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Blood Meridian offers a radical deconstruction of the 19th-century American ide-
ology of Manifest Destiny through its extreme narrative of violence and complex
historical reconstruction. From the perspectives of historical criticism and ideolog-
ical analysis, this paper examines how the novel exposes the capitalist and colonial
logic underlying westward expansion through representations of scalping violence,
cross-temporal allegory, and character construction. The study argues that the Glan-
ton gang, as an apparatus of delegated state violence, transforms racial extermina-
tion into commodified practices, revealing the deep complicity between state power
and capitalist logic. Judge Holden can be read as the philosophical and extreme
form of Manifest Destiny through his control of historical narration. By juxtaposing
19th-century frontier expansion with the Vietnam War, the novel reveals Manifest
Destiny as a continuous imperial logic that extends beyond its historical origins.
Blood Meridian deconstructs the myth of American nationhood while simultane-
ously destabilizing its ideological foundation, reconfiguring the boundary between
violence and civilization.
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1. Introduction

Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian has long been regarded as one of the most important works of contemporary
American literature. Set in the violent borderlands of the U.S.-Mexico frontier during the mid-19th century, the novel
reconstructs the historical experiences of the Glanton gang while simultaneously interrogating the ideological foun-
dations of American expansionism. Through its depiction of war violence and frontier mythology, Blood Meridian
challenges the celebratory narratives that have traditionally accompanied the history of westward expansion.

Central to these narratives is the doctrine of Manifest Destiny. First articulated by John L. O’Sullivan in 1845,
Manifest Destiny provided a powerful ideological framework for territorial expansion by presenting American con-
quest as both divinely sanctioned and historically inevitable. Although frequently associated with national progress
and democratic development, the doctrine also legitimized the dispossession of Indigenous peoples, the annexation
of Mexican territories, and the spread of colonialism. In the aftermath of the Vietnam War, however, American writ-
ers increasingly questioned the moral legitimacy of this national myth and began to expose the violence concealed
beneath its rhetoric of civilization and progress.

Among these writers, McCarthy occupies a distinctive position. Bloom (2009) considered it a masterpiece on par
with Moby-Dick and As I Lay Dying. Yet the novel differs fundamentally from conventional Western narratives.
Rather than portraying the frontier as a space of heroism and national destiny, McCarthy presents it as a landscape
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of perpetual violence, moral ambiguity, and imperial domination.

Existing studies have approached Blood Meridian from a variety of perspectives, including violence studies, the-
ology, ecocriticism, and frontier historiography. Scholars have examined the novel’s representation of ritualized vi-
olence, its engagement with American imperial history, and the philosophical implications of Judge Holden’s enig-
matic presence (Campbell, 1997; Curtis, 2005; Hillier, 2013). Recent studies have further emphasized the relationship
between knowledge, power, and colonial domination, interpreting Judge Holden as a figure who seeks absolute mas-
tery through both violence and history (Douglas, 2025). Others have highlighted the novel’s critique of frontier my-
thology and its exposure of the ideological contradictions embedded within American expansionism (Cornwell, 2015).

Despite these valuable contributions, relatively little attention has been devoted to examining how the novel rep-
resents the emergence, expansion, and collapse of Manifest Destiny as an ideology. Existing studies often focus on
individual themes such as violence, religion, or character, while overlooking the ways in which these elements col-
lectively participate in McCarthy’s critique of American nationalism and imperial power. This paper argues that
Blood Meridian dismantles the myth of Manifest Destiny through three interconnected ways: the commodification
of violence represented by scalp-hunting, the exposure of imperial continuities through its resonance with the Vi-
etnam War, and the symbolic figures of Judge Holden and the Glanton gang. By combining historical criticism with
ideological analysis, this study demonstrates how McCarthy transforms the western frontier from a site of national
triumph into a space that reveals the colonial violence, capitalist logic, and epistemological domination underlying
American expansionism.

