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Manifest Destiny was a 19th-century doctrine that held the belief that the United States was destined
to expand across the North American continent, bringing with it progress, civilization, and American
values. However, this expansion came at a severe cost to Native American populations. The forced
removals, violent conflicts, cultural destruction, and broken treaties inflicted profound suffering on
Indigenous peoples. Recognizing this history prompts us to ask: what could have been done
differently to mitigate these harms and promote a more just and respectful relationship? This article
explores the impact of Manifest Destiny on Native Americans and discusses alternative paths that
might have led to better outcomes.

---

The Impact of Manifest Destiny on Native Americans

Displacement and Forced Removals

One of the most devastating consequences of Manifest Destiny was the forced relocation of Native
American tribes. Policies such as the Indian Removal Act of 1830 authorized the government to move
tribes west of the Mississippi River, often under brutal conditions.

- Trail of Tears: The Cherokee Nation's forced march in 1838-1839 resulted in thousands of deaths.
- Loss of Homeland: Tribes like the Choctaw, Creek, Chickasaw, and Seminole suffered similar
displacements.
- Cultural Disruption: Relocations severed tribes from ancestral lands, sacred sites, and traditional
resources.

Violent Conflicts and Wars

Manifest Destiny fueled numerous conflicts between settlers, militia, and Native tribes.

- Indian Wars: A series of armed conflicts from the 17th century through the late 19th century.
- Massacres: Incidents like the Wounded Knee Massacre of 1890 symbolized the brutality faced by
Native Americans.
- Broken Treaties: Many treaties promising land rights and autonomy were violated or ignored.

Cultural Suppression and Assimilation

The U.S. government and settlers sought to eradicate Native cultures through:

- Boarding Schools: Forced attendance of Native children in institutions aimed at erasing languages
and traditions.
- Religious Suppression: Suppression of Native spiritual practices and ceremonies.



- Loss of Languages and Traditions: Generations lost their native languages and cultural practices.

---

What Could Have Been Done To Make It Better For Native Americans?

Understanding the alternatives to the policies driven by Manifest Destiny involves examining
respectful, equitable approaches rooted in justice, recognition, and partnership.

1. Upholding Treaty Rights and Sovereignty

Many treaties signed with Native tribes recognized their sovereignty and land rights. Respecting these
agreements could have prevented many conflicts and injustices.

What could have been done?

- Fully honoring existing treaties rather than violating or renegotiating them unfairly.
- Recognizing tribes as sovereign nations with the right to self-governance.
- Establishing mechanisms for dispute resolution that respect tribal authority.

2. Promoting Fair Land Negotiations and Shared Stewardship

Instead of forced removals, a cooperative approach to land management could have fostered mutual
benefit.

Strategies include:

- Negotiating fair land exchanges and compensation.
- Creating joint management agreements for natural resources.
- Supporting tribes in maintaining access to their ancestral lands.

3. Protecting Cultural Heritage and Promoting Cultural Revitalization

Cultural suppression policies caused irreparable harm. A better approach would have been:

- Supporting Native languages, traditions, and spiritual practices.
- Recognizing and protecting sacred sites.
- Funding cultural preservation and revitalization programs.

4. Investing in Education and Economic Opportunities

Rather than erasing identities through boarding schools, investments could have focused on:

- Bilingual and culturally relevant education.
- Economic development projects led by Native communities.
- Access to healthcare, housing, and infrastructure tailored to their needs.

5. Fostering Respectful and Equal Relationships

Building genuine partnerships requires:



- Listening to Native voices in policy-making.
- Respecting tribal sovereignty and decision-making.
- Promoting awareness and education about Native histories and contributions.

---

Lessons from History: How a Different Approach Could Have Changed Outcomes

Reflecting on historical alternatives reveals that respecting Native American rights and sovereignty
could have led to:

- Stronger, mutually beneficial relationships.
- Preservation of Indigenous cultures and traditions.
- Enhanced trust and cooperation between Native communities and the federal government.

The Importance of Recognizing and Addressing Past Wrongs

Acknowledging the harms caused by Manifest Destiny is a crucial step toward reconciliation.

Actions include:

- Formal apologies from government officials.
- Establishing truth and reconciliation commissions.
- Returning land and artifacts where appropriate.

---

Moving Forward: Building a Just Future for Native Americans

Creating an equitable future involves ongoing efforts:

- Supporting Native-led initiatives and organizations.
- Incorporating Indigenous perspectives into education and policy.
- Ensuring Native voices are central in decisions affecting their lands and communities.

