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General Editor’s Introduction

My goal for the Cambridge History of American Foreign Relations
was to make the finest scholarship and the best writing in the histo-
rical profession available to the general reader. I had no ideological
or methodological agenda. I wanted some of America’s leading stu-
dents of diplomatic history, regardless of approach, to join me and
was delighted to have my invitations accepted by the first three to
whom I turned. When I conceived of the project nearly ten years
ago, I had no idea that the Cold War would suddenly end, that these
volumes would conclude with a final epoch as .well defined as the
first three. The collapse of the Soviet empire, just as I finished writ-
ing Volume IV, astonished me but allowed for a sense of completion
these volumes would have lacked under any other circumstances.

The first volume has been written by Bradford Perkins, the pre-
eminent historian of late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century
American diplomacy and doyen of currently active diplomatic histo-
rians. Perkins sees foreign policy in the young Republic as a product
of material interests, culture, and the prism of national values. He
describes an American pattern of behavior that existed before there
was an America and demonstrates how it was shaped by the experi-
ence of the Revolution and the early days of the Republic. In his
discussion of the Constitution and foreign affairs, he spins a thread
that can be pulled through the remaining volumes: the persistent
effort of presidents, beginning with Washington, to dominate poli-
cy, contrary to the intent of the participants in the Constitutional
Convention.

The inescapable theme of Perkins’s volume is presaged in its title,
the ideological commitment to republican values and the determina-
tion to carry those values across the North American continent and
to obliterate all obstacles, human as well as geological. He sees the
American empire arising out of lust for land and resources rather

vii



viil General Editor’s Introduction

than for dominion over other peoples. But it was dominion over
others — native Americans, Mexicans, and especially African Ameri-
cans — that led to the last episode he discusses, the Civil War and its
diplomacy. This is a magnificent survey of the years in which the
United States emerged as a nation and created the foundations for
world power that would come in the closing years of the nineteenth
century.

Walter LaFeber, author of the second volume, is one of the most
highly respected of the so-called Wisconsin School of diplomatic
historians, men and women who studied with Fred Harvey Har-
rington and William Appleman Williams and their students, and
were identified as “New Left” when they burst on the scene in the
1960s. LaFeber's volume covers the last third of the nineteenth
century and extends into the twentieth, to 1913, through the ad-
ministration of William Howard Taft. He discusses the link between
the growth of American economic power and expansionism, adding
the theme of racism, especially as applied to native Americans and
Filipinos. Most striking is his rejection of the idea of an American
quest for order. He argues that Americans sought opportunities for
economic and missionary activities abroad and that they were un-
daunted by the disruptions they caused in other nations. A revolu-
tion in China or Mexico was a small price to pay for advantages
accruing to Americans, especially when the local people paid it. His
other inescapable theme is the use of foreign affairs to enhance
presidential power.

The third volume, which begins on the eve of World War I and
carries the story through World War II, is by Akira Iriye, past
president of the American Historical Association and our genera-
tion's most innovative historian of international relations. Japanese-
born, educated in American universities, Iriye has been fascinated
by the cultural conflicts and accommodations that permeate power
politics, particularly as the United States has confronted the nations
of East Asia. Iriye opens his book with a quick sketch of the interna-
tional system as it evolved and was dominated by Europe through
the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries. He analyzes
Wilsonianism in war and peace and how it was applied in Asia and
Latin America. Most striking is his discussion of what he calls the
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“cultural aspect” of the 1920s. Iriye sees the era about which he
writes as constituting the “globalizing of America” — an age in
which the United States supplanted Europe as the world’s leader and
provided the economic and cultural resources to define and sustain
the international order. He notes the awakening of non-Western
peoples and their expectations of American support and inspiration.
In his conclusion he presages the troubles that would follow from
the Americanization of the world.

Much of my work, like Iriye's, has focused on American—East
Asian relations. My friend Michael Hunt has placed me in the
“realist” school of diplomatic historians. Influenced by association
with Perkins, LaFeber, Iriye, Ernest May, and younger friends such
as John Lewis Gaddis, Michael Hogan, and Melvyn Lefller, I have
studied the domestic roots of American policy, the role of ideas and
attitudes as well as economic concerns, the role of nongovernmental
organizations including missionaries, and the place of art in interna-
tional relations. In the final volume of the series, America in the Age
of Soviet Power, 1945~1991, 1 also rely heavily on what I have learned
from political economists and political scientists.

I begin the book in the closing months of World War II and end it
with the disappearance of the Soviet Union in 1991. I write of the
vision American leaders had of a postwar world order and the grow-
ing sense that the Soviet Union posed a threat to that vision. The
concept of the “security dilemma,” the threat each side’s defensive
actions seemed to pose for the other, looms large in my analysis of
the origins of the Cold War. [ also emphasize the importance of the
two political systems, the paradox of the powerful state and weak
government in the United States and the secrecy and brutality of the
Stalinist regime. Throughout the volume, I note the importance of
the disintegration of prewar colonial empires, the appearance of
scores of newly independent states in Africa, Asia, and Latin Ameri-
ca, and the turmoil caused by American and Soviet efforts to force
them inte an international system designed in Washington and
Moscow. Finally, I trace the reemergence of Germany and Japan as
major powers, the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the drift of the
United States, its course in world affairs uncertain in the absence of
an adversary.
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There are 2 number of themes that can be followed through these
four volumes, however differently the authors approach their sub-
jects. First, there was the relentless national pursuit of wealth and
power, described so vividly by Perkins and LaFeber. Iriye demon-
strates how Americans used their wealth and power when the United
States emerged as the world'’s leader after World War I. I discuss
America’s performance as hegemon in the years immediately follow-
ing World War II, and its response to perceived threats to its domi-
nance.

A second theme of critical importance is the struggle for control
of foreign policy. Each author notes tension between the president
and Congress, as institutionalized by the Constitution, and the
effores of various presidents, from 1789 to the present, to circum-
vent constitutional restraints on their powers. The threat to demo-
cratic government is illustrated readily by the Nixon-Kissinger ob-
sessions that led to Watergate and Reagan's Iran-Contra fiasco.

Finally, we are all concerned with what constitutes American
identity on the world scene. Is there a peculiarly American foreign
policy that sets the United States off from the rest of the world? We
examine the evolution of American values and measure them against
the nation’s behavior in international affairs. And we worry about
the impact of the country’s global activity on its domestic order,
fearful that Thomas Jefferson’s vision of a virtuous republic has been
forgotten, boding ill for Americans and for the world they are
allegedly “bound to lead.”

WARREN 1. COHEN

Preface

This volume, examining as it does the foreign relations of the
United States for almost the first century of its existence, necessarily
cannot be comprehensive. Although I trust that I have not omitted
major developments, I have felt free to neglect minor ones that, in
my opinion, do not relate to the central theme.

That theme, as the title proclaims, is the creation of a republican
empire stretching from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific. Territorial
expansion is, of course, a major part of the story, but so too is
the establishment of independence, the creation of an idiosyncratic
view of world politics, the framing of a republican constitution and
republican patterns of diplomacy, the dangers posed to a fragile
young nation by the wars of the French Revolution and Napoleon,
and the defeat, in the Civil War, of the great effort to destroy the
empire.

The reader will quickly discern that I do not write in a hagio-
graphic spirit. Americans and their policymakers often stumbled,
they were sometimes driven by ignoble forces and ignorance as well,
and at least some even of the great successes might have been at-
tained at less cost. This is an opinionated book, although I hope my
opinions are grounded on fact, and I have not hesitated to pass
negative judgments when I have felt that they were called for.

Major portions of this book are based on my own researches in
archives here and abroad while preparing earlier writings. In those
parts of the work, however, I have incorporated findings of others,
particularly those who wrote after my own books appeared, and in
the other sections I rely even more heavily on my professional col-
leagues. If this book has merit, it 1s largely to their credit.

More specifically, 1 am grateful to my colleagues Sidney Fine and

Xi



xii Preface

Shaw Livermore, Jr., and to an enthusiastic “amateur,” Warren E.
Poitras, for their helpful readings of the manuscript. As always, for
that service, but also for encouragement and support, I am especially
indebted to my wife, Nancy. I also thank my youngest son, James,
who frequently asked when I was going to finish my task.

1. The Canvas and the Prism

In One Man’s Lifetime

On June 17, 1775, an eight-year-old boy, led by his mother to a
height near their home, watched the distant smoke of the Battle of
Bunker Hill. There was no American nation, or even claim of one,
until the next year. Thirteen British colonies, with a free population
of about a million and a half, straggled near the Atlantic Coast from
Passamaquoddy Bay to the St. Marys River.

The sole cluster of settlement far inland was in Kentucky. Only
ten towns had more than 5,000 inhabitants, although 35,000 peo-
ple lived in Philadelphia. In that city, second in size only to London
in the British Empire, the boy’s father was serving in the Continen-
tal Congress.

Three years later, John Quincy Adams sailed to Europe. During
most of the rest of the Revolution he served as secretary to his facher,
in diplomatic service in Paris and The Hague, and to Francis Dana,
an emissary sent to the court of Catherine the Great in a futile
attempt to gain Russian recognition. In 1783, he returned to Paris,
making a long overland journey, shortly after his father, Benjamin
Franklin, John Jay, and Henry Laurens had signed the treaty that
ended the American Revolution and provided the United States with
a “great empire,” nearly 900,000 square miles stretching to the
Mississippt River.

After a short career at Harvard (he graduated Phi Beta Kappa after
two years in residence) and a few years in law, young Adams turned
to politics. He endorsed the Constitution, which, for the first time,
provided the U.S. government with powers essential to effective
bargaining in international affairs. Like his father, when parties
emerged he became a Federalist, albeit an independent one.

In 1794, President Washington sent the younger Adams to Hol-
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land as minister, then on a brief mission to London to tidy up loose
ends connected with Jay's Treaty, the first major international agree-
ment reached by the new government. During his father's presiden-
¢y, from 1797 to 1801, he remained abroad, observing from the
sidelines his country’s undeclared war with France, the first of two
occasions when the United States was drawn into the great wars
touched off by the French Revolution. With Jefferson’s accession, he
lost his post.

Massachusetts Federalists sent Adams to the Senate in 1803. After
an arduous carriage trip of three weeks, he reached Washington one
day too late to vote on the Louisiana Purchase. All other Federalist
senators voted against it, essentially because they feared that western
settlement would cost their party power and influence. Adams him-
self believed the purchase unconstitutional, a not unreasonable posi-
tion since Jefferson, though the buyer, more than half agreed that
nothing in the Constitution authorized the government to annex
territory. However, valuing national expansion and relieved to see
France deprived of a lodgement on the North American continent,
the new senator voted for the appropriations — about $15 million —
to complete the deal.

At about the same time, the war in Europe resumed after a short
intermission. American commerce soon suffered severely at the
hands both of the British and the French. Some of Adams's Federalist
colleagues, particularly those from Massachusetts, let sympathies for
Britain and hatred for Jefferson drive them to the verge of treason.
Adams moved in an opposite direction, supporting resistance to
attacks upon American interests and honor. In 1807, he served on
the Senate committee that endorsed Jefferson's request for an embar-
go on foreign trade, though this was universally disapproved by
other Federalists. “This measure,” he said to a committee colleague,
“will cost you and me our seats, but private interest must not be put
in opposition to public good.” The prediction proved accurate: Mas-
sachusetts elected a successor even before Adams's term expired. He
promptly resigned from the Senate.

In 1809, after the Senate rejected his first nominee, James Mad-
ison named Adams minister to Russia. At St. Petersburg, where he
became the first American minister formally recognized by the Rus-
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sian government, Adams worked to secure good treatment for Amer-
ican commerce. He developed warm relations with Tsar Alexander I;
they often strolled on the banks of the Neva together, talking all the
while about every subject under the sun. Toward the .end of his
mission, he observed the defeat of Napoleon's invasion in 1812.
“The politicians who have been dreading so long the phantom of
universal monarchy may now rest their souls in peace,” he wrote his
father, referring to Americans who used the bogey of Napoleon to
support their calls for close ties with England.

At the same time, he watched from afar, and with growing dis-
couragement, the tangled and indeed disgraceful antics of American
politictans seeking to reconcile the irreconcilable — peace, prosper-
ity, and honor — in the face of British and French attacks upon
neutral trade. When at last, in 1812, Britain relaxed assaults on
American trade, Adams rejoiced. Within weeks he learned that,
before this news reached Washington, Madison and the Congress
had resigned themselves to war. Adams regretted the misfortune of
war, believing that “its principal cause and justification was re-
moved at precisely the moment when it occurred,” but also consid-
ered it a perhaps necessary test of American republicanism.

Thus far, to his forty-seventh year, Adams had been on the fringes
of diplomacy, an actor but not a major one. For the next sixteen years,
he was to be the dominant figure, first as one of the negotiators of the
treaty that ended the War of 1812, then as secretary of state for nearly
eight years, finally as president. As secretary, among other things, he
negotiated the Spanish treaty of 1819, which gained Florida for the
United States and drove a western boundary through to the Pacific,
and in the autumn of 1823 played a role not even second to that of the
president in development of the Monroe Doctrine.

Adams’s own presidency, from 1825 to 1829, was unhappy in all
respects, primarily because, although he was the first chief executive
to give up knee breeches for the modern dress of trousers, he was out
of touch with the emerging spirit of Jacksonian America. His mis-
management of the central diplomatic issue, restrictions on Ameri-
can trade with Britain's Caribbean colonies, and the fatlure of his
effort to buy Texas from Mexico, newly independent of Spain, mere-
ly conformed to the pattern of his administration.
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Routed by Andrew Jackson when he sought reelection, Adams
soon began a new political career in the House of Representatives,

where, now a Whig, he served for seventeen years. Toward the end Ty

of this career, the expansionist surge called Manifest Destiny swept ¥ U0\ T \
the nation. Adams had long been an expansionist, writing years RN

before that the United States was destined to be “coextensive with {é

the North American Continent, destined by God and by nature to d \ ] >

be the most populous and powerful people ever combined under one :
social contract,” but the old fire was gone. He supported the Ameri-
can claim to the entire Oregon country, citing the arcane legal and
diplomatic record as well as the Bible to support it. On one occa-
sion, he had the House clerk read from the Book of Psalms, “Ask of K
me, and I shall give thee the heathen for thine inheritance, and the
uttermost parts of the earth for thy possession,” a clear reference,
Adams thought, to the Americans, who were God’s “chosen people.”
When President Polk settled the matter by compromise, however,
Adams did not protest. He did strongly oppose the annexation of
Texas and, as much as failing health would allow, the war with
Mexico. In both instances, the abolitionist emphasis of his later
career was the principal reason; he saw these expansionist drives not
as national but rather as slavery-driven ones.

In February 1848, Adams suffered a stroke on the floor of the
House of Representatives; two days later he died in the Capitol.
“Where could death have found him,” asked his former foe and
recent ally, Senator Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri, “but at the
post of duty?” The very day that Adams collapsed, the president
received word that Mexico had agreed, as the price of peace, to cede
the Southwest and California. These acquisitions, and the Oregon
settlement, increased the size of the United States to more than 3
million square miles, making it a continental empire with a white

i
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population of more than 20 million.'
Thus events from 1775 on unrolled with amazing rapidity. The
United States secured independence; created a constitution, which

The republican empire

1 A small acquisition from Mexico, the Gadsden Purchase, rounded out the
boundaries of the forty-eight states in 1853. Alaska and Hawaii, which became
states much later, were acquired in 1867 and 1898 respectively.
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made possible the wielding of national power; survived the dangerous
years of the wars of the French Revolution and Napoleon; and, by
negotiation and pillage, built the geographic base for its future as a
world power. As Adams had feared, however, the annexation of Texas
and the Mexican cession sundered the union he so much cherished;
slave states and free vied to spread their respective systems into the
new territories. It required a civil war, from 1861 to 1865, to confirm
the American future.? In the years after 1865 the nation would add
the industrial strength that was to be the largest component of its
twentieth-century power, but the essential base had been created in
little more than the political lifetime of John Quincy Adams.

Interests

The driving forces in American foreign policy both are and are not
like those of other nations. They include the same emphasis on
national self-interest, the same intrusion of the larger culture, the
same distortions — sometimes minor, sometimes substantial — of the
view of world events seen through a prism of national but not
universal values. But each of these forces, or factors, also has a
peculiarly American character.

At least since publication, in 1959, of William Appleman
Williams's The Tragedy of American Diplomacy, the most influential
contribution to diplomatic history in many years, historians (and
polemicists) have adopted his thesis that the United States has al-
ways been “expansionist.” In at least one sense, of course, this is a
truism. Every nation serves first of all its own interests, even those
which, like the United States after 1776, France after 1789, and the
Soviet Union after 1917, profess to represent the aspirations of the
entire world. Whereas some few have acknowledged limits on their
power, most have sought to expand their sway when opportunity
beckoned, puissant ones showing global ambition and lesser states
seeking regional influence.

2 Fictingly, one of the primary actors in wartime diplomacy was Charles Francis
Adams, John Quincy's son, who served Lincoln as minister to the Court of St.
James, fighting doughtily to foil Confederate cfforts to gain British support.
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Americans, at least many of them, certainly were expansionists,
before independence and after, even before most of them thought of
“America” as more than a geographical term. And they were proud
of it. In 1771, a young graduate of Yale, Timothy Dwight, pub-
lished the first of many patriotic effusions that, along with sermons
and works of philosophy, were to flow from his pen:

Hail land of light and glory! Thy power shall grow
Far as the seas, which round thy regions flow;
Through earth's wide realms thy glory shall extend,
And savage nations at thy scepter bend.

And the frozen shores thy sons shall sail,

Or stretch their canvas to the ASIAN gale.

In the succeeding century, similarly chauvinistic statements
echoed Dwight. More to the point, his predictions largely came
true. American dominion grew “far as the seas,” through to a Pacific
coastline more than a thousand miles long. The Americans did force
“savage nations,” Mexico and the Indian tribes, to bend to their
scepter. They “stretched their canvas” over the globe. Whether they
achieved worldwide “glory” or influence is problematic; they were
both respected and scorned — worse yet, sometimes ignored — in
other lands. Still, Dwight's youthful effort laid out what would be
the agenda of American diplomacy in the years before the Civil War.

In the nation’s early years, foreign commerce was an extremely
important factor in the economy. Although what was essentially
subsistence farming remained predominant, a market economy
steadily developed, and foreign markets quickly became an impor-
tant part of the system. At no other time has such a high proportion
of the national product been exported, and the price level of many
important commodities was essentially determined by export prices.
At least until John Quincy Adams’s presidency, every chief executive
devoted much of his attention to the fostering of trade and the
vibrant merchant marine that carried it.

Even while they were colonies, and on the whole loyal ones, the
Americans dissented from the mercantilism of the British Naviga-
tion Acts system, which in effect largely limited their trade to
intraimperial exchange. They wanted freedom to trade with as many
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nations as possible, whether in or outside British domains, in what-
ever goods they chose. Logically enough, their policies as a nation
differed from those of other countries; in general, they sought to
expand commerce by unshackling rather than directing it. Still,
their basic purpose differed little from that of almost all nations at
many times.

Territorial expansion began when Pilgrims took the first step off
Plymouth Rock and Virginians pushed up the James River. As long
as the colonials were British subjects, they strongly supported impe-
rial expansion, urging London to displace the French, in particular,
from territory they wished to exploit and develop. After indepen-
dence, they continued the process. By 1865, America had expanded
to the Pacific Ocean, and citizens often boasted that the nation had
become an empire.

Such massive expansion into contiguous areas is not common.
The nearest parallel is Russian expansion under the tsars, begun in
the late fifteenth century and essentially completed in the nine-
teenth. In that long process, the Russian people spread out from
their original center around Moscow, just as Americans moved west-
ward from the Atlantic Coast. A central purpose, however, was to
establish dominion over large non-Russian populations whose efforts
could be exploited by the center. The Americans, on the other hand,
did not seek to reduce native Americans or, for that marter, Mexi-
cans to the role of laborers in their vineyard. To say this is not to
exalt the Americans’ morality: Their purpose was no less selfish;
their methods, particularly in dealing with the Indians, were often
cruel. However, they sought land and its resources, not a subordi-
nate population. They would have been happiest if the Indians had
simply disappeared, and it is no accident that the half of Mexico that
was seized contained only a few thousand inhabitants. This kind of
expansionism was unique to the United States.

Of Dwight’s catalog, there remains only the category of “glory,”
of expanding influence and respect. The Americans considered
themselves a model society, one destined to transform the world. As
John Quincy Adams's father wrote in 1765, expressing what was
already a widespread view, “I always consider the settlement of
America with reverence and wonder, as the opening of a grand
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scheme and design of Providence for the illumination and emancipa-
tion of the slavish part of mankind all over the earth.” The success of
the Revolution and the establishment of republican government
increased such feelings, and most Americans believed,. although
historians still debate the degree of accuracy in their claims, that the
French and Latin American revolutions, as well as the European
revolts of 1848, confirmed the argument. Thus it was possible for
Herman Melville to write, in his novel, White Jacket, published in
1850, “we bear the ark of the liberties of the world. . . . And let us
always remember that with ourselves, almost for the first time in the
history of earth, national selfishness is unbounded philanthropy; for
we cannot do good to America, but we give alms to the world.”
From one end of John Quincy Adams’s life to the other, Americans
endlessly demanded that they be respected as a model for the world.

Before the Civil War, this thought usually was harmless arro-
gance; only occasionally, in happy contrast to later times, did a price
have to be paid. Many other nations have phases of arrogance in their
history, some of them nearly as long as the American. This last form
of “expansion” is, like the others, a function of the inherent egocen-
trism of any nation’s diplomacy. The American form differed; the
central meaning did not.

Values

The form sprang, of course, from American cultural values. In all
nations, those who make decisions are influenced not merely by the
information at their disposal but by the values they bring to the
consideration of that information. When the United States was
born, and for many years thereafter, foreign policy decisions in most
countries were made by and subject to the scrutiny of a relative few,
at most of a legislature. George Canning, after he became foreign
secretary of Great Britain in 1822, is considered the first European
diplomatist who sought broader support from the political public
as a whole. In the United States, things were quite different from
the outset. Revolutionary leaders and, later on, government officials
had to seek national concurrence in their policies; the policies had to
coincide with or be justified in terms of national values. In sum,
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from the beginning, “the cuitural secting [was} less a backdrop than
a vital cog in the workings of foreign affairs.”?

The core beliefs lasted so long — to our own time — and became so
embedded in the American outlook that they seem unremarkable
today. However, although drawn in part from the thinking of oth-
ers, particularly in seventeenth-century England, they were radical
departures from the dominant values of Europe at the time of the
Revolution and for many years continued to be far more pervasive
than in other countries. Moreover, they gained strength from the
apparently confirming events of the years from independence to the
Civil War. Indeed, it is impossible to understand American foreign
policy without recognizing the profound, persistent impact of an
ideology that emerged during the colonial and early national periods.

The most important belief was a commitment to republicanism, a
striking departure from an otherwise nearly universal commitment
to monarchy. Although Europeans might debate the proper extent of
royal power, at least until the French Revolution (and in most coun-
tries the debate would continue for many more years), the stability
provided by monarchical institutions was generally considered es-
sential to political order.?

Largely as a consequence of lessons they rightly or wrongly drew
from the pre-Revolutionary controversy, but also because their colo-
nial experiments in local republicanism had been generally success-
ful, the Americans rejected this concept. “By the eighteenth centu-
ry,” Edmund S. Morgan notes, “the sovereignty of the people was
taken for granted.” Of course, he adds, in practice, even in the most
egalitarian colonies, elites dominated, but this was seldom dis-
cussed: “Popular sovereignty . . . became the prevailing fiction in a
society whose government was traditionally the province of a rela-
tively small elite.”?

3 Morrell Heald and Lawrence S. Kaplan, Cwlture and Diplomacy (Westpore, Cona.,
1977), ix.

4 During the turmoil in France from 1789 to 1815, High Federalists often con-
erasted the stability of monarchical England with the mobocracy and then the
Caesarism of‘England’s enemy, but even chis small faction never considered
abandoning republicanism, as they defined it, in the United States.

5 Edmund S. Morgan, Inventing the People (New York, 1988), 143, 148.
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For a generation or more after independence, Americans worried
about the fate of their experiment in popular government. Jeremiahs
at one end of the political spectrum or the other frequently bewailed
the failures of republicanism as currently practiced. Some feared that
republicanism would be destroyed by demagoguery; others saw the
looming shape of aristocratic control or Caesarism. Still, no true
American suggested that the concept itself be abandoned, only that
distortions be corrected. Americans agreed that republicanism — and
the United States as its preeminent practitioner — represented the
hope of the present and the future.

Closely allied with republicanism, ever more so as the nation
progressed, was the concept of individualism, both political and
economic. The predominance of individualism was the central
theme — sometimes the object of praise, often of criticism — of
the great commentary, Democracy in America, published by Alexis
de Tocqueville in 1835. Unlike French republicans after 1789, the
Americans seldom talked of a “national will” transcending the views
of individuals. Although government intervened in economic mat-
ters much more than is suggested by polemicists expressing rever-
ence for the policies of the Founding Fathers, and although, too,
cooperative economic efforts became increasingly important, indi-
vidual free enterprise was the model form, as befitted the nation of
farms and farmers that America was at its birth. As Thomas Jeffer-
son wrote in 1815, uniting the themes of republicanism and indi-
vidualism, America was a “model of government, securing to man
his rights and the fruits of his labor, by an organization constantly
subject to his own will.”