2. Origins and Dissemination of Manifest Destiny

Manifest Destiny was first articulated in 1845 by John L. O’Sullivan, editor of The United States Magazine and
Democratic Review, who declared that it was the divinely sanctioned right of the United States “to overspread and to
possess the whole of the continent which Providence has given us for the development of the great experiment of
liberty and federated self-government” (Horsman, 1981, p. 220). More than a political slogan, Manifest Destiny
transformed territorial expansion into a sacred national mission. Emerging from the convergence of 19th-century
nationalism, Protestant providentialism, and continental expansion, the doctrine provided a powerful ideological
framework through which American territorial ambitions could be represented as both morally justified and histori-
cally inevitable.

The origins of Manifest Destiny can be traced to earlier religious and cultural traditions, particularly Puritan the-
ology and the ideal of the “City upon a Hill”. Such assumptions gradually migrated from theological discourse into
political rhetoric, where territorial acquisition came to be interpreted not as conquest but as the fulfillment of a di-
vinely ordained historical mission. The result was a national narrative that fused religious faith, political expansion,
and cultural superiority into a single ideological formation.

The emergence of Manifest Destiny coincided with a period of rapid territorial consolidation in the United States,
culminating in the Mexican-American War and the acquisition of vast southwestern territories. Expansionist politi-
cians and public intellectuals increasingly framed territorial growth as a symbol of national progress and civilizational
advancement. Rather than acknowledging the coercive realities of conquest, the doctrine recast expansion as a be-
nevolent process that would extend liberty, order, and prosperity across the continent. As a consequence, military
aggression was frequently represented as moral obligations rather than political choices. At the same time, Manifest
Destiny obscured the violence that made expansion possible. By appealing to divine will and historical necessity, the
doctrine naturalized the displacement of Indigenous peoples. The language of providence transformed colonial vio-
lence into historical progress, making conquest appear both inevitable and morally legitimate.

The durability of Manifest Destiny extended far beyond the 19th century. Its assumptions continued to inform later
expressions like American exceptionalism. Douglas (2025) argues that Blood Meridian should be read within a wider
religious and ideological framework that extends beyond the historical frontier. From this perspective, Manifest Des-
tiny is not merely a historical doctrine but an imperial imagination that continues to shape American understandings
of power, territory, and national purpose.

The dissemination of Manifest Destiny depended upon a complex network of political institutions, public discourse,
and cultural representation. Expansionist rhetoric quickly entered official political language, where territorial acqui-
sition was presented as a natural process rather than an act of conquest. This logic is echoed in Captain White’s
declaration that Mexicans are “a people manifestly incapable of governing themselves” (McCarthy, 1985, p. 36). By
portraying another population as incapable of self-rule, Captain White transforms military intervention into an

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2026.06.019 736 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science



Shuyi Zhou, Yi Kang

apparently benevolent civilizing mission, reproducing one of the central assumptions of Manifest Destiny.

Beyond politics, newspapers, maps, educational institutions, and religious organizations played crucial roles in
popularizing expansionist ideology. The 19th-century cartographic representations frequently depicted western terri-
tories as empty or undeveloped spaces, erasing Indigenous presence and reinforcing the image of the frontier as land
awaiting civilization. Educational and religious discourses further strengthened this narrative by linking national ex-
pansion to divine purpose. Under these conditions, the United States acquired extensive territories formerly controlled
by Mexico and extended its reach to the Pacific coast (Meed, 2002).

Manifest Destiny also became deeply embedded within American cultural production. Frontier narratives and
western literature repeatedly celebrated westward movement as a heroic encounter between civilization and wilder-
ness. Such representations elevated conquest into a form of national mythology, transforming expansion into a nar-
rative of courage, progress, and masculine achievement. Yet McCarthy’s novel consistently challenges this mythol-
ogy. Judge Holden’s assertion that “Whatever in creation exists without my knowledge exists without my consent”
(McCarthy, 1985, p. 150) reveals a colonial logic that extends beyond territorial possession to epistemological dom-
ination. Control over land becomes inseparable from control over knowledge and history.

