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AMBIVALENCE IN THE SETTLER

COoroNIAL PRESENT:

mong his many legacies,

Aﬁdrew Jackson aggressively

helped expand U.S. national
boundaries in the nineteenth century.
Perhaps even more significantly, later U.S.
imperialism drew upon policies and legal
precedents established in the Jacksonian
period. Indeed, without Jackson, the
United States would look very different
today, but it likely would have accrued
fewer historical liabilities, Whether one
loathes or admires him, Americans owe
Jackson some form of recognition.!

It is a difficult historical truth that our
ancestors did terrible things to carve out
and defend the first modern “democratic
republic.” European and American settlers
stole land from some people, and labor from
others. They waged war on Indigenous
people for centuries, encroached upon their
homes, killed many people, and pushed

the survivors onto some of the least viable

Andrew Jackson aggressively helped expand U.S. national boundaries in the 1800s,
af great cost to Native Americans and to enslaved people [ooking for freedom. {Jack-

The Legacies of Jacksonian Expansion

BY LAUREL CLARK SHIRE AND JOE KNETSCH

land in North America. Racial slavery stole
labor, and repressed the personhood, self-
determination, and social relations of the
people that the slave trade ripped from
Africa and brought to the Americas.?

Some of us, here in the present, inher-
ited the privileges that previous settlers
created through violence and exploitation.
It seems to us that, at the very least, we
should be truthful about that. Most white
Americans, however, express ambivalence
about this history, if not total denial. We
struggle to find ways to feel proud of the
patriot founders and their vision of “lib-
erty and justice for all” even as we recog-
nize that they failed, from the very begin-
ning, to create liberty or guarantee justice
for all. Indeed, liberty for some depended
on injustice for others, since the land and
labor out of which many whites wrought
their independence came from Indigenous

Americans and kidnapped Africans. On

son as Great Father, William L. Clements Library, University of Michigan)
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the occasion of the 250th anniversary of
Jackson’s birth, we advocate that we take
a hard look at the ways in which he and
his supporters—the Jacksonians—sought
to win advantage for white settlers. Rather
than treating him with unexamined patri-
otic pride, let us use our ambivalent rela-
tionship to our national past, as white
inheritors of settler colonialism in North
America, to reframe Andrew Jackson
and “Jacksonian Democracy.” (The rela-
tively new ficld of settler colonial studies

focuses on the history of places like the

~U.S., Australia, Canada, Brazil, and South

Africa, where imperial powers sent families
to establish claims to territory. Those fami-
lies settled permanently, created nation
states that eventually declared indepen-
dence from the empire, claimed “native”
status for their children, and sought to
climinate competing Indigenous claims
to the lands they occupied.) Jackson and
his supporters expanded American power,
trade, and borders in the American South
at great cost to Native Americans and to
enslaved people looking for freedom. The
legacies of his actions reverberate today,
particularly among the descendants of

those they dispossessed.?

G0

Andrew Jackson emerged as a heroic
Indian fighter and patriot during the con-
flicts of the 1810s, at a time when American
leaders and settlers sought to expand U.S.

territory in many directions: north into

the Great Lakes and Canada, west into the

Louisiana territory, and south toward the

Gulf of Mexico. While three U.S invasions
of Canada failed in the North, Andrew
Jackson’s efforts in the southwestern bor-
derlands paid off, and he achieved some
of the only clear military successes for the
U.S. in this period—at Horseshoe Bend,
New Orleans, and in Florida. Jackson’s
successes made him a household name
and a national hero, secured more land for
white families, and established stronger
borders for racial slavery.*

Jackson’s expansionist career began
when he led U.S. forces into the midst of
the Creek Civil War during the War of
1812. After he defeated the Red Sticks at
Horseshoe Bend in 1814, the Treaty of Fort
Jackson forced the most powerful Native
nation in the South to cede 23 million
actes of land. Some of this land belonged
to the Lower Creeks and Cherokees who
had fought with the U.S. against the Red
Sticks. Jackson ignored their recent coop-
eration in favor of capturing more land
for white Americans. A few months later,
Jackson famously defended New Otleans
from British invaders with the help of
allied warriors of Native and African
descent. His unexpected victory against the
vaunted British Army, although it came
after the U.S. and Great Britain signed
the Treaty of Ghent, enhanced Jackson’s
reputation and preserved the U.S.’s claim
that it could control and defend the lands
of the Louisiana Purchase, some 530 mil-

lion acres of land west of the Mississippi.

