of party division, of presidential 

electioneering. But that period has passed, and with it let its prejudices and its passions, 

its discords and its denunciations, pass away too. The next session of Congress will see 

the representatives of the new young State in their places in both our halls of national 

legislation, side by side with those of the old Thirteen. Let their reception into “the 

family” be frank, kindly, and cheerful, as befits such an occasion, as comports not less 

with our own self-respect than patriotic duty towards them. Ill betide those foul birds that 

delight to file their own nest, and disgust the ear with perpetual discord of ill-omened 

croak. 

Why, were other reasoning wanting, in favor of now elevating this question of the 

reception of Texas into the Union, out of the lower region of our past party dissensions, 

up to its proper level of a high and broad nationality, it surely is to be found, found 

abundantly, in the manner in which other nations have undertaken to intrude themselves 



 

 

into it, between us and the proper parties to the case, in a spirit of hostile interference 

against us, for the avowed object of thwarting our policy and hampering our power, 

limiting our greatness and checking the fulfillment of our manifest destiny to overspread 

the continent allotted by Providence for the free development of our yearly multiplying 

millions. This we have seen done by England, our old rival and enemy; and by France, 

strangely coupled with her against us, under the influence of the Anglicism strongly 

tinging the policy of her present prime minister, Guizot. The zealous activity with which 

this effort to defeat us was pushed by the representatives of those governments, together 

with the character of intrigue accompanying it, fully constituted that case of foreign 

interference, which Mr. Clay himself declared should, and would unite us all in 

maintaining the common cause of our country against foreigner and the foe. We are only 

astonished that this effect has not been more fully and strongly produced, and that the 

burst of indignation against this unauthorized, insolent and hostile interference against 

us, has not been more general even among the party before opposed to Annexation, and 

has not rallied the national spirit and national pride unanimously upon that policy. We 

are very sure that if Mr. Clay himself were now to add another letter to his former Texas 

correspondence, he would express this sentiment, and carry out the idea already strongly 

stated in one of them, in a manner which would tax all the powers of blushing belonging 

to some of his party adherents. 

It is wholly untrue, and unjust to ourselves, the pretence that the Annexation has been a 

measure of spoliation, unrightful and unrighteous—of military conquest under forms of 

peace and law—of territorial aggrandizement at the expense of justice, and justice due by 

a double sanctity to the weak. This view of the question is wholly unfounded, and has 

been before so amply refuted in these pages, as well as in a thousand other modes, that 

we shall not again dwell upon it. The independence of Texas was complete and absolute. 

It was an independence, not only in fact, but of right. No obligation of duty towards 

Mexico tended in the least degree to restrain our right to effect the desired recovery of the 

fair province once our own—whatever motives of policy might have prompted a more 

deferential consideration of her feelings and her pride, as involved in the question. If 

Texas became peopled with an American population; it was by no contrivance of our 

government, but on the express invitation of that of Mexico herself; accompanied with 

such guaranties of State independence, and the maintenance of a federal system 

analogous to our own, as constituted a compact fully justifying the strongest measures of 



 

 

redress on the part of those afterwards deceived in this guaranty, and sought to be 

enslaved under the yoke imposed by its violation. She was released, rightfully and 

absolutely released, from all Mexican allegiance, or duty of cohesion to the Mexican 

political body, by the acts and fault of Mexico herself, and Mexico alone. There never was 

a clearer case. It was not revolution; it was resistance to revolution: and resistance under 

such circumstances as left independence the necessary resulting state, caused by the 

abandonment of those with whom her former federal association had existed. What then 

can be more preposterous than all this clamor by Mexico and the Mexican interest, 

against Annexation, as a violation of any rights of hers, any duties of ours? 

We would not be understood as approving in all its features the expediency or propriety 

of the mode in which the measure, rightful and wise as it is in itself, has been carried into 

effect. Its history has been a sad tissue of diplomatic blundering. How much better it 

might have been managed—how much more smoothly, satisfactorily, and successfully! 