Rather than treating Manifest Destiny as a fixed historical phenomenon, Blood Meridian exposes it as a flexible
ideology capable of adapting to different historical circumstances. Its assumptions concerning racial hierarchy, civi-
lizational superiority, and imperial entitlement persist even when their historical forms change. Cooper (2025) ob-
serves that the title Blood Meridian: Or the Evening Redness in the West may be read as a deliberate response to
Jacob Boehme’s Aurora, suggesting that McCarthy positions his novel against traditions of providential history and
redemptive progress. Such a reading reinforces the novel’s broader challenge to narratives that portray expansion as
evidence of divine purpose.

Taken together, the political, religious, and cultural circulation of Manifest Destiny produced a powerful frame-
work through which colonial violence could be justified and normalized. Blood Meridian is a counter-narrative to
this American expansionist mythology. Holden’s claim that war is “the truest form of divination” (McCarthy, 1985,
p. 186) reveals the violent metaphysics concealed beneath the rhetoric of national destiny. What appears in official
discourse as providence and progress emerges in the novel as domination, exclusion, and destruction.

3. Violence and Embodiment of Manifest Destiny

In Blood Meridian, McCarthy exposes the violent colonialism concealed beneath Manifest Destiny, among which
scalping emerges as one of its most visible forms. Far from merely a narrative device, scalping reveals the entangle-
ment of racial extermination, frontier warfare, and capitalist commodification in the mid-19th-century U.S.-Mexico
borderlands. As Phillips (2024) points out, violence in the novel should be understood as one of the principal mech-
anisms through which imperial authority establishes and reproduces itself.

The formation of the U.S.-Mexico border generated acute racial and territorial tensions. Texas had already been
annexed by the United States in 1845, while the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848) transferred vast territories
including California, New Mexico, Arizona, Nevada, Utah, and parts of Colorado and Wyoming to American control.
At the same time, Indigenous hunting grounds were redefined as sovereign territory. Although the treaty nominally
obligated the United States to prevent Indigenous incursions into Mexico, the migratory lifestyle of many Native
groups rendered such borders inherently unstable. Both the United States and Mexico pursued increasingly violent
policies toward Indigenous populations throughout the borderlands.

In California, state authorities financed militia expeditions against Native communities and reimbursed local gov-
ernments for military expenditures directed at Indigenous removal. As Foner (2017, p. 582) notes, “by 1860, Cali-
fornia’s Indian population, nearly 150,000 when the Mexican War ended, had been reduced to around 30,000”. In
Blood Meridian, the Glanton gang is the fictional analogue of such militias. Their agreement with Governor Trias of
Chihuahua transforms killing into an economic transaction: “a hundred dollars a head for scalps and a thousand for
Gomez’s head” (McCarthy, 1985, p. 68).

Although nominally serving Mexican authorities, the Glanton gang maintains covert links to U.S. state power. The
firearms introduced by the Prussian Jew are supplied through the American consul in Chihuahua, Mr. Riddle, whose
historical existence has been confirmed by Sinykin (2020). This circulation of weapons, money, and political support
suggests that scalp-hunting is not merely frontier lawlessness but part of a wider imperial economy of violence. Thus
Indigenous people become both pathetic victims and commodified objects. Their bodies are transformed into ex-
changeable units of value: scalps, heads, and trophies priced according to market demand. By foregrounding this
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process, McCarthy strips Manifest Destiny of its moral and religious veneer, revealing the convergence of state vio-
lence, capitalist accumulation, and racial dehumanization.

