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The Louisiana Purchase1 

 
Perhaps the most significant decision Thomas Jefferson made 

as U.S. President was the Louisiana Purchase, in which American 

doubled its size by acquiring from France millions of acres of 

territory extending from the Mississippi River to the Rocky 

Mountains. When Jefferson was elected president in 1800, he had 

pledged to trim government expenses and debt and to adhere 

strictly to limits of power expressed in the Constitution. The 

Louisiana Purchase seemed to break these campaign promises: the 

$15 million price tag wiped out all of the progress Jefferson had 

made in reducing the national debt, and the constitution did not 

explicitly give the government the authority to purchase new 

territory or incorporate it into the Union. 

Jefferson had originally sent ministers to France with 

congressional authority and approval to purchase the city of New 

Orleans or otherwise secure a southern port for the goods of 

America’s western farmers, a long-sought goal of the new nation 

that had been threatened, Jefferson believed, by France’s 

acquisition of the Louisiana Territory from Spain in 1800. When 

the ministers arrived I France, however, French ruler Napoleon 

Bonaparte unexpectedly offered to sell all of the Louisiana 

Territory to the United States. Afraid that Napoleon might change 

his mind before a new constitutional amendment allowing such an 

acquisition could be ratified, Jefferson agreed to the purchase in 

April 1803. 

The first viewpoint here consists of two parts. The first part is 

from a letter Jefferson wrote in August 1803 to John Breckinridge, 

a close friend and political associate. (Jefferson later asked 

Breckenridge to keep the contents of this letter secret.) Jefferson 

writes about the purchase and the objections  raised by Federalist 

opponents, as well as his own constitutional concerns. The second 

part is taken from Jefferson’s Third Annual Message to Congress, 

                                                           
1 From Leone, Bruno, William Dudley, and John C. Chalberg, eds. Opposing 
Viewpoint in American History: Volume I: From Colonial Times to 
Reconstruction.  Greenhaven Press, Inc.: San Diego, CA, 1996. 

in which he urges approval and ratification of the Louisiana 

Purchase. 

With the Louisiana Purchase, the United States doubled its 

territory, acquiring 828,000 square miles from France for a few 

cents an acre. The treaty with France was ratified I the Senate in 

October 1803 by an overwhelming margin. Voting against the 

purchase were a few Federalists, whose opposition was based in 

part on the worry that such a large territorial expansion and 

subsequent westward migration would weaken the political 

influence of the New England states, their political stronghold. 

Most of their stated arguments focused on the constitutionality of 

the purchase and whether the nation could, without jeopardizing 

its unity, readily absorb such a large expansion of territory and 

people (the French and Spanish-speaking population of New 

Orleans and the rest of Louisiana were to become American 

citizens without their asking). A summary of the objections against 

the Louisiana Purchase can be found in the second viewpoint here, 

excerpted from a Senate speech by Samuel White, a lawyer and 

senator from Delaware from 1801 to 1809. 

  

 

The Louisiana Purchase Should be Approved (1803) 
Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826)2 

 

I. LETTER TO JOHN BRECKENRIDGE 

 

DEAR SIR, The enclosed letter, tho’ directed to you, was intended 

to me also, and was left open with a request, that when perused, I 

would forward it to you. It gives me occasion to write a word to you 

on the subject of Louisiana, which being a new one, an interchange 

of sentiments may produce correct ideas before we are to act on 

them. 

Our information as to the country is very incomplete; we have 

taken measures to obtain it in full as to the settled part, which I 
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hope to receive in time for Congress. The boundaries, which I deem 

not admitting question, are the high lands on the western side of 

the Mississippi enclosing all its waters, on the western side of the 

Missouri of course, and terminating in the line drawn from the 

northwestern point of the Lake of the Woods to the nearest source 

of the Mississippi, as lately settled between Great Britain and the 

United States. We have some claims, to extend on the sea coast 

westwardly to the Rio Norte or Bravo [Rio Grande], and better, to 

go eastwardly to the Rio Perdido, between Mobile & Pensacola, the 

ancient boundary of Louisiana. These claims will be a subject of 

negotiation with Spain, and if, as soon as she is at war, we push 

them strongly with one hand, holding out a price in the other, we 

shall certainly obtain the Floridas, and all in good time. 

