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UNDERSTANDING THE AMERICAN ETHOS: A MANIFEST
DESTINY GUIDED READING APPROACH

The  phrase  "Manifest  Destiny"  resonates  through  American
history with a force that shaped a continent. Coined in 1845 by
journalist John L. O'Sullivan, it encapsulated the belief that the
United States was divinely ordained to expand its dominion and
spread its unique brand of democracy and civilization across the
entire  North  American  continent.  But  studying  this  pivotal
concept requires more than memorizing dates and treaty names.
A  Manifest  Destiny  Guided  Reading  approach  offers  a
structured,  analytical  method  to  dissect  the  ideology,  its
proponents,  its  consequences,  and  its  lasting  legacy.  This
framework empowers students and history enthusiasts to move
beyond surface-level  understanding and engage critically  with
primary sources,  historical  narratives,  and the complex moral
questions that the era raises.
This article serves as your comprehensive guide to mastering this
subject. We will explore the core tenets of the ideology, the key
figures  who  championed  it,  the  profound  impacts  it  had  on
Indigenous peoples, and the essential reading strategies that will
deepen  your  comprehension.  Whether  you  are  an  educator
designing  a  lesson  plan,  a  student  tackling  a  challenging
assignment, or a lifelong learner seeking clarity, this structured
journey will  illuminate the multifaceted nature of 19th-century
American expansionism.

What is a Manifest Destiny
Guided Reading
Framework?
Before diving into the historical details, it is crucial to define the
methodology itself. A Manifest Destiny guided reading is not
simply  reading  a  textbook  passage  aloud.  It  is  a  strategic,
scaffolded  approach  to  textual  analysis.  The  goal  is  to  help
readers  identify  key  arguments,  contextualize  events,  and
evaluate bias while navigating often dense historical documents.
This framework typically involves pre-reading activities, during-
reading prompts, and post-reading reflection questions.
The "guided" element means the reader is not left to wander
aimlessly through a primary source, such as a speech by Senator
Thomas Hart Benton or a propaganda cartoon depicting "Lady
Liberty" striding across the plains. Instead, specific questions and
tasks  guide  the  reader  toward  understanding  the  author's
purpose, the intended audience, and the historical circumstances
that  shaped  the  document.  For  example,  a  guided  reading
handout might ask: "Why does O'Sullivan use religious language
to describe westward expansion?" or "How does this map visually
erase the presence of Native American nations?"
This  structured inquiry  transforms passive reading into  active
investigation. It  equips learners with the critical thinking skills
necessary to analyze not only historical texts but also modern
political rhetoric that echoes the themes of expansion, destiny,
and exceptionalism. The framework ensures that the study of

Manifest Destiny becomes a rigorous intellectual exercise rather
than a simple chronicle of events.

The Core Ideological Tenets
of Manifest Destiny
A successful guided reading of this topic must begin with the
foundational  beliefs  that  drove  American  expansion.
Understanding these pillars allows the reader to identify them in
speeches, laws, and personal journals from the era.

DIVINE PROVIDENCE AND AMERICAN EXCEPTIONALISM

The most powerful driver of Manifest Destiny was the deeply held
belief that God had chosen the American people for a special
purpose. This was not merely a political goal; it was a theological
mandate. Many white Americans believed it was their Christian
duty to settle the land, cultivate it, and convert its inhabitants.
This  religious  justification  provided  a  powerful  moral  shield
against  criticism.  A  guided  reading  prompt  here  might  ask
students to compare the language used in a missionary report
with that used in a political advertisement for western land sales.
In both cases, the word "Providence" often appears, sanctifying
the pursuit of land and wealth.

RACIAL SUPERIORITY AND CULTURAL HEGEMONY

Intertwined  with  religious  justifications  was  a  stark  belief  in
Anglo-Saxon racial and cultural superiority. The ideology posited
that Americans of European descent were a "superior race" with
the unique ability to govern and build a progressive civilization.
This belief was used to justify the displacement and subjugation
of Native Americans, Mexican inhabitants of the Southwest, and
other non-white peoples. Historians refer to this as the "racial
imperative" of Manifest Destiny. A guided reading of a text from
this  period,  such  as  a  report  from  the  Indian  Affairs  bureau,
reveals  a  paternalistic  and  often  dismissive  tone  toward
Indigenous cultures, labeling them as "savage" or "backward" to
justify their removal.

ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY AND LAND HUNGER

Beneath the lofty rhetoric of destiny and civilization lay a very
practical driver: the relentless desire for land. The promise of
cheap,  fertile  land  drew  waves  of  settlers  westward.  The
invention of the steel plow by John Deere and the expansion of
railroads made farming the vast prairies possible and profitable.
Guided reading activities often focus on economic data, such as
the rise in cotton production in Texas after annexation, or the
population  boom  in  California  after  1848.  These  figures  ground
the abstract ideology in tangible economic motives. The question
"Who benefited financially from westward expansion?" is a critical
lens through which to read all related documents.

Key Figures and Their

https://everybodystreet.com/


2

2 Manifest Destiny Guided Reading 2025-06-07

Rhetoric: A Guided Analysis
No  guided  reading  of  Manifest  Destiny  is  complete  without
examining the individuals who articulated and implemented its
vision. Studying their words through a structured lens reveals the
nuances and contradictions of the era.
John L. O'Sullivan deserves primary attention. His 1845 article
in  the United States Magazine and Democratic  Review  is  the
seminal  text.  A  guided  reading  exercise  should  focus  on  his
specific  phrasing.  He  wrote  of  "the  fulfillment  of  our  manifest
destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the
free development of our yearly multiplying millions." A prompt
here might be: "What is the significance of the word 'overspread'
versus 'colonize' or 'conquer'?" This choice of language subtly
frames expansion as a natural, organic process rather than an
aggressive invasion.
President  James  K.  Polk  is  another  essential  figure.  His
administration (1845-1849) was the most aggressive period of
territorial expansion. A guided reading of his 1846 war message
to Congress, asking for a declaration of war against Mexico, is a
masterclass in political justification. Students can analyze how he
frames  American  casualties  on  disputed  land  as  an  act  of
Mexican aggression, conveniently ignoring the contentious nature
of the Texas border. The prompt "How does Polk use emotion
versus fact to build his case for war?" is highly effective.
Stephen  A.  Douglas,  the  "Little  Giant,"  championed  the
transcontinental railroad and the Kansas-Nebraska Act. Reading
his speeches reveals the central role of internal improvements
and  transportation  in  fulfilling  the  destiny.  The  guided  reading
here can focus on the intersection of national vision and personal
ambition,  as  Douglas  owned  significant  land  in  the  West.  This
encourages  readers  to  consider  the  economic  motivations  of
political leaders.

The Human Cost: A
Necessary Counter-
Narrative
A responsible  and  comprehensive  Manifest  Destiny guided
reading must give equal weight to the perspectives of those who
were  displaced  and  destroyed.  This  is  not  simply  a  story  of
progress; it is a story of conquest, dispossession, and tragedy.

THE TRAIL OF TEARS AND INDIAN REMOVAL

The Indian Removal Act of 1830, signed by Andrew Jackson, set
the stage for the forced relocation of tens of thousands of Native
Americans  from the  southeastern  United  States.  The  Trail  of
Tears, the brutal journey of the Cherokee Nation, is the most
infamous example. A guided reading of excerpts from Cherokee
leader John Ross's petitions to Congress, or from the memoirs of
U.S. soldiers who witnessed the removal, provides a devastating
counterpoint  to  the  celebratory  narratives  of  expansion.  Key
prompts include: "How does Ross appeal to American legal and
moral  principles?"  and  "What  specific  details  in  the  soldiers'
accounts  humanize  the  suffering  of  the  Cherokee  people?"

THE MEXICAN-AMERICAN WAR AND THE TREATY OF
GUADALUPE HIDALGO

The war with Mexico (1846-1848) was a direct result of Manifest
Destiny. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ceded vast territories

including California, Arizona, New Mexico, and parts of Colorado
and Utah to the United States. A guided reading of the treaty
itself,  alongside  Mexican  accounts  of  the  conflict,  provides  a
sobering look at the realities of conquest. The treaty guaranteed
the property rights and citizenship of Mexicans living in the ceded
territories, but in practice, these guarantees were often violated.
Analyzing this gap between promise and reality is  a powerful
guided reading exercise. It challenges the simplistic narrative of
"bringing freedom" to the West.