The virtually universal endorsement of republicanism and indi-
vidualism by no means translated into unanimity regarding foreign
affairs. Indeed, disputatious, sometimes violent disagreements over
policy began well before the celebrated clash between Hamiltonian
and Jeffersonian views in the 1790s and continued beyond the Civil
War. However, differences over policy should not obscure the com-
mon body of beliefs shared by virtually every American, beliefs that
deeply influenced both sides in all the debates and both gave impe-
tus to and placed limits upon the rival policies put forward.

Their credo — one could call it their ideology, were not the latter
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word so laden with negative implications; one could call it their
ideals, were not that word so laden with favorable ones — meant that
Americans and, to a very large extent, their presumably more so-
phisticated leaders instinctively distrusted monarchical, statist re-
gimes. (John Quincy Adams's respect for Tsar Alexander is an excep-
tion proving the rule.) These beliefs also meant, with qualifications
soon to be noted, that Americans welcomed and endorsed revolu-
tions. In 1796, President Washington expressed a national outlook
when he averred that his “best wishes were irresistibly excited when-
ever, in any country, he saw an oppressed nation unfurl the banners
of freedom.” Largely but not exclusively because noninterventionist
ideas predominated, the Americans only very rarely even considered
positive action in support of struggles against monarchy. But the
wishes of Washington, Adams, and their countrymen were impor-
tant, frequently coloring the policy of the United States.

The Prism

Every nation views others in the world through a prism shaped by its
own experience. Even today, American statesmen, and those who
record their actions, often overlook this simple, almost self-evident
point. As Reginald Stuart observes, “Americans have historically
found it difficult to step outside of themselves when judging others.
And they have rarely realized how much their own values uncon-
sciously smudged the lenses through which they viewed the world.”¢
The belief system, the product of experience, conditions the way in
which Americans have viewed world developments and consequently
how they have responded to them.

Every nation, of course, has its own prism — the Russian view of
world events, for example, is warped by memories of the series of
invasions from Charles XII of Sweden early in the eighteenth centu-
ry through Hitler in the twentieth — but each is, like the American,
unique. America’s commercial policies cannot be explained if one
ignores the nations’s devotion to individualism; closed systems and

6 Reginald C. Stuart, United States Expansiontsm and British North America (Chapel
Hill, 1988), xiii.
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statist controls were by definition condemned, and “open doors”
were preferable. America’s drive for territory, in large part the prod-
uct of greed, derived essential strength from the prism of cultural
values, which allowed Americans to see themselves as bringing
progress and improvement to Louisiana or Florida or Oregon or
Mexico.

Similarly, the reaction of Americans to revolutions abroad was
essentially a projection of their vision of their own. They had, they
firmly believed, risen against tyranny, avoided sanguinary excesses
and social turmoil, created a republic — such was God’s path for the
world. Thus they welcomed antimonarchical risings but, in a fre-
quently repeated “cycle of hope and disappointment,”” recoiled
when revolutions went beyond the purely political sphere to repres-
sion, Bonapartism, and deep social change. The Terror divided
Americans previously nearly unanimously in favor of the French
Revolution. The “Springtime of Revolutions” in 1848, antimonar-
chical and nationalist explosions in half a dozen European countries
triggered by a Paris rising, roused applause, burt the radical violence
that developed in France soon alienated many Americans. Between
these dates, in 1830, still another French revolution, a move in the
direction of liberalism but not even a republican one, earned praise
from President Jackson because of “the heroic moderation which . . .
disarmed revolution of its terrors.” The contrast is instructive.

In reacting as they did, Americans too often failed to remember
two special circumstances that had made their kind of revolution
possible. Alexis de Tocqueville, perhaps the most perceptive foreign
analyst of American society, drew attention to them 150 years ago.
“Nothing,” he wrote, “is more fertile in marvels than the art of
being free, but nothing is harder than freedom’s apprenticeship.”
Virtually self-governing throughout most of their history as colo-
nies, they came to freedom with patterns of behavior and thought
that made republicanism both logical and easy; they did not have to
exorcise political privileges of rank or transform the economic order
to create conditions in which republicanism could thrive. Others
were not so lucky, and when they went past what Americans consid-

7 Michael H. Hunt, Ideology and U.S. Foreign Policy (New Haven, 1987), 97,
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ered the proper boundaries of revolution, they lost American sympa-
thies.

Because national egotism was strong, the inability of others to
create individualist republicanism was explained in terms of their
inferiority to Americans. Thus Jefferson wrote of the people in Eu-
rope in 1787, “A thousand years would not place them on that high
ground on which our common people are now setting out.” When
revolution broke out while he was American minister in Paris, Jeffer-
son at first considered limited monarchy rather than republicanism
the appropriate solution for France, because the French were so ill-
prepared for self-government. Years later, when the Latin Americans
rose against Spanish rule, virtually every American welcomed the
revolt but many, including Jefferson, rightly doubted that true re-
publicanism would follow. “They have not the first elements of good
or free government,” John Quincy Adams asserted. “Arbitrary pow-
er, military and ecclesiastical, was stamped upon their education,
upon their habits, and upon all their institutions.”

These two apparently dissimilar reactions are in fact reflections of
the same facet of the prism. Republicanism in the American style
was the highest form of government. Those who compromised it
might be inherently inferior as a result of their history, but in any
event they sinned. Throughout their history, Americans have re-
garded foreign nations in this way.

A sentence in Democracy in America also encapsulates the second
distortion provided by the prism. In a characteristic tone, Tocque-
ville wrote, “Thetr fathers gave them a love of equality and liberty,
but it was God who, by handing a limitless continent over to them,
gave them the means of long remaining equal and free.” The Ameri-
cans were blessed with abundant land and resources. There was of
course poverty, perhaps most notably in the cities that burgeoned
before the Civil War. There was slavery: One out of six Americans
was a slave when the first census was taken in 1790, one out of eight
— four million in all — when the Civil War began. For the great
preponderance of Americans, however, conditions were much better
than in other nations; in particular, the proportion of landowners
was higher than elsewhere. Above all, although there were of course
periodic slumps, a high rate of economic growth prevailed.
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This eased the path to republicanism, contributed to national
stability, and strengthened the devotion to individualism. “We
supposed that our revelation was ‘democracy revolutionizing the
world,’” a historian has written, “but in reality it was ‘abundance
revolutionizing the world.””® In other nations, or at least ‘many of
them, political change evoked class conflict and rivalry over eco-
nomic shares, creating what from the American point of view was
unrepublican turmoil. Such tensions existed in the United States,
but comparatively speaking they were muted. Americans simply
could not understand “the contrast between {for example] the three
or four Frances that tore at each other’s throats and the one America
that hustled its way into the future.”®

The prism concept suggests one other line of thought. For years it
has been fashionable among scholars to distinguish between ideals
and self-interest as motives of foreign policy, to see them as polar
opposites. In fact, mingling is the norm; conflict between national
interest and national culture is the exception. And for this the prism
is largely responsible. As Max Weber wrote many years ago, “Inter-
ests (material and moral), not ideas, dominate directly the actions of
men. Yet the ‘images of the world’ created by these ideas have very
often served as switches determining the tracks on which the dy-
namism of interests kept action going.”!% In sum, material inter-
ests, culture, and the prism combine in a complex interplay that
creates foreign policy.

There is no clearer illustration of the compatibility of the three
factors than the devotion to isolationism. The Americans sought
commerce with all the world, but they refused to become involved
in the politics of other continents and, in particular, to align them-
selves with any other power. Sometimes compromised in practice,
notably in the alliance with France, which was essential to the suc-
cess of the Revolution, political isolation was an unvarying desire
and increasingly became fixed dogma, even though the word itself

8 David M. Potter, Pesple of Plenty (Chicago, 1954), 134,

9 Clinton Rossiter, The American Quest (New York, 1971), 12.

10 Quoted in Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations, 4th ed. (New York,
1967), 8.
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was not used to describe policy until the twentieth century. Such a
policy was obviously prudent: A state with all interests save the
commercial confined to its own periphery was made stronger in that
area by the width of the Atlantic Ocean. A power weak by world
standards could only suffer from involvement in the wars of greater
ones, and an uninvolved power could hope, at a time when the
rights of neutrals were taken more seriously than later, to profit
greatly from wartime trade.

At the same time, involvement in the sordid politics of Europe
could be and was regarded by the Americans as contaminating, a
descent to the level of court intrigues and amoral national selfishness
contrary to the principles of republicanism. Involvement would
force compromises of principle, expose simple but honest American
diplomats to the wiles of cynically tricky Europeans, and, perhaps
above all, dim the “beacon of liberty,” the light to the world held
forth by the United States. These beliefs in turn created the prism
through which Americans viewed developments across the seas, an
angle of vision that conditioned interpretations of actual develop-
ments and confirmed the mind-set that had created the prism in the
first place.

The concerns and ideas just discussed, as we have seen, had roots
in the colonial period. In a sense, there was an American pattern of
behavior and thought before there was an America. Down to at least
1763, the colonists were able to reconcile their outlook with contin-
ued devotion to the British Empire. On the whole, they were happy,
reasonably prosperous, and free. During the next century, they
would carry their ambitions and their culture into an ever widening
theater of action.

2. The Birth of American Diplomacy

To the Declaration of Independence

Twenty-five years before the Revolution, no important person
dreamed of independence. Few thought of an “American” identity in
any political sense. The word itself was more often used in Britain.
Even after the affrays at Lexington and Concord in April 1775, most
Anglo-Americans refused to face the prospect of a breach with the
mother country. As late as the spring of 1776 John Adams wrote to
an impatient correspondent, “After all, my friend, I do not wonder
that so much reluctance has been shown to the measure of indepen-
dency. All great changes are irksome to the human mind, especially
those which are attended with great and uncertain effects.” Al-
though by this time Adams and others felt independence desirable,
even inevitable, they knew that many, even among Adams’s col-
leagues in the Continental Congress, shrank from that step.

Of course, Americans were proudly aware of their burgeoning
growth. From midcentury onward, Benjamin Franklin, the best-
known colonial figure, spokesman in London for Pennsylvania and
sometimes other colonies, frequently boasted of it. Franklin even
talked of an American “empire.” For him, however, this was to be
but an increasingly important component of the larger empire cen-
tered in London, at least until the American population outstripped
that of the metropol as a result of what he called “the American
multiplication table.” On the eve of the Revolution, others joined
Franklin. For example, Samuel Adams, John's cousin, wrote in
1774, “It requires but a small portion of the gift of discernment for
anyone to foresee, that providence will erect a mighty empire in
America.” Although they were soon to change, the two Adamses,
like Franklin, did not grasp that the implication of power was
independence.

17
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The controversy with Britain had begun, after all, as an effort to
maintain “the rights of Englishmen.” The colonials wanted to re-
store a revered British constitution that, in their view, had been
subverted by encroachments of government power. What could be
more English than the slogan “No Taxation Without Representa-
tion”? Although history provided inexact parallels, perhaps the most
apt being the Dutch rising against Spain in the sixteenth century, in
modern times no empire had been blown apart from within. When
the first Continental Congress met at Philadelphia in 1774, no
voices called for secession from the empire. The major actions —
support for Massachusetts (already on the edge of violence against a
garrison of four thousand Redcoats), organization of an economic
boycott, a declaration of colonial rights, a petition to George III —
were radical enough and obviously unacceptable to Britain. Still,
Congress claimed to seek imperial reform, not imperial disintegra-
tion.

At the second Congress, which convened in May 1775, three
weeks after the musketry at Lexington and Concord, plans were
made to coordinate resistance. Colonel George Washington of Vir-
ginia received command of the forces of the “United Colonies.”
Neither the army nor the Congress was described as “American,”
and, at dinner, Washington and his staff regularly roasted George I1I
as late as January 1776. Despite repeated signs of English intransi-
gence and the development of siege warfare around Boston, many
leaders still resisted the logic of events. When Congress approved a
“Declaration of the Causes and Necessity of Taking Up Arms,”
largely drafted by a Virginia delegate, Thomas Jefferson, the mem-
bers avowed a determination “to die free men rather than to live
slaves,” but also asserted, “We mean not to dissolve that union
which has so long and so happily subsisted between us. . . . We
have not raised armies with ambitious designs of separating from
Great Britain, and establishing independent States.” In succeeding
months, Jefferson opposed schemes to seek foreign aid because they
might jeopardize reconciliation with the mother country.

Not until November 29, 1775, seven months after Lexington,
did Congréss create 2 Committee of Secret Correspondence to open
communications with sympathizers across the Atlantic. Even then
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the cautious wording, which directed the committee to approach
“our friends in Great Britain, Ireland, and other parts of the world,”
at least professed to emphasize the intraimperial approach. The
committee, soon dominated by Franklin, the only memper with
extensive contacts abroad, moved cautiously, although it met with a
French agent as early as December and, early in 1776, sent Silas
Deane to Paris, both to arrange for the purchase of supplies (if
possible, on credit) and to feel out the prospective French reaction to
a decision for independence.

Both of these moves were made in deep secrecy (members of the
committee approached the midnight rendezvous with the French-
man by separate routes), partly because the full Congress was even
more cautious than its agents. Although Parliament closed trade
with the colonies at the end of 1775, the latter refused to pick up
the challenge. As late as February 1776, Congress rejected, for the
third time, Franklin's proposal to open ports to foreign ships. It did
so even though this presented an obvious way to embroil other
nations in the quarrel with Britain and although, too, it was becom-
ing obvious that the rebels, lacking military necessities, could not
carry on otherwise. Only in April did Congress agree to a step that
so decisively challenged the imperial system.

Even this was at best a partial solution to the supply problem.
Private traders, in France or wherever, could hardly be expected to
satisfy America’s needs; only supplies from royal arsenals could do
that. Nor did the colonies have the financial resources to pay for
what they required. Yet help from foreign governments, including
credit, could not be expected as long as Americans professed to be
fighting only for better treatment within the British Empire. “No
state in Europe will either Treat or Trade with us so long as we
consider ourselves Subjects of G. B.,” wrote Richard Henry Lee, and
he later added, “It is not choice then but necessity which calls for
Independence, as the only means by which foreign Alliances can be
obtained.” This argument undermined and ultimately overthrew the
reluctance to demand independence.

On June 7, 1776, after winning support from the Virginia legis-
lature, Lee presented to Congress a resolution for independence. “It
is expedient forthwith,” the resolution declared, “to take the most
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effectual measures for forming foreign Alliances.:" After hesitating
nearly a month, Congress approved Lee's res'olutlon am.i an flccomc-i
panying manifesto of freedom prepared by ?us fellow Vlrgxln.lan) ane
political ally, Thomas Jefferson. At some pomt!well before t is time,
no doubt, the momentum of events had made independence inevita-
ble. Still, the crushing need for foreign assistance, rather than any-
thing else, tipped the balance in the spring of 1776.

Nationality and Isolation

A feeble sense of nationality, as well as reluctance to break accus-
tomed ties, had delayed the Declaration of Indepen‘dence. The c@o—)
nials were bound together by, and proud of, their progress since
1607 or 1620. Despite immense differences betV\{een Massachusett;
and Virginia, Pennsylvania and Georgia, they l?eheved they Rulisuee
a way of life in which the colonies had. more in cox?mon w1t) Oil
another than with any European society. Increasingly, as mtc:r-
colonial contacts developed, they began to look at many pr.obler.ns in
a similar fashion. These things, and others, provided fertile soil for
political nationalism. Still, the harvest was SIOV\.I. ‘
On the Revolution's eve, Patrick Henry, Richard He'nr)f .Lees
political mentor, declared, “The distinctions between ergxmzmsi
Pennsylvanians, New Yorkers, and New Englanders, are no mor(;.
am not a Virginian, but an American.” Henry may have meant w ;at
he said, although the parochialism of his later career suggests his
remark to have been hyperbole. For his countrymen — fc’;1 ot’k'xer
“Virginians, Pennsylvanians, New Yorkers, and ’New E’nglan er
the statement was dubious. Colonies and sectlons’mxstrust‘e one
another, Yankees and especially Massachusetts.bemg pax:thLllarly
suspect. No one proposed to substitute a centrzjﬂnzed Amerxcan gov-
ernment for the parliamentary domination against which the Revo-
i s fought. .
lutg:rizz the zire—Revolutionary period, the)colonies had agents Am
London to watch over their interests. Sometimes :these agenFs wl(_lre
crusted Englishmen, sometimes they were c'olomals. Ocials;om(\l y,f
they presented a combined front before Parliament or the (C)lar fo
Trade. and a few, like Franklin just before the Revolution, had extra
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stature because they represented more than one colony. In the final
crisis, Franklin and Archur Lee, another agent of Massachusetts,
even presumed to speak for all of the colonies, almost as if they were
national representatives. Until the last crisis, however,, although
Britain developed a single policy toward all the colonies, the agents
met this policy with only loose cooperation.

In questions of war and defense, coordination was even less devel-
oped. During King William's War, from 1689 to 1697, Connecti-
cut declined to help New York resist a French attack, and New York
understandably returned the compliment when that neighbor later
came under assault. The Albany Plan of 1754, Franklin's scheme for
concerted action against the French and their Indian allies, evoked
absolutely no enthusiasm when referred to colonial legislatures.
Those who supported integration came to believe that it would have
to be imposed from London; “however necessary a Step this may be,”
one correspondent wrote Franklin, “for the mutual Safety and preser-
vation of these Colonies, it is pretty certain, it will never be taken,
unless we are forced to it, by the Supreme Authority of the Nation”
—~ in other words, by Parliament.

The Seven Years' War, which began in 1756, saw an upsurge of
patriotism in the colonies. They gloried in the triumphs of colonial
and British arms, and they shared a desire for imperialist expansion
at French expense. However, “American self-consciousness . . . was
pretty well contained within the framework of local provincial loy-
alty, on the one side, and imperial or ‘British’ loyalty on the other.”!

Each colony thought of itself as an outpost of freedom, but as an
individual bastion within the defensive works of the British consti-
tutton, most liberal in the world. When, after the Seven Years' War,
London moved away from the policy of “salutary neglect” so long
pursued, the colonies feared for their freedoms. Even more than in
the conflicts with France and its tribal allies, they felt menaced.
Still, they were reluctant to unite, and when Franklin laid a plan of
union before Congress in July 1775 his proposal was considered so
radical it was expunged from the minutes. Eventually a common
need drove the Americans together: “We must all hang together, or

I Max Savelle, Seeds of Liberty (New York, 1948), 555.
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assuredly we shall all hang separately,” the old philosopher is sup-
posed to have said when signing the Declaration of Indepenc%ence.
At the same time, the struggle, cast in terms of the preservation of
freedom, reminded Americans how much they shared, how greatly
their liberties exceeded those of other people. From this was born a
republican nationalism — youthful, both ebullient a9d d911bting,
heavily tinged with localism, but nevertheless a nationalism that
would prove enduring.

The development of an isolationist spirit was closely connected
with this new nationalism. “The Revolution itself was an act of
isolation,” a leading diplomaric historian has commented, “a cut-
ting off of the ties with the Old World, the deed of a society which
felt itself different from those which existed on the other side of the
Atlantic, and which was, indeed, unique in its composition and its
aspirations.”? Although war’s imperatives forced an American alli-
ance with France in 1778, that alliance was effectively canceled
within five years, formally so in twenty; none followed until the
twentieth century.

Isolationism was not simply a negative policy. Americans looked
upon themselves as guides to the world. If the new republic were to
inspire others, it must preserve a pristine character, refuse to 1su.lly
itself in the sordid international politics of monarchies. By avoiding
political connections, too, the republic might speed the world to-
ward the day of which French philosophes and eighteenth-cent‘ury
English radicals dreamed. In that day reason would rule, not '1ron
and gunpowder, and mutually profitable commerce would lubrjxcate
the machinery of peace. As Jefferson put it in 1784, when secking a
commercial treaty with Prussia, Americans had in mind “an objecE
so valuable to mankind as the rotal emancipation of commerce and
the bringing together of all nations for a free intercommunicati(.m of
happiness.” Dreams of a republican world and hope for intemjdtlonal
peace built upon global prosperity were connected in the mmc.15 of
the Revolutionary generation and its successors to our own time,
perhaps receiving most eloquent expression in the rhetoric of Wood-

2 Dexter Perkins, The American Approach to Foreign Policy (Cambridge, Mass.,
1952), 10.
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row Wilson. Both themes were part of the spirit of isolationism,
which paradoxically coupled global aspirations with political with-
drawal.

Even more than idealism, prudence and calculation yrged non-
involvement. Between 1688 and 1763 — seventy-five years — the
British Empire was at war almost exactly half the time; for the
colonies, the cost had sometimes been heavy. As their quarrel with
England developed, they began to argue that without the imperial
connection — and by analogy any political connection with Europe —
they need never have been involved in war at all. In one of his
political writings, Franklin had “America” complain to “England.”
“you have quarrell'd with all Europe, and drawn me into all your
Broils. . . . I have no natural Cause of Difference with France,
Spain, or Holland, and yet by turns I have join'd with you in Wars
against all of them.” What imperial ties had done in the recent past,
political connections might do in future. ,

This fear was heightened by an exaggerated lack of self-confidence
that has never entirely disappeared. Americans saw themselves as
honest, innocent men; they considered European diplomats wily
knaves. Said John Adams, “The subtlety, the invention, the pro-
found secrecy, and absolute silence of these European courts, will be
too much for our hot, rash, fiery ministers, and for our indolent,
inattentive ones, though as silent as they.” Critics of Wilson at
Versailles, of Roosevelt at Yalta, made much the same point years
later. This being the case, isolation was the only safe course, the only
way to avoid exploitation and perhaps even wars of no real concern to
the United States but dangerous to independence and happiness.

In January 1776 Thomas Paine published a pamphlet, Common
Sense, among the most effective pieces of propaganda in history. A
failure in life (his enemies scoffed at the idea of an ex-corset-maker in
politics) and marriage in England, Paine had come to America only
at the end of 1774, but he soon found his métier as a propagandist of
freedom and revolution, and when his American career ended he
would pursue it in France, both before and after incarceration under
the Terror. Common Sense was his first major effort, a powerfully
written mobilization of all of the arguments for independence; with-
in three months, it sold 120,000 copies.
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Among Paine’s themes was an explicit appeal to the isolatiox?ist
spirit. Independence could be won, Paine argued, without fore{gfl
alliances. Once convinced that the Americans had crossed the politi-
cal Rubicon, France and Spain would, in their own interest, grant
whatever assistance was necessary to rupture the British Empire.
Nor need the United States, when free, fear attack. “France and
Spain never were, nor perhaps ever will be, our enemies as Ameri-
cans, but as our being subjects of Great Britain.” After indepen-
dence, all Europe would seek only to enjoy American trade, and the
interests of the United States would also flow in the direction of free
commerce. “As Europe is our market for trade, we ought to form no
partial connection with any part of it,” Paine wrote. It is fhe true
interest of America to steer clear of European connections.

As noted, Lee's motion for independence included a demand for
“foreign Alliances.” This did not mean that Congress reiecte.d
Paine’s isolationist views, for in contemporary usage the word “alli-
ance” had a far looser meaning than it does today, encompassing
mere treaties of commerce as well as political connections and mili-
tary guarantees. It remained to be seen whether the Americans,
following their isolationist inclinations, could avoid the latter.

The Approach to Europe

Four days after Lee offered his resolution, Congress named a five-
man committee to prepare a proposed treaty with France. John
Adams did the drafting. His plan, the “Model Treaty of 1776,
offered no political concessions whatsoever; as the name implies, it
was designed as a pattern for relations with all foreign powers, not
the grant of special favors to the first state — and the greatest —
approached by the rebels.

In its most radical departure from contemporary norms, the
“Model Treaty” proposed that Americans trading with France should
enjoy the privileges of French merchants, as should French‘men en-
gaging in commerce with the United States. In commerce, in short,
there would-“be no nationality; all the civilized world, at least all
those who accepted the American scheme, would trade as equals.
Recognizing that war could not be immediately abolished but seek-
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ing to minimize its impact, the “Model Treaty” also laid down an
extremely liberal code of rights for neutrals in wartime. If one of the
two powers, France or America, went to war with a third party, the
trade of the partner remaining at peace would receive extremely
tender treatment, far beyond what the eighteenth century — itself
extraordinarily lenient by modern standards — usually extended.
The neutral might trade, even in military supplies, with the enemy
of its treaty partner. By these two groups of provisions Adams and —
since Congress accepted his outlook — the new nation sought in the
short run to lessen the impact of war and in the longer term to create
a commercial system that would reduce international conflicts.

Such progress would of course depend upon the creation of a web
of treaties binding together the world’s major nations. A treaty with
France was only a first step, but it would confer important immedi-
ate advantages. Any treaty opening trade would help to break down
the British monopoly of American commerce. . Reciprocity with
France would overthrow, as far as Franco-American trade was con-
cerned, the mercantilist rules ordinarily followed by that country.
Mutual promises to deal gently with neutral commerce in time of
war clearly advantaged the United States, a feeble country but one
deeply interested in trade. As so often, realism and idealism coin-
cided.