In the meanwhile, without waiting for permission, we shall 

enter into the exercise of the natural right we have always insisted 

on with Spain, to wit, that of a nation holding the upper part of 

streams, having a right of innocent passage thro’ them to the 

ocean. We shall prepare her to see us practice on this, & she will 

not oppose it by force. 

 

Federalist Objections 

 

Objections are raising to the Eastward [in New England] 

against the vast extent of our boundaries, and propositions are 

made to exchange Louisiana, or a part of it, for the Floridas. But, 

as I have said, we shall get the Floridas without, and I would not 

give one inch of the waters of the Mississippi to any nation, 

because I see in a light very important to our peace the exclusive 

right to its navigation & the admission of no nation into it, but as 

into the Potomac or Delaware, with our consent & under our 

police. 

These federalists see in this acquisition the formation of a new 

confederacy, embracing all the waters of the Mississippi, on both 

sides of it, and a separation of its Eastern waters from us. These 

combinations depend on so many circumstances which we cannot 

foresee, that I place little reliance on them. We have seldom seen 

neighborhood produce affection among nations. The reverse is 

almost the universal truth. Besides, if it should become the great 

interest of those nations to separate from this, if their happiness 

should depend on it so strongly as to induce them to go through 

that convulsion, why should the Atlantic States dread it? But 

especially why should we, their present inhabitants, take side in 

such a question? 

When I view the Atlantic States, procuring for those on the 

Eastern waters of the Mississippi friendly instead of hostile 

neighbors on its Western waters, I do not view it as an Englishman 

would the procuring future blessings for the French nation, with 

whom he has no relations of blood or affection. The future 

inhabitants of the Atlantic & Mississippi States will be our sons. 

We leave them in distinct but bordering establishments. We think 

we see their happiness in their union, & we wish it. Events may 

prove it otherwise; and if they see their interest in separation, why 

should we take side with our Atlantic rather than our Mississippi 

descendants? It is the elder and the younger son differing. God 

bless them both, & keep them in union, if it be for their good, but 

separate them, if it be better. 

The inhabited part of Louisiana, from Point Coupee to the sea, 

will of course be immediately a territorial government, and soon a 

State. But above that, the best use we can make of the country for 

some time, will be to give establishments in it to the Indians on the 

East side of the Mississippi, in exchange for their present country, 

and open land offices in the last & thus make this acquisition the 

means of filling up the Eastern side, instead of drawing off its 

population. When we shall be full on this side, we may lay off a 

range of States on the Western bank from the head to the mouth, 

& so, range after range, advancing compactly as we multiply. 

 

Congress and the Constitution 

 

This treaty must of course laid before both Houses, because 

both have important functions to exercise respecting it. They, I 

presume, will see their duty to their country in ratifying & paying 

for it, so as to secure a good which would otherwise probably be 

never again in their power. But I suppose they must then appeal 

to the nation for an additional article to the Constitution, 

approving & confirming an act which the nation had not previously 

authorized. The constitution has made no provision for our holding 

foreign territory, still less for incorporating foreign nations into our 
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Union. The Executive in seizing the fugitive occurrence which so 

much advances the good of their country, have done an act beyond 

the Constitution. The Legislature in casting behind them 

metaphysical subtleties, and risking themselves like faithful 

servants, must ratify & pay for it, and throw themselves on their 

country for doing for them unauthorized what we know they would 

have done for themselves had they been in a situation to do it. 

It is the case of a guardian, investing the money of his ward in 

purchasing an important adjacent territory; & saying to him when 

of age, I did this for your good; I pretend to no right to bind you: 

you may disavow me, and I must get out of the scrape as I can: I 

thought it my duty to risk myself for you. But we shall not be 

disavowed by the nation, and their act of indemnity will confirm & 

not weaken the Constitution, by more strongly marking out its 

lines. 

 

II. THIRD ANNUAL MESSAGE 

 

To the Senate and House of Representatives of the United 
States:—  

In calling you together, fellow citizens, at an earlier day than 

was contemplated by the act of the last session of Congress, I have 

not been insensible to the personal inconveniences necessarily 

resulting from an unexpected change in your arrangements. But 

matters of great public concernment have rendered this call 

necessary, and the interest you feel in these will supersede in your 

minds all private considerations. 