P N . [



His clearest accomplishment in terms of
national expansion, however, came in
Florida, in the wake of the War of 1812.
On behalf of the U.S., Jackson invaded
the Spanish colony of Florida in 1814 and
1818, breaking international and consti-
tutional law in the process. Spain eventu-
ally succumbed to this pressure and the
Transcontinental Treaty added another
37.5 million acres of territory to the U.S.
Of course, Jackson’s most infamous con-
tribution to the spread of white American
settlements would occur after he became
president, under the Indian Removal Act
he shepherded into law in 1830.3

Jackson did not single-handedly
acquire these territories or make these
policies. Many other leaders, and scores
of American settler families and voters
worked in tandem to enlarge the coun-
try and expand racial slavery in the early
nineteenth century and after, Removal
sentiment crystallized under Jackson in
the 1830 Indian Removal bill, but his-
torians cannot attribute the responsibil-
ity for Indian Removal to only one man,
or even one political party. As historian
Theda Perdue notes, driven by “greed, rac-
ism, and political posturing,” American
sentiment in favor of Indian Removal per-
vaded U.S. society in the nineteenth and
into the twentieth century.® Although a
small minority of Americans argued that
Indian Removal and slavery were immoral,
unjust, and inconsistent with U.S. values,
the white majority chose their own inter-

ests over the democratic promises of their

nation. Jackson’s supporters justified this
choice—seemingly in conflict with the
notion of civic goodness that the founders
believed required true patriots to put the
public good ahead of their own personal
gain—by espousing an American nation-
alism with distinctly racial and expansion-
ist undertones. Pro-expansion Jacksonians
believed that the extension of U.S. rule sig-
nified human progress. White Americans,
they believed, brought democratic gover-
nance, Christian civilization, and order to
frontier territories. Their continuing “suc-
cess” at adding to the country’s territory
surely indicated God’s favor. Furthermore,
as the population increased from women’s
reproductive labor and from immigration,
Americans seemed destined to occupy ever
more space in North America.’

Over the course of American history,
white settlers have displaced almost all
Native peoples at least once, and often
in successive generations. In the 1830s
and 1840s alone, the federal government
ordered the U.S. military to coerce over
60,000 Indigenous people from the U.S.
South under federal Indian Removal pol-
icy, and more than 12,000 of them died
in campaigns of resistance, internment
camps, or en route to the western lands
set aside for them. Life did not get any
casier there, where the land was mostly
too barren to sustain them, old and new
enmities elicited cycles of inter- and intra-
tribal violence, endemic disease and pov-
erty inflicted suffering, and white swin-

dlers (many employed in the Bureau of
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Indian Affairs) looked for opportunities to
defraud them. Over the course of the nine-
teenth century, the U.S. military or settlers
violently displaced many more thousands
of Indigenous people from the Ohio Valley
and the “Old Northwest” as well as from
the South.®

CZ0

The Florida frontier in the 1810s pro-
vides a fecund field to refocus historical
vision on the legacies of Jacksonian expan-
sion in Indian country. Jackson supported
and later enacted many American military
and political efforts to seize and colonize
Florida. He understood that the state was
central to his efforts to secure the south-
ern border, an important defensive barrier
for U.S. sovereignty and southern slavery.
Beyond its geopolitical location, Florida
offered very attractive agricultural lands
near ports on the Atlantic Ocean and
the Gulf of Mexico. Land-hungry white
Americans cagerly sought to capture some
of that land. They hoped that large tracts
of “free” or inexpensive land, linked by
fresh and salt water to commercial markets,
would enable them to rise into the ranks of
the elite planters (as Jackson himself had
done).?

From the perspective of Jackson and
those who supported him, Spain cre-
ated the conditions that necessitated
U.S. intervention in Florida. Its Spanish
colonial population remained tiny and

