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When President Thomas Jefferson commissioned Meriwether Lewis and William Clark to explore the
vast Louisiana Territory in 1804, he had a clear set of goals for their expedition. Among these
objectives was the desire to learn as much as possible about the Native American tribes they would
encounter along the way. Jefferson recognized that understanding the diverse cultures, languages,
social structures, and skills of Native Americans was essential not only for the success of their
mission but also for establishing peaceful relations and future American expansion. This article
delves into what President Jefferson wanted Lewis and Clark to learn about Native Americans during
their journey and why this knowledge was so crucial to the broader context of American history.

The Importance of Native American Knowledge for
Jefferson’s Expedition

Jefferson’s interest in Native Americans stemmed from his broader vision of westward expansion and
national growth. He believed that understanding the indigenous peoples would facilitate trade,
diplomacy, and territorial claims. Moreover, Jefferson wanted to dispel stereotypes and acquire
accurate information about Native American cultures, which he saw as integral to the future
interactions between settlers and indigenous tribes.

The expedition’s leaders, Lewis and Clark, were tasked not only with mapping the new territories
but also with gathering detailed information about the tribes they would encounter. Jefferson’s
instructions reflected a desire to learn about Native Americans’ social structures, languages,
customs, and skills—knowledge that could be pivotal for maintaining peaceful relations and
navigating complex cultural differences.

What Did President Jefferson Want Lewis And Clark To
Learn About The Native Americans?

Jefferson’s instructions to Lewis and Clark can be summarized in several key areas of learning about
Native Americans. These include their languages, social structures, skills and technologies, customs
and traditions, and their potential for alliances and trade.



1. Native American Languages and Communication

Jefferson understood that effective communication was fundamental for establishing good relations
and gathering information. He wanted Lewis and Clark to:

« Identify and learn the languages spoken by different tribes.

e Develop basic communication skills to facilitate negotiations and exchanges.

e Record linguistic differences, dialects, and unique words or phrases.

By understanding the languages, American explorers could better interpret tribal intentions,
negotiate peace or trade agreements, and avoid misunderstandings that could lead to conflict.

2. Social Structures and Leadership

Understanding how Native American societies were organized was another priority. Jefferson
wanted to know:

e The hierarchy and leadership structures within each tribe.

e The roles of chiefs, elders, warriors, and other societal figures.

e The norms and customs that governed social interactions and decision-making.

This knowledge was vital for establishing diplomatic relations, as knowing who the leaders were
could determine the success of negotiations and alliances.

3. Native American Skills, Technologies, and Resources

The expedition aimed to learn about the practical skills and technologies Native Americans used to
survive and thrive in their environments. Jefferson instructed Lewis and Clark to observe and
record:

e Hunting and fishing techniques.

e Tools and weaponry, such as bows, arrows, canoes, and clothing.

e Farming practices, including crops cultivated and methods used.



 Innovative technologies that could benefit American settlers.

Such knowledge could inform future American settlement and foster mutually beneficial trade
relationships.

4. Customs, Traditions, and Cultural Practices

Jefferson was also interested in understanding the cultural and spiritual life of Native Americans. He
wanted Lewis and Clark to learn about:

* Religious beliefs and ceremonial practices.
e Social customs, including marriage, rituals, and festivals.

e Patterns of dress, art, and storytelling.

This cultural understanding was intended to promote respect and avoid misunderstandings or
offenses that could jeopardize diplomatic efforts.

5. Native Americans’ Potential for Alliances and Trade

Finally, Jefferson saw Native Americans as potential allies in westward expansion and trade. He
wanted Lewis and Clark to assess:

e The tribes’ willingness to form alliances or treaties.
¢ The tribes’ economic resources, such as fur, food, and materials.

e The tribes’ ability to support American exploration and settlement.

Establishing good relations with tribes could facilitate safe passage, secure territorial claims, and
create trading networks beneficial to the young nation.

Why Was This Knowledge Important for President
Jefferson?

Understanding Native Americans was not just about gaining information; it was a strategic move



aligned with Jefferson’s vision of Manifest Destiny — the belief that the United States was destined
to expand across the North American continent. Accurate knowledge about tribes would help:

e Ensure peaceful coexistence and prevent conflicts.
 Facilitate trade and commerce with indigenous peoples.
e Gather intelligence on potential resistance or threats.

e Develop policies for future interactions and territorial management.

Jefferson believed that the more he knew about Native Americans, the better prepared the United
States would be to integrate these tribes into the expanding nation, either through diplomacy or,
eventually, through settlement.

The Impact of Lewis and Clark’s Findings on Native
American Relations

The information collected during the expedition had lasting effects on U.S. policy and perceptions of
Native Americans. Lewis and Clark’s detailed reports provided a wealth of knowledge that
influenced subsequent interactions, treaties, and settlement patterns. Their observations helped
early American policymakers understand the diversity of tribes and their capacities, which shaped
negotiations and military strategies.

However, despite Jefferson’s intentions of respectful understanding, the expansionist policies that
followed often led to displacement and conflict with Native tribes. Nonetheless, the expedition
marked an important early step toward documenting and understanding Native American cultures
from an outsider’s perspective.