Congress witnessed, at their last session, the extraordinary 

agitation produced in the public mind by the suspension of our 

right of deposit at the port of New Orleans, no assignment of 

another place having been made according to treaty. They were 

sensible that the continuance of that privation would be more 

injurious to our nation than any consequences which could flow 

from any mode of redress, but reposing just confidence in the good 

faith of the government whose officer had committed the wrong, 

friendly and reasonable representations were resorted to, and the 

right of deposit was restored. 

Previous, however, to this period, we had not been unaware of 

the danger to which our peace would be perpetually exposed while 

so important a key to the commerce of the western country 

remained under foreign power. Difficulties, too, were presenting 

themselves as to the navigation of other streams, which, arising 

within our territories, pass through those adjacent. Propositions 

had, therefore, been authorized for obtaining, on fair conditions, 

the sovereignty of New Orleans, and of other possessions in that 

quarter interesting to our quiet, to such extent as was deemed 

practicable; and the provisional appropriation of two millions of 

dollars, to be applied and accounted for by the president of the 

United States, intended as part of the price, was considered as 

conveying the sanction of Congress to the acquisition proposed. 

The enlightened government of France saw, with just discernment, 

the importance to both nations of such liberal arrangements as 

might best and permanently promote the peace, friendship, and 

interests of both; and the property and sovereignty of all 

Louisiana, which had been restored to them, have on certain 

conditions been transferred to the United States by instruments 

bearing date the 30th of April last. When these shall have received 

the constitutional sanction of the senate, they will without delay 

be communicated to the representatives also, for the exercise of 

their functions, as to those conditions which are within the powers 

vested by the constitution in Congress. While the property and 

sovereignty of the Mississippi and its waters secure an 

independent outlet for the produce of the western States, and an 

uncontrolled navigation through their whole course, free from 

collision with other powers and the dangers to our peace from that 

source, the fertility of the country, its climate and extent, promise 

in due season important aids to our treasury, an ample provision 

for our posterity, and a wide-spread field for the blessings of 

freedom and equal laws. 

With the wisdom of Congress it will rest to take those ulterior 

measures which may be necessary for the immediate occupation 

and temporary government of the country; for its incorporation 

into our Union; for rendering the change of government a blessing 

to our newly-adopted brethren; for securing to them the rights of 

conscience and of property: for confirming to the Indian 

inhabitants their occupancy and self-government, establishing 

friendly and commercial relations with them, and for ascertaining 

the geography of the country acquired. Such materials for your 
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information, relative to its affairs in general, as the short space of 

time has permitted me to collect, will be laid before you when the 

subject shall be in a state for your consideration. 

Should the acquisition of Louisiana be constitutionally 

confirmed and carried into effect, a sum of nearly thirteen millions 

of dollars will then be added to our public debt, most of which is 

payable after fifteen years; before which term the present existing 

debts will all be discharged by the established operation of the 

sinking fund. When we contemplate the ordinary annual 

augmentation of imposts from increasing population and wealth, 

the augmentation of the same revenue by its extension to the new 

acquisition, and the economies which may still be introduced into 

our public expenditures, I cannot but hope that Congress in 

reviewing their resources will find means to meet the intermediate 

interests of this additional debt without recurring to new taxes, 

and applying to this object only the ordinary progression of our 

revenue. Its extraordinary increase in times of foreign war will be 

the proper and sufficient fund for any measures of safety or 

precaution which that state of things may render necessary in our 

neutral position. 

 

 

The Louisiana Purchase Should be Opposed (1803) 
Samuel White (1770-1809)3 

 

Admitting the, that His Catholic Majesty [the king of Spain] is 

hostile to the cession of this territory to the United States, and no 

honorable gentleman will deny it, what reasons have we to 

suppose that the French Prefect, provided the Spaniards should 

interfere, can give us peaceable possession of the country? He is 

acknowledged there in no public character, is clothed in no 

authority, nor has he a single soldier to enforce his orders. I speak 

now, sir, from mere probabilities. I wish not to be understood as 

predicting that the French will no cede to us the actual and quiet 

                                                           
3 From Samuel White’s Senate speech of November 2, 1803, in The Debates and 
Proceedings in the Congress of the United States, First to Eighteenth Congresses, 
March 3, 1789, to May 27, 1824, Inclusive (Washington, DC: Gales & Seaton, 

1852). 

possession of the territory. I hope to God they may, for possession 

of it we must have—I mean of New Orleans, and of such other 

positions on the Mississippi as may be necessary to secure to us 

forever the complete and uninterrupted navigation of that river. 