Neither Adams, no idealist but rather a cynical realist, nor his
supporters in Congress expected the “Model Treaty” to be imple-
mented 77 vacwo. The immediate need was to further the cause of
independence, and the treaty sought to do this in two ways. On the
one hand, any treaty with the United States would probably involve
Paris in war with London; on the other, the prospect of depriving
Britain of its monopoly of American trade would presumably make
such a treaty irresistibly attractive to France.

Adams’s cool calculation, supported with uncertain fortitude by
Franklin — if Adams’s characteristically ungenerous, retrospective
account is to be trusted — met challenges in Congress. Like almost
all members, Adams’s cousin, Samuel, and Richard Henry Lee en-
dorsed the “Model Treaty” and shared the desire to avoid political
connections with Europe. But, they asked, was the prospect of
commercial advantage enough to win France to America’s side?
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Need not political and territorial bribes be offered as well? Lee even
proposed that, if France entered the war, America agree to fight
until its ally regained Caribbean islands lost to Britain during the
Seven Years' War.

Lee's proposal failed because he sought too much, but many mem-
bers of Congress felt, albeit reluctantly, that something more than
the “Model Treaty” must be offered. Consequently, instructions ap-
proved on September 24 coupled with the “Model Treaty” a political
offer to France, but one so limired and suspicious as to be at most a
minor incentive to that country. The instructions, which declared
American opposition to the reestablishment of French power in
Canada, merely promised that, if America made peace with England
before the French did, the United States would not aid the former
mother country while the Anglo-French war continued. A political
assurance could hardly have been more modest:; should France be
drawn into a war because of the connection with America, the young
republic would not even agree to remain by its side until that war
ended!

When the war went badly and France showed no eagerness for a
treaty, Congress wondered if it had not been too sanguine. In De-
cember 1776, after Adams had gone home to Massachusetts, new
instructions offered to give France six months’ notice prior to peace
with England and even promised to support French efforts to regain
Canada. Congress made these proposals reluctantly, withdrawing
the latter as soon as the military picture improved. Adams’s expecta-
tions were always the hopes of his colleagues.

Help from France

From the outset of the Revolution, Americans realized that France
was the only nation that could give decisive aid. Ever since the Seven
Years War, French leaders had dreamed of revenge, and Count
Vergennes, foreign minister since 1774, favored aid to the Ameri-
cans almost as soon as the Revolution began. In his view, “the
embarrassment of the British crown in America was simply an op-
portunity so golden that it could not possibly be squandered.”?

3 Simon Schama, Citizens (New York, 1989), 48.
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Following good mercantilist doctrine, he argued that disruption of
the empire would deprive England of much of its American trade,
an essential ingredient in its commercial health.? In turn, this eco-
nomic blow would have important political effects, especially by
crippling British prestige. Thus France would serve its own interests
by helping the Revolution succeed.

In pressing these arguments, Vergennes was aided by the roman-
tic playwright (The Barber of Seville, The Marriage of Figaro) and
rogue, Pierre A. Caron de Beaumarchais. In 1775, Beaumarchais
went to London on an unusual mission: He was to determine the sex
of a French defector — a former army officer now living as a woman —
and, once this was determined, employ the arts of love or the
persuasion of money, whichever was appropriate, to recover docu-
ments that would embarrass Paris if they became public. Beau-
marchais grumbled that “to pay court to a captain of dragoons” was
not in his line, but he did his duty. While in London on this errand,
Beaumarchais fell into contact with Arthur Lee, Congress's secret
representative. The Frenchman'’s romantic nature made it inevitable
that he should accept at more than face value Lee’s hints that the
rebels might yield to British force if they did not receive help.
Encouraged by Vergennes, Beaumarchais churned out a series of
reports to this effect that were passed on to Louis XVI.

The marquis de Turgot, a shrewd man in charge of French fi-
nances, took a more sophisticated view. He correctly predicted that
Anglo-American trade would increase, not decrease, if separation
shattered the Navigation Acts system. A conflict with Britain, he
warned, would impose an unbearable burden on the financial system
he was then attempting to reform. This prediction also came true; in
1789, a desire to open new sources of revenue was a major reason for
convocation of the Estates General, which ushered in the French
Revolution. Finally, Turgot pointed out the threat to monarchy
posed by the American example; he saw nothing but danger in
encouraging men to fight against their sovereign.

This cool reasoning was overborne with remarkable ease. “It is the

4 In face, the colonies bought less than one-fifth of all British exports, and at least
some of the flow was certain to continue even if the Americans won their
revolucion.



28 The Creation of a Republican Empire

English, Sire,” Beaumarchais instructed the hesitant king, “which it
concerns you to humiliate and weaken, if you do not wish to be
humiliated and weakened yourself.” In May 1776, even before
the Declaration of Independence, Vergennes (and his agent, Beau-
marchais) won the battle. The French decided to send supplies from
crown stores, although the transactions were concealed behind a
commercial front, the firm of Hortalez et Cie., a firm fittingly, if
not efficiently, headed by Beaumarchais. Turgot resigned.

The recklessness of those who thought themselves crafty, calculat-
ing statesmen is even more clearly shown by Spanish policy. Until
Count Floridablanca came to power in 1777, leaders at Madrid were
fully as cager as those at Paris to go to the aid of the enemy of their
enemy, to help the Americans against Britain. Spanish authorities
recognized that the revolutionary disease might spread to their own
colonies; they had some concern that the United States might seek
to expand at Spain’s expense, particularly in the Louisitana country;
and, like the French, they did not want the new nation to grow
beyond client statehood. It is an instructive commentary on contem-
porary European statecraft that, despite all these things, Spain en-
thusiastically supported the French decision to send aid and even
endorsed Vergennes's view that sooner or later it would have to be
followed by war.

Benjamin Franklin’s mission to Paris has become part of American
legend. His less flamboyant, more quarrelsome colleagues, Silas
Deane and Arthur Lee, were totally overshadowed, much to their
distress. The philosopher-statesman played his role to the hile, ap-
pealing to Frenchmen of all types, reformers and would-be Rez/-
politikers, courtiers and commoners alike. Exasperated by the adula-
tion of Franklin, the king presented to one of the American’s most
vehement female admirers a chamber pot decorated with his por-
trait. The “Doctor” seemed to many to combine the almost bucolic
democracy of Jean-Jacques Rousseau — Franklin's affectation of a fur
cap may have helped here — and Voltaire’s emphasis on reason; when
the American met Voltaire at the Academy of Sciences, the two
show-offs warmly embraced while observers commented on the
union of the new and the old or, alternatively, the meeting of Solon
and Socrates.
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Franklin, Deane, and Lee were “secretly” received by Louis X VI
shortly after their arrival in December 1776, and during the course
of the war they procured more than $8 million in subsidies and
loans. France's ally, Spain, disgorged another $650,000, .and, to-
ward the end of the war, Holland extended a loan, guaranteed by
France, of $1.8 muillion.

Neither the Americans' reception at Versailles nor many other of
their activities were kept secret for long. Seldom has an American
foreign mission been so deeply penetrated by enemy agents. In
addition, Franklin, at least, frequently leaked confidential informa-
tion for political reasons, usually to frighten the British. Deane may
have been a British agent (he shifted to their side in 1781) and was
certainly a speculator who used inside information to feather his own
nest. A whole series of Lee's clerks were in British pay. London’s
most important agent was Edward Bancroft, Deane’s secretary, and
Deane showed a curious disinterest in investigating rumors of Ban-
croft’s unreliability. One of the spy’s means of communication with
his masters would have pleased Beaumarchais: Bancroft often left
what appeared to be love letters in a hollow tree in the Tuileries;
after their recovery by British agents, messages in invisible ink were
developed and passed on to London. The British never entirely
trusted Bancroft, and they intercepted his private correspondence,
also largely concerned with speculation, learning further secrets he
had chosen not to pass on.

The French Alliance

For well over a year, the three Americans failed to win their most
important goal, a treaty. Sure that Congress, three thousand miles
and many weeks removed from the scene, had misread European
politics, they decided to disregard their instructions. They thereby
initiated a pattern of behavior quite at odds with that of even the
most eminent European diplomats, who, although occasionally giv-
en wide latitude in negotiations, virtually never defied instructions.
Their behavior was emulated and similarly justified by other Ameri-
can representatives for many years, at least until 1848, when
Nicholas Trist defied President Polk — and even refused to obey an
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order of recall — so as to conclude peace with Mexico. Sometimes
such experiments led to triumph, as in the acquisition of Louisiana,
and sometimes to embarrassment, but they were peculiarly Amer-
ican.

In the case of Franklin and his colleagues, the first results were
nil. Even when they offered a pledge not to make a separate peace
with England, France could not be moved. France preferred the
cautious course of informal, nominally secret connections. For many
of the king's servants, any alliance with revolutionaries seemed a
dubious course. Trained soldiers found it hard to believe that, even
with French aid, a rabble could defeat the British army. Although
Vergennes almost certainly desired a war with England, he calcu-
lated that the French navy, in particular, would not be ready until
1778.

“We are now acting a play which pleases all the spectators,” wrote
an American representative in Europe, “but none seem inclined to
pay the performers. All that we seem likely to obtain is applause.”
To this observer, the attitude of the audience seemed warning for the
future. “The want of resolution in the House of Bourbon to assist us
in the hour of distress, will be an argument with our people, if
successful, to form no binding connection with them.” Actually the
spectators, who had in fact been paying the actors via Hortalez et
Cie., were about to mount the stage.

In October 1777, at Saratoga, General John Burgoyne and five
thousand men surrendered to a rebel army. London began to talk
seriously of concessions, albeit concessions well short of indepen-
dence; a mission headed by Lord Carlisle was sent to America to
negotiate, and agents made contact with Franklin and Deane. (Lon-
don considered Lee hopelessly obdurate.) Franklin disingenuously
allowed the French to gather that, exhausted by two years of war, the
Americans might settle for imperial reform.

Vergennes made good use of the news from Saratoga, which
seemed to show that, at least if given sufficient help, the Americans
could not be beaten. He also made use of the quite unfounded
rumors that” Anglo-American reconciliation was possible. That
Spain veered in the direction of caution did not deter France. With
the king's approval, Vergennes concluded a commercial treaty. More
important, he suggested and the American trio endorsed a treaty of
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alliance to take effect when an Anglo-French war began, as all ex-
pected it soon to do. The agreements were secret, but, thanks to
Bancroft, London learned of them in less than two days.

The treaties of February 6, 1778, demonstrated anew the tensions
within American policy. The commercial treaty, which largely fol-
lowed John Adams’s plan of 1776, reflected the liberal, isolationist,
and pacific longings of the United States. The treaty of conditional
alliance, unauthorized by Congress but subsequently approved, in-
volved the United States in world politics. In return for a French
promise to assure American independence, as well as a pledge not to
try to recover Canada, the envoys made two promises of their own.
They committed their country not to make a separate peace: “Nei-
ther of the two Parties shall conclude either Truce or Peace with
Great Britain, without the formal consent of the other first ob-
tain'd.” If observed, this pledge mortgaged America’s future to
French ambitions in Europe, the Caribbean, and India. The envoys
also bound their country, after the war, to help defend French posses-
sions in the Western Hemisphere; this pledge threatened to draw
America into every major war involving France, since any enemy was
bound to attack French islands in the West Indies. The treaties thus
highlight the major theme of early American diplomacy — a hanker-
ing after isolation combined with an acceptance of political reality.
And in 1778, despite Saratoga, the need for French support forced
major accommodations to reality.

The courier bearing the treaties reached Boston on the third
anniversary of Lexington and Concord. From there he posted to
Philadelphia, where Congress approved the agreements without de-
lay, no one choosing to raise embarrassing political questions or to
rebuke the envoys for exceeding their instructions. Formal accep-
tance came on May 4; Congress celebrated by breaking open the
wine Carlisle had sent to smooth the way to negotiations for recon-
ciliation. When Britain and France went to war in June 1778, the
conditional alliance came into effect.

Coalition Warfare, Coalition Diplomacy

Although it was to be more than three years before the allies gained
a decisive victory, French military aid was vital to the success of the
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American Revolution. French subsidies continued, although Ver-
gennes doled them out on an annual basis. Supplies from abroad,
including about nine-tenths of the gunpowder used by the American
army, helped keep the revolution going, and corsairs like John Paul
Jones found haven in French (and Dutch and Spanish) ports.> Most
important of all, France and, after it entered the war in 1779, Spain
diverted British energies, in India and the Caribbean, at Gibraltar,
and by ostentatiously gathering forces for an attack on England
itself. On the whole, however, the North American war was almost
a sideshow as far as the European contestants were concerned. The
war ignited by France's decision to aid the American rebels became,
for all the European powers, a struggle to reorder their own conti-
nent and, indeed, the world.

Until 1781, military cooperation was ineffective. Combined oper-
ations by French naval forces and American soldiers collapsed igno-
miniously at Newport, Rhode Island, in 1778 and at Savannah in
1779. In 1780 a small army under General Rochambeau arrived,
but the larger, widely advertised “second division” never made its
appearance, and until the spring of 1781 Rochambeau declined to
stir from bivouac. Then he agreed to march, to New York and soon
to Virginia, where he and General Washington penned up a
northward-marching force under Lord Cornwallis on the Yorktown
peninsula. A fleet under Admiral de Grasse, originally sent across
the Atlantic to aid the Spaniards, not the Americans, closed the
mouth of Chesapeake Bay for a few critical weeks. On October 19,
1781, Cornwallis surrendered. The next day the usually anti-
Catholic Americans joined the more numerous French at a celebra-
tory mass. For the rest of the war there were no major military
engagements in North America.

Despite unpleasant episodes, including seaport brawls between
French and American sailors, the alliance worked better than might
have been anticipated, granted the disparity of power between the
two nations and France’s traditional role as a menace to the colonies.
As a matter of prudence, both sides kept most disagreements secret;
5 Jones's use of I—iolland as a haven, as well as extensive Dutch commerce with

America, much of it in military supplies, precipitated an Anglo-Dutch war in
1780.
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historians have since ferreted out what few knew at the time. More-
over, American leaders had gone into the alliance with their eyes
open. They accepted the fact that France had joined them for selfish
reasons. As Washington wrote in 1778: “I am heartily disposed to
entertain the most favorable sentiments of our new ally . . . ; but it
is a maxim founded on the universal experience of mankind, that no
nation can be trusted farther than it is bound by its own interests.”

The French, who wanted only to sunder the British Empire, had
no desire to prolong the war for purely American interests. By 1780
even Vergennes had tired of the war, and because spectacular suc-
cesses eluded the allies, his enemies at court began to mobilize
against him. The foreign minister began to seek ways to end the
conflict, perhaps through mediation by Russia. To potential media-
tors and others, he made clear that, although France would not
openly betray the Americans, Versailles did not sympathize with
their ambitions. France certainly did not wish to see “the new repub-
lic mistress of the entire continent,” as Vergennes phrased it. He
toyed with schemes that would have left Britain in possession of bits
of the colonies, and he steadily refused to support America’s ambi-
tions for Canada, not least because he hoped a continued British
presence there would make the Americans feel dependent on French
backing.

Nor did the foreign minister endorse the young republic's ambi-
tions in the Mississippi valley, where France’s older ally, Spain, had
its own interests. Whenever France entered into the often acri-
monious discussions between Spain and America over territory be-
tween the Appalachians and the Mississippi or over use of the river
itself — and it often tried to avoid profitless involvement — it tended
to support Madrid. Moreover, by the treaty that brought Spain into
the war in 1779, France had promised to help its neighbor recover
Gibraltar from Great Britain; when this proved difficult, Vergennes
hoped the Spaniards would accept compensation in the American
interior.

Neither Vergennes nor his agents at Philadelphia concealed their
position on Canada and the West, although of course they did not
expound the anti-American motives behind it. Their position an-
gered many informed Americans, perhaps most notably and volubly
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John Adams. Others, however, among them Richard Henry Lee and
Robert Livingston, a New Yorker of pessimistic outlook and a fran-
cophile, agreed with the French that the war should be ended as soon
as possible. Such men were unwilling to continue it to secure Cana-
da or to confirm the right to take fish in Newfoundland waters, a
prewar practice of interest almost solely to Adams’s Yankee constitu-
ents. When Vergennes's representatives in the United States sought
and gained congressional approval of moderate terms of peace, they
did so by throwing their weight behind cautious men rather than by
badgering a hostile Congress.

Maneuvering Toward Peace

In 1779, the Congress named John Adams to negotiate peace and
independence with Great Britain.¢ Even after eight weeks of discus-
sion, however, Adams's faction was unable to win its way on the
fisheries, and Congress, while expressing a desire for all of Canada,
authorized him to settle for only a portion of it. Adams’s instructions
also required him to demand a western boundary at the Mississippi
River but did not seek Florida, then a British possession.

Adams reached Paris early in 1778, very impressed with his mis-
sion’s importance: “The Commission to General Washington as
commander-in-chief was far inferior.” But the British were not yet
interested in negotiations, and Adams almost immediately fell into
quarrels with Vergennes, who soon told Adams that he would have
nothing further to do with him, preferring to talk only with Frank-
lin. Adams, the French minister told his representative in Phila-
delphia, had demonstrated “a rigidity, a pedantry, an arrogance and
a self-love that render him incapable of dealing with political sub-
jects.”

Vergennes directed this representative, the chevalier de la Lu-
zerne, to get the Americans to muzzle Adams and to retreat even
from the instructions of 1779. Employing bribery and cajolery in
about equal parts, Luzerne accomplished both tasks with remarkable

6 At the same time, as a counterpoise, John Jay, then pro-French, went to Spain.
Benjamin Franklin continued as minister to France.
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ease; as one historian comments, “the innocent and the corrupted
together marched meekly to the slaughter.”” New instructions were
drafted in June 1781 by John Witherspoon, antiexpansionist, sus-
picious of Adams, on the French payroll, under Luzerne's eye. These
instructions dropped the territorial ultimatums of 1779 and sub-
merged Adams in a five-man commission.® They furthermore di-
rected that quintet to subordinate itself to the wishes of the French
ministers: “You are . . . to undertake nothing . . . without their
knowledge and concurrence; and ultimately to govern yourselves by
their advice and opinion.” Only the Massachusetts and Connecticut
delegations resisted this proposal, and only Virginia wanted to hold
firm on the West. “Never in history,” an outraged historian later
wrote, “has one people voted to put its entire destiny more abso-
lutely, more trustfully, under the control of a foreign government.”?

These servile instructions cannot be explained merely as the work
of what Gouverneur Morris later called “a set. of d—d scoun-
drels . . . in that second Congress.” The instructions reflected ex-
haustion after six years of inconclusive warfare (Yorktown was still
four months away) and a feeling that French support must in no way
be jeopardized. They also confirm the strength of factionalism and
sectionalism, for Congress clearly understood itself to be hobbling
Adams when it surrendered power into Vergenness hands. Better
than any other action during the Revolution, these instructions
show the new nation's weakness.

Although Congress four times beat off efforts to reassert America’s
right to control its own destiny, the instructions fortunately became
a nullity. In April 1782 Franklin began nominally informal conver-
sations with a British representative, Richard Oswald, an old friend,
a Scottish merchant, and former slaver who had lived in America for
six years. The Doctor neither sought Vergennes's guidance nor in-
formed him (nor, until later, his own colleagues or Congress, for
that matter) of what passed in his talks with Oswald. Jay, who

7 Richard B. Morris, The Peacemakers (New York, 1965), 213.

8 One of the five, Thomas Jefferson, never went to Europe. Another, Henry
Laurens, took part only in the last days of the negotiations of 1782.

9 Samuel Flagg Bemis, The Diplomacy of the American Revolution (New York, 1935),
190.
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reached Paris in June after an extraordinarily unpleasant, unproduc-
tive mission in Spain, which obliterated his illusions about Frenc’h
friendship, and Adams, who returned from a mission to Holland in
October, naturally preferred an independent policy; both hz%d con-
sidered resignation when they received the instructions but 1r}steafl
staved on to defy their orders. “It is glory,” Adams wrote in his
clialry, “to have broken such infamous orders.”

Franklin and Shelburne

News of Cornwallis's surrender at Yorktown, which reached Britain
at the end of November 1781, was by far the most important of a
series of unfavorable reports from many fronts that destroyed sup-
port for the war in Parliament and the country. As soon as the
legislature returned from its Christmas recess, General John Coanay
offered in the Commons a resolution against “the further prosecution
of offensive warfare on the Continent of North America.” Although
Conway and his supporters denied that they favored abject surrenc.ie:r
to the rebellious Americans, his resolution plainly meant that mili-
tary pressure would not be used to gain favorable terms. ‘Irll March
1782, after Conway's Resolution passed, Lord North's ministry re-
signed. His successors and Franklin, the sole American then in
Paris, soon opened contact with one another.

Negotiations at Paris were incredibly complex, often equally de-
ceitful, and marked, on the American side at least, by fears of
betrayal that approached paranoia. Agents from Ijondon, often re-
sponding to different superiors, frequently contradicted one anott?er.
Until the very end, misled by Franklin’s bland, sanguine extertor,
Jay and Adams suspected him of being in Vergenne%’s Rocket, and
Jay concealed from him one very important commumca}uon to Lon-
don. Vergennes had no desire to see the Americans gain Caflada -
“Whatever will halt the conquest of that country accords with our
views” — and let the British know so. He also had to balance the
rival interests of his two allies, Spain and the United States. Al-
though he accepted the fact of separate Anglo-American negotia-
tions in part to pressure Spain to work for peace, on the whole Pe
sympathized with the latter, and if he had drawn the boundaries

The Birth of American Diplomacy 37

Spain would have received a large share of the American interior. For
its part, Spain was ready to betray the Americans, and perhaps the
French, if London would cede Gibraltar.

Most confusing of all was British policy, particularly as'expressed
by the earl of Shelburne. Shelburne was one of two ministers — this
is typical of the confusion — who negotiated with Franklin for the
ministry headed by North’s successor, the marquis of Rockingham.
On Rockingham’s death in July he became head of government and
sole negotiator. At first, Shelburne rather foolishly dreamed of a
settlement that would leave America closely tied to England, even
within the empire, and to effect reconciliation on these terms he was
prepared to pay a high price. Soon he abandoned hope of a perma-
nent tie without abandoning his desire for reconciliation. Late in
July he summarized his position in a letter to his representative in
Paris:

I have never made a Secret of the deep Concern I feel in the Separation of
Countries united by Blood, by Principles, Habits, and every Tie short of
Territorial Proximity. But you very well know that I have long since given
it up decidedly tho reluctantly: and the same motives which made me per-
haps the last to give up all Hope of Re-union, make me most anxious, if it
is given up, that it should be done decidedly, so as to avoid all future Risque
of Enmity, and the Foundation of a new Connection better adapted to the
present Temper and Interest of both Countries.

But Shelburne never spoke so candidly in public, and, even after
reconciling himself to American independence, he was reluctant to
give it formal recognition before negotiations began, not because he
hoped to extort a price for it — as the Americans suspected — but
rather to avoid domestic political difficulties. In addition, he tried
to make abrogation of the Franco-American alliance a condition of
peace. Not surprisingly, his position was misunderstood by the
Americans, who thought him an enemy.

Rockingham’s death allowed Shelburne to gather power into his
own hands for only a few months. Because he was unable to win the
backing of all those who had supported his predecessor, he con-
trolled only a minority in the House of Commons. Barring some
fortunate diplomatic success, he could not reasonably hope to stay in
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power very long after Parliament returned from its summer recess,
particularly since he was perhaps the most hated and distrusted
politician of his day. For the moment, however, he was 2 free agent,
the only important figure on the British side.

Shortly after Shelburne became premier, Franklin read to Oswald

a list of “necessary” and “advisable” terms of peace. Franklin's list of
“advisable” terms, ones he said would inspire true reconciliation,
included a monetary indemnity and the cession of all of Canada.
Describing them merely as “advisable,” of course, made their attain-
ment much less likely. Even Oswald, usually very tender to. Ameri-
can wishes, reported, “They will not be any way stiff on those
articles he calls advisable, or will drop them altogether.” Still, the
“necessary” terms were demanding enough. Aside from the most
obvious, independence, they included the right to use the tradition-
al fishing grounds off Newfoundland and the cession of a portion of
Canada. Regarding the latter, Franklin drew upon Congresss in-
structions of 1779: The United States demanded that Canada be
limited to the territorial limits Britain had, albeit remporarily, es-
tablished by royal proclamation in 1763. This boundary ran up the
Ottawa River through Lake Nipissing to Lake Huron, excluding
most of what later became the province of Ontario. The future of
Canada would have been extremely problematic, American sover-
eignty over the entire Canadian west very likely, if the Nipissing
line had become the boundary in 1782,

Nevertheless, Shelburne did not hesitate. He immediately told
Oswald that, if Franklin would drop the “advisable” matters, Britain
was prepared to settle. The exploratory conversations, Shelburne
proposed, shouid be converted into formal negotiations. Oswald
would be commissioned to undertake them. A few days later, the
cabinet endorsed this position, although it also decided that Oswald
should seek indemnification of Loyalists who had lost property and
assurances that prewar debts to British merchants would be paid. A
grand chance lay before the Americans, for unless the British re-
neged they could have had not only a quick peace but one that, by
giving them title to the Ontario country, would have doomed Cana-
da’s future by confining it to a small enclave along the upper St.