Conclusion

President Jefferson’s primary goal in instructing Lewis and Clark to learn about Native Americans
was to gather comprehensive knowledge that would support peaceful relations, trade, and territorial
expansion. From understanding languages and social structures to observing skills, customs, and
potential alliances, Jefferson recognized that indigenous peoples were vital partners and
stakeholders in the future of the American continent. The expedition’s findings helped shape early
U.S. policies and laid the groundwork for future interactions with Native American tribes, reflecting
Jefferson’s vision of exploration, understanding, and expansion. Today, the legacy of this journey
reminds us of the importance of cultural awareness and respectful engagement with indigenous
peoples, whose histories and cultures continue to be vital to the fabric of North America.



Frequently Asked Questions

What specific aspects of Native American cultures did
President Jefferson want Lewis and Clark to understand?

President Jefferson wanted Lewis and Clark to learn about Native American customs, social
structures, languages, and ways of life to establish good relations and gather useful information
about the regions they explored.

Why was it important for Jefferson that Lewis and Clark build
relationships with Native American tribes?

Jefferson believed that forming positive relationships would facilitate exploration, trade, and
peaceful interactions, as well as provide valuable guidance and assistance during the journey.

How did Jefferson expect Lewis and Clark to learn about
Native American languages?

Jefferson encouraged the explorers to communicate with tribes, learn their languages directly, and
use interpreters or guides to gain linguistic knowledge essential for negotiation and understanding.

What role did Native American knowledge play in Lewis and
Clark's expedition according to Jefferson's instructions?

Native American knowledge was crucial for navigation, understanding the terrain, finding food and
resources, and avoiding conflicts, making their insights vital for the success of the expedition.

Did Jefferson want Lewis and Clark to document Native
American customs and beliefs? Why?

Yes, Jefferson wanted detailed records of Native American customs, beliefs, and practices to better
understand the diverse cultures they encountered and to inform future interactions and policies.

How did Jefferson's emphasis on learning about Native
Americans influence the overall goals of the Lewis and Clark
expedition?

It expanded the expedition’s purpose beyond mapping and exploring, emphasizing cultural
understanding, peaceful relations, and gathering intelligence about the peoples and resources of the
new territories.



Additional Resources

What Did President Jefferson Want Lewis And Clark To Learn About The Native Americans On Their
Journey?

The expedition of Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, commissioned by President Thomas Jefferson
in 1803, remains one of the most iconic exploratory missions in American history. While its primary
objectives included mapping uncharted territories, establishing American claims to the West, and
seeking a practical route to the Pacific, a significant yet often understated aspect of their journey
was understanding the diverse Native American nations they encountered. President Jefferson’s
directives reflected a strategic and diplomatic interest in the indigenous peoples, emphasizing their
cultures, social structures, languages, and potential alliances. This article explores what President
Jefferson specifically wanted Lewis and Clark to learn about the Native Americans, the underlying
motivations behind these instructions, and how these objectives shaped their interactions during the
expedition.

Jefferson’s Vision for the Expedition and Native
American Relations

Thomas Jefferson’s presidency was marked by a vision of westward expansion and the integration of
Native American lands into the burgeoning United States. While Jefferson’s overarching goal was to
explore and map the Louisiana Purchase territory, he also recognized the importance of
understanding the indigenous peoples who inhabited these lands. Jefferson believed that a
comprehensive knowledge of Native American tribes could facilitate diplomatic relations, promote
trade, and potentially lead to the assimilation or peaceful coexistence of Native nations within the
framework of American expansion.

In his instructions to Lewis and Clark, Jefferson emphasized the importance of establishing friendly
relations with native tribes, gathering detailed information about their cultures, and assessing their
potential as allies or obstacles. His approach was pragmatic: knowledge of Native American
societies could be used to facilitate future negotiations, prevent conflicts, and expand American
influence across the continent.

Specific Instructions to Lewis and Clark Regarding
Native Americans

Jefferson’s directives to his expedition team regarding Native Americans can be summarized into
several key areas:

1. Mapping and Identifying Tribes
He wanted detailed knowledge of the locations, names, and boundaries of tribes along the Missouri



River, Columbia River, and other regions. This included understanding who the tribes were, their
size, and their territorial extent.

2. Understanding Social and Political Structures
Jefferson was interested in the social hierarchy, leadership structures, and political organization of
tribes. Recognizing how tribes governed themselves could inform U.S. diplomatic strategies.

3. Learning About Languages and Communication
The expedition was instructed to record native languages and develop communication methods. This
was crucial for establishing diplomatic relations and future negotiations.

4. Assessing Economic Practices and Resources
Knowledge about hunting, fishing, agriculture, and trade networks among Native tribes could
influence future economic relations and treaties.

5. Gaining Cultural and Religious Insights
Jefferson valued understanding native customs, spiritual beliefs, and social customs, which could
foster respectful relations or serve as a basis for future cultural exchanges.

6. Identifying Potential Allies and Enemies
The expedition was to determine which tribes might be allies of the United States, especially those
hostile to British or Spanish influence, and which might pose threats.

