
Thomas Jefferson View on Louisiana Purchase 

Strict Construction 
 

Like many founding fathers who had favored a strong Constitution, particularly in the 

South, Jefferson was a strict constructionist, meaning that he placed special emphasis on 

the Tenth Amendment to the Constitution, adopted in 1791 as part of the Bill of Rights: 

“The Powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it 

to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people.”   For Jefferson, 

this meant that plans to involve the federal government in such endeavors as banking 

were unconstitutional, as the Constitution did not stipulate that the federal government 

had such powers. 

 

The Lewis and Clark Expedition 
 

Larger geopolitical and economic concerns informed Jefferson’s interests in westward 

exploration.  Long interested in the interior of North America, he asked Meriwether 

Lewis, his former secretary, to begin planning an overland expedition to the Pacific 

Ocean even before entering into negotiations for the Louisiana Purchase.  Jefferson 

focused the expedition on economic matters.  He instructed Lewis to find a convenient 

route across the continent that could be used for trade and to keep a close record of land, 

plants, animals, minerals, and other geographic features that might prove profitable. 

 

Jefferson emphasized the expedition’s relations with Indians because economic and 

political success hinged on such relations.  With nations such as Great Britain and France 

trading in the interior, the United States needed to channel trade away from its rivals and 

to itself.  Jefferson believed, moreover, that the nation’s farms would move westward 

slowly, that Indians would therefore remain on their ancestral lands for generations to 

come.  Hence the successful propagation of the fur trade and other economic activities 

would depend on close ties with many Indian nations for the foreseeable future. 

 

Jefferson and Power 
 

Jefferson was an idealist and much more of a thinker than a fighter; he was not military 

hero like George Washington.  But Jefferson nonetheless believed in the exercise of 

power.  Though expressing great respect for and interest in Indians, he believed that their 

cultures and very identities would and should be ultimately swept away and that those 

perverse enough to stand in the way of progress should be tossed aside.  Though 

emotionally and philosophically attached to France, he realized that Europeans were not 

especially sentimental when it came to the exercise of power.  Highly critical of what he 

regarded as the underhanded politics of the Federalists, he had few compunctions about 

wielding the power of the presidency once he gained it. 

 

The man who affected the Louisiana Purchase was and remains paradoxical.  Though a 

proponent of strict construction and limited government, he believed strongly that the 

young nation must expand and was unapologetic about wielding governmental power to 



do so.  A leader of the American enlightenment, a man of great curiosity and learning, he 

believed that science and exploration should serve the national interest and had little 

patience with those who opposed him—Federalists or Indians.  An avowed racist who 

favored sending African-Americans out of the United States, he nevertheless fathered 

several children by a slave woman. 

 

Reaction 
 

Many leaders of the Federalist Party argued that this was too much money for remote 

stretches of land populated by Indians and a motley, “half savage” population.  They 

claimed that if Louisiana did develop, it would likely follow the lead of “imperial 

Virginia” and further weaken the Federalists and the North.   Hamilton, who had urged 

war to keep Louisiana out of French hands, cheered the acquisition of New Orleans but 

worried that doubling the size of the republic would lead to “the dismemberment of a 

large portion of our country, or a dissolution of the Government,” that the acquired 

territory would either end up forming its own nation or rendering the existing one 

inoperable by disturbing the balance between North and South.   “Our Republican 

government derives its authority & momentum from the frequent meetings of the mass of 

people in towns & county assemblies,” remarked a New England Senator.  “An extension 

of the body politic will enfeeble the circulation of its powers & energies in the extreme.” 

 

But most of the nation cheered the purchase.  It opened commerce on the Mississippi 

River and removed a powerful nation, a great threat, from the middle of the continent 

without shedding a single soldier’s blood.  General Horatio Gates termed it “the greatest 

and most beneficial event that has taken place since the Declaration of Independence.”  It 

was the most important measure fostering “peace and harmony among ourselves,” 

according to an Ohio politician, “since the establishment of the constitution.” 

 

The Senate approved the cession treaty by a vote of 24-7—with a lone Federalist crossing 

party lines to vote with all 23 Republicans—and hoped that Bonaparte would not change 

his mind.  Events in Europe soon precluded that and kept the dictator’s attention focused 

there until his final defeat in 1815.  Jefferson easily won re-election in 1804, scoring a 

victory of 162-14 in the electoral college, and the peaceful and relatively inexpensive 

acquisition of Louisiana played a large role in his victory. 

 

The Federal Government 

 

This rapid geographic expansion was accompanied by a stronger and stronger federal 

government.  It fought decisive Indian wars in the South and West into the 1880s to clear 

the way for settlement and then established extensive reservations on which to house the 

Indians who survived.  It also encouraged settlement by selling land at low prices or 

essentially giving it away to speculators and settlers alike.  It subsidized railroad 

expansion to an extent not seen in any other nation during the nineteenth century. 

 



 

The Constitution 
 

It was with great regret that Jefferson backed away from his plans to alter the 

Constitution so that the federal government was specifically empowered to make the 

Louisiana Purchase, as he feared that any sign of hesitation on his part might provide 

Bonaparte with a pretext for backing out of the deal.  He realized what many Federalists 

were only too glad to point out: the Louisiana Purchase was an act “beyond the 

Constitution,” and it set a precedent that would make it more difficult for subsequent 

leaders to confine the power of the federal government, to interpret the Constitution in 

narrow, conservative terms. 

 

Indeed, leaders who followed Jefferson tended to interpret the Constitution more loosely.  

This trend in many ways culminated with Abraham Lincoln, who argued that although 

the Constitution did not explicitly condemn slavery, the founders clearly believed that the 

institution was immoral and that it would eventually wither and die.  Jefferson’s loose 

interpretation of the Constitution and his broad use of federal power laid the groundwork 

for interpretations and uses that he probably would have found repugnant. 
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