Lawrence.
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The Suspicious Americans

pnfortunately, the Americans derailed negotiations before the Brit-
ish position was presented to them at Paris. So doing, they almost
certainly delayed peace and, in the end, lost the Nipissing country.
No episodes better show the Americans’ combination of alarmism
and guile than the events of the summer of 1782.

From the beginning of his talks with Oswald, Franklin had felt
tl.lat recognition of American independence must precede negotia-
tx?ns on details. Jay, upon his arrival at the end of June, fully agreed
with him. Otherwise, the two men feared, they might be asked to
pay a price, in territory or something else, for that recognition. At
the very least, they thought, when formal discussions began, Os-
wald would have to present credentials appointing him to neg(’)tiate
with them as representatives of the United States. For his part
Shelburne simply proposed to make recognition the first article in ;
peace treaty.

About Oswald’s commission he was unconcerned. As early as
Ma'y, he agreed that “any character {will be] given to Mr. Oswald
which Dr. Franklin and he may judge conducive to a final settlement
of things between Greac Britain and America.” But things went
wrong, for reasons still unclear — bureaucratic bungling is the most
likely‘ explanation. When Oswald presented his commission for
American inspection early in August, Franklin and Jay instantly saw
that the document avoided any mention of a nation calling itself the
United States of America and spoke instead of negotiations with
“any Commissioner or Commissioners named . . . by the . . . Col-
onies or Plantations.” What did this mean, they asked themselves?
How important was it? .

. Franklin, typically, was not inclined to make a fuss. Jay argued
violently that a British doublecross was in the offing, that Shelburne
was keeping open the possibility of refusing to accept American
independence or at least planning to charge a high price for it
Oswald tried without success to mollify Jay by showing him tha;
part of London’s instructions which said that it was the ministry’s
mrex'*ntion to “make the Independency of the Colonies the Basis and
Preliminary of the Treaty now depending.” Vergennes, consulted for
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one of the few times during the negotiations, sided with Franklin,
but the result was to make the New Yorker even more stubborn. He
suspected that France intended to betray the Americans to get better
cerms for itself or for its Spanish ally. From Holland, John Adams
wrote in support of Jay. In the end the latter dragooned Franklin into
agreement: The commission would have to be changed and indepen-
dence formally accepted before negotiations could proceed.

Almost immediately, London gave way. Revising the commission
raised only small problems, but formal acceptance of independence
was another matter, requiring, in the cabinet’s view, an act of Parlia-
ment. Ministers however agreed that, if Oswald could not convince
Franklin and Jay to drop this requirement, they would take the
enormous political risk of seeking legislation. They also reaffirmed
their willingness to accept Franklin's “necessary” terms; a minute of
their meeting on August 29 reads, “We will settle the Boundaries of
the Province and Contract the Limits of Canada as desir'd by Dr.
Franklin.” The Americans were on the brink of victory, albeit victo-
ry over obstacles largely in their imagination. All that was required
was a few days patience, until the new instructions reached Paris.

Then Jay swerved off in another direction, driven by his suspicion
44of France. When he learned that Vergennes's closest confidant,
Gérard de Rayneval, had left on a secret mission to Lord Shelburne,
Jay leapt to the conclusion that a sellout of American interests
impended. 10 Jay talked Franklin into dropping the demand for for-
mal recognition if a new commission authorized Oswald to negotiate
with the United States. Then he went further: Behind Franklin’s
back, he sent a message to London broadly hinting that the United
States would, despite its pledge to France, make a separate peace.

10 1Ia fact, Rayneval had been sent to Britain to explore the chances for peace in
Europe. His instructions did not direct him to raise issues involving the United
States, and in his discussions with Shelburne American issues came up only in
passing. No “deals” were proposed, but the Frenchman'’s comments did permit
Shelburne to report to the king, “The Point of Independence once scttled, he
appears rather Jealous than partial to America upon other points.” This visit
was the first of three made by Reyneval, two of them after che American treaty
was settled, during which Shelburne personally and very secrecly worked out

the terms of peace with France.
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He also told the agent who carried this message that, while the
United States would remain true to the alliance after the war, “yet it
was a different thing to be guided by their or our construction of it.”
These indiscretions went far beyond anything Rayneval said to Shel-
burne.

They were not necessary to convince Shelburne or his lieutenants,
who only a few weeks earlier had made the basic decisions, but they
did ease the premier’s mind. Although both Franklin and Jay had
repeatedly told Oswald that favorable terms of peace would split
America from France, only now was Shelburne convinced. He had
new instructions sent to Oswald, who quickly discovered that the
Americans would drop their demand for prior recognition, by act of
Parliament or otherwise. He presented a new form that his commis-
sion might take. Jay accepted it, although it was certainly at least
somewhat equivocal, authorizing Oswald to “treat with the Com-
missioners appointed by the Colonies {which were listed one-by-
one}, under the title of Thirteen United States.” Approved by the
cabinet, the commission reached Paris at the end of September.
Formal negotiations began.

This series of events, spread over two months, certainiy reflects
badly on the Americans, particularly Jay. They failed to get the
assurances — prior recognition, a clearly acceptable commission for
Oswald — that they considered vital when the affair began, al-
though, if Jay had not panicked, they could have had both. His
betrayal of the French alliance was absolutely unnecessary and failed
to be costly only because Shelburne had already made up his mind.
In the largest sense, Franklin and Jay probably delayed the peace.
Their major objectives were almost in hand in July, and they gained
nothing (and lost the Nipissing country) by the delay they forced.

The Peace of Paris

On October 4, Jay handed Oswald a draft treaty, modeled very
largely on Franklin’s “necessary” proposals but omitting the “advis-
able” ones. He did not, for example, even ask for all of Canada.
Shelburne responded with requests of his own two weeks later, and
he sent a new representative, Henry Strachey, to stiffen Oswald’s
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spine. For their part, Jay and Franklin received reinforcement in the
disputatious person of John Adams, who came from Holland as soon
as he learned that the commission question had been settled. Often
the discussions were heated, even Franklin shedding his usual con-
ciliatory manner. This was a surprise to Adams, who was forced to
confess — to his diary — that “He . . . has gone on with Us, in
entire Harmony and Unanimity.” But soon the arguments with
Strachey petered out. On November 30 a treaty was signed at Os-
wald’s residence, a year after the drama of Yorktown set diplomacy
in motion. This helped Shelburne to make peace with France and
Spain in January 1783.

Chief among the items sought by Britain were compensation to
Loyalists for the loss of their property, assurances that British credi-
tors would recover monies owed them when the Revolution began,
and deletion of the article that confirmed American rights to fish in
waters off British North America. Shelburne more or less admitted
that he had little concern about these issues, save in the political
sense that he sought to disarm criticism. It is therefore not surpris-
ing that, despite the heated debates, in the end he gained litcle. The
treaty granted Americans the “liberty” — an ambiguous word, which
later caused trouble — to fish in accustomed areas. It also pledged
Congress to advise the states to restore confiscated Tory property and
to assure the repayment of pre-Revolutionary debts, but, as was
recognized, Congress had no power to do either of these things. The
provisions were “trifling concessions and empty formulas.”!!

The treaty fixed the line of the Great Lakes as the boundary
between Canada and the United States and the Mississippi River as
the western boundary. The Americans thus gained a handsome em-
pire extending well beyond current areas of settlement. The negotia-
tors have often been praised for gaining the Northwest, the area
between the Ohio River and the Great Lakes. In fact, their triumph
was imagined. Except for a brief moment when he asked for the
Northwest as a way to indemnify Loyalists, Shelburne made no effort
to hold these lands for the British Empire. Boundaries never inter-

11 James H. Hutson, Jobn Adams and the Diplomacy of the American Revolution
(Lexington, Ky., 1980), 128.
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The negotiations of 1782

ested him very much; indeed, an enlarged United States, source of
raw materials and markert for British goods, might make even more
valuable the kind of neocolonial relationship he seems to have envi-
sioned. The Americans did not win Florida, which, as a price of
peace, Britain later agreed to return to Spain, and British recogni-
tion of the Mississippi as their western boundary merely meant that
they would have to contest the matter with Madrid.
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In the last weeks of negotiation, the possibility of even more
favorable boundaries almost silently disappeared. All of Canada had
never been within their grasp. Although Franklin had asked for it
and Oswald seemed sympathetic, neither Shelburne nor any of his
colleagues ever considered it. However, Shelburne had repeatedly
agreed to accept the Nipissing line. Strachey was authorized to
accept that boundary, which was part of Jay's draft, but he was also
directed to seek something better, perhaps the “French boundary,” as
Shelburne called it. Strachey accomplished this with remarkable
ease. Failing to foresee the importance of the area — the industrial
heartland of modern Canada — and gratified to receive so much other
territory, the Americans retreated to the line of the Great Lakes
without even being pressed to do so. It was a fateful act.

Even so, Britain gave generous terms to the new state. Its armies
held the city of New York, large portions of the southern states and
other areas, and in purely military terms further resistance was
possible. But Britain was too weary to continue the struggle; the
Conway Resolution had already demonstrated that. As was to hap-
pen again in history, suppression of a colonial rebellion proved be-
yond the political capacities of an immensely strong imperial state.

After signing the treaty, Strachey asked his chief, “Are we to be
hanged or applauded, for thus rescuing you from an American war?”
Neither hanging nor applause came, but instead much criticism and
a grudging acceptance. A similar reaction greeted the treaties with
Spain and France signed in January 1783, and in February Shelburne
was forced to resign.

The Americans won favorable terms largely because, by violating
their instructions and betraying, in spirit if not in letter, the alliance
with France, they convinced Shelburne that their country would not
be a satellite of England’s enemy. Excuses for their behavior may be
made. Europe was full of intrigue; Vergennes or the Spaniards might
have betrayed them had they dallied further. Violation of instruc-
tions to follow Vergennes's advice was a matter between the commis-
sioners and Congress, not the Frenchman and themselves. Techni-
cally, because.the Americans signed only a “preliminary” peace, not
a definitive one, they had not broken the terms of the alliance,
although for all practical purposes they had made a separate peace.
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The definitive treaty was not signed until September 1783, on the
same day that the major powers formalized their own preliminary
treaties at Versailles. The Americans, who precipitated the conflict
thus ended, were not invited to share the society of great states on
this occasion, signing instead at the British commissioners resi-
dence. 12

In their report to Congress after signing the preliminaries, the
48?0mmissioners wrote, “As we had reason to imagine that the
articles respecting the boundaries, the refugees, and fisheries did not
correspond with the policy of this court, we did not communicate
t)he preliminaries to the minister [Vergennes] until after they were
signed. . . . We hope these considerations will excuse our having so
far departed from the spirit [actually, it was the letter] of our in-
structions.”

When they did report to Vergennes, he was astounded at whar he
considered British generosity. “The English,” he said to Rayneval,
“buy peace rather than make it. Their concessions exceed all thac I
could have thought possible.” He told the Americans that the
“abrupt signing . . . had little in it which could be agreeable to the
King.” And to Luzerne he wrote, “I blame nobody. 1 do not even
blame Mr. Franklin. He yields perhaps too easily to the suggestions
of his colleagues, who do not pretend to know anything of courte-
sy. . . . {But] if we may judge the future by what I have just seen
we shall be badly paid for all we have done for the United States o’f
America and for securing them that title.” On the other hand, the
French minister was not entirely unhappy to have the Americans
break the logjam blocking a general sectlement, Spain’s unsuccessful
quest for the return of Gibraltar being the major impediment.
Moreover, he could see little profit in an open quarrel with the
ingrates. Consequently, he even agreed to Franklin's request for
further financial assistance.

When all excenuations are offered, the fact remains that, despite

12 As of that date, of all the Contineatal powers only France and Holland, which
becgme embroiled in the war in 1780 but did not grant recognition to the
United States until 1782, had formal relations with the transatlancic upstarts.
Even Spain, a quasi ally, had refused recognition, one of the reasons why Jay
found his stay in that country so unpleasant.
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the pledge in the French alliance, the Americans negotiated‘an end
to their part of the war, thus permitting Shelburne to face his other
enemies with more confidence and strength. “The peacemaking be-
gan as an encounter between innocence and guile,” a prominent
historian has observed, “but the Americans rapidly acquired a mea-
sure of sophistication sufficient for the task.”!* This hardly over-
states the case. First Franklin, then Jay, then Adams — protesting all
the while that they alone were honest men in a den of thieves —
subordinated good faith to their nation’s interest. They conﬂrn{led
what, writing to his king, Beaumarchais had argued in 17735{ “Slre,,,
the policy of governments is not the moral law of their citizens.

Legacies

Revolutionary diplomacy — more accurately, American perceptions
of it — helped to form or to harden attitudes that lasted’ for genera-
tions, even to the present. Thus, to take the most prominent exam-
ple, exposure to European politics strengthened the desire for iso-
lation. Americans stressed the chicanery of foreign statesmen,
ignoring their own. Although France banked a mode:st amount of
gratitude, most Americans tended as a matter of nauonalﬂ pride to
underrate their ally’s contribution, and almost no one admitted that
Spain had drawn off a great deal of British resources. Many afgt'led,
falsely, that Europe’s ambitions lengthened the peace negotiations
and might well have cost America the western country. In June
1783 James Madison introduced and Congress unanimously ap-
proved a resolution asserting that “the true interest of these.states
requires that they should be as little as possible entangled in the
politics and controversies of European nations.”

It is easy to overstress the strength of isolationism or at lea:st t‘o
give this spirit the same form that it had a century later‘. Madison’s
resolution urged only that America be “as little as possxble. entan-
gled.” The league of states was too weak, security too precarious, to
permit the luxury of doctrinaire isolation a stronger nation could
later indulge: Thus Washington’s Farewell Address of 1796, al-

13 Morris, The Peacemakers, 459.
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though it did warn against “permanent alliances,” also said, “we
may safely trust to temporary alliances for extraordinary emergen-
cies.” Jefferson, who repeated Washington's warning in his first
inaugural address in 1801, adapted to reality. In 1803, he¢ ordered
his representatives to seek an alliance with England if France refused
to settle the Louisiana question, only to be saved by Napoleon's
decision to sell. As late as 1823 he and Madison, both then in
Virginia retirement, favored joint action with Britain to shelter
Latin America from French intervention. President Monroe, how-
ever, decided to act unilaterally.

With Monroe’s message in December 1823, what began as a
dream became a reality. The Monroe Doctrine ushered in a period of
about a century during which America felt so confident of its power,
and so suspicious of foreigners, that it tenaciously avoided political
ties, no matter what the temptation. ¥ Reality and dream ossified
into dogma, as they never had for the Founding Fathers. Americans
tended to forget that only accidents of world politics made possible
the rigid isolationism of the post-1823 period; they tended to forget
that the first American diplomats, ever isolationist in spirit, dab-
bled deeply in European politics.

The Americans, though mostly hesitant or unknowing revolu-
tionaries as late as 1775, correctly saw their success as the harbinger
of a new political era. In Jefferson’s phrase, it provided “a ralliance
for the reason and freedom of the globe.” Somewhat ironically,
Britain and its empire escaped the full impact of the movement,
although in Ireland the American success stirred nationalists into
action. Britain’s foes were less fortunate. Revolution struck France in
1789, and until less moderate men pushed them aside, leaders with
American experience, notably the marquis de Lafayette and Thomas
Paine, were in the van. “Ca Ira,” predecessor of the “Marseillaise” as
the revolutionary anthem, drew its title from a phrase of Franklin's,
“it will pass,” downplaying Washington's defeats, and the general
and other Americans were honored by a gift of keys, actually spuri-
ous, to the Bastille. In 1808 a rising began in Spain, which, though

14 A treaty of 1846 with New Granada, later Colombia, guaranteeing the “perfect
neutrality” of the Isthmus of Panama is the most important exception.
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it did not lead to republicanism in that country, loosened the ties
that bound Spain’s empire. Fighting for their own freedom but
harkening both to the American and French experiments, all Spain’s
mainland colonies in the New World won independence after a long
struggle.

History seldom moves purposefully, single-mindedly. There oc-
curred a spread of empires joined by the United States at the end of
the nineteenth century, and decolonization did not become general
until the 1960s. The world still contains many authoritarian re-
gimes, although few authoritarian monarchies. But those who have
struggled against colonialism and autocracy have often appealed to
the American lesson. Leaders as diverse as Louis Kossuth and
Mohandas Gandhi, Louis Thiers and Sukarno cited it. Thomas
Masaryk's declaration of Czech independence in October 1918 fol-
lowed the American model. Ho Chi Minh's declaration of Viet-
namese independence in September 1945 began with a paraphrase of
the Jeffersonian preamble of 1776, then proceeded to list colonial
grievances as the American document had done. Even Lenin, bitter
enemy of the capitalist republican system supported by America,
declared in 1918 that the United States had “set the world an
example of a revolutionary war against feudal subjection.”

In 1853, ordered by Washington to abandon court uniform for
plain dress, American diplomats appeared in suits at a Berlin recep-
tion. One was asked why he and his colleagues were “all dressed in
black, like so many undertakers?” “We could not,” the quick-witted
republican replied, “be more appropriately dressed than we are, at
European courts, where what we represent is the burial of mon-
archy.” Others understood the threat. As early as 1816, a Spanish
diplomat apologized for his country's “unpardonable error” in fuel-
ing “the contagious fire of rebellion and insurrection” forty years
earlier. Commenting on the Monroe Doctrine a few years later, the
Austrian chancellor, Prince Metternich, asked, “if this flood of evil
doctrines and pernicious examples should extend over the whole of
America, what would become . . . of the moral force of our govern-
ments, and of that conservative system which has saved Europe from
complete dissolution?” Such fears were justified, although the “con-
servative system” survived far longer than Metternich expected.
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Americans inevitably gave their hearts to those who attacked a
system described by Jefferson as “loaded wich misery, by kings,
nobles and priests.” He himself, while minister at Paris, extended
the protection of his roof and the counsel of his mind, to anti-
Bourbon plotters, and he helped to draft the Declaration of the
Rights of Man, the revolutionaries’ major statement of principle.
Moreover ~ though this is often forgotten because of later clashes of
view between Democratic-Republicans and Federalists — almost all
Americans welcomed the French Revolution in its first, moderate
stage. (John Adams is an exception proving the rule.) As late as
January 1793 the entire nation rejoiced at French triumphs over
hostile monarchies, and in Boston rwo newspapers, later the bell-
wethers of contending parties, joined in support of a “civic feast,”
featuring roast ox and rum punch, in honor of the first victory of the
revolutionary armies at Valmy.

The rash of European revolutions in 1848 excited Americans. In a
special message to Congress following news of the overthrow of
King Louis-Philippe of France, President Polk praised those who,
“imitating our example, have resolved to be free.” When the move-
ment spread to Germany, one newspaper described events there as
“the revolution of 1776 extending itself across the seas.” Without
waiting for orders, the American minister at Paris, Richard Rush,
recognized the new French republic, and President Polk applauded
his conduct. Summing up opinion, at least among northern Jackso-
nians, the New York Sun declared: “Among the waving banners and
the flash of uplifted sabres, . . . the finger of revolution points to us
as its example, its cloud and pillar of fire! As we vowed, so are the
masses of Europe vowing.”

In 1848, to the distress of American observers, Louis Kossuth
failed to win Hungarian independence from the Habsburg empire.
In 1851, Kossuth landed in New York, where he was greeted by a
band playing “Hail to the Chief.” For six months, he traveled
through the United States, pleading for aid to the Hungarian cause.
Almost everywhere he went, the Hungarian exile was greeted enthu-
siastically. At one banquet, Secretary of State Daniel Webster de-
claimed, “We shall rejoice to see our American model upon the
Lower Danube and on the mountains of Hungary.” This and other
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Websterian excesses led the Austrian minister to withdraw from
Washington.

Because the American Revolution had been a colonial uprising as
well as an antimonarchical one, later generations almost inevitably
endorsed resistance to colonial rule. For example, enthusiasm for the
Latin American risings nearly swamped President Monroe’s cautious
wish to delay recognition of the new states, and the pressures of that
enthusiasm played a part in his decision to announce his famous
doctrine in December 1823. At exceptional times — the Boer revolu-
tion against British control, which began in 1899, was perhaps the
first, and the Vietnamese and Algerian risings against France are
more recent examples — opinion has been divided and, at least at the
governmental level, predominantly hostile. Moreover, America has
been much more interested in ending political than economic subor-
dination, and the United States itself took a fling at colonialism in
1898. Still, although cynics correctly point out that, by breaking
down imperial trade fences, decolonization may serve American eco-
nomic interests, the anticolonial strain — an ideological one — in
policy and attitudes has been about as consistent as the anti-
monarchical one. Both clearly find their roots in the American
Revolution.

Sympathy did not mean help. Even at the height of enthusiasm in
1789, few seriously proposed more than moral support for the
French cause. In 1823 Albert Gallatin's suggestion, the more strik-
ing since it came from an unusually judicious Jeffersonian elder, that
the navy be loaned to the Greeks to help them in their struggle for
freedom from the Turkish empire, was not so much rejected as
ignored by Monroe’s administration. Only rarely, as when, just after
the Civil War, Union armies were maneuvered to give support to
Washington's opposition to monarchicocolonial enterprise in Mexi-
co, has even the shadow of force been at the service of revolutionary
causes. Only in 1898, when America threw its weight behind a
Cuban revolution against Spain, has force actually been employed.

Americans preferred to see themselves as torchbearers or guard-
ians of the flame, not crusaders in arms. In his Fourth of July oration
of 1821, disguised in a professor’s gown so as to avoid seeming to
speak officially, Secretary of State John Quincy Adams denounced
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monarchy and described America as “a beacon on the summit of the
mountains, to which all the inhabitants of the earth may turn their
eyes for a genial and saving light.” When Louis Kossuth announced
that he came to America to seek, not “an asylum for exiles, . . . but
an avenger! - - - against the oppression of a holy cause,” he simply
made certain that President Fillmore and every other politician who
greeted him would add a czveat about nonintervention and the cher
ished policy of isolation. Not only was effective action impossible —
ata time when Kossuth had been driven into exile and indeed, given
America’s minuscule armed forces, for many years thereafter — but
Americans believed, others would be more likely to steer towarci
Adams'’s beacon if the nation remained separate from and thus mor-
ally superior to the old order. Better to await, said Senator Lewis
(;ass during the Kossuth season, the spread of “the contagion of
liberty . . . to the established systems of oppressions.”

A further qualification, the fruit this time of arrogance rather
than prudence, remains to be noted. Americans have often consid-
ered} themselves a special people, favored by Providence with virtues
denied to others. They have often doubted that these unfortunates
Cf)nditioned by an absolutist or colonial past, perhaps racially ”infe:
rior,” could maintain their balance in the midst of a violent rush for
freedom.

In the twentieth century, Woodrow Wilson worked to establish
the mandate system, essentially an effort to make rulers serve the
ruled, not to obliterate that rule, at least in part because he did not
consider Africans and Asians ready for self-government. Only one of
the mandates, Iraq, gained independence before World War IL.
Later, fulminations about British imperialism by Franklin D. Roose-
velt and more noisily by some of his subordinates angered even
anticolonialists like the Labour leader, Clement Attlee. Still, Roose-
vc?lt confessed that “he did not think that India {the chief focus of
discussion} was ready . . . for complete independence.” He aimed,
a recent writer comments, “at stabilizing, not undermining, the

f:olonial world. He wanted a peaceful [and gradual} transition to
independence.” 15

15 Wm. Roger Louis, Imperialism at Bay (New York, 1978), 9.
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The historical record leaves the clear impression that, because
they consider others to lack their own natural virtues, Americans
have been more certain of their antiimperialism and antimonarchism
than confident of the success of republicanism in the world at large.
At the same time, however, they have felt free to criticize emerging
peoples for straying from the path, have sought, usually ineffec-
tively, to prod them in that direction, or, contrariwise, have ac-
cepted authoritarian regimes that served their global purposes.

Americans sometimes lament that they have lost the radical,
revolutionary image they had in Metternich’s time. Leaders as dispa-
rate as John Foster Dulles and John F. Kennedy have appealed to the
world to remember that theirs, in the latter’'s words, is “the greatest
revolutionary country on earth.” This misses the point. No one
would consider radical, by today’s standards, the views of the barons
who forced King John to accept Magna Charta or Abraham Lincoln’s
attitudes toward blacks. Similarly, the movement of the 1770s,
truly radical and certainly risky when it occurred, seems less far-
reaching when wrenched into today's context. Unlike the French a
few years later or the Russians as late as 1917, the Americans did not
confront a pervasive legacy of feudalism. To break with the king was
a dramatic act, nearly unprecedented, but it did not require new
patterns of internal political behavior.

Moreover, the social revolution that accompanied the break with
England was, at most, moderate by today’s standards. Established
churches disappeared, several northern states abolished slavery, per-
haps as many as one hundred thousand Tories left the country, but
the social structure was not markedly transformed. Neither guillo-
tines nor firing squads were necessary to carry out the few reforms
demanded by the American consensus. Nor were economic institu-
tions transformed. Most white Americans saw no need for that, in
marked contrast to later revolutionaries who considered political
liberation only a first step on the road to broader justice and equal-
ity. Especially in later years, leaders as different as Thomas Jefterson
and John Adams worried that a polarization of wealth might threat-
en republicanism, but they believed that this polarization could be
controlled within existing institutions.

