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W yke w POINTS OF VIEW: W A ke
Why Did Jackson Remove the Indians?

America clearly began not with primal innocence and consent but with acts of force and fraud.
Indians were here first, and it was their land upon which Americans contracted, squabbled,
and reasoned with one another. Stripping away history did not permit beginning without sin;
it simply exposed the sin at the beginning of it all. The dispossession of the Indians, moreover,
did not happen once and for all in the beginning. America was continually beginning again
on the frontier, and as it expanded across the continent, it killed, removed, and drove into
extinction one tribe after another.

The years spanned by Andrew Jackson’s life were the great years of American expansion.
Born on the frontier, Jackson joined the movement west as a young man. In the years of his
maturity and old age, from Jefferson’s Presidency to the Mexican War, expansion across the
continent was the central fact of American politics. Two-thirds of the American population of
3.9 million lived within fifty miles of the ocean in 1790. In the next half-century 4.5 million
Americans crossed the Appalachians, one of the great migrations in world history. The western
states contained less than three percent of the U.S. population in 1790, twenty-eight percent
in 1830. In two decades the west would become the most populous region of the country.

Indians inhabited in 1790 almost all the territory west of the original thirteen states.

If America were to expand and take possession of the continent, they would have to be
dispossessed. Indians had not mattered so much, in the history of Europeans in the English
new world, since the colonial settlements. They would never matter so much again. Indian
removal was Andrew Jackson’s major policy aim in the quarter-century before he became
President. His Indian wars and treaties were principally responsible for dispossessing the
southern Indians during those years. His presidential Indian removal finished the job. . ..
Historians, however, have failed to place Indians at the center of Jackson’s life. They have
interpreted the Age of Jackson from every perspective but Indian destruction, the one from
which it actually developed historically.

Indian dispossession, as experienced by the whites who justified it and carried it out,
belongs to the pathology of human development. Indians remained, in the white fantasy,
in the earliest period of childhood, unseparated from “the exuberant bosom of the common
mother.” They were at once symbols of a lost childhood bliss and, as. bad children, repositories
of murderous, negative fantasies. . . . Replacing Indians upon the land, whites reunited
themselves with nature. The rhetoric of Manifest Destiny pictured America as a “young and
growing country’’; it expanded through “swallowing territory,” “just as an animal eats to
grow.” Savagery would inevitably “be swallowed by’ civilization. . . .

Expansion, whites agreed, inevitably devoured Indians; only paternal governmental
supervision could save the tribes from extinction. Paternalism, however, met white needs
better than Indian ones. . . . In their paternalism toward Indians, white policy-makers
indulged primitive longings to wield total power.

Indian dispossession is part of the history of American capitalism. Jackson and other
political figures, freeing Indian land for the commodity economy, initiated a market revolution.
They cleared the obstacles to free market relations, politically and by force, before the market
could act on its own. The state and private instruments of violence massively assaulted tribal
structures. They acquired the resources under Indian control for capitalist development.
Force and fraud characterize American-Indian relations throughout our history, but their
scope and timing give the Age of Jackson its significance.

Michael Paul Rogin, Fathers and Children: Andrew Jackson and the Subjugation of the American Indian (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1975), 3—4, 9, 10, 12, 13. Reprinted by permission.
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The draft treaty [of 1835] provided that the Nation cede and relinquish to the United

States their rights and titles “to all lands owned, claimed and possessed” by the Cherokees,
including lands reserved for a school fund, east of the Mississippi River, in return for which
they would receive $5 million. This amount, in the opinion of one modern historian,
represented “unprecedented federal generosity.” A program of removal was also provided,
along with scheduled payments for subsistence, claims and spoliations, blankets, kettles, rifles,
and the like. After due notice, the treaty was to be submitted to the Cherokee National Council
assembled at New Echota, Georgia, for their approval, and for the approval of the President
with the advice and consent of the Senate. . . .

The treaty plucked from the Cherokees an enormous domain of choice land in western
North Carolina, northern Georgia, northeastern Alabama, and eastern Tennessee, comprising
approximately 7 million acres. It was an acquisition of staggering proportions. Small wonder
American newspapermen gloated over it and reckoned the spectacular benefits for the country.
Cherokees were aghast at the loss of their country and pledged to fight it at New Echota. Some
of them appealed to Jackson for better terms. They assured him that the treaty could never win
approval. They predicted death for those who had signed the document in the name of the
Cherokee Nation, and they reminded Jackson of the many services they had provided
him personally, going back to the Creek War in 1813. They said they were sure he would
heed their supplications and do justice to his “red children.”

As always, Jackson accorded Cherokee delegations marked deference when they visited
him at the White House to make this appeal. He treated them as dignitaries of a foreign
nation, although he would never acknowledge anything remotely resembling independence
or sovereignty. And, as usual, he gave them one of his famous “talks,” a talk usually distributed
among the Cherokee people and published in the newspapers. . .. “Most of your people are
uneducated, and are liable to be brought into collision at all times with your white neighbors.
Your young men are acquiring habits of intoxication. With strong passions, and without those
habits of restraint which our laws inculcate and render necessary, they are frequently driven
to excesses which must eventually terminate in their ruin. The game has disappeared among
you, and you must depend upon agriculture, and the mechanic arts, for support. And, yet, a
large portion of your people have acquired little or no property in the soil itself, or in any
article of personal property which can be useful to them. How, under these circumstances,
can you live in the country you now occupy? Your condition must become worse and worse,
and you will ultimately disappear, as so many tribes have done before you.”

On December 28, what came to be called the Treaty of New Echota—it basically repeated
the provisions of the “draft treaty” approved in March—was brought to the assembled
Cherokees. The committee of twenty announced its acceptance of the terms of the treaty. A
vote was taken and the treaty approved by the count of 79 to 7. This incredibly low number
represented few Cherokees, certainly not the elected government of the Nation and certainly
not the thousands of Indians who should have participated in the ratifying process. No matter.
The treaty was approved and signed.

It was chicanery, pure and simple. The ratifying process was a fraud, an act approaching
highway robbery. Nonetheless, it produced a removal treaty, and the power of the Cherokee
Nation was broken at last.

The removal of the American Indian was one of the most significant and tragic acts of the
Jackson administration. It was accomplished in total violation not only of American principles
of justice and law but of Jackson’s own strict code of honor. . . .

Andrew Jackson left office bowed down by the stupefying misery involved in removal,
but he left knowing he had accomplished his goal and that thousands of Indians had found
what he considered a safe haven west of the Mississippi River. He left believing he had
saved the Indians from inevitable doom. And, indeed, he had.

Robert V.‘Remini, Andrew Jackson and the Course of American Democracy, 1833-1845, 111 (New York: Harper &
Row, 1984), 2967, 298, 300, 314. Reprinted by permission.
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