7. Gathering Intelligence on Native American Warfare and Defense Capabilities
Understanding the military strength and defensive strategies of tribes could influence U.S. security
planning.

Why Did Jefferson Emphasize These Areas? The
Strategic and Diplomatic Goals

Jefferson’s interest in Native Americans was driven by multiple strategic and ideological
considerations:

- Securing Territorial Claims: By understanding tribal boundaries and alliances, the U.S. could better
claim and defend its territory.

- Forming Alliances: Identifying tribes open to alliances could facilitate trade, military cooperation,
and cultural exchanges beneficial to U.S. interests.

- Preventing Conflicts: Knowledge of tribal social structures and customs could help avoid
misunderstandings that might lead to violence.

- Cultural Assimilation and Influence: Jefferson’s Enlightenment-influenced ideas suggested that
understanding and potentially integrating Native cultures could promote “civilization” efforts.

- Counteracting European Influence: Recognizing tribes aligned with British or Spanish interests
was vital in consolidating American dominance.



What Did Lewis And Clark Actually Learn About Native
Americans?

During their journey, Lewis and Clark amassed a wealth of information about the tribes they
encountered, often in response to Jefferson’s specific instructions. Their interactions ranged from
diplomatic negotiations to detailed ethnographic observations. Some key takeaways include:

Tribes and Regions Visited

- Shoshone: Located in present-day Idaho; they played a crucial role in facilitating the expedition’s
crossing of the Rocky Mountains.

- Blackfeet: Considered hostile and aggressive; they posed a threat to American westward expansion.
- Sioux: Large and powerful, with complex social and political structures.

- Cheyenne: Noted for their warrior culture and social organization.

- Nez Perce: Known for their skilled horse riding and fishing practices.

Cultural and Social Insights

- Lewis and Clark documented various social customs, kinship ties, and spiritual practices.

- They observed ceremonies, rites, and taboos, providing a detailed ethnographic record that
Jefferson found valuable.

Languages and Communication

- The expedition engaged interpreters and learned basic phrases in multiple languages.

- They noted linguistic differences and attempted to develop sign language systems for
communication.

Political and Social Structures

- Tribes often had complex leadership hierarchies, including chiefs and councils.

- Some tribes, like the Sioux, had confederations of bands, making political alliances and decision-
making intricate.

Economic Practices

- Native tribes possessed extensive trade networks, trading in furs, tools, and foodstuffs.

- Agriculture was practiced by some tribes, notably the Mandan and Hidatsa, who cultivated crops
like maize, beans, and squash.

Religious Beliefs and Customs

- Lewis and Clark recorded various spiritual ceremonies, including the Sun Dance and other rituals.
- They recognized the significance of spiritual leaders and shamans within tribes.

Relations and Alliances

- The expedition identified tribes that were friendly, such as the Mandan and Hidatsa, who served as
important trading partners and guides.



- They also encountered hostile tribes, which highlighted the volatility of Native American relations
and the importance of diplomacy.

Impact of the Expedition’s Native American Knowledge
on U.S. Policy

The information gathered by Lewis and Clark significantly influenced subsequent U.S. policies
toward Native Americans:

- Diplomatic Strategies: Better understanding of tribal leaders and customs enabled more effective
negotiations and treaties.

- Settlement and Expansion: Knowledge of tribal territories informed the placement of forts,
settlements, and military outposts.

- Cultural Attitudes: Jefferson’s emphasis on understanding Native cultures contributed to a
paternalistic view that sought to assimilate and “civilize” tribes, often leading to displacement and
conflict.

However, it’s important to recognize that despite their efforts at understanding, the expedition and
subsequent policies largely contributed to the marginalization and displacement of Native peoples.

Conclusion: Jefferson’s Legacy and the Native American
Experience

President Thomas Jefferson’s desire for Lewis and Clark to learn about Native Americans was rooted
in a complex mixture of strategic, diplomatic, and ideological motives. He sought detailed knowledge
of tribes’ cultures, languages, and societies to facilitate U.S. expansion and establish a framework
for relations with indigenous nations. The expedition’s ethnographic and geographical discoveries
provided invaluable insights into Native American life, which influenced U.S. policy and perceptions
for decades.

While Jefferson’s instructions aimed at fostering peaceful relations and understanding, the broader
context of American expansionism ultimately led to displacement, conflict, and cultural upheaval for
Native Americans. Nonetheless, the Lewis and Clark expedition stands as a testament to the
importance of cross-cultural exploration and the enduring complexities of Native American-
European relations in early American history.

The legacy of this journey underscores the importance of respecting indigenous sovereignty and
understanding, offering lessons on both the value and the limitations of knowledge in shaping
national policy and identity.



In summary, President Jefferson wanted Lewis and Clark to learn about Native Americans’ social
structures, languages, customs, territorial boundaries, and alliances. These lessons were intended to
serve U.S. strategic interests and facilitate peaceful and beneficial relations with the tribes as part
of the nation’s westward expansion. The expedition’s detailed encounters with Native peoples
enriched American understanding but also foreshadowed the profound challenges that lay ahead in
Native American-U.S. relations.
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