The special characteristics of the American Revolution help to
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explain why many of today’s new nations, socially and economically
as well as politically oppressed, find the American experience an
mafiequate guide. They help to explain why Americans, sincerely
believing themselves to favor revolutions, at least when progressive
?nd republican, have looked askance upon those accompanied by
internal turmoil and the disruption of societies. Thus Americans
often ask if new regimes, raised to power by revolution, intend to
follow the path of republicanism and capitalism. Only ;n such in-
stances — and they are rare — do Americans feel really comfortable
with them.

But‘t this is to look ahead. When news of the peace of Paris reached
America in February 1783 — it was first published in a Tory news-
paper in British-occupied New York — Americans could not foresee
this legacy. If they had, it would not have troubled them. They took
justifiable pride in the success of the bold crusade upon which they

had embarked in 1775 and 1776. They knew they had altered the
flow of history.



3. The Constitution

Peoples who emerge from colonialism usually find their cr%umph
exhilarating, but almost all soon discover that independence is only
the beginning of a process of nation building. Despite advantages -
relative prosperity, experience in self-government — the Americans
learned this lesson in the 1780s. Historians still debate the truth of
the matter — was or was not the decade a time of economic growth? a
period of political maturation? — but contemporaries had littl.e
doubt they were in a “critical period,” critical not only for their
country but for the fate of republican government as well. Jo}m
Quincy Adams, indeed, used the phrase in a commencement oration
in 1787. Several years later, his father wrote, “I suspect that ou:
posterity will view the history of our last few years vynth regret.
When the elder Adams wrote these words, he was vice-president
under the new Constitution, an instrument of government produced
both by the political philosophy undergirding the Revolution and
by the frustrations of the 1780s.

The Articles of Confederation

The Continental Congress, legitimized only by the willingness of
states to send delegates, had no power of coercion over them. Seek-
ing to improve things, Congress proposed, and in 172-31 the states
approved, Articles of Confederation, but the remedy fall.ed to create
an effective national government. The approved text failed to cap-
italize “united states,” thus emphasizing the continued sovereignty
of the parts. Almost all decisions, even in areas where Congre,ss
nominally had power, required the concurrence of nine of the thir-
teen states. Amendments, several times proposed in an effort to
improve the system, could be — and were — blocked by a single
state’s negative. A man as suspicious of government power as Jeffer-
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son might believe that comparing the Articles with European con-
sticutions “is like a comparison of heaven and hell. . . . With all the
imperfections of our present government, it is without comparison
the best existing or that ever did exist.” Those who wanted a true
nation came to disagree.

The state-oriented thrust of the Articles of Confederation was
underlined by the absence of an executive branch. Congress, work-
ing sometimes through committees, did all the governing in what
was “in effect parliamentary government without a prime minis-
ter.”! The committee system worked badly because there were so
many that no congressman could give adequate attention to any one
of them, because they competed for influence and because the steady
turnover of membership prevented continuity. The Committee of
Secret Correspondence and its successor, the Committee for Foreign
Affairs, never gained full control of diplomacy, had no staff to man-
age correspondence and records, and met only intermittently. One
member wrote in disgust, “There is really no such thing as a Com-
mittee for Foreign Affairs existing — no secretary or clerk further
than I presume to be one or the other.”

In 1781 Congress established a Department of Foreign Affairs,
made up of a secretary and four employees, but it kept the depart-
ment on a very short leash. Initially, the secretary, while allowed to
attend sessions of Congress, could ask no questions and propose no
actions. Even after this changed, he remained little more than a
none-too-glorified clerk, receiving correspondence and preparing re-
sponses at Congress's direction. Robert Livingston, the first incum-
bent, understandably resigned after a year. Congress then left the
position vacant for more than a year before appointing John Jay. Jay
did direct the negotiation of a consular convention with France made
necessary by Franklin's carelessness in the matter, but this was hard-
ly an earth-shattering accomplishment. If remembered at all, it is
because in time it became the first agreement to be ratified under
the new Constitution. During Jay's tenure, commercial treaties were
concluded with three European countries, all of them small markets
for American goods, and with Morocco, more of a problem because

1 Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Imperial Presidency (Boston, 1973), 2.
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Morocco, like others of the Barbary states, tended to pillage Ameri-
can trade once British protection was lost. Jay's efforts to negotiate
with Spain over commerce, the western country, and the use of the
Mississippi River involved him in deep controversy with the Con-
gress, which watched him suspiciously throughout his tenure.

Flaws in the diplomatic machinery reflected the central weakness
of the Articles of Confederation. The nation did not command re-
spect abroad and had little ability to develop any. As Jefferson,
Franklin's successor at Paris, observed in 1784, Americans were “the
Jowest and most obscure of the diplomatic tribe.” Because the states
retained so much power, the government at Philadelphia could not
raise revenue, could not bargain effectively, could not assure other
nations that any agreements it made would actually be observed by
the states, could not develop a unified commercial policy to extort
concessions from other countries, could not maintain an effective
military or naval force.

The effects of this weakness were pervasive. Leaders in Vermont
went so far as to weigh the comparative advantages of a Canadian
connection against an American one. Spanish authorities in Louist-
ana intrigued with Indian tribes and American settlers in territory
disputed by Spain and the United States. Canadian officials main-
tained as much influence as they could over tribes south of the Great
Lakes, although, contrary to American belief, they did not urge the
Indians to make war on the United States. British garrisons re-
mained in a string of posts stretching from Lake Champlain to Lake
Superior, London using as justification the fact that the Congress
had been unable to induce the states to carry out promises made in
the Treaty of Paris regarding Tory property and the payment of
prewar debts. “If we are now to pay the debts due to British mer-
chants,” Virginians were alleged to ask, “what have we been fight-
ing for all this time?”

Most important of all was commerce. Looking back, James Mad-
ison wrote in 1789, “our trade . . . entirely contradicted the advan-
tages expected from the Revolution, no new channels being opened
with other European nations, and the British channels being nar-
rowed by a refusal of the most natural and valuable one to the U.S.”
Various envoys, most notably Jefferson in France, sought to negoti-
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ate the lowering of trade barriers, but they had little to bargain with
— Congress could not threaten to close trade, or tax it — and accom-
plished little.

Particularly galling was the loss of trade with the British West
Indies. As colonies, the Americans had carried on a highly profitable
triangular trade, of benefit to their goods and their ships alike, with
the Caribbean and Europe. Jay's draft of a peace treaty, presented to
the British in October 1782, called for commercial reciprocity, the
opening of all ports on each side to the shipping and goods of the
other, but this was one of the articles that disappeared in the closing
weeks of negotiations. As far as the record shows, the Americans
scarcely exerted themselves in this area, a lapse as astonishing as
their failure to press for the Nipissing line. Not for half a century
would their country regain the commerce that had been a mainstay
of colonial prosperity.?

American powerlessness meant that London had a free hand. Lord
Sheffield, an influential advocate of sternness toward the ex-colonies’
commerce, justified it in part on the ground that “America cannot
retaliate. It will not be an easy matter to bring the American States
to act as a nation. They are not to be feared as such by us.” An Order
in Council issued in 1783 to regulate the direct trade across the
Atlantic was not illiberal, and, as the British hoped, that trade soon
regained prewar levels. But another Order in Council closed the
British West Indies to American vessels, depriving shipowners, ex-
porters, and farmers of traditional business. John Adams, the first
American minister to Britain, totally failed in his efforts to improve
matters. Although Americans read all of this as a sign of British
malevolence, it really reflected nothing more than an understanding
of American weakness.

The Constitutional Movement

Within only a few years of the euphoric confirmation of indepen-
dence, these problems came to cloud the skies. So, too, did internal

2 During its wars with France, from 1793 to 1815, Britain frequently suspended
controls on trade between various islands and the United States, but the crade
was firmly cut off in 1815.
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problems, varying from state to state, often centering ar9und .the
broad issues of liberty and order, property and persons, liberalism
and conservatism. At least since 1913, when Charles A. Beard
published An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution, scholars have
emphasized and debated the internal issues. Indeed, these fevolfed
most discussion at the convention that drafted a new constitution
and provided the principal battlefield during debates over ratifica-
tion in each of the states.

Nevertheless, a good case can be made for the primacy of concerns
over American weakness in the world. “Nothing contributed more
directly to the calling of the 1787 Constitutional Convention,”
Walter LaFeber writes, “than did the spreading belief that under the
Articles of Confederation Congress could not effectively and safley
conduct foreign policy.”? The Annapolis Convention of 1786, which
itself failed to accomplish anything but issued the call for the suc-
cessful meeting of the next year, was convened specifically to cogsnd-
er the sad condition of American trade. If there was comparatively
little discussion at Philadelphia of diplomatic and even military
matters, it was because almost everyone agreed that the mechanism’s
of foreign policy had to be changed. They agreed, too, thaF Ameri-
can diplomacy had to be further armed for controversies with ot.her
nations. Differences were almost always over detail, and far-reaching
changes were not so much debated as assumed.

Essentially, no matter how devoted to the rights of states, the
delegates at Philadelphia believed that the central government must
be made strong enough to command the respect of foreign nations.
From Paris, Jefferson pithily summarized the opinion of those who
opposed centralized government: “I wish to see our states ,r'nade one
as to all foreign, and several as to all domestic matters. Despite
deep concern about standing armies, seen as potent'ial instruments of
tyranny, there was general agreement that the national goyemment
must be given war powers, both to deter possible enemies and to
fight wars effectively.t

3 Woaleer LaFebé'E; “The Constitution and United States Foreign Policy,” Journal of
American History 74 (1987-8): 697, ,
4 Yewer than one thousand men were in the armed forces of the United States at the
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Similarly, it was recognized that the thirteen states could not,
acting individually, extort commercial concessions from other na-
tions. Thus, despite fears that the interests of some states might be
sacrificed by a national legislature, Congress was given the power to
create policies that might compel Great Britain and others to relax
some of their restrictions on American trade.> Finally, it was agreed
that, if the United States were to bargain effectively, the national
government must not only have the power to conclude treaties but
to compel states to observe them.

This by no means suggests that the framers of the Constitution
wanted or expected the United States to plunge deeply into tradi-
tional diplomacy. Even strong nationalists like Madison and Alex-
ander Hamilton thought that the United States should never have
more than five or six missions abroad. Others wanted fewer. Some
even suggested that none would be needed; other nations should be
required to send envoys to America whenever there was anything to
negotiate.® Such attitudes showed that “the delegates assumed that
diplomatic negotiations per se would be rare, that foreign relations
would be commercial in nature, and that treaties would be few.”?
The creation of a nation with power to defend itself and to bargain
commercially, primarily by legislation, would, the delegates
thought, be sufficient to transform the scene.

The Constitution and Foreign Affairs

The Philadelphia convention opened in May 1787, two weeks be-
hind schedule because many delegates were tardy. Rhode Island, the

time of the Philadelphia convention. Within ten years the figure rose to about
seven thousand. Deployment was primarily directed against Indians in the West.
Having agreed on this, the convention had to give the federal government
control of interstate commerce. Otherwise, individual states could have
sabotaged national policy by placing restriccions on imports, foreign in origin,
that came to them from other states. The enormous implications of this granc of
power were, like so much else, not scen in 1787, but the “commerce clause”
became the chief engine that advanced federal power at the expense of the states.
6 In 1784, the United States had two ministers abroad, as well as one commission
to negotiate commercial treaties with twenty-two European states.
7 Frederick W. Marks 111, Independence on Trial (Baton Rouge, 1973), 155.
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most reluctant to expand national power, especially over commerce,
declined to send representatives. The other states sent, at one time or
another, fifty-five men. Usually, no more than thirty were present,
and discussion was dominated by an even smaller group of men wl?o
remained in Philadelphia from start to finish. This inner group, in
particular, included many of America’s most distinguished poh'n‘cal
minds, and the mere presence of Franklin and Washington sanctified
the convention for many people, although in fact Franklin was too
old and ill to contribute much and Washington presided rather than
participated. Jefferson called it an “assembly of demigf)ds:"

But there were nonentities present, and obstructionists, too.
There were also important absentees. Patrick Henry and Richard
Henry Lee declined to serve, which meant that the Vu.'glma delega-
tion was dominated by nationalists, most notably Madison. John Jay
was busy with his work as secretary of foreign affairs, and John
Adams and Thomas Jefferson were serving abroad.

The delegates were remarkably young (the average age was about
forty-two), but three-quarters had had firsthand experience VYICh the
shortcomings of the Articles of Confederation from service in Con-
gress. Virtually all were determined, if they di‘.:l nothing else, to
strengthen the nation in the field of foreign affairs.

Provisions attempting to accomplish this end are spread through-
out the Constitution. Many were drafted in committees, abo.ut
whose activities we know very little, and none evoked extensive
debate in the full convention, in contrast, for example, to repeatef;i
discussions of the composition of Congress and election of the presi-
dent. The framers, a recent study concludes, “intended Congressj to
control the making and conduct of war, the Senate to control .forexgn
policy, and the President to control the cere{nonlal functions of
representing the nation in its foreign felatxons, personally or
through diplomats.”® This brisk summary is not so much wrong as
oversimplified. N

In fact, although many of the Constitution’s provisions seem
clear-cut, “in foreign affairs, it was often cryptic, ambiguous and

8 Leonard W. Levy, Original Intent and the Framers Constitution (New York, 1988),
30—1.
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incomplete.”? This was so partly because members of the convention
could not foresee the future, partly because they shrank from giving
power to the president but knew the details of foreign affairs and war
making could not be managed by Congress. Because these provi-
sions were so important, and so often debated, in the future, it is
imperative to try to discern the intentions of the Founding Fathers.

Article VI declares that “This Constitution, and the Laws of the
United States and all Treaties, . . . shall be the supreme Law of the
Land, . . . any Thing in the Constitution or Laws of any State to
the contrary notwithstanding.” This provision, the core of the Con-
stitution in that it establishes a sovereign national government, had
profound implications in areas other than diplomacy. Even in our
own time its proper meaning in these areas is debated. But the
clause, vital to the practice of foreign policy, was much less chal-
lenged in that area in the future.

Everyone recognized that, if treaties were to be national bargains,
state action must not negate them. If commercial legislation were to
have its intended effect, states could not be allowed to levy duties of
their own. Nor could they engage in diplomacy or carry on wars
(with, for example, Indian tribes) for their own parochial interests,
if the nation were to mean anything. '° These principles seem blind-
ingly obvious, but under the Articles of Confederation one or more
states had contradicted every one of them. These violations were,
indeed, a major reason the reform movement became so strong. Few
if any members of the convention questioned the need to give the
federal government absolute authority in foreign relations.

It was therefore fitting that the “supremacy clause” was first used
by the Supreme Court to overthrow a state law in a case involving
the treaty power. During the Revolution, the Commonwealth of
Virginia arrogated to itself debts owed to Englishmen by its citizens.
Although the Treaty of Paris provided that “Creditors . . . shall
meet with no lawful Impediment to the Recovery of . . . all bona
fide Debts heretofore contracted,” after the war Virginia courts ig-

9 Schlesinger, Imperial Presidency, 2.

10 Prohibitions against such actions, which in effect furcher develop the “suprem-
acy clause,” are in Article 1, Section 10.
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nored this pledge. In 1796 a creditor’s suit, Ware v. Hylton, reached
the Supreme Court, which ordered debtors to pay — even if they had
already paid the commonwealth!!! The decision stimulated a great
deal of protest but clearly reflected the intent of the Constitutional
Convention.

An early draft presented to the convention gave Congress the
power to “make” war, a proposition on which there was universal
agreement. But an enemy might not be so kind as to attack when
Congress was sitting. Must the nation wait until legislators returned
from their homes before it “made” war? To meet this problem, “Mr
MADISON and Mr [Elbridge} GERRY moved to insert ‘declare,” strik-
ing out ‘make war; leaving to the Executive the power to repel
sudden attacks.” The motion passed, and “declare” rather than
“make” was the word finally used in Article I, Section 8, of the
Constitution. !?

Although the implications of the change fathered by Madison and
Gerry are still debated, it seems reasonable to take them at their
word: They did not want, and their colleagues did not want, either
to deny the president the power to resist surprise attacks or to give
him a means to initiate military action. James Wilson of Peansylva-
nia, a leading figure in the convention, assured his colleagues, “It
will not be in the power of a single man, or a single body of men, to
involve us in such distress” as war. 13

During the nation’s first undéclared war, with France in the late
1790s, congressional legislation authorized what action was taken.
At the time, even Alexander Hamilton, who usually took an expan-
sive view of presidential powers, held that, while a president could

11 The justices did agree thae Vieginia had a moral obligation to see that debtors
did not pay twice.

12 The same article gave Congress the power to maintain an army and a navy, but
the fear of standing armies led the convention to add, regarding the former, that
“no Appropriation of Money to that Use shall be for a longer Term than two
Years."”

13 Although once again the available evidence is incomplete, the convention
apparently wished to make Congress an integral part of any decision for
undeclared or limited wars. In Article I, Section 8, Congress also was
empowered to issue “Letters of Marque and Reprisal,” in other words to initiate
military operations short of full-scale war.
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repel attack, he could not order reprisals on his own authority. In
1801, in an opinion upholding the legality of action during the
undeclared war, Chief Justice John Marshall declared, “The whole
powers of war . . . are vested in Congress.” Future presitlents who
“made” war ~ defending Korea, invading Grenada — without the
prior approval of Congress would have to find such justification as
they could in other provisions of the Constitution.

Usually they relied upon Article I, Section 2, of the Constitution,
a list of several disparate powers of the president, one of which is
that he “shall be Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy of the
United States.” This arcicle was one of those drafred in committee,
in this instance the Committee on Detail, and the full convention
barely discussed it. However, the purport of this clause clearly was
less than chief executives later claimed for it. Members of the con-
vention recognized that, as Alexander Hamilton wrote in the Feder-
alist, “Of all cares or concerns of government, the direction of war
most peculiarly demands those qualities which distinguish the exer-
cise of power by a single hand.” However, they appear to have
expected the president to act as commander only, carrying out poli-
cies determined by Congress. When, during the ratifying debates,
opponents of the Constitution expressed fears that the president was
being given too much power, Hamilton responded, in another of the
Federalist essays, “his authority would be nominally the same with
that of the king of Great Britain, but in substance much inferior to
te. It would amount to nothing more than the supreme command
and direction of the military forces, as first general and admiral of
the Confederacy; while that of the British king extends to the declzr-
ing of war and to the raising . . . of fleets and armies — all of which,
under the Constitution being considered, would appertain to the
legislature.”

Almost from the beginning of the republic, presidents or their
subordinates did use military force beyond the boundaries of the
United States, usually to protect the lives or property of American
citizens. With a few exceptions like Andrew Jackson's invasion of
Spanish Florida in 1818, these operations were small-scale and
short-lived, rarely challenging the sovereignty of another nation.
None, certainly, were confessed to be “war” in the constitutional
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sense, and justification for most was not even framed in terms of the
commander-in-chief clause. Until 1950, two scholars have written,
“no judge, no President, no legislator, no commentator ever sug-
gested that the President had legal authority to initiate war.”!4

Predictably, given the concern over commerce, members of the
convention took it almost as a given that the national government
should be clothed with authority in this field. As Hamilton was to put
it in the Federalist, “The importance of the Union, in a commercial
light, is one of those points about which there is the least room to
entertain a difference of opinion, and which has, in fact, commanded
the most general assent of men who have any acquaintance with the
subject.” Something had to be done to foil European efforts to strangle
the United States, to “make them bid against each other for the
privileges of our markets.” So universally accepted was this line of
reasoning that both the Virginiaand New Jersey plans, outlines of the
Constitution put forward by nationalists and limited-government
men respectively, granted commercial power to Congress.

Southern delegates, however, feared that, if some limitations were
not placed on Congress, their interests might be sacrificed to those
of the middle states and New England. When the Committee on
Detail met, they managed to have three safeguards approved: There
could be no ban on the importation of slaves, no duties on exports
were to be permitted, and all “navigation acts” must pass by two-
thirds majorities in Congress.

The prohibition of export duties relieved the South from fear that
its rice and tobacco exports would be burdened with taxes, but it
deprived the nation of a weapon of economic diplomacy widely used
by other countries, especially Great Britain. Such duties allowed a
nation, in effect, to raise the foreign price of its goods, or such of
them as were specified, and could be used as a bargaining tool in
commercial negotiations.

The two-thirds requirement, Southerners felt, was needed to pro-
tect them against other sections. Otherwise, states with large mar-
itime interests might, to protect and stimulate shipping, impose

14 Francis D. Wormuch and Edwin Firmage, To Chain the Dogs of War (Dallas,
1986), 28.
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heavy charges upon or even prohibit the entry of foreign merchant-
men, forcing the South to absorb huge increases in freight rates. As
the event was to prove, gaining simple majorities for commercial
legislation was challenging enough. If this provision had gone into
effect the United States would have found it difficult, sometimes
impossible, to carry on commercial diplomacy.

Most Norcherners, as well as a few Southern nationalists like
Madison, objected to the proposals of the Committee on Detail.
They were unable to get the full convention to disapprove the ban on
export taxes, but, in one of the convention’s major compromises,
they otherwise got most of what they wanted. At Gouverneur Mor-
ris’s suggestion, a special committee was created, as the Pennsylva-
nian said, to “form a bargain among the northern and southern
states.” In this committee it was agreed that at least until 1808 no
legislation closing the slave trade could be enacted, but — and this
was far more important to the nationalists and Northerners — “navi-
gation acts” could be passed by ordinary majorities. Over some
Southern protests — Madison could not convert his own delegation —
the compromise passed.

The decision was far-reaching. Had the two-thirds proposal gone
through, there would in all probability have been no legislation to
protect American shipping, to create protective tariffs, to authorize
reciprocal trade agreements with foreign countries. Nor, for that
matter, would it have been easy to find the funds to make the new
government a success. Until 1814 customs duties generated about
nine-tenths of federal revenue, and they remained the largest single
source in all but a few years until the twentieth century.

The marters so far discussed, although critically important for
foreign relations, do not include what are traditionally called diplo-
matic powers — negotiation, recognition of other governments, ap-
pointment of diplomats, and, above all, treaty making. Regarding
the first two of these, the Constitution is silent, and the proper
distribution of power between Senate and president had to be
worked out in the first years after it came into effect. On the other
hand, the convention fairly easily agreed that diplomatic appoint-
ments, like those to other important federal offices, should be made
by the president with the Senate's approval.
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Discussions of the treaty-making power were sporadic, mostly at
the tail end of the convention. Whenever the subject came up,
delegates showed that their thoughts were distorted by an anticipa-
cion that conflicts in the future would be between large and small
states. Moreover, they utterly failed to foresee, and would have
deplored, the rise of parties. They also made it clear that they
neither wanted nor expected many treaties to be made. Finally, they
shrank from giving the president powers like those of European
sovereigns, and the ultimate decision to give him a role in treaty
making by no means meant that they intended him to dominate the
process.

In early sessions of the convention, delegates assumed that the
Senate alone would make treaties. > The report of the Committee on
Detail included a provision to this effect. But since that report,

embodying another of the convention’s important compromises, also

recommended that all states, large and small, should have two

Senate seats, the proposal regarding treaties ran into opposition. As
far as we can tell, this, not a desire to increase presidential power or

even ro make negotiations more efficient, led the convention to

adopt the system we still have.
If states were equal in the Senate, small ones would have dispro-

portionate weight. How could this be corrected? Gouverneur Morris

suggested that the House of Representatives be given a coequal role.
This proposal was rejected, largely because the House, members
thought, would be too large and too indiscreet to perform well.
Madison suggested that the proper remedy was to involve the presi-
dent, who would be chosen in a process that gave each state a weight
roughly proportional to population. “The Senate represented the
States alone,” he said, “and . . . for this as well as other obvious
" by which he meant the difficulty of carrying on detailed

reasons,’
“it was proper that the President should

negotiations by committee,
be an agent in Treaties.” He was able to get the recommendation for

15 One mighthave expected that the experience of diplomacy-by-committee under
the Articles of Confederation would have led them in another direction, but

such was not the case. On the other hand, in fairness to the delegates, it must

be remembered that they expected the Senate to be, at least for a long time,
essentially a medium-sized committee, not 3 large body.
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conclude treaties, unless they were treaties of peace: “The prospect of
having one more than one-third of the members of the Senate defeat
a treaty was not one to excite apprehensions in the minds of t)he
framers of the Constitution.”'8 Commercial diplomacy, not treaties
— this is what they expected and wanted.

The effect of the two-thirds rule has been largely indirect. Only a
handful of treaties commanding a majority have fallen short of the
required two-thirds. The only truly important one was th)e Treaty -of
Versailles, and if it had gained the necessary support President Wil-
son almost certainly would have killed it because of conditions upon
which the Senate insisted. And there is another way of looking at the
ability of one more than one-third of the Senate to defeat a treaty.
Although the Federalists briefly commanded a two-thirds majority
in the 1790s and their opponents, the Republicans, did so for a
longer time ending in 1820, since that date one party has almost
never (there are three exceptions) been that strong in the Senate.
Successful treaties, that is to say, are by necessity truly national and
not merely partisan agreements.