consistently outnumbered by Indigenous

and Anglo-American populations. Spain’s
focus on exploiting labor and natural
resources, rather than colonizing terri-
tory with settlers, encouraged very hos-
pitable and flexible Spanish policies
towards Native and African Americans.
The Spanish consistently traded and pur-
sued peace with Florida’s Native inhabit-
ants, which kept them well supplied with
weapons, which they did indeed use to
protect themselves from white American
invaders. By the 1810s, Native Americans
in Florida numbered somewhere between
4,000 and 6,000 souls, living in several
dozen towns and villages in northern
and central Florida. They farmed and
raised livestock, and sold excess produce
to European colonists. At least five hun-
dred people of African descent (called
estelusti by the Indigenous people) lived
among them or in separate (but allied) vil-
lages. These “Black Seminoles” occupied
and could move between several different
social locations, including enslavement,
adoptive kinship, marriage, and political
and military alliance. Although contem-
porary whites expressed grave concerns
about the “Indian negroes” in Florida,
the Seminoles categorized people by
their kinship ties as members of clans or
extended families, not as “black,” “white”
or “Indian” (at least in the early nine-
teenth century). Indigenous people in
Florida practiced a form of racial slavery,
but also organized their lives in ways that
challenged the stability of racial categories

and southern slavery,'



Spanish colenial policies also sup-
ported an intermediate caste of mixed-
race free people, known as maroons, as a
buffer between slaveholding whites and
enslaved Africans. The opportunity for
individual enslaved persons to become free
discouraged collective slave insurrections.
Runaways from slavery, or descendants of
such self-emancipated persons, therefore
comprised another group of free Floridians
of African descent present by the 1810s.
They had reached St. Augustine in the pre-
vious two centuries, where Spanish officials
freed them if they took an oath of allegiance
to Spain and declared themselves faithful
Catholics. Black and mixed-race residents
of Spanish Florida participated in the social
and economic life of the province, includ-
ing the militia. In 1738 colonial officials
sent hundreds of free blacks to build and
garrison a fortification two miles north of
St. Augustine, Gracia Real de Santa Teresa
de Mose, or Fort Mose. Although Spanish
colonists also held Africans in bondage,
Spain thus created the first town popu-
lated by free people of African descent and
authorized by a European power in North
America.l!

Spain’s alliances with Native and
free black Floridians only strengthened
as the power of their rivals in British
North America grew in the eighteenth
centuty, while Napoleon occupied and
weakened Spain in Europe. Nationalist
movements emerged throughout its colo-
nies in the Americas, and so with dwin-

dling resources available in Florida, Spain

increasingly depended on alliances with
the Native and black communities of
East and West Florida, which controlled
most of the region throughout the Second
Spanish period (1783-1819). Beyond St.
Augustine and Pensacola, no power truly
dominated, and the norms of Indigenous
and African American peoples determined
the outcomes of conflicts and negotia-
tions as often as the rules of engagement
endorsed by Europeans. This fluid middle
ground made American slaveholders very
nervous. Of course, if they had been will-
ing to end or limit the spread of racial
slavery, or to respect the land and cultural
rights of Indigenous people, they might
have enjoyed friendly alliance with them,
too. Instead, slavery further inflamed ten-
sions on the southern border, along with
the constant pressure of British interests.
American slaveholders, arguably the most
powerful group of U.S. voters in this era,
understood that Florida’s Indigenous and
maroon communities offered enslaved
people a convenient and enticing route to
freedom just across their southern border.
Fearing a rebellion against slavery and irri-
tated by the trickle of runaway slaves into
Florida, the United States fully exploited
the diplomatic and military dangers of a
potential British, Indigenous, and Black
alliance in Florida, and framed its invasions
of Florida as necessary for self-defense.'?
Using Indigenous and European alli-
ances as justification, Jackson and his sup-
porters framed their efforts as a kind of

defensive imperialism, a precursor of the
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Jackson supported and enacted many American military and political efforts to seize and colonize
Florida. The state was central to his efforts to secure the southern border, an important defensive bar-
rier for U.S. sovereignty and southern slavery. {Charles Blacker Vignoles and Henry Schenck Tanner.
Map of Florida. [S.|, 1823] Library of Congress)
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aggressive nationalism that would emerge
later as “Manifest Destiny.” Sometimes,
they even justified invading Spanish
Florida by citing recent violence against
“innocent,” vulnerable white settler fami-
lies, especially white women and children,
who by occupying Indigenous or foreign
land not technically within U.S. borders
had made it “home” to Americans before
diplomacy or military invasion occurred.
Florida’s populations, natural resources,
ports, and geopolitical location supplied
Americans with a prime ground where
they might allow their greed and racism
free rein in the name of “national security”
and the “defense of white families.” Such
political posturing could provide justifi-
cations for violence against autonomous
communities of Indigenous people and
African Americans who just happened to
live near promising ports and fertile land
along the southern border of U.S. racial
slavery. Capturing Florida for the U.S,,
they believed, would remove any threats
from Indigenous, maroon, or European
enemies along the southern border, open
more land to white families, and shut down
a southern route to freedom for runaways
from enslavement.'?

