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American Indian Policies & Practices of the Early 1800s 

 The relationship between the Indians within the borders of the United States and the United 

States itself was improving slowly but surely during the beginning of the nineteenth century. This 

improvement was due to President Thomas Jefferson’s ideals about the Indians. Jefferson believed 

that civilized Indian tribes could be assimilated into the American population (Foner, 2014). With 

this in their minds, the Indian Nations of the Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creek, and Seminole 

tried their hardest to become ideal republican citizens. However, when Andrew Jackson took over 

as president of the United States, he had the complete opposite ideals of Jefferson. No matter what 

these tribes did, they were viewed as savages by Jackson. The improvement of the relationship 

between the Indians and the United States was halted and ultimately deteriorated because of 

President Jackson’s ideals. President Jackson’s ideals can be seen in several of the acts he puts 

into place, outcomes of Supreme Court cases, letters, and his actions during the early nineteenth 

century. 

 One of the first Supreme Court cases to deal with Indians was Johnson v. M’Intosh. The 

outcome of this 1823 case was that Indians were not owners of their land but instead had the “right 

of occupancy” (Foner, 2014). This decision was backed up by the point made that Indians had 

been nomads and hunters not farmers. This meant that the Indians could not own their land because 

they were always moving in search of food and not settled producing their own food. Although 

this decision occurred seven years before Andrew Jackson was elected president, it encouraged 

the decision of Cherokee Nation v. Georgia in 1831. The decision of this Supreme Court case was 

that Indians deserved paternal regard and protection but the justices could not block Georgia’s 
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effort to extend its authority over the Cherokees because they lacked the standing as citizens that 

would allow the Supreme Court to enforce their rights (Foner, 2014). This decision was similar to 

the one from Johnson v. M’Intosh as they both take rights away from the Indians. With these two 

court cases combined with the Indian Removal Act of 1830, Jackson could finally put his ideals 

into action. The Indian Removal Act of 1830 was signed on May 28th, 1830 and allowed President 

Jackson to assign land west of the Mississippi River to Indians in exchange for their land that 

existed in the states. This act also provided funds so President Jackson could uproot the Cherokee, 

Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creek, and Seminole tribes and relocate them to the Great Plains (Foner, 

2014). President Jackson would begin his Indian removal process in late 1830 as he gave his 

Second Annual Message on December 6th, 1830. In this message, President Jackson stated that “It 

gives me pleasure to announce to Congress that the benevolent policy of the Government, steadily 

pursued for nearly thirty years, in relation to the removal of the Indians beyond the white 

settlements is approaching to a happy consummation.” This meant that the removal of Indians was 

beginning and was legal. Jackson also said that the Indians accepted the relocation and that the 

Indians were a threat the American people in his message (Richardson, 1908). These two Supreme 

Court cases and the Indian Removal Act of 1830 were the start of bad blood between the Indians 

and the United States during the early the nineteenth century. 

 However, in 1832, a new Supreme Court case seemed to give a different opinion on the 

Indians. The court case of Worcester v. Georgia reversed the decisions of both Johnson v. M’Intosh 

and Cherokee Nation v. Georgia. The decision of this case was that the Cherokee were a separate 
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and sovereign nation (Foner, 2014). This decision angered President Jackson and motivated him 

to become more determined in the removal of the Cherokee Nation from the United States. 

 On December 29th, 1835, the Treaty of New Echota was signed. This treaty gave Cherokee 

land to the United States in exchange for compensation. Although this treaty was negotiated and 

signed by Cherokee people, it only represented the minority of the Cherokee people’s opinion. 

Due to this, the Cherokee people wrote a letter protesting the Treaty of New Echota on September 

28th, 1836. This letter said that the Cherokee people were harassed by a series of vexations and 

that the Treaty of New Echota was not approved by the majority of the Cherokee (Moulton, 1985). 

However, President Jackson took no mind to this letter and enforced the Treaty of New Echota. In 

1838, resulting from the enforcement of the Treaty of New Echota, the Trail of Tears began. This 

was the forced relocation of the Cherokee people from Georgia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and 

Alabama to the Oklahoma territory. The Cherokee people were forced to move to make place for 

white settlers. This finally stopped in 1839, but an estimated 4,000 Cherokees were killed (Foner, 

2014). The Treaty of New Echota and the enforcement of the treaty through the Trail of Tears 

further worsened the relationship between the Indians and United States during the early nineteenth 

century. 

 During the presidency of Thomas Jefferson, Indian tribes were trying to assimilate into the 

American population by trying to become the ideal republican citizen. They were doing this 

because Thomas Jefferson thought they could do this. However, unlike President Jefferson, 

President Andrew Jackson thought Indians were savages and wanted them out of the United States. 

The ideals about Indians and what to do with them during Jackson’s presidency were represented 
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in Supreme Court cases, acts, and Jackson’s actions during this time. Due to these ideals, the 

relationship between the Indians and the United States halted and ultimately deteriorated.  
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