This I have ever been in favor of; I think it essential to the peace of 

the United States, and to the prosperity of our Western country. 

But as to Louisiana, this new, immense, unbounded world, if it 

should ever be incorporated into this Union, which I have no idea 

can be done but by altering the Constitution, I believe it will be the 

greatest curse that could at present befall us; it may be productive 

of innumerable evils, and especially of one that I fear even to look 

upon. Gentlemen on all sides, with very few exceptions, agree that 

the settlement of this country will be highly injurious and 

dangerous to the United States; but as to what has been suggested 

of removing the Creeks and other nations of Indians from the 

eastern to the western banks of the Mississippi, and of making the 

fertile regions of Louisiana a howling wilderness, never to be 

trodden by the foot of civilized man, it is impracticable. The 

gentleman from Tennessee (Mr. Cocke) has shown his usual 

candor on this subject, and I believe with him, to use his strong 

language, that you had as well pretend to inhibit the fish from 

swimming in the sea as to prevent the population of that country 

after its sovereignty shall become ours. To every man acquainted 

with the adventurous, roving, and enterprising temper of our 

people, and with the manner in which our western country has 

been settled, such an idea must be [pure fantasy]. The 

inducements will be so strong that it will be impossible to restrain 

our citizens from crossing the river. Louisiana must and will 

become settled, if we hold it, and with the very population that 

would otherwise occupy part of our present territory. Thus our 

citizens will be removed to the immense distance of two or three 

thousand miles from the capital of the Union, where they will 

scarcely ever fell the rays of the General Government; their 

affections will become alienated; they will gradually begin to view 

us as strangers; they will form other commercial connections, and 

our interests will become distinct. 

These, with other causes that human wisdom may not now 

foresee, will in time effect a separation, and I fear our bounds will 

be fixed nearer to or houses than the waters of the Mississippi. We 
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have already territory enough, and when I contemplate the evils 

that may arise to these States, from this intended incorporation of 

Louisiana into the Union, I would rather see it given to France, to 

Spain, or to any other nation of the earth, upon the mere condition 

that no citizen of the United states should ever settle within its 

limits, than to see the territory sold for an hundred millions of 

dollars, and we retain sovereignty. But however dangerous the 

possession of Louisiana might prove to us, I do not presume to say 

that the retention of it would not have been very convenient to 

France, and we know that at the time of the mission of Mr. 

[James] Monroe, our Administration had never thought of the 

purchase of Louisiana, and that nothing short of the fullest 

conviction on the part of the First Consul [Napoleon] that he was 

on the very eve of a war with England; that this being the most 

defenseless point of his possessions, if such they could be called, 

was the one at which the British would first strike, and that it 

must inevitably fall into their hands, could even have induced his 

pride and ambition to make the sale. He judged wisely, that he had 

better sell it for as much as he could get than lost it entirely. And I 

do say that under existing circumstances, even supposing that this 

extent of territory was a desirable acquisition, fifteen millions of 

dollars was a most enormous sum to give. Our Commissioners 

were negotiating in Paris—they must have known the relative 

situation of France and England—they must have known at the 

moment that a war was unavoidable between the two countries, 

and they knew the pecuniary necessities of France and the naval 

power of Great Britain. These imperious circumstances should 

have been turned to our advantage, and if we were to purchase, 

should have lessened the consideration. Viewing this subject in 

any point of light—either as regards the territory purchased, the 

high consideration to be given, the contract itself, or any of the 

circumstances attending it, I see no necessity for precipitating the 

passage of this bill; and if this motion for postponement shall fail, 

and the question on the final passage of the bill be taken now, I 

shall certainly vote against it. 