Aside from the addition of millions
of acres of land, Jackson’s conquest of
Florida set important legal precedents.
Arguments over large Spanish land grants
made before 1818 used the “Right of
Discovery” doctrine to negate the land
claims of Native groups. This stated

that only Christian nations of Europe or

European descent could “own” North
American lands, which Indigenous people
only “occupied” and had not “developed.”
Americans also likened Indians, runaway
slaves, maroons, and free blacks to wolves,
pirates, and outlaws under early U.S. law:
“uncivilized” or “savage” persons who,
while subject to domestic law, enjoyed no
rights under it. Under this creative (some
might say hypocritical) legal framework,
runaways from slavery and Indigenous
people could be lawfully punished for
breaking laws that, in turn, did not pro-
tect their property or their rights. Further,
American lawyers also placed them out-
side the protection of international law
by representing them as people without a
nation, non-citizens who could not con-
stitute a sovereign nation under inter-
national law. This inconsistent under-
standing of Native sovereignty continues
to plague Native American courts and
communities today. Via these legal shifts,
Americans rendered the enslavement of
Africans and African Americans, and the
expulsion of Native Americans, lawful,
domestic concerns. That is, legal forms
of theft that no international body could
question. As Deborah Rosen has recently
illustrated in her book, Border Law, for
many Americans of Jackson’s era in the
early 1800s, the law existed to protect and
defend the rights of white Americans. In
service to national security and expan-
sion, many Americans found it perfectly
acceptable to violate it, particularly when

the victims were not white.!
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Events in Florida provoked U.S. anxi-
ety even before the War of 1812, With
Spain distracted, in 1810 President James
Madison encouraged a convention in West
Florida to declare the colony (the Florida
panhandle west of Pensacola, now south-
ern Alabama and Mississippi) independent
of Spain. West Florida’s white residents
complied, and immediately requested U.S.
annexation. Confident from that result,
and anxious to neutralize any threat from
East Florida as the U.S. entered the War
of 1812, Madison sent Revolutionary
War veteran George Mathews to St.
Augustine to encourage a similar conven-
tion. Mathews exceeded his diplomatic
mission and led his own filibuster into
Florida, which captured Amelia Island
in March 1812 but failed to capture St.
Augustine when the Seminoles came to the
aid of the Spanish. Native forces destroyed
Mathews’s “Patriot Army” in the fall, and
terrorized whites by scalping colonists and
capturing slaves. Then, due to the impend-
ing war with Great Britain and to the reti-
cence of New Englanders who feared add-
ing another slave state, President Madison
asked the Patriots to withdraw. When they
did, Spain concentrated its military force
in St. Augustine, leaving the rest of East
Florida in the hands of deserting soldiers,
maroons, and Indians. The outcomes of
the “Patriot War” reinvigorated American

fears of the Seminoles and their African

American allies, providing justification for
another attempt to invade Florida in the
near future.’?

Anxieties about Florida worsened
when the Seminoles, like Indigenous
forces along the Canadian border, allied
with British interests against the United
States in the War of 1812. As the Patriot
War disrupted Northeast Florida in 1813,
Jackson commanded American militia
forces in brutal reprisals against the Creek
Red Sticks just north of Florida, who had
allied with the British. As Red Stick refu-
gees fled south after that conflict, they
joined the Seminoles. Next, Great Britain
launched attacks on the United States from
Pensacola in 1814. In response, Jackson
seized Pensacola for the U.S., but held it
only until Spain negotiated their with-
drawal in 1815. Britain had recruited
thousands of Native and African American
allies in Florida, and although the war
ended before a significant number of them
joined the fight, they fortified the noticn
that autonomous Native and African
Americans in Spanish Florida threatened
U.S. security.'

Frustrated that Spain still tolerated (in
fact, relied on) autonomous Native and
African American allies in Florida, the
United States attacked again. In 1816, forc-
es under Duncan L. Clinch destroyed the
“Negro Fort” on the Apalachicola River,
which the British had left well supplied
after the War of 1812, and had remained
occupied by free and runaway blacks. The
attack killed over 250 people, but dozens of



During the War of 1812, Madison sent George Mathews to annex Florida
to the U.S. The Seminoles aided the Spanish, destroying Mathews’s “Patriot
Army” and terrorizing whites by scalping colonists and capturing slaves. An-
other attempt to invade Florida lay in the near future, under Andrew Jackson.
(“Massacre of the Whites...”, 1836, Library of Congress)

free black survivors fled into East Florida,
where they reinforced the intransigence of
the Seminoles and Red Sticks."”