Instead of our present relations with Mexico—instead of the serious risks which have 

been run, and those plausibilities of opprobrium which we have had to combat, not 

without great difficulty, nor with entire success—instead of the difficulties which now 

throng the path to a satisfactory settlement of all our unsettled questions with Mexico—

Texas might, by a more judicious and conciliatory diplomacy, have been as securely in the 

Union as she is now—her boundaries defined—California probably ours—and Mexico and 

ourselves united by closer ties than ever; of mutual friendship and mutual support in 

resistance to the intrusion of European interference in the affairs of the American 

republics. All this might have been, we little doubt, already secured, had counsels less 

violent, less rude, less one-sided, less eager in precipitation from motives widely foreign 

to the national question, presided over the earlier stages of its history. We cannot too 

deeply regret the mismanagement which has disfigured the history of this question; and 

especially the neglect of the means which would have been so easy of satisfying even the 

unreasonable pretensions and the excited pride and passion of Mexico. The singular 

result has been produced, that while our neighbor has, in truth, no real right to blame or 

complain—when all the wrong is on her side, and there has been on ours a degree of delay 

and forbearance, in deference to her pretensions, which is to be paralleled by few 

precedents in the history of other nations—we have yet laid ourselves open to a great deal 

of denunciation hard to repel, and impossible to silence; and all history will carry it down 

as a certain fact, that Mexico would have declared war against us, and would have waged 



 

 

it seriously, if she had not been prevented by that very weakness which should have 

constituted her best defense. 

We plead guilty to a degree of sensitive annoyance—for the sake of the honor of our 

country, and its estimation in the public opinion of the world—which does not find even 

in satisfied conscience full consolation for the very necessity of seeking consolation there. 

And it is for this state of things that we hold responsible that gratuitous mismanagement-

wholly apart from the main substantial rights and merits of the question, to which alone it 

is to be ascribed; and which had its origin in its earlier stages, before the accession of Mr. 

Calhoun to the department of State. 

California probably, next fall away from the loose adhesion which, in such a country as 

Mexico, holds a remote province in a slight equivocal kind of dependence on the 

metropolis. Imbecile and distracted, Mexico never can exert any real governmental 

authority over such a country. The impotence of the one and the distance of the other, 

must make the relation one of virtual independence; unless, by stunting the province of 

all natural growth, and forbidding that immigration which can alone develop its 

capabilities and fulfill the purposes of its creation, tyranny may retain a military 

dominion, which is no government in the, legitimate sense of the term. In the case of 

California this is now impossible. The Anglo-Saxon foot is already on its borders. Already 

the advance guard of the irresistible army of Anglo-Saxon emigration has begun to pour 

down upon it, armed with the plough and the rifle, and marking its trail with schools and 

colleges, courts and representative halls, mills and meeting-houses. A population will 

soon be in actual occupation of California, over which it will be idle for Mexico to dream 

of dominion. They will necessarily become independent. All this without agency of our 

government, without responsibility of our people—in the natural flow of events, the 

spontaneous working of principles, and the adaptation of the tendencies and wants of the 

human race to the elemental circumstances in the midst of which they find themselves 

placed. And they will have a right to independence—to self-government—to the 

possession of the homes conquered from the wilderness by their own labors and dangers, 

sufferings and sacrifices-a better and a truer right than the artificial tide of sovereignty in 

Mexico, a thousand miles distant, inheriting from Spain a title good only against those 

who have none better. Their right to independence will be the natural right of self-

government belonging to any community strong enough to maintain it—distinct in 



 