Conclusion

The history of Manifest Destiny is marked by profound suffering inflicted upon Native Americans
through displacement, violence, and cultural suppression. However, history also offers
lessons—lessons about respect, justice, and partnership. By honoring treaties, protecting cultural
heritage, promoting sovereignty, and fostering respectful relationships, it is possible to rectify some of
the past harms and build a more equitable future. Recognizing what could have been done differently
is not only a matter of historical reflection but a call to action for a more just and inclusive society that
values Native American sovereignty and cultural vitality.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What were the primary ways Native Americans were harmed
by Manifest Destiny?
Native Americans faced land dispossession, forced relocations like the Trail of Tears, violence, cultural
suppression, and loss of sovereignty as a result of Manifest Destiny.

How could U.S. policymakers have better supported Native
American rights during westward expansion?
Policymakers could have honored treaties, recognized Native sovereignty, promoted fair land
negotiations, and prioritized cultural preservation instead of forcing removals and violent expansion.

What role did treaties play in protecting Native American
lands, and how were they often violated?
Treaties were meant to define land rights and protect Native territories, but many were broken or
ignored by the U.S. government, leading to land loss and displacement.

How might incorporating Native American voices have
changed the trajectory of westward expansion?
Including Native perspectives could have led to more equitable negotiations, respect for sovereignty,
and policies that prioritized coexistence rather than displacement and violence.

What are some modern efforts to address the historical
injustices caused by Manifest Destiny?
Modern efforts include land reclamation, cultural revitalization programs, legal battles for sovereignty,
and educational initiatives to acknowledge and rectify past injustices.



Could alternative policies during the 19th century have
mitigated the negative impacts on Native Americans?
Yes, policies emphasizing negotiation, respect for treaties, cultural preservation, and voluntary land
exchanges could have reduced harm and fostered coexistence.

What lessons can be learned from the history of Manifest
Destiny regarding indigenous rights today?
It highlights the importance of respecting indigenous sovereignty, honoring treaties, and ensuring
that expansion does not come at the expense of marginalized communities’ rights and cultures.

How can education about this history impact current attitudes
towards Native American communities?
Educating about these injustices fosters awareness, empathy, and support for Native rights,
promoting efforts toward reconciliation and equitable treatment today.

Additional Resources
Manifest Destiny and Its Impact on Native Americans: An In-Depth Analysis of What Could Have Been
Done to Mitigate the Damage

---

Introduction

Manifest Destiny, a 19th-century doctrine underpinning the territorial expansion of the United States
across North America, is often lauded in American history as a destiny fulfilled. However, beneath this
narrative lies a tragic and often overlooked truth: the profound suffering inflicted on Native American
populations. As we examine this historical period, it becomes crucial to ask—what could have been
done differently to lessen the devastating impact on Indigenous peoples? This article explores the
origins of Manifest Destiny, its consequences for Native Americans, and how alternative policies and
approaches could have fostered a more just and equitable outcome.

---

Understanding Manifest Destiny: A Historical Context

The Ideology Behind Expansion

Manifest Destiny emerged in the 19th century as a belief that the expansion of the United States
across the North American continent was both justified and inevitable. Rooted in notions of racial
superiority, divine right, and national destiny, it fueled the westward push that led to the acquisition



of territories from the Atlantic to the Pacific.

Key elements of Manifest Destiny included:

- Divine Right: The belief that Americans were chosen by God to spread civilization.
- Racial Superiority: The idea that Anglo-Americans had a natural right to dominate other peoples.
- Economic Opportunity: The promise of land, wealth, and prosperity through westward expansion.
- Political Manifestation: Policies and military actions that facilitated territorial acquisition.

While these ideas propelled economic growth and territorial unity, they came at a significant human
cost, particularly for Native Americans.

The Policies Propelled by Manifest Destiny

Manifest Destiny manifested in policies such as:

- The Indian Removal Act (1830): Authorized the forced relocation of Native tribes from their ancestral
lands.
- The Indian Appropriations Acts: Led to the establishment of Indian reservations, often on marginal
lands.
- The Dawes Act (1887): Aimed at assimilating Native Americans by breaking up tribal lands into
individual allotments.
- Treaty Violations and Forced Relocations: Many treaties were broken or ignored, leading to
displacement and loss of sovereignty.

These policies systematically undermined Native American sovereignty, culture, and way of life.

---

The Impact of Manifest Destiny on Native Americans

Territorial Displacement and Loss of Land

One of the most immediate and devastating consequences was the loss of land. Native Americans
traditionally relied on vast territories for their sustenance, cultural practices, and spiritual life.