In the aftermath of these battles,
Florida remained obviously unstable,
making it a vulnerable target. Seeking to
exploit that, two more filibusters invaded
Fernandina in northeast Florida in 1817.
American, not Spanish, forces repelled
them.'® Meanwhile, cycles of borderland
violence escalated along the inland border
of North Florida. Throughout 1816 and
1817, reciprocal cattle raiding continued,
and Seminole forces “massacred” whites
along the Georgia border, where increas-
ing numbers of squatters encroached. In
February 1817, a party of Seminole war-
riors attacked and killed a white family
in southeastern Georgia. In November

1817, U.S. troops destroyed Fowltown,

a Native village in the Florida-Georgia
borderlands, where Neamathla and his
people refused to capitulate to the Treaty
of Fort Jackson and remove to the west
(they were not among the Creeks who had
signed the treaty). In retaliation, a group
of Seminole, Black Seminole, and Creek
Red Stick warriors attacked a U.S. Army
supply boat on the Apalachicola River.
In what newspaper reports would call the
“Scott Massacre,” they killed over thirty-
five people; among them thirty-three men
and six soldiers’ wives. Unconfirmed,
sensational press reports claimed that the
attackers killed four children by bashing
their heads against the side of the boat.
Officials in Washington cited this atrack
when they ordered Jackson to proceed
to Florida and “chastise” the Crecks and

Seminoles.!?
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In response to Spanish and British alli-
ances with Native and African American
forces in Florida, repeated filibustering
invasions, and cycles of frontier violence
between white settlers and Indigenous peo-
ple, Jackson launched a full-scale invasion
of Florida under orders of Secretary of War
John C. Calhoun in early 1818, President
James Monroe had only authorized U.S.
forces to follow Seminoles who crossed
back across the border into Georgia. He
had specifically instructed them not to
attack Spanish forts. He did not respond to
Jackson’s request to use the Scott Massacre
as an excuse to seize East Florida, which
Jackson interpreted as tacit consent.?®

With Jackson’s invasion in March
1818, the “First U.S.-Seminole War”
began. Jackson established headquarters on
the site of the Negro Fort and marched a
large force (composed of regulars, volun-
teers, Lower Creeks, Cowetas, Choctaws,
and a small contingent of Cherokees) east
to Miccosukee. They attacked Indian vil-
lages in middle and western Florida along

the way, and killed few warriors, but

- destroyed extensive villages and captured

hundreds of cattle and the Seminoles’ food
stores. Although displaced and lacking
resources, most of the Seminoles and their
allies remained alive and more determined
than ever to resist U.S. invaders.?!
Jackson’s decisions in the next phase
of the war had major consequences.
At St. Marks, an important gulf port,
Jackson captured British trader Alexander
Arbuthnot. A Scottish merchant from the

Bahamas, Arbuthnot began trade with the
Indigenous Floridians in 1817, offered
them competitive prices, and advocated
for their land rights. Subsequently, Robert
Ambrister, an unfortunate former British
naval officer and veteran of the War of
1812, lost his way and found himself in
a U.S. encampment. Jackson organized a
brief “trial” of Arbuthnot and Ambrister,
and a U.S. military tribunal convicted both
of aiding and supplying enemies of the
United States. He ordered the executions
of both men on April 29, 1818, although
the tribunal had sentenced Ambrister to
fifty lashes, not death. Jackson’s decision
to change that sentence and execute both
men communicated to the Seminoles and
their potential allies that Americans would
not tolerate their collaboration, even in
Spanish territory where the U.S. lacked any
legal jurisdiction. Jackson violated the laws
of war and international diplomacy during
this episode, as the actions of two British
subjects in Spanish territory lay outside of
any U.S. national or military jurisdiction.
Furthermoré, their “trial” ignored the nor-
mal rules of evidence and due process, and
their deaths violated the U.S. constitution,
which granted Congress, not military com-
manders, the power to execute cnemies
under the laws of war. His actions against
Arbuthnot and Ambrister elicited mild
diplomatic protests from Spain and Great
Britain and enormous debate in the U.S.
over Jackson’s flagrant disobedience to the
law. Ultimately his supporters, arguing

that American national interest trumped



the rule of law, prevented Congress from
officially censuring him. Cloaking expan-
sionist aggression as self-defense, Jackson
justified his actions as vengeance for the
deaths of white women and children, even
as he targeted Seminole homes and fami-
lies (deaths that did not elicit the same
concerns as his execution of (wo British
men). He framed the invasion as vital to
American national interests, since Spain
had failed to rid the southeastern border-
lands of threats to U.S. sovereignty, and
refused to deport British agents who aided
Native and African American “hostiles.””?