 

position, origin and character, and free from any mutual obligations of membership of a 

common political body, binding it to others by the duty of loyalty and compact of public 

faith. This will be their title to independence; and by this title, there can be no doubt that 

the population now fast streaming down upon California win both assert and maintain 

that independence. Whether they will then attach themselves to our Union or not, is not 

to be predicted with any certainty. Unless the projected railroad across the continent to 

the Pacific be carried into effect, perhaps they may not; though even in that case, the day 

is not distant when the Empires of the Atlantic and Pacific would again flow together into 

one, as soon as their inland border should approach each other. But that great work, 

colossal as appears the plan on its first suggestion, cannot remain long unbuilt. Its 

necessity for this very purpose of binding and holding together in its iron clasp our fast-

settling Pacific region with that of the Mississippi valley—the natural facility of the 

route—the ease with which any amount of labor for the construction can be drawn in 

from the overcrowded populations of Europe, to be paid in die lands made valuable by the 

progress of the work itself—and its immense utility to the commerce of the world with the 

whole eastern Asia, alone almost sufficient for the support of such a road—these coast of 

considerations give assurance that the day cannot be distant which shall witness the 

conveyance of the representatives from Oregon and California to Washington within less 

time than a few years ago was devoted to a similar journey by those from Ohio; while the 

magnetic telegraph will enable the editors of the “San Francisco Union,” the “Astoria 

Evening Post,” or the “Nootka Morning News,” to set up in type the first half of the 

President’s Inaugural before the echoes of the latter half shall have died away beneath the 

lofty porch of the Capitol, as spoken from his lips. 

Away, then, with all idle French talk of balances of power on the American Continent. 

There is no growth in Spanish America! Whatever progress of population there may be in 

the British Canadas, is only for their own early severance of their present colonial relation 

to the little island three thousand miles across the Atlantic; soon to be followed by 

Annexation, and destined to swell the still accumulating momentum of our progress. And 

whosoever may hold the balance, though they should cast into the opposite scale all the 

bayonets and cannon, not only of France and England, but of Europe entire, how would it 

kick the beam against the simple, solid weight of the two hundred and fifty, or three 

hundred millions—and American millions—destined to gather beneath the flutter of the 

stripes and stars, in the fast hastening year of the Lord 1945!  



 

 

 
 

 Explain the concept of “manifest destiny” in American history.  What President is associated most 
with Manifest Destiny? 

 
 
 
 
 
 List three sizeable obstacles America faced in its fulfillment of Manifest Destiny. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 Explain Manifest Destiny in terms of action, spirit, and justification.  Provide an example of each 

facet. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 According to O’Sullivan, why were other countries opposed to the annexation of Texas by the United 
States? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 How does O’Sullivan justify the annexation of Texas? 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 What Mexican territory does O’Sullivan state will be the next (after Texas) to come under the 

control of the United States?  How did O’Sullivan expect the United States to acquire this land? 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 What renowned politician does O’Sullivan mention by name?  What are the historical circumstances 

which prompted O’Sullivan to discuss this man in his editorial? 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 One member of Congress stated he would agree with the supporters of Manifest Destiny when they 

were able to show him the clause in “Father Adam’s will” that bequeathed the North American 

continent to the United States.  Interpret this politician’s remark. 



 

 

 
Several years prior to his famous “Annexation” editorial, O’Sullivan wrote “The Great Nation of 
Futurity” (appearing in The United States Magazine and Democratic Review of November 1839).  
The article glorified America, separating it from other nations of the world. 

 
 

                     
 

The American people having derived their origin from many other nations, and the 

Declaration of National Independence being entirely based on the great principle of 

human equality, these facts demonstrate at once our disconnected position as regards any 

other nation; that we have, in reality, but little connection with the past history of any of 

them, and still less with all antiquity, its glories, or its crimes. On the contrary, our 

national birth was the beginning of a new history, the formation and progress of an 

untried political system, which separates us from the past and connects us with the future 

only; and so far as regards the entire development of the natural rights of man, in moral, 

political, and national life, we may confidently assume that our country is destined to be 

the great nation of futurity.  

It is so destined, because the principle upon which a nation is organized fixes its destiny, 

and that of equality is perfect, is universal. It presides in all the operations of the physical 

world, and it is also the conscious law of the soul—the self-evident dictates of morality, 

which accurately defines the duty of man to man, and consequently man’s rights as man. 

Besides, the truthful annals of any nation furnish abundant evidence, that its happiness, 

its greatness, its duration, were always proportionate to the democratic equality in its 

system of government. . . .  