THE LEGACY FOR HISPANIC AND INDIGENOUS
COMMUNITIES

The consequences of Manifest Destiny did not end in 1848. The
land grants  promised to  Mexican families  were systematically
challenged and often lost in American courts. Indigenous nations
continued to face forced assimilation, reservation life, and violent
suppression for decades. A guided reading unit should connect
these historical events to the present day, asking students to
consider  the  long-term  socioeconomic  impacts  on  these
communities.  This  contextual  understanding is  essential  for  a
truly informed and ethical study of history.

Effective Strategies for
Your Manifest Destiny
Guided Reading Session
To maximize learning,  using specific  reading strategies  is  highly
effective.  The  following  approaches  transform  a  simple  reading
assignment  into  an  interactive  and  analytical  experience.

Annotate the Text: Encourage active reading by
underlining key phrases, circling unfamiliar terms, and
writing questions in the margins. For example, when
reading O'Sullivan, students should note every use of the
word "Providence" or "destiny."
Use a "SOAPSTone" Graphic Organizer: This framework
helps analyze primary sources. It stands for Speaker,
Occasion, Audience, Purpose, Subject, and Tone. Applying
this to a political cartoon or a presidential speech forces a
structured deconstruction of the text.
Compare and Contrast Documents: Place two texts
side-by-side. For instance, compare a pro-expansion
editorial from a New York newspaper with a petition from a
Native American tribe. Ask: "What is the main goal of each
author? Who is the intended audience? How do their
definitions of 'freedom' and 'civilization' differ?"
Create a Cause-and-Effect Chain: Visualize the
connections. For example: belief in destiny (cause) leads to
demand for land (effect), which leads to conflict with
Mexico (cause), which leads to territorial acquisition
(effect), which leads to the debate over slavery in the new
territories (cause), which leads to the Compromise of 1850
(effect).
Practice "Close Reading" of Visuals: Manifest Destiny
was expressed powerfully through paintings like John Gast's
"American Progress" and countless political cartoons. A
guided reading of an image is just as important as a written
text. Ask students to identify symbols (Lady Liberty,
railroads, telegraph wires), consider the depiction of
different groups (white settlers, Native Americans, wild
animals), and interpret the overall message of progress
versus destruction.



Manifest Destiny Guided Reading 3

3

Assessment and Reflection:
Synthesizing the Guided
Reading
The final component of a robust guided reading is synthesis and
assessment. The goal is not just to gather information but to form
a coherent argument. Strong assessment questions move beyond
simple recall. Consider these prompts:

Evaluative Question: "Was Manifest Destiny a noble1.
vision, an act of aggression, or something in between?
Defend your answer with at least three pieces of evidence
from the texts you read."
Comparative Question: "How did the concept of2.
'freedom' mean different things to a white settler moving
west and a Cherokee family being forced east?"
Contemporary Connection: "In what ways do you see3.
echoes of Manifest Destiny rhetoric in modern American
politics or foreign policy? Provide specific examples, such
as the rhetoric around international intervention or space
exploration."
Essential Question: "How do nations balance their own4.
ambitions with the rights and sovereignty of other peoples?

What lessons can the history of Manifest Destiny teach us
about this ongoing challenge?"

These  questions  force  the  reader  to  move  from  passive
absorption  of  facts  to  active  construction  of  meaning.  They
require weighing evidence, acknowledging multiple perspectives,
and formulating a personal, informed stance. This is the ultimate
outcome of an effective guided reading session.

Conclusion: The Enduring
Power of a Critical Lens
The history of Manifest Destiny is a cornerstone of the American
story,  yet  it  is  a  story  filled  with  profound  contradictions.  It
speaks of ambition and vision, but also of greed, violence, and
immense  human  suffering.  A  Manifest  Destiny  guided
reading  is  not  about  simplifying  this  complex  history  into  a
single narrative. Instead, it is a powerful pedagogical tool that
equips learners with the skills to navigate complexity, identify
bias, and weigh competing truths.
By engaging with primary sources, analyzing political rhetoric,
and giving voice to marginalized perspectives, a guided reading
approach  transforms  the  study  of  the  1840s  into  a  deeply
relevant lesson for today. We learn not only what happened, but
how