The two-thirds rule has often colored negotiations, since those who
make treaties have to be aware, as Wilson really was not, of the danger
of losing the needed support. Thus, for example, the nature of the
American pledge in the North Atlantic Treaty of 1949 was less
definite than the negotiators would have preferred, and the Carter
administration had to include unwanted provisions in the Panama
Canal agreements of 1977. Moreover, to win the support of two-
thirds of the Senate, treaty supporters have often found it necessary to
amend them or to attach reservations to the resolution of approval.
Federalists invented this tactic in 1795 to save Jay's Treaty with
England. It has been widely used ever since, sometimes .withouc
jeopardizing the agreement, sometimes with the result that either tbe
president or the foreign government involved backed away from it.

The Achievements of the Convention

By mid—Sepfé}nber, the work was done. The Pennsylvania legisla-
ture, waiting to convene, could at last reclaim its hall. The conven-

18 W. Scull Holt, Treatses Defeated by the Senate (Baltimore, 1933), 10.
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tion had lasted nearly four months, and tempers were frayed. Frank-
lin, in a speech read for him by Wilson, appealed for unity:

when you assemble a number of men to have the advantage of their joint
wisdom, you inevitably assemble with those men all their prejudices, their
passions, . . . their local interests. . . . From such an assembly can a per-
fect production be expected? It therefore astonishes me, Sir, to find this
system approaching so near to perfection as it does. . . . I cannot help
expressing a wish that every member of the Convention who may still have
objections to it would, with me, on this occasion doubt a lictle of his
infallibility, and, to make manifest our unity, put his name to this instru-
ment.

Three individuals, including a future secretary of state, rejected
Franklin's invitation, but the compromising had been so well done
that all twelve state delegations, Rhode Island still being absent,
approved the final product. The delegates held a celebratory dinner,
then dispersed to their homes, where most of them would play
leading parts in the struggle for ratification.

They had accomplished great and permanent things. Their great-
est achievement was simply that they succeeded at all, transforming
a fragile, fractious coalition of states into a nation. By itself, this
accomplishment transformed the United States’s position in the
world. Urging his countrymen to ratify the Constitution, Hamilton
wrote, “Let Americans disdain to be the instruments of European
questions. Let the thirteen States, bound together in a strict and
indissoluble Union, concur in erecting one great American system
superior to the control of all transatlantic force or influence and able
to dictate the terms of the connection between the old and the new
world!"” So wished they all.

The specific provisions important for the diplomatic future had
often been worked out, like the rest of the document, by a process of
give and take. Consideration often disappeared from the agenda for
weeks at a time, only to pop up and be settled almost without
debate. In particular, introduction of the president into the treaty-
making process came at the very end of the convention, and only an
act of collective will — a desire to finish the job — can explain its easy
acceptance. Except for the supremacy clause and the commerce
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clause, which clearly determined that “navigation acts” would be
enacted like any other legislation, the provisions bearing on interna-
tional affairs were often marked by ambiguity, perhaps to paper over
disagreements but also because the delegates understandably did not
foresee what might develop in the future.

Whatever the intent of the convention, the Constitution left
unsettled the division of responsibility between the president and
Congress. The eminent constitutional historian Edward S. Corwin
made this point in a passage often quoted:

Where does the Constitution lodge the power to determine the foreign
relations of the United States? . . . Many persons are inclined to answer
offhand “in the President”™; but they would be hard put to it, if challenged,
to point out any definite statement to this effect in the Constitution itsclf.
What the Constitution does, and «ll that it does, is to confer on the Presi-
dent cercain powers capable of affecting our foreign relations', and certain
other powers of the same general kind on the Senate, and still ot)h-er such
powers on Congress; but which of these organs shall have the decisive and
final voice in determining the course of the American nation is left for

events to resolve.

The Constitution, Corwin concluded, “is an invitation to struggle
for the privilege of directing American foreign policy.”*? In that
struggle, the president had important advantages, notably t‘he pos-
session of superior information and the ability to act with dispatch.
Using these, presidents from George Washington onward expande}d
the executive power far beyond the intent of the Philadelphia
convention and the understanding of those who debated ratifi-

cation.

Ratification of the Constitution

Nine states had to approve the Constitution, the delegates decided,
before it could go into effect. In fact, had a single important state —
New York or Virginia, for example — refused to go a%o'ng,
the accomplishments of the convention would have been nullified.

19 Edward S. Corwin, The President: Office and Powers, 4th ed. (New York, 1957),
170-1.
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In those two states, and in others, the contest for approval was
bitter,

During the struggle, Federalists stressed what they knew was
an appealing, almost unchallengeable argument: The Cohstitution
would strengthen the nation’s ability to survive and prosper in
a hostile world. Twenty-five of the first thirty-six Federalist es-
says made this point in one way or another. While no single argu-
ment can explain ratification in every state, this one played a vital
role.

Almost all Antifederalists professed to wish to strengthen the
national government in foreign affairs, but many of them com-
plained that the provisions proposed to meet this desirable end
actually jeopardized liberty. They objected to the supremacy clause,
particularly as it applied to treaties. “If anything should be left us,”
Patrick Henry complained, “it would [only} be because the Presi-
dent and senators were pleased to admit it.” Théy objected to the
mechanics of the treaty power, which, they argued, meant that a
president-Senate cabal could sell out state interests. Some proposed
that the popularly elected House of Representatives be brought into
the process, others that an even greater majority of senators be
required to approve treaties. On the whole, however, Antifederalists
were wise enough not to challenge the Federalists where they were
on strong popular ground.

Their criticisms did, however, cause the authors of the Federalist
to rebut their opponents in later essays in the series. Madison
stressed that “this class of powers forms an obvious and essential
branch of the federal administration. If we are to be one nation in
any respect, it clearly ought to be in respect to other nations.” Jay,
who had not been at the convention, and Hamilton, who had, each
devoted an essay to the treaty power. The latter asserted, “I scruple
not to declare my firm persuasion that it is one of the best digested
and most unexceptionable parts of the plan.” Mixed responsibility
for treaties meant that a possibly corruptible president could not act
alone, but on the other hand experience under the Articles of Con-
federation had shown that detailed negotiations could not easily be
managed by committee. Jay justified exclusion of the House, saying
that it was too large to act with secrecy and dispatch, whereas the
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Senate, a smaller body of more experienced men serving for longer
terms, could be expected to show these qualities.?”

Making effective use of their most advantageous argument, the
Federalists were able to carry every ratification convention, although
sometimes, as in the important states of Massachusetts, New York,
and Virginia, by narrow margins. In June 1788, New Hampshire
became the ninth state to approve the Constitution. Two others soon
followed, but North Carolina and Rhode Island held out until 1789.
Presidential electors were chosen in the fall, and in April 1789, to
absolutely no one’s surprise, they unanimously chose George Wash-
ington as first president of the United States. Because the new
Congress was already in session, in New York, government could

begin.

The New Government

The new government was dominated, predictably, by supporters of
the Constitution. George Washington had been both participant in
and symbol of the movement toward union. His first cabinet, when
completed in 1790, contained two fellow Virginians, Thomas Jeffer-
son and Edmund Randolph, who had misgivings, but also Alexander
Hamilton, more nationalist than most framers of the Constitution,
and into Hamilton's hands as secretary of the treasury fell chief re-
sponsibility for making the new government effective. Two-thirds of
the twenty-six senators and fifty-five representatives in the first Con-
gress had served either in the Philadelphia convention or in state rati-
fying conventions, and only seven had opposed the Constitution.
Madison, the most important figure at Philadelphia, became in effect
Jeader of the House of Representatives. Together, Congress and the
president set out to implement in practical terms the shared ideas they
had brought to the constitutional movement, but they also soon col-
lided with ambiguities and lacunae in the new charter of government.

20 1n the event, of course, the Senate became notable for neither. Some treaties
were acted upon almost without discussion, but others provoked extended
debate. Although all treaties were considered in executive session until 1888,
and the Senate opened its doors only twice before the great debate on the Treaty
of Versailles in 1919 and 1920, from the very beginning “leaks” were common.
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Fittingly, the first important legislation was a tariff act with
protectionist overtones, although the desire to establish a revenue
base was more important. As originally proposed by Madison, the
tarift bill discriminated against ships and goods of countries that had
no commercial treaty with the United States; Britain, so frequently
denounced at Philadelphia and in the Federalist essays, was the obvi-
ous target. “Her interests can be wounded almost mortally,” Mad-
ison said, “while ours are invulnerable.” The Senate, reluctant to
start a commercial war that might jeopardize the revenue upon
which the new government was to depend, rejected Madison's pro-
posal, and the disagreement foreshadowed similar differences in the
future.

But both Madison and his opponents wanted to use commercial
legislation for nationalistic purposes. As finally passed, the bill gave
protecti30f1 to some domestic products by levying high charges on
competitive imports. It also required foreign-owned ships to pay
tonnage duties, the port charges levied on ships no matter what
their cargo, eight times as high as those ievied on American-owned
ships. In sum, the Americans, sentimentally and in principle in
favor of unrestricted trade, felt that they had to do commercial
battle with others in traditional mercantilist ways.

Woashington chose to sign the tariff act of 1789 on the Fourth of
July. The law’s results were not as dramatic as many of its framers
hoped, although it doubtless contributed to the growth of the mer-
chant marine which soon followed. It was five years before Great
Britain reached a commercial agreement with the United States, in
Jay's Treaty, and for many more years guaranteed access to British
West Indian ports eluded the Americans. Still, the law of 1789
began a process that fulfilled the hope of the Constitution’s framers,
that a united nation could accomplish things beyond the reach of
thirteen separate states.

The Machinery of Diplomacy

At about the same time that the tariff became law, so also did an act
establishing a Department of Foreign Affairs, and this too was intro-
duced by Madison. Debate was far less contentious, no doubt be-
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cause legislators, like members of the convention, expected foreign
relations, in the modern sense of the term, to be a minor part of
government activity. In contrast to the law establishing the Trea-
sury, which made the secretary directly responsible to Congress on
important matters, Madison’s bill declared that the secretary for
foreign affairs should act “in such a manner as the President of the
United States shall, from time to time, order and direct,”?! and
the legislation several times reiterated that diplomatic business
belonged to the executive. Presumably this emphasis merely re-
flected the conviction that only the executive branch could effi-
ciently manage the nuts and bolts of diplomacy; there certainly is no
indication that Madison or anyone else in Congress expected the
president to embark on major policy departures without their con-
currence.

A few months later, in September, Congress decided that the
secretary for foreign affairs would not have enough to do to keep
himself occupied. A new law changed the name of the office and
charged the secretary of state with a potpourri of nondiplomatic
functions: handling correspondence between the federal government
and the states, guarding the Great Seal, publishing the public laws,
taking the census, and so forth. A bit later, the secretary was also
made responsible for the mint.

Thomas Jefferson, who would have preferred to continue as minis-
ter to France and disliked the chores recently added to the secretary’s
charge, agreed to accept appointment as secretary of state only when
Washington appealed to his sense of duty. In March 1790, he took
over from Jay, who had served ad interim. Jefferson received a salary
of $3,500 and had a staff of five, copyists and translators. The War
and Treasury Departments began with much larger staffs and grew
much more rapidly.2? In New York, State made do with a small
house on Broadway, and its quarters in Philadelphia, to which the

21 On the other hand, only the vote of Vice-President John Adams defeated a
proposal, in the Senate, to withhold from the president the authority to remove
a secretary who displeased him.

22 The Department of State still had a staff of only fourteen in 1820, and until
1853, when the office of assistant sccretary was created, a “chief clerk” was

second in command.
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federal government moved in 1790, and Washington, where it set-
tled down in 1800, were scarcely larger.

The secretary, perforce, did almost all of the work himself. At
least until the 1830s he personally drafted almost all correspondence
to ministers abroad, clerks then transcribing a fair copy in a bound
volume and preparing multiple copies for the mails.23 For the secre-
taries, this was not too burdensome a task: All of the instructions
from the beginning of the federal government until the War of 1812
fill only eight moderate-sized volumes. Incoming correspondence
was more voluminous but still did not tax the recipient. Sometimes,
tacitly using distance or the absence of important events to report as
an excuse, representatives abroad simply lapsed into silence. In
March 1791, Jefferson rebuked the American chargé d'affaires at
Madrid, writing, “Your letter of May. 6 1789. is still the last we
have received, and that is now near two years old.” But even when
business was heavy, American envoys often spared the pen: During
four and a half months of important, intricate negotiations at Lon-
don in 1806, the American representatives sent home only six re-
ports.

On the whole, the two dozen men who served as secretary of state
through Lincoln’s administration were distinguished men. Six later
became president, although only one of those, James Buchanan,
held the secretaryship after 1830. Henry Clay, Daniel Webster,
John C. Calhoun, and William H. Seward — all towering figures and
presidential aspirants — also held the office. Two of the less distin-
guished secretaries, Timothy Pickering, under John Adams, and
Robert Smith, under Madison, were fired for insubordination, com-
pounded in Smith's case by incapacity. Most, even such strong indi-
viduals as James Madison and John Quincy Adams, deferred to the
chief executive. All consulted frequently with the president, even on
.unimportant matters, and Washington, for one, reviewed all outgo-
ing correspondence before it was sent. Sometimes — perhaps the
most notable instance being Jefferson’s secretary of the treasury,
Albert Gallatin — a particularly trusted outsider was asked to com-

23 Sometimes the president himself drafted important papers, most notably when
Madison last confidence in his first secretary of state, Roberc Smith.
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ment on almost every important matter before the Department of
State. Under a few presidents — Washington, Monroe, and Polk, for
example — major issues were discussed by the entire cabinet. Usually
but not always, the secretary of state had his way, but some, notably
Polk's subordinate, James Buchanan, were frequently humiliated by
their superior. Few had any doubt where the final authority lay.
Presidential control of foreign policy was a fact from the beginning
of the Republic, just as it was a fact that the Department of State
was essentially one individual.

The size of the diplomatic service, like the size of Jefferson's staff,
reflected prevailing views of the nature of American relations with
the rest of the world. A substantial minority of Congress was reluc-
tant to station diplomats permanently at even the most important
foreign capitals, including London. Congress cut Washington's ini-
tial request for funds to support diplomatic representation from
$49,000 to $40,000. In 1791, when the structure was complete,
the United States had only four ministers and one chargé at Eu-
ropean courts. (In addition, Washington, who worked with cautious
determination to strengthen his office, had, without seeking Senate
approval, sent at least two personal representatives to Europe.) Soon,
the problems created for American commerce by war in Europe and,
somewhat later, the successful Latin American revolts against Spain
led to expansion, but as late as 1838 the United States had only
thirty-one permanent legations.?* Embassies, more prestigious es-
tablishments, were shunned until the 1890s because they were con-
sidered unrepublican.

Thus, even though they found themselves drawn into convention-
al diplomacy by European wars, by their own drive for expansion, by
commercial aspirations, and by the international ramifications of the
Civil War, Americans never entirely shed the attitudes of 1787. The
United States was a great nation, but it was so partly because it was
not like all others. A diplomatic establishment on the European

24 In addition, of course, there was a steadily increasing number of consuls and
consular agents. Remunerated, until 1855, lagely by fees paid to them for
their services, they were a rather shabby lot, often engaging in dubious business

on the side.
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scale was anathema. Happily, Americans believed, it was also unnec-
essary.

Defining the Constitutional Partnership

The Founding Fathers, as we have seen, neither wanted nor expected
the new government to make many treaties. Five or six commercial
agreements with major powers, some thought, should be about the
limit. During the first generation of the new government, this
.ceiling was exceeded. Still, from 1789 to 1815 the Senate passed
judgment on only thirteen agreements with foreign countries, about
one every other year, and only five can be said to have been impor-
tant. Not one was defeated by the Senate, although a minor agree-
ment with Great Britain died because London would not accept a
.condition insisted upon by the Senate. In the next quarter century,
in sheer statistical terms the pace sharply accelerated, but almost ali
agreements did no more than establish formal relations with another
country; only three or four were important settlements. Contrary to
the Founding Fathers' expectations, in discussing treaties senators
a;ted neither as a group of sages nor as spokesmen for their respec-
tive states, but rather as politicians often influenced by partisan
considerations.

Nor were expectations of true partnership between president and
Senate long fulfilled. A few months after the new government began
to function, Washington informed the Senate that he intended to
“advise with them on the terms of the treaty to be negotiated with
the southern Indians.” The meeting was not a success. Senators
resented the president’s apparent attitude of “take it or leave it.”
Washington found the Senate’s nit-picking and refusal to act at once
intolerable. At last, after an interval of tense silence, the president
withdrew. “He did so with a discontented air,” one of the partici-
pants, Senator William Maclay of Pennsylvania, wrote in his jour-
nal. “Had it been any other man than the man whom I wish to
regard as the first character in the world, I would have said, with
sullen dignity. I can not now be mistaken. The President wishes to
tread on the necks of the Senate.” Washington returned a few days
later, apparently “placid and serene,” and agreement was reached.
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He did not, however, repeat the experiment, nor have his suc-
cessors. 2> .

On the other hand, when he asked the Senate to approve appoint-
ments to foreign posts, Washington at first submitted the instruc-
tions he proposed to give those envoys, and the Sengte in eifeFt
considered them along with the nomination. This practice ended in
1794, when John Jay was sent to London to negotiate a vast panqply
of issues. Many were too explosive to make possible a consensus ina
Senate filled with partisan tempers, so Washington merely submit-
ted Jay's name. Thus it has been, with rare exceptions, down to Fhe
present. “Advice,” a word intended by the Phllad‘elphm convention
to mean consultation before and during negotiations, has come to
mean nothing more than “consent,” post hoc approval of what the
executive branch has decided. .

In other ways, too, the powers of the president have develo;aed in
ways unforeseen at Philadelphia. Since 1792, w)hen the Washmgton
administration concluded a postal agreement with Canadlz%n authot-
ities, presidents have made literally thousands of “executive agree-
ments” for which they did not seek Senate approval. Most but Qnot all
of these have been noncontroversial, essentially administrative ac-
tions. But even in the early period presidents sometimes used execu-
tive agreements in ways that went far beyond. t’hxs. Ir} ‘1817, Acting
Secretary of State Richard Rush and the B.rm?h r}nmxster, Charles
Bagot, signed an agreement for the demihtaﬁnzanon of the 'Grez%t
Lakes. President Monroe merely reported this to Congress in his
annual message that December. In 1818, prodded by Bagot, he
asked the Senate “whether this is such an arrangement a‘s tbe execu-
tive is competent to enter into by the powers vested in it by the
Constitution, or is such a one as requires the advice and consent of

the Senate.” Carefully avoiding a direct answer, the Senate appr.oved
“the agreement,” but it never became a treaty and formal ratifica-

tions were never exchanged.

25 1In 1846, President Polk sent a British proposal regarding the Oregon boundary
dispute to the Senate, asking its advice before signing a formal treaty, but he
did not appear before the Senate in person.
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Very carly, too, presidents began to make dubious use of their
power as commander in chief. In 1810 and 1811, convinced that the
panhandle of Florida belonged to the United States as a result of the
Louisiana Purchase, a claim that Spain denied, Madison “plotted in
secret, used agents and troops, threatened force, and eventually
proclaimed and effectuated the occupation of an area ruled by
Spain.”2¢ Even the president privately admitted, during this rather
opéra bouffe affair, that there were “serious questions, as to the author-
ity of the Executive.” Far more important was the action of President
James K. Polk in 1845, following the annexation of Texas. He sent
troops commanded by General Zachary Taylor into territory south of
Texas'’s limits while a province of Mexico, and in 1846 this resulted,
as Polk may have hoped, in war. In any event, in making the
president commander in chief, the authors of the Constitution,
although recognizing the need for central direction of armies in the
field, in wars declared by Congress, had never expected that authori-
ty to be used to control policy.

Executive agreements and expansive use of command powers are
but two developments that were not foreseen in 1787. For example,
in agreeing to give the president authority to “receive Ambassadors
and all other public Ministers,” the Philadelphia convention meant
nothing substantial. Members apparently did not anticipate that
this seemingly innocuous phrase would give the executive power to
determine which governments should be recognized and which
should not. But such has been the case since 1793, when, without
consulting Congress, the Washington administration decided to “re-
ceive” Citizen Edmond Genet, in effect agreeing that the House of
Bourbon, which still claimed the French throne, was defunct.

The purpose of these illustrations is not to denigrate presidents as
usurpers, although some have been. Without at least some greater
presidential power than the framers anticipated, the United States
could hardly have pursued consistent, to say nothing of effective,
policies in foreign affairs. The framers combined hardheaded realism

26 Abraham D. Sofacr, War, Foreign Affairs and Constitutional Power: The Origins
(Cambridge, Mass., 1976), 303.
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and a vision of a world as it never was to be, of an international role
that was utopian. What deserves emphasis, however, is that the
“original intents” of the Founding Fathers succumbed to political
realities in a process that began even before the presidency of George
Washington was well under way.

Whether or not the machinery functioned as they anticipated, the
fifty-five authors of the Constitution succeeded in their cenfral task:
They created a nation out of a league of states. And it endured to
expand across a continent and play an increasing role in the world.
Of course, as Tocqueville observed in 1835, “The Constitution of
the United States is like one of those beautiful creations of human
diligence which give their inventors glory and riches but remain
sterile in other hands.” The Constitution served the people, and the
people served the Constitution.

.
.
s

4. Federalist Diplomacy:
Realism and Anglophilia

For the future of the nation, the dozen years from Washington's
inauguration in 1789 to Jefferson’s in 1801 were fully as “critical” as
the preceding era. The Americans had to establish both new policies
and new machinery of government. They had to meet challenging
problems of foreign policy, some inherited from the Confederation
period and others generated by the outbreak of a new European war.
Perhaps most important, they had to prove that the new structure
had a chance to become permanent. Here, they accomplished things
that today seem foreordained but ones that distinguished the United
States from most other postcolonial nations. In 1796 they showed
both that power could be shifted into new hands from the hero of
their revolution and that it could be done by election. In 1801 they
proved it possible to change political direction without a coup
d’état, a striking accomplishment, “the first election in modern
history which, by popular decision, resulted in the quiet and peace-
ful transition of national power from the hands of one of two embat-
tled parties to another.”!

Central in these developments was the emergence of political
parties. The Federalist and Antifederalist groupings of the fight over
the Constitution were essentially coalitions for the occasion. True
parties emerged only after the new government was well under way.
To a large degree, the Federalist and Republican parties were, in
terms of leaders and support, heirs of the earlier coalitions, but there
were sufficient exceptions so that a direct line of descent cannot be
assumed. For example, Madison, a leading Federalist in the 1780s,
became a founder of the Republican party in the 1790s. The so-
called first party system lasted until the 1820s, when Federalism
died an overdue death.

I Richard Hofstadter, The ldea of a Party System (Berkeley, 1969), 128.
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Americans came to independence with a highly useful tradition of
participatory politics, but not one of organized parties. Indef:d, l.ik-e
many newly freed people, they considered parties almost illegiti-
mate threats to national unity. Still, parties did develop, although
many congressmen and even (in 1796) at least some presider‘ltiz}l
electors declined to identify with one or the other, and party disci-
pline remained pitiful for a long time. In his Farewell Address of
1796 George Washington warned “in the most solemn manner
against the baneful effects of a Spirit of Party,” a pious sentiment
that ignored his administration’s increasingly partisan cl.m’racter or a’t,
least suggested, as many in fact believed, that the “Spirit of Pz'lr!ty
was the disloyal monopoly of opponents. The Federalists’ Sedft%on
Act of 1798 and President Jefferson’s prosecution of opposition
newspapers reflected the same sentiment. Still, by the end of the
1790s party conflict had come to be accepted if not embracefi. Most
important of all, despite conflicts and bitterness, the nation had
agreed to accept arbitrament by the ballot box. .

These accomplishments, which have eluded most emerging na-
tions, were clearly essential to success in foreign relations. They gave
the nation a structure and a process that, whatever the rhetoric and
even physical violence, produced both stability and flexibility. Quc
they were not easy, and only the passage of time gave the.m s?mccxty.
In 1808, twenty years after ratification of the Constitution, an
English journal sneered that the American mach.inery had “the ap-
pearance . . . rather of an experiment in politics, than a steady,
permanent system.” This skepticism, widely held abroa.d, e.rxc?ur—
aged European governments to treat the United States with limited
respect, only slightly more than that they had offert.zd the Confedera-
tion. But the perspective of time clearly shows us, if not all contem-
poraries, that the years after 1789 were years of success and progress.

Federalists, Republicans, and the European Conflict

Rival attitudes toward the wars set off by the French Revolution of
1789 played-a major part in party development. From 1792 to
1815, with‘wonly two pauses for breath, the Old World was w.racked
by the longest sustained combat in modern history, involving all
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Europe but with England and France as chief antagonists. What
began as a struggle between republicanism and monarchy brought
on by the toppling of France's ancien régime became something
quite different with the rise of Napoleon Bonaparte, who dominated
the French state by 1798 and crowned himself emperor in 1804, The
young general once hailed as the savior of republicanism revealed
himself a cold-eyed autocrat aiming at European and perhaps world
hegemony. Pro-French Americans ceased to name new towns after
Bonaparte’s victories, and in far more substantial ways, too, Ameri-
cans had to adjust to the bonleversement.