What friend of human liberty, civilization, and refinement, can cast his view over the past 

history of the monarchies and aristocracies of antiquity, and not deplore that they ever 

existed? What philanthropist can contemplate the oppressions, the cruelties, and 

injustice inflicted by them on the masses of mankind, and not turn with moral horror 

from the retrospect?  

America is destined for better deeds. It is our unparalleled glory that we have no 

reminiscences of battle fields, but in defense of humanity, of the oppressed of all nations, 

of the rights of conscience, the rights of personal enfranchisement. Our annals describe 

no scenes of horrid carnage, where men were led on by hundreds of thousands to slay one 



 

 

another, dupes and victims to emperors, kings, nobles, demons in the human form called 

heroes. We have had patriots to defend our homes, our liberties, but no aspirants to 

crowns or thrones; nor have the American people ever suffered themselves to be led on by 

wicked ambition to depopulate the land, to spread desolation far and wide, that a human 

being might be placed on a seat of supremacy.  

We have no interest in the scenes of antiquity, only as lessons of avoidance of nearly all 

their examples. The expansive future is our arena, and for our history. We are entering on 

its untrodden space, with the truths of God in our minds, beneficent objects in our hearts, 

and with a clear conscience unsullied by the past. We are the nation of human progress, 

and who will, what can, set limits to our onward march? Providence is with us, and no 

earthly power can. We point to the everlasting truth on the first page of our national 

declaration, and we proclaim to the millions of other lands, that “the gates of hell”—the 

powers of aristocracy and monarchy—”shall not prevail against it.”  

The far-reaching, the boundless future will be the era of American greatness. In its 

magnificent domain of space and time, the nation of many nations is destined to manifest 

to mankind the excellence of divine principles; to establish on earth the noblest temple 

ever dedicated to the worship of the Most High—the Sacred and the True. Its floor shall 

be a hemisphere—its roof the firmament of the star-studded heavens, and its 

congregation an Union of many Republics, comprising hundreds of happy millions, 

calling, owning no man master, but governed by God’s natural and moral law of equality, 

the law of brotherhood—of “peace and good will amongst men.” 

Yes, we are the nation of progress, of individual freedom, of universal enfranchisement. 

Equality of rights is the cynosure of our union of States, the grand exemplar of the 

correlative equality of individuals; and while truth sheds its effulgence, we cannot 

retrograde, without dissolving the one and subverting the other. We must onward to the 

fulfillment 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. This is our high destiny, and in nature’s 

eternal, inevitable decree of cause and effect we must accomplish it. All this will be our 

future history, to establish on earth the moral dignity and salvation of man—the 

immutable truth and beneficence of God. For this blessed mission to the nations of the 

world, which are shut out from the life-giving light of truth, has America been chosen; 



 

 

and her high example shall smite unto death the tyranny of kings, hierarchs, and 

oligarchs, and carry the glad tidings of peace and good will where myriads now endure an 

existence scarcely more enviable than that of beasts of the field. Who, then, can doubt 

that our country is destined to be the great nation of futurity?  

 
 
 
 
 
 What did O’Sullivan mean when he stated that “America is destined for better deeds”? 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 According to O’Sullivan, what characteristics of the American nation determine its future?  How did 

O’Sullivan contrast the United States to other nations? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 How might O’Sullivan’s rhetoric have helped propel the expansionism frenzy in the decades prior to 
the Civil War? 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 John Gast’s famous painting American Progress (circa 1872) is an allegorical representation of the 

settlement and modernization of the American West, resulting from the commencement of Manifest 
Destiny years earlier.  In what ways does the painting present an accurate image of history?  What 
historical distortions are there? 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 What elements of Gast’s painting do you think would have delighted O’Sullivan?  What aspects 

would have been displeasing to O’Sullivan?  Overall, do you think Gast’s image is what O’Sullivan 

had in mind when he described America as “the great nation of futurity” and advocated America’s 
“manifest destiny to overspread the continent”? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 In what future ways (after the 1850s) was the concept of Manifest Destiny applied in U.S. history? 

 