- The Trail of Tears (1838-1839): The forced relocation of Cherokee and other tribes from
Southeastern states to present-day Oklahoma resulted in thousands of deaths.
- Land Loss: By 1900, Native Americans had lost over 90% of their original land holdings due to
treaties, wars, and policies.
- Reservation System: Native tribes were confined to designated reservations, often on less
productive lands, disrupting their economies and ways of life.



Cultural and Social Disruption

The expansionist policies aimed at assimilation severely impacted Native cultures:

- Destruction of Languages and Traditions: Boarding schools forcibly removed Native children from
their families, suppressing languages and cultural practices.
- Loss of Religious Sites: Sacred lands were often appropriated or destroyed.
- Erosion of Social Structures: Displacement and government policies destabilized tribal governance
and social cohesion.

Violence and Conflict

The expansion was often accompanied by violent conflicts:

- Wars and Skirmishes: The Indian Wars (e.g., Sioux Wars, Apache Wars) led to significant loss of life.
- Genocide and Near-Extinction: Some tribes faced near-extermination, such as the Nez Perce and the
Blackfeet.

---

What Could Have Been Done Differently? Analyzing
Alternative Policies

While the historical context was complex, several alternative approaches could have mitigated the
suffering of Native Americans. Here, we explore policies and actions that might have fostered a more
respectful and equitable relationship.

1. Respecting Sovereignty and Treaties

What Could Have Been Done:

- Fully honoring existing treaties and respecting Native sovereignty.
- Recognizing tribal nations as independent entities with rights to self-governance.
- Engaging in genuine negotiations rather than imposing unilateral policies.

Potential Outcomes:

- Preservation of land rights and cultural sovereignty.
- Reduced conflicts and tensions.
- Mutual respect fostering cooperation rather than conquest.



2. Emphasizing Cultural Preservation and Education

What Could Have Been Done:

- Supporting Native languages, traditions, and spiritual practices.
- Developing bilingual and culturally-inclusive education systems.
- Funding cultural revitalization programs.

Potential Outcomes:

- Strengthening of cultural identity.
- Increased community resilience.
- Preservation of rich Indigenous heritage for future generations.

3. Implementing Fair Land Policies

What Could Have Been Done:

- Avoiding forced relocations.
- Recognizing land claims and protecting sacred sites.
- Creating land-sharing agreements that respect tribal boundaries.

Potential Outcomes:

- Less displacement and trauma.
- Preservation of traditional lands and resources.
- Enhanced trust and cooperation between tribes and government.

4. Promoting Economic Autonomy and Development

What Could Have Been Done:

- Supporting Native-led economic initiatives.
- Investing in tribal infrastructure and education.
- Allowing tribes to manage natural resources on their lands.

Potential Outcomes:

- Economic independence.
- Improved living standards.
- Reduced dependency on federal aid.

5. Establishing Inclusive and Equitable Policies

What Could Have Been Done:



- Involving Native leaders in policymaking processes.
- Recognizing historical injustices and providing reparations or acknowledgments.
- Creating legal frameworks that uphold tribal rights.

Potential Outcomes:

- Increased empowerment of Native communities.
- Healing historical wounds.
- Building a foundation for equitable relationships.

---

Lessons Learned and Moving Forward

The history of Manifest Destiny and its impact on Native Americans offers crucial lessons:

- The importance of respecting sovereignty and treaties as foundational to just relations.
- Cultural preservation is vital for maintaining Indigenous identities.
- Inclusive policymaking that involves Native voices leads to more equitable outcomes.
- Acknowledging past injustices and actively working toward reconciliation can foster healing.

Modern efforts to address historical wrongs include tribal sovereignty initiatives, cultural revitalization
programs, and legal battles for land rights. Recognizing that the expansionist policies of the past were
often rooted in prejudice and greed underscores the importance of empathy and respect in
contemporary policy.

---

Conclusion

Manifest Destiny, while instrumental in shaping the territorial and economic landscape of the United
States, inflicted profound suffering on Native American peoples. Its policies led to displacement,
cultural erosion, violence, and dislocation—tragedies that continue to resonate today.

However, history also offers pathways toward healing. By embracing respect for sovereignty,
supporting cultural preservation, ensuring fair land policies, fostering economic independence, and
engaging in inclusive governance, a more equitable and respectful relationship with Native Americans
could have been cultivated. Moving forward, these lessons remain crucial as we strive to rectify
historical injustices and honor the resilience of Indigenous communities.

The question remains: how can we as a society ensure that the mistakes of the past inform a more
just future? The answer lies in acknowledgment, respect, and a genuine commitment to the principles
of equity and justice for Native Americans and all marginalized communities.
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