While it did not exterminate the
Seminoles, the First Seminole War did
force Spain’s hand. In May 1818, as debate
raged over Jackson’s decision to execute
two British subjects, he captured Pensacola
again. Formal negotiations soon began
and, in 1821, Congress ratified the Adams-
Onfs treaty. In exchange for Spain’s claims
to Florida, the United States conceded
Texas (which it had claimed as part of the
Louisiana Purchase) and assumed $5 mil-
lion in Spanish debts held by Americans.
A hero now several times over, Jackson
escaped any sanctions because most
Americans credited this favorable diplo-
matic outcome to his aggression. President
Monroe appointed Andrew Jackson as the
first governor of the new U.S. Territory
of Florida in March 1821, and Jackson
accepted only on the condition that he
could resign as soon he organized a territo-
rial government. He left for Tennessee in
October, 1821.%2

Although Jackson succeeded militar-
ily, the Seminoles had cannily refused to
engage his larger force, and their contin-
ued survival and resistance frustrated him.
They survived to fight in the Second U.S.-
Seminole War (1835-1842) and again
in the Third 1.S.-Seminole War (1855-
1858). Although U.S. forces removed
approximately 4,500 of their ancestors
and killed at least 1,500 Seminoles dur-
ing those conflicts, the Seminole Tribe of
Florida numbers over 4,000 people today,
and proudly remains undefeated by U.S.
forces. In the west, approximately 17,000
people are members of the Seminole

Nation of Qklahoma,*

C&0

Although some Native Americans
fiercely survived such efforts to eradicate
them, Indigenous peoples today remain
the poorest people, on average, in the
United States. Some 175 years after the
Jacksonians’ ethnic cleansing campaign
in the southeast, 6.6 million people claim
American Indian or Alaskan Native heri-
tage, about 2% of the population of the
U.S.Ain 2015. Among those who claimed
only Native identity?, 26.6% lived in
poverty (compared to 14.7% of the nation
overall)., The median household income
among them was $38,530 in 2014, about
one-third (30.1% or $17,245) less than
the $55,775 median household income
of the nation overall. Over a fifth of these

people lacked health insurance in 2015
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Although Jackson succeeded militarily in 1818, the Seminoles refused to engage his larger
force, and their continued survival and resistance frustrated him. They survived to fight in the
Second U.S.-Seminole War (1835-1842) and again in the Third U.S.-Seminole War (1855-
1858). (“Attack of the Seminoles...,” 1837, Library of Congress)
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(20.7%, versus 9.4% of the nation over-
al). Only 53.1% of these families owned
their own home, compared to 63% of the
whole U.S. population. Fewer of them
had achieved a high school education
by age 25 than the national average in
2014 (82.7% versus 87.1%), and the gap
widened among those who had earned a
bachelor’s degree or higher (only 19.1%
of American Indians or Alaskan Natives
as compared with 30.6% of the nation

overall).?

While essentialist, racist explanations
might rationalize this situation as the
result of genes or biology, logic dictates
that repeated land thefts, violent displace-
ments, and other traumas, which did not
begin or end with Jacksonian era removal,
created the grinding poverty and injustice
under which Native Americans live today.
Federal policy could also attempt to end
it. Americans and their government could
choose to guarantee housing, clean water,

health care, education, and meaningful



treatment for trauma to Native peoples.
Those most privileged by the bloody gifts
of the Jacksonian era could choose to face
and to address this legacy.”

