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Westward Expansion
Expansion and Reform 

(1801–1861)
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Manifest destiny

By the end of this section, you will know about the 
following aspects of migration to and within the United 

States in the first half of the 19th century:

Immigration statistics to the United States

Push and pull factors of immigration

The concept of manifest destiny

Challenges facing early pioneers

Advances in transcontinental travel.
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Immigration to the U.S.
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Push and pull
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Reasons for immigrating

Advances in medicine and agriculture allowed people to live 
longer, resulting in overcrowding in Europe and the East 
Coast. Larger populations resulted in a scarcity of jobs and 
farmland in these areas. 

In 1848, the discovery of gold in 
California brought people west 
by the tens of thousands. 
The frenzy became known as the 
California Gold Rush.

The Panic of 1837 and the following five-year depression 
further convinced many to leave their homes in search of 
better lives. 
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Manifest destiny

Many Americans wanted the United States to grow.

Southerners wanted to extend 
their slave-based economy to 
gain power in the federal 
government. Northerners wanted 
Pacific ports to put them in 
contact with Asian markets.

Americans began to feel that their “manifest destiny” was 
to expand U.S. borders, spreading liberty, prosperity and 
American values across the continent.

They believed this destiny was ordained by God.
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Pioneers

Why did people often bypass the plains and 
risk crossing mountains and deserts?

As more trails were mapped across the west, thousands 
undertook the monotonous and often dangerous journey to 
the Pacific. 

Most people traveled on foot 
alongside covered wagons 
that held their supplies and 
a few possessions.

Settlers and traders traveled 
in groups for safety. On the 
trail, accidents or illness 
often proved fatal.
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Cross-country communication
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The cost of the railroad

While building the transcontinental railroad, Union Pacific and 
Central Pacific paid their workers only $1 a day to dig tunnels 
by hand and lay heavy tracks.

Meanwhile, they charged the 
government twice the cost of 
construction. Both companies 
failed to share their profits 
with stockholders.

However, they also revolutionized the country. Americans 
could now travel from coast to coast for $40 in just ten days.

Did the benefits of the railroad make up for 
the bosses’ actions?
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