At the same time, the novel refuses a simplistic division between perpetrators and victims. Indigenous groups also
engage in retaliatory violence, producing cycles of mutual destruction. The first major massacre in the novel is carried
out by Comanche warriors, who annihilate Captain White’s expedition. After escaping, the Kid encounters a devas-
tated settlement where “smoke still rose from the ruins, and all were gone to death. From a distance it looked like a
decaying brick kiln” (McCarthy, 1985, p. 53). Elsewhere, the narrator repeatedly presents landscapes littered with
bones, ruins, and traces of earlier massacres, suggesting that violence is neither exceptional nor temporary but his-
torically sedimented into the borderlands themselves. As the Judge later proclaims, “War is god” (McCarthy, 1985,
p. 186), reducing human history to an endless cycle of domination and destruction.

McCarthy uses the trajectory of the Glanton gang to expose the instability of imperial violence. As Cooper (2025)
argues, the novel portrays historical violence as self-consuming rather than progressive. When the gang begins at-
tacking American migrants and commercial caravans, it ceases to be the state authority and instead becomes a threat
to the order it once served. Their annihilation by the Yuma at the Colorado River signals the collapse of their role as
agents of expansion.

The ideological implications of frontier violence become even more apparent when the novel is read alongside
later episodes of American expansionism. Since its inception, American national identity has been deeply intertwined
with the myth of the frontier. However, the failure of the Vietnam War prompted widespread reassessments of west-
ward expansion and its ideological foundations. The emergence of the “New Western History” challenged the ro-
manticized Frontier Thesis by emphasizing the violence, racial hierarchy, and imperial ambitions embedded in the
development of the American West. Within this intellectual context, Blood Meridian can be read as participating in
a broader critique of American expansionist ideology.

At the beginning of the novel, the Kid is introduced as a figure already predisposed toward violence, described as
possessing “a taste for mindless violence” (McCarthy, 1985, p. 13). His trajectory from Tennessee to Texas and from
militia to the Glanton gang illustrates how individuals become absorbed into larger organized violence. At the age of
fourteen, he joins a militia expedition into Mexico, survives a brutal Comanche attack, and subsequently enters the
world of the scalp hunters. Violence is not simply enacted but gradually internalized, reproduced as habit, and nor-
malized as a condition of existence. This process is particularly evident in the gang’s atrocities:

...stripping the clothes from the dead and seizing them up by the hair and passing their blades about the
skulls of the living and the dead alike and snatching aloft the bloody wigs and hacking and chopping at the
naked bodies, ripping off limbs, heads, gutting the strange white torsos and holding up great handfuls of
viscera, genitals... (McCarthy, 1985, p. 50)

The passage offers no moral commentary and no heroic framing. Instead, McCarthy confronts readers with vio-
lence in its raw materiality. Captain White’s rhetoric further illuminates the ideological assumptions that underlie
frontier violence. By portraying Mexicans as an inferior population incapable of self-government, he legitimizes
intervention through a discourse of racial and civilizational superiority:

What we are dealing with... is a race of degenerates. A mongrel race, little better than niggers. And maybe
no better. There is no government in Mexico. Hell, there’s no God in Mexico. Never will be. We are dealing
with a people manifestly incapable of governing themselves. And do you know what happens with people
who cannot govern themselves? That’s right. Others come in to govern for them (McCarthy, 1985, p. 36)

White’s speech echoes a broader expansionist logic in which conquest is represented as a moral obligation rather
than an act of domination. Such rhetoric closely resembles the language through which later American interventions
were justified, particularly during the Cold War. Critics have therefore interpreted Blood Meridian as resonating with
20th-century conflicts such as Vietnam, not because McCarthy directly references those events, but because the novel
reveals recurring ideological patterns in American expansionism (Phillips, 1996; Cooper, 2025). From this perspec-
tive, the Kid may be read as a figure whose experience echoes that of young American soldiers drawn into distant
conflicts.

McCarthy’s juxtaposition of frontier warfare with broader histories of American intervention shows a continuity
in expansionist thinking. The West is not presented as a space of heroic conquest but as a laboratory of imperial
violence whose logic extends beyond the 19th century. As Hillier (2024) argues, Blood Meridian repeatedly exposes
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the instability of historical narratives that seek to transform conquest into progress. By connecting frontier violence
to enduring forms of political and cultural domination, the novel challenges the ideological foundations of Manifest
Destiny and questions the legitimacy of the national myths built upon it.