Similarly, shifting British and French policies toward the United
States affected American attitudes. The French revolutionaries at
first counted on republican America to support them for reasons of
ideology and gratitude. Disappointment — in their view, American
betrayal — turned France to a harsh policy that escalated into unde-
clared war between 1798 and 1800. Although Bonaparte liquidated
that conflict, he had little respect for a land peopled, in his view, “by
greedy merchants with a weak government and an impotent army.”?
His attitudes — they lacked the continuity to be called policy —
shifted according to the interests of the moment, particularly his
estimate as to whether the stick or the carrot would prove more
effective.

At first, largely because they also expected America to support
France, the British struck heavily at Yankee commerce. A treaty
negotiated in 1794 liquidated this policy, initiating a decade of
fairly smooth relations. However, like American cold warriors later
on, Englishmen considered their nation “the last stay of the liberties
of the world.” They demanded that others tolerate any measures
they believed necessary to defeat Napoleon. After 1805 this atticude
meant greater harshness toward the United States, producing in
turn American hostility toward Britain. When the Americans de-
clared war in 1812, the British premier complained that America
ought instead “to have looked to this country as the guardian power
to which she was indebted . . . for her very existence.”

Looking back many years later, a Massachusetts Federalist recalled

2 Clifford L. Egan, Neither Peace Nor War (Baton Rouge, 1983), 25.
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that “the French Revolution drew a red hot ploughshare through the
history of America.” The metaphor is both apt and slightly mislead-
ing. Soon after the new government began to function, Congress
fiercely debated a series of financial proposals presented by Secretary
of the Treasury Hamilton, but coalitions were shifting and the
struggles at Philadelphia appear not to have excited the country. The
French Revolution changed the nature of the contest, but only after
several years in which Americans of all political persuasions, proud
that their republican example had spread across the ocean, watched
it with “widespread enthusiasm and . . . little alarm.”3 Especially
after the Anglo-French war began in 1793, the American parties
solidified and extended their appeal to the electorate.

In effect, Federalists and Republicans both came to view the
European contest as an extension of their own struggle. Federalists
already felt that democracy could go too far; they believed that
events in France so proved, and they could not respect those who
differed with them. “Republicans had already identified the domes-
tic conflict as an effort to defend America against corrupting English
ways, and it was easy now to see administration policy as an attempt
to ally the country with England and the league of despots against
liberty and the French.”* Thus Federalists called their opponents
“democrats” or, even worse, “Jacobins.” Republicans disavowed both
labels and characterized their foes as “monocrats” or “Anglomen.”
And each party came to believe its own propaganda: Republicans
were pro-French, Federalists pro-British.

The truth was rather more complex and shifting. Federalists,
virtually all of whom had welcomed the first stages of French protest
against the ancien régime, deplored its turn to violence, especially
the use of the guillotine against real and presumed opponents during
the “Reign of Terror” in 1793 and 1794. They denied, in Hamilton's
words, that there was any “resemblance between what was the cause
of America and what is the cause of France . . . the difference is no
less great than that between Liberty and Licentiousness.” They mis-
trusted the republicanism of Americans who did not turn against the

3 David B. Davis, Revolutions (Cambridge, Mass., 1990), 32.
4 Lance Banning, The Jeffersontan Persuasion {Ithaca, 1978), 211.
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land of the Terror, confiscations, and unstable governments. They
blamed these troubles on an excess of democracy, and later they
explained Napoleon’s tyranny in Aristotelian terms as an inevitable
product of populistic license. Years later, after resuming a friendship
sundered by the passions of the 1790s, John Adams, one of the
handful who had misgivings from the start, wrote to the Sage of
Monticello, “The French Revolution I dreaded; because I was sure it
would, not only arrest the progress of Improvement, but give it a
retrograde course.”

Particularly when they contrasted it with France, some Federalists
described Britain — its political and social order — as nearly perfect
or at least “the abode . . . of all that distinguishes Man from the
Brute and the Daemon.” Such talk was by no means universal, and
particularly while in power Federalists were by no means supine
frieflds of England. Even Alexander Hamilton at least professed to
be‘heve that “it is the true policy of our government, to act with
splxrit and energy as well toward Great Britain as France.” He often
criticized England’s policies, particularly commercial ones, al-
though, both because of his basic sympathies and because o’f his
co.nviction that the new nation could not survive the loss of trade
with England, he steadily worked for accommodation, even to the
extent of passing inside information to British representatives.

‘john Adams, Hamilton’s béte noire within the party, hated and
distrusted Britain. The British minister welcomed Adams's election
to the presidency in 1796, “not because,” he reported, “I perceive in
Mr. Adams any partiality of sentiment towards Great Britain. but
because he detests our enemies.” Adams abhorred French radicaiism
and like most Federalists, he believed that Britain shielded the’
United States from France. “The wind of the cannon ball that
smashes John Bull’s brains out,” argued Congressman Fisher Ames
an Adams supporter, “will lay us on our backs.” But until his deatl;
in 1826 Adams remained convinced of John Bull’s “jealousy, envy,
hatred and revenge, covered under pretended contempt.” Alt,hougf;
Adams, among the best haters in American history, used strong
language, his views, not those of Anglophiles, were representative of
rank-and-file Federalism.

If Adams thought the French Revolution would “arrest the
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progress of Improvement,” Republicans considered it an extension of
a world movement begun in 1775. “The French cause is the cause of
man,” one newspaper declared. Moreover, Republicans feared that a
French defeat would encourage reaction everywhere; in Jefferson’s
words, “The liberty of the whole earth was depending on the issue of
the contest.” If France’s enemies triumphed, he believed, “it is far
from being certain that they might not choose to finish their job
completely by obliging us to a change in the form of our govern-
ment at least.” Despite misgivings of varying intensity about the
Terror (“and was ever such a prize won with so little blood?” Jefter-
son mused), Republicans remained uncompromisingly pro-French
for several years. They held the Federalists exclusively responsible for
rising tension between the two countries.

Then things changed. In 1798, publication of reports from Amer-
ican envoys in Paris revealed that French agents — Messieurs X, Y,
and Z — had demanded bribes as the price of negotiations to settle
differences. Republicans sought to prevent the resulting brouhaha
from escalating into war, but they never again took France on faith.
Their alienation was completed when, a few months later, Bonaparte
overthrew the existing government. By 1799, French republicanism
was dead.

In 1801, just after becoming president, Jefferson told the British
chargé that, while “for republican France he might have felt some
interest, there was assuredly nothing in the present Government of
that country, which could naturally incline him to show the smallest
undue partiality to it at the expense of Great Britain.” Federalist
charges to the contrary, his presidential career bore out this state-
ment. Learning of Napoleon’s abdication in 1814, Jefferson’s com-
ment mingled surprise and pleasure: “The Attila of the age [is} de-
throned, the ruthless destroyer of millions of the human race, . . .
the great oppressor of the rights and liberties of the world, {is} shut
up within the circle of a little island in the Mediterranean.”

After 1798 neither Jefferson nor his followers hoped for British
collapse. “The complete subjugation of England would be a general
calamity,” he'wrote in that year, adding, “But happily it is impossi-
bie.” In 1803 he said that the United States would “be seriously
afflicted were any disaster to deprive mankind of the benefit of such
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a Bulwark against the torrent which has for some time been bearing
down all before it.” Republicans wished to see Britain chastened:
they did not wish to see its enemy free to terrorize the globe. Like,
Fisher Ames and many others on the opposite side of the, political
fence, they saw the advantages of a European balance of power.

Neutrality, 1793

Although members of each party often accused the other of wanting
to enter the European war in support of that nation to which it was
allegedly subservient, the truth was otherwise. “Peace is our inter-
est,” Jefferson once wrote, “and peace has saved to the world this
only plant of free and rational government now existing in it.” In
his Farewell Address, the first president expressed much the same
thought: “With me, a predominant motive has been to endeavor to
gain time to our country to settle and mature its yet recent institu-
tions and to progress without interruption to that degree of strength
and constancy which is necessary to give it command of its own
fortunes.”

Except in moments of frenzy, almost all Americans agreed. Even
at the height of their enthusiasm for France, in the mid- 1790s
almost no Republicans wanted to fight by its side. In the aftermatl;
of the XYZ affair, few Federalists were eager for war with France
although a larger number considered one inevitable. The leitmoti\:
of Republican diplomacy after the party came to power in 1801 was
the search for an alternative to war with Britain. In 1812, Republi-
can senators and congressmen took the nation into such a war only
because they could see no acceptable alternative.

Seeking to lessen the chances of involvement, at the very outset of
the European war the American government laid down a line of
policy far in advance of its day. A proclamation of neutrality issued
by President Washington in April 1793 called upon all citizens
“with sincerity and good faith [to} adopt and pursue a conduct
friendly and impartial toward the belligerent powers.” Framing the
proclamation produced argument between Jefferson and Hamilton
still cabinet colleagues but moving toward the leadership of rivai
parties. Hamilton wanted to suspend or even nullify the political
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alliance of 1778, nominally on the ground that the French govern-
ment that had concluded it no longer existed; Jefferson preferred —
and the president agreed to follow his advice — to evade the issue, at
jeast until France sought the help (it never did) the Americans were
pledged to provide. And each privately hoped that neutrality would
be so managed that the European power he favored could take most
advantage of it. But both agreed that the government should not
show partiality and that citizens must avoid actions which would
draw the nation toward war.

Such a stance would seem today to be the basic minimum of
neutrality. However, in 1793 authorities on international law mini-
mized a neutral’s obligations almost to insignificance. In their view,
for example, France’s American policy from 1775 to 1778 — the
dispatch of supplies paid for by the government, tolerance of Amer-
ican commerce-raiding from French ports, and so forth — did
not make France unneutral because its armed forces were not en-
gaged. A major power might be able to get away with such behav-
ior, as France did until 1778; the young republic did not dare take
the risk, knowing that even technically legal behavior could produce
dangerous resentment. Washington's cabinet therefore unanimously
agreed to a line of policy which one authority on international law
describes as “an epoch in the development of the usages of neu-
trality.”>

Madison complained that the president was usurping power not
intended to be granted to him by the Philadelphia convention: The
Constitution did not give the president authority to proclaim neu-
trality any more than it gave him the power to declare war. This
point also troubled Jefferson. In deference to his sensibilities, the
word “neutrality” was not used in the proclamation. Francophiles
objected to the suggestion that Americans ought to be impartial,
confirming Jefferson's prediction that “A fair neutrality will prove a
disagreeable pill to our friends, tho’ necessary to keep us out of the
calamities of war.” Enthusiasts certainly refused to admit that the
proclamation barred them from such activities as throwing stones
through windows of the British legation. On the whole, however,

S William E. Hall, International Law, 8th ed. (Oxford, 1924), 707,
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even among Republicans, Washington's proclamation came to com-
mand broad support.

An envoy from France, Edmond Genet, tested the policy almost
as soon as it was announced. Genet reached Philadelphia in the
summer of 1793, after a four-week overland trip from his landing
point, Charleston, during which, in a series of public meetings,
celebrations and banquets, he sought to mobilize support for aid to
France. “My zeal,” he wrote at the time, “never will be satisfied
until I shall have drawn [the American peoplel into the war on our
side. The whole new world must be free and the Americans must
support us in this sublime design.” At the capital, Genet was re-
ceived in friendly fashion by Jefferson, although the secretary of state
cautioned him to show restraint lest he hurt the Republican cause.

“Caution” was not a word known to Genet. Even before he
reached Philadelphia, he set out to organize filibustering expedi-
tions by Americans against Spanish territory. He issued commissions
to American privateers to sail against enemy commerce; these ships
made eighty captures. In the most flagrant case, after allowing
Jefferson to understand that he would not do so, he directed a
captured British vessel, the Little Surah, renamed the Petite Démocrate
and armed for commerce raiding, to put to sea. This episode stirred
Jefterson to warn Madison that Genet “will sink the Republican
interest if they do not abandon him.” Above all, the Frenchman,
who had a “habit of substituting the rhetoric of public demonstra-
tions for the reality of diplomacy,”¢ repeatedly called on the people
not to tolerate the policy of neutrality, and rioters in the streets
supported his appeal. Looking back years later, John Adams main-
tained that only an epidemic of yellow fever, which drained civic
vigor, “saved the United States from a fatal revolution of govern-
ment.”

Believing that the administration could not stand against him,
Genet demanded a special session of Congress to decide between his
wishes and those of the administration. This was too much. The
president exploded: “Is the Minister of the French Republic to set
the Acts of this Government at defiance, with impunity? and then

6 Harry Ammon, The Gener Mission (New York, 1973), S8.
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threaten the Executive with an appeal to the People? What must the
World think of such conduct, and of the Government of the United
States submitting to it?” Early in August, Washington and his
cabinet, including Jefferson, agreed to demand Genet’s recall.” Al-
though successors to Genet tried, with no more success than he, to
shake Federalist administrations from their chosen path, his failure
had been the critical one.

For various reasons, among them doubt about the president's
powers and therefore the legitimacy of the detailed directives issued
to implement what was largely only a general statement of policy,
the Washington administration decided to supplement the Neu-
trality Proclamation with legislation. The Neutrality Act of 1794
prohibited enlistment in foreign armies, outlawed military schemes
like those planned by Genet, and prohibited the arming or strength-
ening of belligerent warships in American waters. Although Ameri-
cans were specifically authorized to trade in contraband goods, they
were placed on notice that their government would not support
them if a belligerent seized these goods on the high seas.

Within a few years the prudence of this form of neutrality seemed
clear even to those who initially questioned it. In 1800 the act,
originally temporary, was made permanent. In 1817, over objec-
tions by friends of the colonial rebellions in Latin America, the
prohibitions were extended to wars of revolution. In 1818 a final
piece of legislation codified the system.

At times, sympathies or cupidity have led to violations of the
code. Latin America’s friends violated it. Filibusterers operating in
Central America in midcentury, supportess of Fenianism in Canada
in the 1830s, backers of Cuban independence movements in the
latter third of the nineteenth century — all of them, and others,
disobeyed the law. Except in detail, however, the code of neutrality
was not changed, and the position laid down in 1793 and 1794
remained in place until World War I and beyond.

In time, other countries endorsed the idea that neutrality meant

7 In face, Genet did not return to France, where he faced arrest and perhaps
execution by the new Jacobin government. He retired to New York, married
well, and lived out his life as a country gentleman. He became a citizen in 1804,
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something more than abstention from hostilities, that it ought, in
form at least, to be impartial. In 1823 the British foreign secret;ry
George Canning, told Parliament, “If I wished for a guide in the’
system of Neutrality, I should take that laid down by América in the
days of the presidency of Washington and the secretaryship of Jeffer-
son.” Once again, by serving its own interests the Unired States had
served the interests of others as well.

The almost universal backing for neutrality was early evidence
that rival American politicians were not as uncompromisingly com-
mitted to the cause of England or France as their opponents charged.
Still, they quarreled bitterly for years because they found it difficule
to understand and impossible to respect one another, because they
were constantly aware of the domestic implications of the success or
defeat of the European contenders and because the republic was still
young and unsure of itself. Moreover, even though they shared a
desire to stay out of the European war and endorsed a new kind of
neutrality, within that frame there was still sufficient room for dis-
agreement. Federalist policy was more unfriendly to France than
Great Britain, and the reverse was true, though less consistently, of
the Republicans. Their quarrels deeply affected American efforts to
confirm and to extend the nation’s territory, to develop commerce,
and especially to hold an even keel during the European storms.

The Profits of Neutrality

During these violent years, the belligerents often treated the Ameri-
cans brutally. As a result, the United States became involved in an
undeclared war with France, a contest that inspired Joseph Hopkin-
son to write “Hail Columbia,” the first national anthem, and a
better-known war with England, which evoked Francis Scott Key's
tribute to American valor. Bur the Americans also learned, as a
leading diplomatic historian long ago pointed out, that “Europe’s
distress” could be “America’s advantage.”® They exploited the Eu-
ropean wars to reap immense economic benefits. They liquidated

8 Thlis is the’ theme of Samuel Flagg Bemis, Pinckney's Treaty (Baltimore, 1926),
which carries the subtitle, A Study of America’s Advantage from Enrope’s Distress,
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challenges to the boundaries nominally won in 1782 and gained
territory beyond even Franklin's dreams. Both the trials and the
successes were essential to the completion of independence.

Although, as Turgot had predicted, Anglo-American trade in-
creased after independence, commerce with the rest of the world,
including Britain's remaining colonies, languished in the 1780s.
Neither Britain nor France nor Spain shared the American belief in
“the civilizing influence of commercial expansion,” and all contin-
ued along traditional mercantilist lines. Then Louis XVI took his
ride in a tumbrel. The new rulers of France, partly as a matter of
doctrine, partly from wartime necessity, opened its colonies and
cased controls on transatlantic trade. Exports to France leapt from $1
million in 1791 to $13 million in 1807. The British, forced to
divert ships to wartime tasks, began in 1795 to encourage annual
proclamations by colonial governors in the West Indies that sus-
pended the legal prohibition on foreign ships, opening what Mad-
ison had called a “most natural and valuable” commerce.

More generally, the war increased European demand. Exports of
American goods rose from $19 million in 1791 to $49 million in
1807, bringing prosperity especially to agricultural areas. Reexports
grew even more spectacularly as foreign ships were diverted or, in
the French case, driven from the ocean. The Americans, who
brought goods home before sending them to their ultimate destina-
tions, took over trade between Europe and other parts of the world,
notably the Caribbean. Reexports multiplied thirtyfold in the de-
cade and a half before 1807, reaching a value of $60 million, a level
not again equaled until 1916. Until 1805 the British tolerated this
trade, agreeing to consider the two legs of the journey as separate
voyages rather than one; had they not done so, they would have
believed themselves justified in seizing neutral ships engaged in
carriage from one enemy port to another. By the so-called Rule of
the War of 1756, laid down during an earlier war with France,
Britain had proclaimed that neutral ships could not engage in trade
that had been closed to them in peacetime, as had most commerce

9 Drew R. McCoy, The Elnsive Republic (Chapel Hill, 1980), 89.
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between European metropols and their colonies, without subjecting
themselves to seizure.

Wartime neutrality being so profitable, Americans even half re-
gretted a Franco-British armistice in 1801: A Yankee clergyman
noted that his parishioners “All rejoiced at the sound of peace and all
recollected the great commercial advantages to our Country in the
late war. Passion and Judgment struggled without victory.” When
war resumed, so did profits — for farmers, plantation owners, mer-
chants, and the nation as a whole. One of the most successful war
profiteers, William Gray of Massachusetts, built a fleet of thirty-six
ships and had an estimated worth of $3 million in 1809. The nation
enjoyed unprecedented prosperity.

American trade declined after 1807, thanks to Jefferson's Embar-
80 Act and, later, the war with England. But a strong base had been
laid. After the wars ended, American exports resumed their growth,
and the merchant marine again played a major role in international
commerce. The United States had established itself as a growing
factor in the world economy. Like territorial empire, this was very
largely a consequence of Europe's wars.

Federalists had no doubt about the value of commercial expan-
sion; Republicans devoted to the idea of an agrarian society wel-
comed territorial expansion but sometimes had misgivings about
foreign commerce. Thus Jefferson, who often resorted to simpli-
cisms belying his intelligence, wrote in 1785 that he wished the na-
tion would “practice neither commerce nor navigation, but . . .
stand with respect to Europe precisely on the footing of China. We
should thus avoid wars, and all our citizens would be husbandmen.
But,” he admitted, “this is theory only, and a theory which the
servants of America are not at liberty to follow. Our people have a
decided taste for navigation and commerce.” In short, theory had to
give way to avarice.

Particularly troublesome to Republicans was the reexport trade,
which, far more than the trade in national goods, led to quarrels
with belligerents. Because it benefited only merchants and ship-
owners, mere “speculators,” in Jefferson’s view, it also “compromised
important republican assumptions about life and labor in what
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Jefterson once called ‘this agricultural country.””'® Consequently,
some Republicans wanted to give it up. John Randolph of Roanoke,
more Republican than Pope Thomas, described it as “this mush-
room, this fungus of war.” But the profits were too great to aban-
don, and the Republican presidents declined to eschew the champi-
gnons SO as to concentrate on native fare.

Avarice, of course, helps explain the “decided taste” Jefferson
observed. But so does the belief, expressed by Jefferson at other times,
that the precious but precarious republican system — indeed, freedom
and independence —~ could survive only if citizens were prosperous,
though not to the extent of “luxury,” which was generally deplored.
To secure prosperity, Americans looked to a steady increase in exports,
particularly, in the case of Republicans, agricultural ones. How nicely
united were self-interest and virtuous republicanism.

To protect wartime trade, under almost constant attack from
Europeans, both Federalist and Republican administrations fought
constant battle. They demanded the broadest possible freedom for
neutral commerce. They did so, of course, primarily to defend the
nation’s interest, but in the spirit of the “Model Treaty,” they also
saw themselves furthering a melioration of warfare. Their succes-
sors would continue to follow the same line on into the twentieth
century.

Issues were complex, rights and wrongs unclear. Everyone agreed
that neutrals had a right to trade with belligerents, provided that
they did not carry goods that had military use, called contraband, or
run blockades. But what constituted contraband? How were legiti-
mate blockades to be defined? Did a neutral flag protect cargo
owned by a belligerent? — that is, did “free ships make free goods™?
If, as authorities agreed, one belligerent’s illegal behavior justified
its opponent in responding with action that would otherwise violate
international law, how far did this right of retaliation extend? Al-
though on a few issues the Americans were cautious, usually they
“harnessed doctrines of international law on behalf of national ava-
rice.”!! This led to quarrels, interruptions of the war-engendered

10 Burton Spivak, Jefferson’s English Crisis (Charloteesville, Va., 1979), ix.
11 Ibid., 12.
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prosperity, even to military conflicts during both the Federalist and
Republican regimes.

During the Civil War, seeking to suffocate the South, Lincoln's
administration radically changed parts of the traditional position.
Still, more than any other major power, with the possible exception
of tsarist Russia, America has identified itself with broad rights for
neutral commerce in time of war. During the Spanish-American
War, no complete blockade of Cuba, the Philippines, or Spain was
ever proclaimed. While neutral in World War I, America vainly
urged Germany and the Allies to accep its definitions as their own,
and after entering the war it rather self-righteously declined to
employ the most stringent restrictions the Allies had imposed on
neutral commerce.

Jay’s Treaty ,

In the United States, from the Genet explosion until Napoleon's
final defeat in 1815, differences over foreign policy dominated —
nearly monopolized — the political battlefield. Federalists and Re-
publicans had widely different views about the nature of the Repub-
lic, but after the Hamiltonian program was in place Federalists ook
almost no initiatives in domestic policy. When Republicans gained
control, they repealed only a few Federalist laws and embarked upon
few legislative initiatives. There was too much to do in the diplo-
matic sphere.

While Genet was appealing to Americans to repudiate their own
government, the British embarked on policies that ensured that,
once that flamboyant diplomat left the scene, American anger would
turn in their direction. Partly because they failed to anticipate the
Neutrality Proclamation, expecting instead that the United States
would support France, they struck hard at neutral commerce. They
ordered foodstuffs bound for France, or countries it dominated,
brought into British ports for purchase at regulated prices and, a few
months later, subjected to capture all neutral trade with French
colonies; both policies defied prevailing views of international
law. By the beginning of 1794, several hundred American ships had
been seized.
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At the same time, the long-festering issue of the border posts and
British intrigue with the Indians became more serious. Speaking to
a group of Indian leaders, Lord Dorchester, governor-general of
Canada, encouraged continued resistance to the advance of American
frontiersmen and suggested that, before long, Britain and the Indi-
ans would be allies in a war with the United States: “From the
manner in which the People of the States push on, . . . on this side,
and from what I learn of their conduct towards the Sea, I shall not be
surprised if we are at war with them in the course of the present year;
and if so, a Line must be drawn by the Warriors.” Much to Dorches-
ter’s irritation, the text of the speech soon leaked, producing a
predictable uproar in the United States. At about the same time,
Dorchester ordered a military post established on the Maumee Riv-
er, close to present-day Toledo, far deeper in American territory than
any of the other frontier forts, although news of this development
did not reach Philadelphia until a mission to England had been set
in train. 12

Republicans, led by Madison, had been pressing for commercial
retaliation against Great Britain since Congress convened in Decem-
ber 1793, and news of the British captures and Dorchester’s speech
caused nonaligned members of Congress — there were still many —
to swing toward the Republican side. Federalists believed a commer-
cial war would be much more harmful to the United States than to
Britain, and they feared that it might escalate into a military one.
They also thought that the Republicans wanted to align the country
with France. “It is all French that is spoken in support of the
measure,” a Federalist leader grumbled. “I like the Yankee dialect
better.” For a time it looked as if he and his party would be over-
borne. In March, Congress passed a thirty-day embargo on trade
with Britain and its colonies. Agitation for still further restrictions

continued.

12 In the summer of 1794, after a battle with the Indians at Fallen Timbers,
General Anthony Wayne advanced on the fort and demanded that the British
evacuate it, bringing close a confrontation that might have touched off war in
the Northwest and destroyed the negotiations then going forward. However,
neither Wayne nor che British commander wanted battle. After a few days the

Americans withdrew.
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In the middle of April, President Washington nominated John
Jay, then chief justice, as special envoy to Great Britain. Federalist
leaders who suggested this move to the president had little hope that
it would lead to a great diplomatic success. Their principal purpose
was political, to derail or at least delay further commercial warfare
with Britain. Understanding this, Republicans sought to kill Jay's
nomination in the Senate, but they lost, 18—8.

