Native Indian Removal from East of the Mississippi

Primary Document Exercise
The Indian Removal Act was signed into law by President Andrew Jackson on May 28, 1830, authorizing the president to negotiate with southern Native American tribes for their removal to federal territory west of the Mississippi River in exchange for white settlement of their ancestral lands. The act has been referred to as a unitary act of systematic genocide, because it discriminated against an ethnic group in so far as to make certain the death of vast numbers of its population. The Act was signed by Andrew Jackson and it was strongly enforced under his administration and that of Martin Van Buren, which extended until 1841. The result led to what is called the 'Trail of Tears'.  Below are two documents that present differing opinions about the removal of the Indians.  Read them carefully and complete the activity that follows.
Document 1: 2nd Annual Message from President Jackson to Congress (excerpt),  1830

The consequences of a speedy removal will be important to the United States, to individual States, and to the Indians themselves. ... 

It will separate the Indians from immediate contact with settlements of whites; free them from the power of the States; enable them to pursue happiness in their own way and under their own rude institutions; will retard the progress of decay, which is lessening their numbers, and perhaps cause them gradually, under the protection of the Government and through the influence of good counsels, to cast off their savage habits and become an interesting, civilized, and Christian community. These consequences, some of them so certain and the rest so probable, make the complete execution of the plan sanctioned by Congress at their last session an object of much solicitude. 

Toward the aborigines of the country no one can indulge a more friendly feeling than myself, or would go further in attempting to reclaim them from their wandering habits and make them a happy, prosperous people. The tribes which occupied the countries now constituting the Eastern States were annihilated or have melted away to make room for the whites. The waves of population and civilization are rolling to the westward, and we now propose to acquire the countries occupied by the red men of the South and West by a fair exchange, and, at the expense of the United States, to send them to a land where their existence may be prolonged and perhaps made perpetual. 

Doubtless it will be painful to leave the graves of their fathers; but what do they more than our ancestors did or than our children are now doing? To better their condition in an unknown land our forefathers left all that was dear in earthly objects. Our children by thousands yearly leave the land of their birth to seek new homes in distant regions. Does Humanity weep at these painful separations from every thing, animate and inanimate, with which the young heart has become entwined? Far from it. It is rather a source of joy that our country affords scope where our young population may range unconstrained in body or in mind, developing the power and faculties of man in their highest perfection. 

These [white emigrants] remove hundreds and almost thousands of miles at their own expense, purchase the lands they occupy, and support themselves at their new homes from the moment of their arrival. Can it be cruel in this Government when, by events which it can not control, the Indian is made discontented in his ancient home to purchase his lands, to give him a new and extensive territory, to pay the expense of his removal, and support him a year in his new abode? How many thousands of our own people would gladly embrace the opportunity of removing to the West on such conditions! If the offers made to the Indians were extended to them, they would be hailed with gratitude and joy. 

And is it supposed that the wandering savage has a stronger attachment to his home than the settled, civilized Christian? Is it more afflicting to him to leave the graves of his fathers than it is to our brothers and children? Rightly considered, the policy of the General Government toward the red man is not only liberal, but generous. He is unwilling to submit to the laws of the States and mingle with their population. To save him from this alternative, or perhaps utter annihilation, the General Government kindly offers him a new home, and proposes to pay the whole expense of his removal and settlement. 

Document 2: Speech in Congress from Senator Theodore Frelinghuysen in 1830 (
Senator Theodore Frelinghuysen of New Jersey was among the fiercest opponents of Indian removal policy. In April 1830, he delivered a six-hour speech on the floor of Congress in opposition to it. Below, is an excerpt).

God, in his providence, planted these tribes on this Western continent, so far as we know, before Great Britain herself had a political existence. I believe, sir, it is not now seriously denied that the Indians are men, endowed with kindred faculties and powers with ourselves; that they have a place in human sympathy, and are justly entitled to a share in the common bounties of a benignant Providence. And, with this conceded, I ask in what code of the law of nations, or by what process of abstract deduction, their rights have been extinguished? ... 

Several years ago, official reports to Congress stated the amount of Indian grants to the United States to exceed two hundred and fourteen millions of acres. ... The confiding Indian listened to our professions of friendship: we called him brother, and he believed us. Millions after millions he has yielded to our importunity, until we have acquired more than can be cultivated in centuries—and yet we crave more. We have crowded the tribes upon a few miserable acres on our Southern frontier: it is all that is left to them of their once boundless forests: and still, like the horse-leech, our insatiate cupidity cries, give! give! ... 