4. Collapse and Deconstruction of Manifest Destiny

In Blood Meridian, Judge Holden occupies a unique position. More than a member of the Glanton gang, he is a figure
through whom McCarthy examines the relationship between violence, knowledge, and authority. His unusual phys-
ical appearance, vast learning, and seemingly limitless influence distinguish him from the other characters and make
him one of the most unsettling figures in contemporary American fiction. Through Judge Holden, the novel questions
the moral assumptions underlying Manifest Destiny and exposes the violence concealed beneath national progress.

Judge Holden repeatedly presents violence as a natural and even necessary condition of human existence. His most
famous reflections on war reject conventional distinctions between civilization and barbarism. For Holden, war is not
an interruption of order but the principle upon which order itself is founded. As he declares:

As war becomes dishonored and its nobility called into question those honorable men who recognize the
sanctity of blood will become excluded from the dance, which is the warrior’s right, and thereby will the
dance become a false dance and the dancers false dancers (McCarthy, 1985, p. 243)

Later, he reduces his philosophy to an even more direct statement: “War is god” (McCarthy, 1985, p. 186). Rather
than portraying war as a tragic necessity, Holden treats it as the central force governing human history. Phillips (1996)
argues that such passages challenge Enlightenment beliefs in rational progress by revealing the persistence of vio-
lence beneath American historical narratives.

Holden’s authority is derived from physical power and his command of knowledge. Throughout the novel, he
collects artifacts, sketches landscapes, records observations, and fills notebooks with descriptions of the world around
him. As Campbell (1997) notes, Holden’s notebook is a tool for controlling the past. He records objects before de-
stroying them, suggesting that possession begins with representation. Holden himself explains this desire for mastery
when he states, “Whatever in creation exists without my knowledge exists without my consent” (McCarthy, 1985, p.
150). This statement reveals an impulse not simply to understand the world but to dominate it.

One revealing example occurs when the gang encounters ancient rock drawings in the desert. Holden carefully
copies the images into his notebook before erasing them from the rock surface. Preservation and destruction occur
simultaneously. Sayers (2024) observes that Holden’s acts of recording transform history into a form of possession,
allowing him to replace existing meanings with his own interpretations. Therefore, his notebook resembles a colonial
archive: what is preserved remains under his control, while what is erased disappears from collective memory.

The Judge’s role in the novel therefore extends beyond that of a violent outlaw. He represents a worldview in
which conquest, knowledge, and authority become inseparable. His participation in the extermination of Indigenous
peoples is repeatedly justified through appeals to natural hierarchy and historical necessity. As Douglas (2025) argues,
such rhetoric echoes the moral language through which Manifest Destiny transformed territorial expansion into a
supposedly civilizing mission. Through Holden, McCarthy exposes the contradictions of that ideology and reveals
the violence hidden under its moral claims.

The Glanton gang provides a more concrete representation of how this ideology operates in practice. Moving
across the U.S.-Mexico border, the gang exchanges Native American scalps for payment and survives through orga-
nized violence. Although they appear to be independent adventurers, their actions are closely connected to larger
political and economic interests. As Cornwell (2015) notes, the gang is an unofficial extension of state power, carry-
ing out violence that governments often preferred not to perform directly.

McCarthy emphasizes that the gang is neither heroic nor exceptional. Initially hired to eliminate Apache groups,
they soon turn against Mexican civilians, merchants, migrants, and anyone who stands in their way. What begins as
state-sanctioned violence gradually becomes indiscriminate predation. This transformation suggests that the same
forces used to advance expansion can eventually threaten the order they were meant to secure.

