
westward the course of empire
Westward the Course of Empire is a phrase that evokes the grand narrative of American
expansionism, encapsulating the historical, cultural, and philosophical underpinnings of a
nation in constant motion. This concept, rooted in the early 19th century, reflects not only
the physical migration of settlers but also the ideological journey of a people who believed
in their manifest destiny to spread across the continent. This article will explore the origins
of this phrase, its implications on American history, and its lasting legacy in contemporary
society.

The Historical Context of "Westward the Course
of Empire"

The phrase "westward the course of empire" was first coined by American historian and
politician Edward A. Pollard in his work "The Lost Cause" around the mid-19th century.
However, it gained prominence through the writings of influential figures such as John L.
O'Sullivan, who famously coined the term "Manifest Destiny" in 1845. This ideology
suggested that the United States was divinely ordained to expand its territory and spread
democracy and capitalism across North America.

The Manifest Destiny Ideology

Manifest Destiny played a crucial role in shaping the United States during the 19th century.
The following points highlight its core principles:

Divine Providence: Many Americans believed that their expansion westward was a
divine mission ordained by God.

Nationalism: The idea fostered a sense of national pride and unity among
Americans, uniting them in a common cause.

Economic Opportunity: The allure of new land and resources drove countless
individuals and families to seek their fortunes in the West.

Cultural Superiority: There was a prevailing belief that American culture was
superior and needed to be spread to "less civilized" societies.

The Journey Westward: Key Events and



Milestones

The journey westward was not merely a series of migrations; it was marked by significant
events that shaped the trajectory of the nation. Here are some key milestones in the
westward expansion:

The Louisiana Purchase (1803)

One of the most significant events in American history, the Louisiana Purchase doubled the
size of the nation, providing vast territories for settlement and exploration. This acquisition
paved the way for further westward expansion.

The Lewis and Clark Expedition (1804-1806)

Commissioned by President Thomas Jefferson, the Lewis and Clark Expedition sought to
explore the newly acquired lands of the Louisiana Purchase. Their journey not only mapped
the terrain but also established American presence in the West and fostered relations with
Native American tribes.

The Oregon Trail (1830s-1860s)

The Oregon Trail became a vital route for thousands of settlers heading west. Stretching
over 2,000 miles, it was fraught with dangers such as disease, harsh weather, and conflicts
with Native Americans. Nevertheless, it symbolized the determination of Americans to
carve out new lives in the frontier.

The California Gold Rush (1848-1855)

The discovery of gold at Sutter's Mill in 1848 triggered a massive influx of people to
California. This event not only accelerated westward migration but also led to California's
admission as a state in 1850, showcasing the rapid transformation of the American
landscape.

The Indian Removal Act (1830)

While westward expansion brought opportunities for settlers, it also had devastating
consequences for Native American populations. The Indian Removal Act facilitated the
forced relocation of Indigenous tribes from their ancestral lands, leading to the Trail of
Tears and significant loss of life and culture.



The Impact on Native Americans

The concept of "Westward the Course of Empire" had a profound effect on Native American
communities. As settlers moved westward, Indigenous populations faced displacement,
violence, and cultural erasure. The following points illustrate these impacts:

Loss of Land: Native tribes were often forcibly removed from their lands to make
way for settlers, leading to significant loss of territory.

Cultural Disintegration: The influx of settlers disrupted traditional ways of life,
threatening Indigenous cultures and languages.

Violence and Conflict: As settlers encroached on Native lands, violent conflicts
erupted, resulting in numerous battles and massacres.

Forced Assimilation: Policies aimed at assimilating Native Americans into Euro-
American culture further marginalized Indigenous peoples.

The Philosophical Underpinnings

At the heart of "Westward the Course of Empire" lies a complex set of beliefs that justified
expansion and often masked its repercussions. These philosophical tenets included:

Utilitarianism

Proponents of westward expansion often argued that it was for the greater good, as new
lands would provide economic opportunities and resources for the burgeoning nation. This
utilitarian perspective sometimes overshadowed the ethical implications of displacing
Native populations.

Social Darwinism

The belief in "survival of the fittest" permeated American thought during the late 19th
century, suggesting that the expansion of American civilization was a natural and inevitable
process. This ideology was often used to rationalize the subjugation of Native Americans
and other marginalized groups.

American Exceptionalism



The notion that the United States had a unique role to play in the world fueled expansionist
sentiments. This belief fostered a sense of superiority and a mission to spread democracy
and capitalism, often disregarding the rights and cultures of those who stood in the way.

The Legacy of Westward Expansion

The repercussions of "Westward the Course of Empire" extend far beyond the 19th century.
Its legacy is evident in modern American society:

Contemporary Issues

Today, the effects of westward expansion continue to influence discussions around land
rights, Indigenous sovereignty, and cultural preservation. The historical injustices faced by
Native Americans have sparked movements advocating for recognition, reparations, and
the revitalization of Indigenous cultures.

National Identity

The narrative of westward expansion has become ingrained in the American identity,
shaping perceptions of freedom, opportunity, and adventure. It is celebrated in literature,
art, and folklore, symbolizing the tenacity and spirit of a nation in pursuit of its ideals.

Conclusion

Westward the Course of Empire encapsulates a defining moment in American history,
characterized by ambition, conflict, and transformation. While it symbolizes the pursuit of
opportunity and progress, it also serves as a reminder of the profound and often painful
consequences of expansionism. Understanding this complex legacy is crucial for navigating
contemporary conversations around identity, justice, and the future of the United States as
a diverse and multicultural society. As we reflect on this historical narrative, we must
acknowledge the voices and experiences of those who were marginalized in the pursuit of
empire and strive for a more inclusive understanding of our shared history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Westward the Course of
Empire'?
The main theme of 'Westward the Course of Empire' is the expansion of the United States
and the impact of westward migration on the nation's development, focusing on the



interplay between civilization and nature.

Who is the artist behind 'Westward the Course of
Empire'?
The artist behind 'Westward the Course of Empire' is Thomas Cole, a prominent 19th-
century American painter known for his landscape paintings and as a founder of the Hudson
River School.

What does the series 'Westward the Course of Empire'
depict?
The series depicts the stages of American expansion, showcasing the transformation of the
landscape from wilderness to civilization, highlighting both the beauty and the
consequences of this progress.

How many paintings are in the 'Westward the Course of
Empire' series?
The 'Westward the Course of Empire' series consists of five paintings, each representing a
different stage in the progression of American civilization.

What artistic techniques did Thomas Cole use in
'Westward the Course of Empire'?
Thomas Cole used techniques such as dramatic lighting, detailed landscapes, and
allegorical symbolism to convey the narrative of American expansion and its effects on
nature and society.

What historical context influenced the creation of
'Westward the Course of Empire'?
The historical context includes the mid-19th century American belief in Manifest Destiny,
which held that the expansion of the United States across the continent was both justified
and inevitable.

How does 'Westward the Course of Empire' reflect
American identity?
The series reflects American identity by illustrating the tension between progress and
preservation, highlighting the nation's ambition while also questioning the moral
implications of expansion.

What role does nature play in 'Westward the Course of



Empire'?
Nature plays a crucial role as both a backdrop and a character in the series, representing
the beauty and bounty of the land, as well as the consequences of human encroachment
and industrialization.

Where can one view the paintings from 'Westward the
Course of Empire'?
Paintings from the 'Westward the Course of Empire' series are part of the collection at the
New-York Historical Society and other institutions, with some on display in various
museums across the United States.
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