Our ancestors found these people, far removed from the commotions of Europe, exercising all the rights and enjoying the privileges, of free and independent sovereigns of this new world. They were not a wild and lawless horde of banditti, but lived under the restraints of government, patriarchal in its character, and energetic in its influence. They had chiefs, head men, and councils. ... 

[The Indian] opened the hand of his bounty wider and wider. By and by, conditions are changed. His people melt away, his lands are constantly coveted; millions after millions are ceded. The Indian bears it all meekly; he complains, indeed, as well he may; but suffers on: and now he finds that this neighbor, whom his kindness had nourished, has spread an adverse title over the last remains of his patrimony, barely adequate to his wants, and turns upon him, and says, “Away! We cannot endure you so near us! These forests and rivers, these groves of your fathers, these firesides and hunting grounds, are ours by the right of power, and the force of numbers.” Sir, let every treaty be blotted from our records, and in the judgment of natural and unchangeable truth and justice, I ask, who is the injured, and who is the aggressor? ... 

Every administration of this Government, from President Washington’s, have, with like solemnities and stipulations, held treaties with the Cherokees; treaties, too, by almost all of which we obtained further acquisitions of their territory. Yes, sir, whenever we approached them in the language of friendship and kindness, we touched the chord that won their confidence; and now, when they have nothing left with which to satisfy our cravings, we propose to annul every treaty—to gainsay our word—and, by violence and perfidy, drive the Indian from his home. ... 

How can we ever dispute the sovereign right of the Cherokees to remain east of the Mississippi, when it was in relation to that very location that we promised our patronage, aid, and good neighborhood? ... How were these people to remain, if not as they then existed, and as we then acknowledged them to be, a distinct and separate community, governed by their own peculiar laws and customs? We can never deny these principles, while fair dealing retains any hold of our conduct. ... 

Assessment Activity
Part 1: 
1. These primary sources have some challenging vocabulary.  Make a list of any word that you don't know and write out the definition.

2. Read the excerpt from President Jackson's Second Annual Message to Congress.  List the arguments he makes in favor of Indian removal.  Be prepared to share your findings with the class.

3. Read the excerpt from Senator Frelinghuysen and make a list of his arguments against Indian removal.

Part 2: 

1. Get into assigned groups and share some of your responses from Part 1 of the activity

2. Answer the following questions as a groups:

1. What would be gained by the removal of American Indians from southern states?

2. Who would benefit from Indian removal? How?

3. What would be lost?

4. Who would endure these losses?

3. In your groups, create a poster with the top 3 arguments for and against Indian removal (presented in order of importance).  Be prepared to defend your arguments in front of the class.
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Every administration of this Government, from President Washington’s, have, with like solemnities and stipulations, held treaties with the Cherokees; treaties, too, by almost all of which we obtained further acquisitions of their territory. Yes, sir, whenever we approached them in the language of friendship and kindness, we touched the chord that won their confidence; and now, when they have nothing left with which to satisfy our cravings, we propose to annul every treaty—to gainsay our word—and, by violence and perfidy, drive the Indian from his home. ... 

How can we ever dispute the sovereign right of the Cherokees to remain east of the Mississippi, when it was in relation to that very location that we promised our patronage, aid, and good neighborhood? ... How were these people to remain, if not as they then existed, and as we then acknowledged them to be, a distinct and separate community, governed by their own peculiar laws and customs? We can never deny these principles, while fair dealing retains any hold of our conduct. ... 

Assessment Activity
Part 1: to be done at home
1. These primary sources have some challenging vocabulary.  Make a list of any word that you don't know and write out the definition.

2. Read the excerpt from President Jackson's Second Annual Message to        Congress.  List the arguments he makes in favour of Indian removal.  Be prepared to share your findings with the class.
3. Read the excerpt from Senator Frelinghuysen and make a list of his arguments against Indian removal.

Part 2: to be done in class (one hour)

1. Get into assigned groups and share some of your responses from Part 1 of the activity

2. Answer the following questions as a groups:

a. What would be gained by the removal of American Indians from southern states?

b. Who would benefit from Indian removal? How?

c. What would be lost?
d. Who would endure these losses?

In your groups, create a poster with the top 3 arguments for and against Indian removal (presented in order of importance).  Be prepared to defend your arguments in front of the class.