The brutality of the gang is illustrated in some of the novel’s most disturbing scenes. After one massacre, the
narrator describes: ““... they moved among the dead harvesting the long black locks with their knives and leaving
their victims rawskulled and strange in their bloody cauls...” (McCarthy, 1985, p. 121). Elsewhere, the narrator
observes that:
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Men were wading about in the red waters hacking aimlessly at the dead and some lay coupled to the bludg-
eoned bodies of young women dead or dying on the beach. One of the Delawares passed with a collection
of heads like some strange vendor bound for market, the hair twisted about his wrist and the heads dangling
and turning together (McCarthy, 1985, p. 121)

This is a reminder that violence leaves traces long after particular conflicts have ended. Such images undermine
traditional frontier narratives that celebrate expansion as a story of courage and achievement.

At the same time, McCarthy refuses to portray violence as the exclusive property of any single group. Indigenous
resistance remains a constant presence throughout the novel. The gang is attacked, pursued, and ultimately destroyed
by the Yuma. Their downfall demonstrates the instability they helped create. Kollin (2001) argues that Blood Merid-
ian consistently portrays violence as self-consuming rather than productive, a force that ultimately turns against its
own agents.

Viewed together, Judge Holden and the Glanton gang reveal two dimensions of Manifest Destiny. Holden provides
its intellectual and philosophical justification, while the gang enacts its practical consequences. One supplies the
language of authority; the other carries out the conquest. By bringing these two elements together, McCarthy dis-
mantles the heroic mythology of westward expansion and presents Manifest Destiny as a system sustained by vio-
lence, exclusion, and historical erasure rather than by freedom, progress, or civilization.

5. Conclusion

Cormac McCarthy’s Blood Meridian offers far more than a historical reconstruction of the American West. Through
its relentless portrayal of violence and its interrogation of frontier mythology, the novel dismantles the ideological
foundations of Manifest Destiny and exposes the colonial, racial, and imperial logic that underlies the American
expansion. Rather than presenting westward movement as a story of national progress, McCarthy reveals it as a
history structured by conquest, exclusion, and violence.

This paper has argued that Manifest Destiny in Blood Meridian is read as a historical doctrine and an enduring
ideology. The scalp-hunting economy demonstrates how colonial violence is transformed into economic exchange,
revealing the close relationship between capitalist accumulation and territorial expansion. By reducing Indigenous
bodies to commodities, the novel exposes the material foundations behind the rhetoric of civilization and national
destiny. Read alongside the ideological legacy of later American interventions, frontier violence also resonates with
broader patterns of imperial expansion that extend beyond the historical setting of the U.S.-Mexico border.

The novel further reveals that the authority of Manifest Destiny depends upon both discourse and violence. Judge
Holden embodies its philosophical and epistemological dimensions by asserting control over language, history, and
knowledge, while the Glanton gang enacts its practical operation through violence. Together, they demonstrate that
imperial expansion requires not only military force but also representations capable of legitimizing conquest. Yet the
destruction of the Glanton gang simultaneously reveals the internal instability of this imperial logic. The violence
that sustains expansion ultimately turns against its own agents, exposing the contradictions embedded within the
ideology itself.

Rather than celebrating the frontier as the birthplace of American identity, Blood Meridian reimagines it as a
contested space where power, history, and violence continuously intersect. McCarthy thereby challenges the moral
assumptions that have traditionally legitimized American exceptionalism and national mythology. His representation
of violence refuses heroic interpretation and instead compels readers to confront the human costs concealed under
the so-called “civilization and progress”.

Blood Meridian is not simply a novel about the 19th-century West. It is a sustained meditation on the relationship
between colonial empire, historical memory, and ideological power. By dismantling the mythology of Manifest Des-
tiny, McCarthy demonstrates that national narratives are never politically innocent but are constructed through pro-
cesses of selection, exclusion, and erasure. Rather than offering historical closure, the novel leaves readers with a
disturbing possibility: the imperial logic of Manifest Destiny has not disappeared with the closing of the frontier, but
continues to survive whenever violence is justified in the name of civilization, progress, or national destiny.
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