Aside from a lack of political will,
Americans have not yet recognized or
sought to rectify the gross plundering that
took place in the Jacksonian era for anoth-
er reason, Although Indian Removal failed
to remove all the Indians, it did make
them nearly invisible in American culture.
I (Laurel Clark Shire) first noticed this
as a new professor: no matter how many
times I reviewed the fact that millions of
Indigenous people live in the U.S. roday,
my students continually spoke and wrote
about them in the past tense. They erased
them from the present, again and again, in
part because their textbooks did so.?® Their
habits of erasure produce strange assump-
tions in the present—that those people
who own that casino cannot possibly be
“real Indians” or that they don’t “look like
real Indians,” because real Indians wear
headdresses, long braids, and buckskins.”
This became even more apparent to me
when I began teaching in Canada, where
students do not speak of and write about
First Nations people only in the past tense.
Thanks to a decades-long effort at Truth
and Reconciliation there, far more aware-
ness of the continuing existence, survival,
and challenges faced by Indigenous people
in Canada exists today. White Canadians
do not necessarily express less racism
towards them, and intense poverty contin-

ues among Indigenous communities, but

at least the overwhelming cultural amnesia
has lifted. Unsettling conversations about
land rights, residential schools, missing
and murdered Indigenous women, and the
legacies of trauma take place in churches,
community centers, and public squares
all over Canada. See, for example, discus-
sions of “The Blanket Exercise,” an inter-
cultural communications module during
which participants stand on blankets that
are slowly folded into ever smaller shapes
as they read aloud multiple perspectives on
the ways that colonial rule eroded the land
basc and sovereignty of Indigenous peoples
in North America.*

Indigenous scholar Jean O’Brien
and historian of the Native South Theda
Perdue, among others, have offered some
compelling explanations for Americans’
inability to see the 6.6 million Indigenous
people in the U.S. today. Perdue notes that
Indian Removal in the U.S. South failed to
remove all the Indians, but did “obscure”
their “continuing presence.” While the
ethnic cleansing campaigns of the 1830s
and 1840s removed many Native peo-
ple, remnant populations persisted in the
east, as did post-removal nations in the
west. After the Jacksonian era, however,
historians do not know how to include
Native peoples, now scattered and histori-
cally disconnected, in historical narratives.
That means that students do not learn
of the myriad ways in which local, state,
and federal officials sought to expel those
who remained in the South, or obliterate

their Native identity by categorizing them
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as “colored” and/or allotting tribal lands
into individually held plots. None of this
is mitigated by the trend in postbellum
U.S. history to frame America as inevitably
moving toward progress and “modernity,”
while Indians, as Jean O’Brien puts it, “can
never be modern.” As she discovered, since
the nineteenth century countless local
and regional histories have systematically
written Indians out of existence in New
England. Behold: an insidious pattern—
pervasive removal sentiment, historio-
graphical practices that render Indians pre-
modern and part of the past, and, of course,
a construction of America as the place of
progress. Together, these American habits
of mind (only some of which fall squarely
on the shoulders of historians) conspire to
obscure Native American history and con-
temporary populations. We will never be
able to see Indians or tell the truth about
American settler colonialism, let alone
work towards reconciliation or justice, so
long as these patterns persist.”!

These are the legacies—violence, injus-
tice, cultural amnesia—we must grapple
with in any consideration of Jackson’s
America. Indeed, these are legacies we must
grapple with in any discussion of U.S, his-
tory, since nearly every president before
Jackson, including George Washington,
had also induced or coerced Native peoples
to move westward, Willing to use or ignore
the law when convenient for national inter-
ests, Jackson ruthlessly pursued U.S. goals,
and the interests of white, male Americans

like himself. As a result of pro-expansionist

policies like his, many more white American
families became frecholders in the nine-
teenth century. Individual advancement
and national enlargement, however, encout-
aged the expansion of slavery and relied on
the dispossession, displacement, and deaths
of Native Americans. Surely those events
form a theme in American history that we
should remember somberly and with regret.
Jackson may have enlarged the country, but
he did so by violating many of its formal
founding principles. If he had not done so,
the United States would have different bor-
ders and fewer historical burdens today.
Informed, historically literate
Americans must feel at least some ambiva-
lence about him, if not a sense of frustrated
revulsion that we owe him as much as we
do. Having inherited this bloody gift—of
territory, and of cultural attitudes about
white American superiority and entitle-
ment, (which have pervaded American
history since its beginning)—will we con-
tinue to honor his memoty, or will we use
this anniversary to seek reconciliation with
those harmed or killed under Jacksonian
rule? We believe that we have an ethi-
cal responsibility to reconsider Jackson,
not as a frontier hero, but as the epitome
of American ambivalence about our past.
For us, the Jacksonians invoke the ghosts
of racial slavery and settler colonialism that
continue to haunt us, and our democracy,

in the present.
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