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Manifest Destiny and the American Indians 
 
In the 1800s, manifest destiny was a term used to help people embrace that the United  
States was destined to expand west across North America no matter the changes it 
brought to people who lived there already. The Federal Government enacted the 
Homestead Act, which provided western land to people willing to move and work the 
land for a period of time.  

One United States President, Andrew Jackson, spoke about it as “extending the area of 
freedom.” Another term used was “Continentalism,” meaning to spread over the whole 
continent.  

Manifest destiny had, however, what some considered serious consequences for 
American Indians who already lived in Idaho and other western states. In order for the 
United States to expand, there needed to be occupation of American Indian land. This 
ultimately led to conflicts and wars with several groups of American Indians in 
territories like Idaho in order to achieve “Indian removal.”  

Now, at first the U.S. government sought to expand into the west through the purchase 
of American Indian land in treaties and peacefully. Only the Federal Government could 
purchase American Indian lands, and this was done through making treaties with tribal 
leaders. Some people question, however, whether a tribe actually was capable of 
making or understanding the treaty process. Some people argued that they could not.  

Eventually, American Indians’ land was limited to designated reservations. There are 
now many American Indian reservations, or land provided for the tribes, throughout 
the United States and Idaho, where they can continue their traditions. However, the 
tribal lives and lifestyle have changed greatly since the 1800s and the start of living on 
reservations. For example, American Indians don’t hunt buffalo on the Great Plains or 
move to different areas in winter or summer.  Children can be educated in public 
schools or on reservations, but their education is not provided only by their tribes any 
longer.  

 