Jay's instructions reflected the Federalist outlook, although they
were nominally the work of Jefferson'’s successor and friend, Edmund
Randolph.'® They omitted any mention of impressment, which
only later became an important issue between the two countries, but
included a long list of other American desiderata, ranging from
evacuation of the posts to compensation for captured ships to terms
of a commercial treaty. However, with only two exceptions these
were, the instructions stated, “recommendations only, which in your
discretion you may modify.” They were, in fact,’ “one of the most
open-ended sets of instructions ever written for an American diplo-
mat

The only two requirements — no direct violation of the treaty
with France, no commercial treaty unless American shipping was
granted access to the British West Indies — were politically impera-
tive, since open abandonment of the alliance and of West Indian
trade, the center of contemporary debate over commerce, would
have ruined the administration. For the rest, the Federalists were
prepared to seek but not demand. No doubt their fundamental
sympathies for Britain and dislike of France affected their stance,
although at this time they, like the Republicans, were outraged by
English misbehavior. However, the predominant reason was their
conviction that the United States lacked the power to force conces-
sions that went to the heart of the imperial system of commerce and
war. Their principal, connected purposes were to ease the pressure at
home and to avoid being brought into the European conflict. To

14

them, this seemed prudent; to their opponents, it seemed craven.

13 That Washington selected Randolph, rather than a follower of Hamilton, to
replace Jefferson when the lateer resigned in December 1793 is a further sign of
the slow development of partisan division.

14 Frank T. Reuter, Trials and Triumphs (Fore Worth, Tex., 1983), 186.
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The position of the British government was not dissimilar. Mem-
bers of William Pitt’s ministry, and especially his cousin and foreign
secretary, Lord Grenville, although by no means prepared to concede
everything the Americans wished, did not want to add another
enemy when the European war was going badly. As one government
supporter phrased it, after the negotiations with America were un-
der way, “A war with her would be the summit and completion of
ruin. England would thereby be more than ever endangered, and the
country would be undone both in point of commerce, and perhaps
even of internal tranquility.” To prevent such an outcome, Pitt and
Grenville rejected the importunities of self-interested groups and
extremists, much as the Federalist administration rejected those of
the Republicans.

By the time Jay reached England in June, Pitt and his colleagues
had already begun to move toward accommodation. With Grenville
the key player, they had decided that the posts would have to be
evacuated. Orders were sent to Lord Dorchester and other officials in
Canada to soften their behavior, and similar cautions went to George
Hammond, the minister at Philadelphia, who had alienated even
the staunchest Federalists by his obstreperousness. A new Order in
Council made it easier for American owners to appeal confiscated
ships in British courts, and from the outset Grenville accepted that
reparations for many seizures would have to be paid. During the
negotiations, Grenville went farther: Overriding the objections of
West Indian interests and the British East India Company, he offered
to open trade with British Caribbean and Asian colonies, and, again
defying interested opposition, he agreed to submit the claims of pre-
Revolutionary creditors to the hazards of arbitration rather than
demand a fixed sum as compensation.

Given the position of the two sides, it is no surprise that a
settlement was reached. Nor is it surprising that many issues were
simply placed on the shelf, Jay and Grenville concluding that they
were too divisive to be pressed. The treaty signed in November
1794 commirtted England to evacuate the western posts, opened
trade with India and (on conditions) the British West Indies, and
arranged for arbitration of three matters — the disputed eastern
boundary of Maine, the claims of Americans to compensation for
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ships seized in the West Indies, and the sums owed to British
merchants who had given credit to Americans before the Revolu-
tion. !> These terms, the two principal negotiators believed, would
make it possible to reverse the trend toward confrontation.

In the end, their calculations proved correct, but it was a “near
run thing.” Republicans would have objected to almost any settle-
ment with England, but even the administration’s friends found
Jay’s Treaty difficult to swallow. After “much trouble, and many
fruitless discussions,” Jay had agreed to omit any definition of neu-
tral rights. He raised the issue of impressment, about which his
instructions were silent, but only feebly pressed the matter. More-
over, he agreed to a provision which, for the life of the treaty,
prohibited discrimination by one nation against the ships and goods
of the other, a stipulation that disarmed Republicans of their favorite
weapon against Great Britain.

Many years ago the great historian Henry Adams commented,
“That Mr. Jay's treaty was a bad one few persons even then ventured to
dispute; no one would venture on its merits to defend it now. There
has been no moment since 1810 when the United States would have
hesitated to prefer war rather than peace on such terms.” 16 Except
perhaps for the right to trade with British India, Jay did fail to win
anything more than what Americans were obviously entitled to,
liberation of territory recognized as theirs in 1782 and compensation
for seizures even Britain admitted had been illegal. He pried open the
British West Indies only at the price of agreeing to prohibit certain
American exports, a price even the Federalists soon decided was
exorbitant. He accomplished nothing regarding impressment and
neutral rights, although in fairness it should be added that he did not
accept British pretensions in these areas.

Still, the treaty did remove two major obstacles to smoother
relations, trouble on the frontier and over ship seizures, and by
doing so reversed the path toward war. The treaty’s shortcomings, a

15 The first two arbitrations, though marred by contentious dispute between the
representatives of the two countries, ultimately were successful, but the third
failed, and in 1802 the United States agreed to pay a lump sum to quiet the
e
claims.

16 Henry Adams, The Life of Albert Gallatin (Philadelphia, 1879), 158.
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historian has written, were “the price paid by the Federalists for a
peace which they believed indispensable to the perpetuation of
American nationality.”!”7 Moreover, the successful conclusion of a
treaty encouraged the Pitt ministry to alter a wide range of policies.
British officials in Canada ceased to intrigue with Indian tribes in
the West. London allowed governors of Caribbean colonies to open
their ports to American ships, treated American neutral commerce
with relative leniency, and forced the Admiralty to return many
American seamen who had been impressed by overzealous naval
officers.

Beyond this, there was a further American gain, at Spain’s ex-
pense, which owed a good deal to Jay's Treaty. Following the Revo-
lution, Madrid had seen no reason why it should underwrite Shel-
burne’s territorial generosity. From bases in Florida and Louisiana,
Spain laid claim to territory as far northward as the Ohio River, as
far eastward as the Appalachian Mountains. Fearing the advance of
the frontier, in 1784 it closed the Mississippi River, the chief vent
for exports from Kentucky and Tennessee, and encouraged separa-
tism among settlers there. Spain also sought to keep the South-
western Indians hostile to the United States.

In 1795, Spain found itself in a delicate position, in the midst of a
maneuver from the British to the French side. Facing war with
England, fearing that Jay's Treaty might presage even closer Anglo-
American ties, Spain felt that it could not run the risk that Britain
and America would cooperate against it. That Spanish fears were
overdrawn is of no moment. They permitted an American envoy,
Thomas Pinckney, to gain in October 1795 what had long been
withheld, clear title to territory extending west to the Mississippi
and south to 31 degrees, the northern border of today’s Florida.
Spain also agreed that Westerners might export goods over the
southern stretches of that river, where it ran through Spanish terri-
tory. Thus Pinckney's Treaty “placed the gateway to the riches of the
entire Mississippi Valley in the grasp of the United States.”'8

17 Samuel Flagg‘k Bemis, Jay's Treaty, 2d ed. (New Haven, 1962), 373. Even so,
Bemis excoriated Jay for his supineness.
18 Reuter, Trials and Triumphs, 217.
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The delayed benefits of Jay's Treaty could not, of course, easily be
foreseen in 1794. News of the treaty produced an enormous uproar
in the United States. Jay was many times hung in effigy. The Senate
approved the treaty by precisely the required two-thirds: margin,
after Federalist leaders deleted the unpopular West Indian article.
The House of Representatives, which had to approve the funds, a
mere $90,000, to finance the arbitration machinery, twice came
within a vote or two of destroying the treaty, and a Pennsylvania
Republican who cast a key vote was, for his betrayal, stabbed in the
streets of Philadelphia by his brother-in-law. As time passed and the
benefits of the treaty became more clear, and in particular after
British troops withdrew from the posts in 1796, the agreement
became less unpopular. The Federalists, however, never entirely es-
caped from the accusation that, motivated solely by a desire to aid
Great Britain, they had betrayed the nation, that they had, in
Jefferson’s phrase, “had their heads shorn by the ‘harlot England.”

The French Challenge

The most substantial charge against Jay's Treaty is that in seeking to
avoid trouble with one side the United States blundered into it with
the other. The treaty hit France like a bolt from the blue, especially
since James Monroe, a violent gallophile sent to Paris as a sort of
balance to Jay's appointment to London, fed illusions by insisting
that his government would not, and in the face of public opinion
could not, compromise with England. When France learned that a
treaty had been made and, even more astonishing, ratified, it re-
acted angrily, denouncing the Washington administration as disloy-
al to republicanism. It struck at American commerce so extensively
that French seizures soon outnumbered those earlier made by Brit-
ain. The embroglio thus begun is often charged against Jay's Treaty.

This is a half-truch. Most Frenchmen agreed that their country,
especially now chat it was a republic, had a right to expect support
from the United States, at the very least a system of benevolent
neutrality akin to Vergennes's policy from 1775 to 1778. Domestic
turmoil produced a succession of governments in France during the
1790s, and their tactics toward the United States were various, but



102 The Creation of a Republican Empire

not one would have been satisfied by anything less than a permanent
American breach with England. Nor could authorities at Paris be-
lieve that a regime that defied ties of gratitude and doctrine repre-
sented the American people. Finally, in effect ignoring the difficulty
of projecting power three thousand miles across the Atlantic, they
all believed that, like Holland and various Italian principalities, the
Americans would give way when faced with French power. Monroe’s
biographer, Harry Ammon, has written that the policy of the Direc-
tory, the plural executive that came to power late in 1795, was
“based on nothing more substantial than irritation, ignorance and an
inability to assess the importance of American trade.”!® Very much
the same thing could be said of the Directory’s predecessors, but it
was left to the Directory to convert irritation into something just
short of war.

Like most Americans, the Directory expected Washington to run
for a third term. Because of Jay's capitulation, Monroe assured them,
Washington could be beaten. The French determined to bring this
about. Having suspended the treaty of 1778 so as to clear decks for
action, the Directory suspended diplomatic relations as well. In
August 1796 it ordered Pierre Adet, the minister at Philadelphia, to
announce that the forthcoming election presented a choice between
friendship and a quarrel, probably a war. Washington, wrote the
foreign minister, “must go.”

Especially when engaged in ideological crusades, strong states
often interfere in the affairs of weaker ones. There are, however, few
parallels to France's action in 1796, an open demand, across a wide
ocean, unbacked by an invasion threat, that a people follow foreign
wishes. The Directory’s arrogance roused nationalistic sentiment
that virtually doomed its policy from the start, as Republicans saw
the moment they read Adet’s manifesto.

In September 1796, just before that appeal appeared in American
newspapers, President Washington in effect anticipated and took
advantage of it by issuing his own Farewell Address. Although
couched in broad, even philosophical terms, and though Washington
still professed.to dislike parties, the address clearly aimed to influ-
ence the impending presidential election. In the best-remembered

19 Harry Ammon, James Monree (New York, 1971), 146.
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passage the president declared, “It is our true policy to steer clear of
permanent alliances.” This obviously implied that the alliance of
1778, to which Republicans wished to cling, was out of date.
“Nothing,” the president stated, “is more essential than that perma-
nent, inveterate antipathies against particular nations and passionate
attachments for others should be excluded. . . . Against the insid-
tous wiles of foreign influence . . . the jealousy of a free people
ought to be constantly awake.” In the context, this was clearly an
appeal to the electorate to defy France by rejecting the Republi-
cans.

John Adams, the Federalist candidate to succeed Washington,
won the presidency by the narrow margin of three electoral votes.
He bitterly resented the close shave — even Jefferson, his defeated
rival, admitted that in terms of seniority Adams deserved the post —
and he never thanked the Directory for its unintentional assistance.
French leaders should have learned, but many did not, that adoles-
cent nationalism is a most dangerous kind to challenge. Early in
1797, just as Adams was inaugurated, they stepped up attacks upon
American commerce. The Americans, Paris believed, could be driv-
en to concessions that would reverse the trend in policy begun by
Jay's Treaty.

Despite, or perhaps because of, the dangerous tension between
the two countries, President Adams's first step was to seek a solution
through diplomacy. He considered sending Madison, Republican
leader in the House of Representatives, as part of a three-man mis-
sion to France, thereby producing near apoplexy among high Feder-
alists, but Madison declined. The choice then fell on a Virginia
Federalist, the future Chief Justice John Marshall; Adams’s friend
Elbridge Gerry, a widely distrusted political maverick; and the elder
brother of the successful negotiator with Spain, Charles Cotesworth
Pinckney, whom Paris had previously refused to receive as Monroe's
successor. Adams directed them to refuse even to discuss repudiation
of the treaty with England and to seck compensation for the more
than three hundred ships taken by France in the preceding twelve
months. “From the French point of view,” a sympathetic historian
has commented, “the Americans sought much and offered little,”20

20 Alexander DeConde, The Quasi-War (New York, 1966), 45.
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What they did offer was not insubstantial: They gave France an
opportunity to reconsider, to accept that America's views of neu-
trality differed from those of Vergennes.

Such possibilities did not appeal to the Directors. In the abstract
they, and especially their subordinate, Foreign Minister Talleyrand,
wanted peace with the United States. But it must be peace on their
terms. They agreed not to settle spoliation claims and to let the
jimcrack republicans know that attacks on commerce would contin-
ue as long as Jay's Treaty remained in effect. (Talleyrand was less firm
on this point, but he did not fight hard for a change.) Furthermore,
they passed word to the envoys that, like little states within gunshot
of France, the United States was expected to pay for the privilege of
negotiating its humiliation. “You must pay moncy, a great deal of
money,” an agent informed the Americans. “Millions for defense,
but not one cent for tribute,” Pinckney is supposed to have replied,
but in fact each of the Americans was ready to consider bribery
provided that France suspended ship seizures while negotiating.
This suggested a reciprocity the Directory would not consider. Mar-
shall and Pinckney broke off their mission in April 1798. Gerry
stayed on until July, carrying on discussions with Talleyrand, which
the latter never intended to come to any conclusion. “Our present
position, half friendly, half hostile, is profitable to us,” the foreign
minister believed.

Adams withheld from Congress early reports of discussions with
the bribe seckers, but in March he did warn the legislators that
negotiations were going badly. Foolish Republicans believed that the
president was concealing good news, and in April they joined with
Federalists quite differently motivated to pass a resolution calling
upon Adams to transmit all reports from Paris. After deleting the
French agents’ names — Messieurs Hottinguer, Bellamy, and Hau-
teval became “X,” “Y” and “Z” — the president dutifully complied,
exposing the attempted extortion. Congress voted to make the dis-
patches public.

A political explosion followed. John Adams, genuinely popular
for the first time in his career, developed a mania for the theater,
which allowed him to inhale applause from the rest of the audience.
After one performance, the British minister’s wife wrote, “nothing
could equal the noise and uproar, the President’s March {Hopkin-
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son’s “Hail Columbia”} was play'd, and called for over and over
again, it was sung to, and danced to, some poor fellow in the
Gallery calling for sa ira [“Ca Ira,” the French anthem], was threat-
ened to be thrown over” into the higher-priced seats below. In the
fall elections to Congress, Federalists recaptured control of the
House of Representatives, almost solely on this issue.

The Quasi War and the Peace of Mortefontaine

The XYZ affair touched off over two years of undeclared and limited
war. Congress authorized the capture of French armed ships, al-
though not unarmed merchantmen, and suspended trade with
France and its colonies. It also declared the treaties of 1778 void on
the ground that France had been unfaithful to them. Heavy French
attacks on commerce preceded these acts of retaliation and continued
until 1800. In all, about 830 ships fell victim to French warships
and privateers, particularly in the Caribbean, although seizures
abared somewhat after cthe British and American navies arranged
convoys for the ships of both nations. (The two countries also devel-
oped common policies toward the rebellious French colony of Santo
Domingo.) For their part, the Americans captured eight armed
French ships. Probably most Americans, whether or not they wanted
a full-scale war, expected one.

Although Adams twice drafted a war message, he made only
modest efforts — a small naval building program, the organization
but not the recruiting of a ground force — to arm the country. In the
absence of executive pressures, Federalist caucuses in July and again
in December 1798 voted against war. By large margins, the House
of Representatives twice rejected proposals, not supported by the
administration, to seize all French ships, not merely armed ones.
Had this action been taken, it almost certainly would have produced
a French declaration of war. Like Adams, virtually the entire coun-
try, even most Federalists, favored only what Alexander Hamilton
approvingly called “a mitigated hostility.” When, toward the end of
1798 Hamilton shifted to a more warlike position, Adams com-
mented, “This man is stark mad, or I am.” As soon as possible he
turned, albeit warily, in the direction of peace.
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Largely because thunder across the Atlantic made Paris pay seri-
ous attention for the first time, France changed direction almost
immediately after publication of the XYZ dispatches. The first
approaches were indirect and equivocal. Most of the cabinet, pro-
tégés of Hamilton inherited by Adams from the Washington ad-
ministration, wanted to reject them. The president spurned their
advice, and early in 1799 a three-man mission to France was ap-
pointed, although its actual departure was made conditional on
assurances from Paris that the envoys would be fairly received. Delay
followed. Adams went on vacation in Massachusetts, and Secretary
of State Timothy Pickering rejected as inadequate the promises
forwarded by Talleyrand. At last, in October, the president returned
to the capital, then temporarily in Trenton because yellow fever had
driven government offices from Philadelphia, overruled his subordi-
nates, and directed the mission to depart. Negotiations actually
began only in April 1800.

One envoy was Chief Justice Oliver Ellsworth, for, as Jay's ap-
pointment had shown, the nation saw no reason for judges to limit
their activities to the courtroom. The others were William R.
Davie, a North Carolina politician, and William Vans Murray, a
diplomat serving in Europe through whom Adams had first been
approached. They were directed to secure compensation for ships
taken by France and to end the treaties of 1778, particularly the
guarantee concerning the French West Indies. Talleyrand pointed
out the illogic in seeking to cancel the 1778 agreements at the same
time that one sought damages for seizures largely on the basis that
they had been made in violation of those agreements. In sum, he
told the Americans they must choose between indemnities and can-
cellation; they could not have both.

Because they would not choose, the Convention of Mortefontaine,
named after the chateau west of Paris at which it was signed in
October 1800, did little more than “smother the danger of full-scale
war”?! by arranging an end to hostilities and the resumption of
commerce. But the agreement confirmed what had been apparent
for some time, that France had given up the arrogant effort to

21 Ibid., 253.
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control American policy, more specifically to drive America into
confrontation with Britain.

Subsequently, after tangled negotiations, France agreed in 1801 to
cancel the 1778 treaties provided that American shipowners’ claims
against it be paid by the United States government. Because these
proved to total $20 million, such was the cost of escaping the alliance
that had won American independence. A cynic might observe that
there was never a chance that any American government would really
fight to save the French West Indies. In any event $20 million, more
than was later paid for Louisiana, made the issue moot.

From Adams’s point of view, the calendar had been unkind. When
he ordered the mission to Paris, he well knew that Federalist ultras
would be horrified. Their opposition became virulent, and in May
1800 he demanded the resignation of two of them who were in his
cabinet, including Pickering. When the secretary of state protested
that he could not afford to give up his $3,500 salary, Adams had to
dismiss him. It was the president’s misfortune that, having lost the
support of many Federalist leaders by agreeing to negotiate, he failed
to gain other votes because negotiations took too long. News of
Mortefontaine reached the United States only after electors had been
chosen. The president ran well ahead of Federalist candidates
for Congress, who lost forty seats in the House of Representatives.
Nevertheless, Jefferson defeated him. Since the margin was small —
outside of New York, where Hamilton betrayed him, Adams won
more electors than in 1796 — it is at least possible that an earlier
settlement would have returned him to office.

The Federalist Record

The years from 1789 to 1801 are commonly called the Federalist era.
In foreign affairs, at least, this is something of a misnomer: Not
until about 1794 can Washington’s foreign policies be given a parti-
san label. His first cabinet included both Hamilton and Jefterson.
Soon in disagreement over Hamilton’s financial program, their an-
tipathy to one another almost immediately spilled over into foreign
affairs, but the president did not, as he almost always did on domes-
tic ones, routinely follow Hamilton’s advice.
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For example, in the first years of the republic Jefferson sought,
with Washington's approval, to win commercial concessions from
Britain by threatening American economic retaliation. Hamilton,
disagreeing with this policy, undermined it by betraying informa-
tion to a British agent, George Beckwith; by assuring Beckwith that
commercial retaliation was not in the cards; and, finally, by distort-
ing messages passing between Beckwith and Jefferson through him.??

On the most important issue of the early years, however, Jefferson
and Hamilton agreed: They endorsed and helped to create the new,
peculiarly American form of neutrality announced in 1793. Al-
though in this instance the two secretaries differed sharply over
tactics, at the policy level there was as yet no “Federalist” foreign
policy, only a national one.

After Jefferson resigned at the end of 1793, Federalist influence
predominated. Edmund Randolph, Jefferson’s successor and a man
of similar views, was frequently overruled in the cabinet, where
Washington threshed out policy questions, but the president also
rejected counsel given to him by the most extreme Federalists.
Randolph was driven from office by a shabby Anglo-Federalist in-
trigue in the summer of 1795. French dispatches, intercepted by the
British and turned over to a Federalist member of the cabinet, were
translated, or mistranslated, in such a fashion that, when presented
to the president, they convinced Washington that Randolph was in
French pay. The president demanded Randolph’s resignation. More
important, he ordered formal ratification of Jay’s Treaty, a step he
had delayed because of renewed trouble with Britain over neutral
commerce.

The search for a successor to Randolph was difficult. After at least
five men refused appointment, Hamilton wrote to Washington, “a
first rate character is not attainable. A second-rate must be taken
with good dispositions and barely decent qualifications.” This per-
son turned out to be Timothy Pickering, a hard-bitten Yankee and a

22 Later, at the time of the Jay mission, Hamilton was similarly indiscreet, or
disloyal. He told the British minister, George Hammond, that the United
States would-not act in concert with other neutrals protesting British acrions,
thus removing at least a hypothetical weapon of threat from the American

arsenal.

Federalist Diplomacy 109

follower of Hamilton. Pickering served Washington loyally, but
during Adams'’s administration he and other Hamiltonian holdovers
in the cabinet were frequently at odds with their chief, who was
much less eager than they to inflame the quarrel with France. Adams
had good reason to fire Pickering in 1800. Indeed, he might have
done so earlier.

The Federalist years, then, were not marked by unanimity of
views within the administration. Discord was common. But both
presidents kept control in their own hands, rejecting extremist ad-
vice and thereby creating a record that deserves higher marks than
Republicans would have admitted or than some historians have
given it.

During these years, years when the new republic was a very feeble
thing, major steps were taken toward the confirmation of indepen-
dence. The United States solidified its control of the West as a result
of British withdrawal from military posts south of the Great Lakes
and of Pinckney’s Treaty, by which Spain abandoned claims in the
South. These years also saw liquidation of the alliance with France,
perhaps an act of ingratitude toward the nation whose contributions
had been essential during the Revolution but one that was more than
justified in terms of national interest.

Most important of all, the Federalist presidents kept the United
States out of war at a dangerous time. War came close, both with
Britain and with France. In both instances, a softening of policy in
the European capitals was an essential ingredient in the maintenance
of peace, but Washington and Adams also deserve substantial credit.
If effect, they clung to the determination, proclaimed in 1793 and
clearly of great importance to the very future of the nation, to stand
apart from Europe’s wars. With justifiable pride, Adams wrote,
years later, “I desire no other inscription on my gravestone than:
‘here lies John Adams, who took upon himself the responsibility of
the peace with France in the year 1800."”

Of course, the Neutrality Proclamation itself represented a with-
drawal from the connection with France, and Federalist policy had
what today might be called a pro-British “tilt.” But neither Wash-
ington nor Adams was moved primarily by sentiment, although
both men deplored the excesses of the French Revolution. Adams, in
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particular, hated the British, and this reinforced his determination,
during the undeclared war with France, to avoid British embrace
while at the same time cooperating for limited ends. Basically, both
presidents simply — and correctly — calculated that the U.nit.ed
States could not afford to go to war, especially with Great Britain.
For them, this did not mean that the United States should absorb
whatever insults Britain chose to offer. Adams consequently lost the
support of Hamilton's followers, while at the same time both he. and
his predecessor alienated the Jeffersonians. Moderation sometimes
alienates a majority composed of quite opposing elements, as Adams
learned in 1800. He and Washington, however, had served the

nation well.

5. Jefferson and Madison:
The Diplomacy of Fear and Hope

The canvass of 1800 broke Federalist power, ushering in a quarter
century of Republican rule. In March 1801 Thomas Jefferson be-
came president. In 1809 he handed the presidency to his closest
collaborator, and Madison, in turn, passed the office to James Mon-
roe in 1817. During all but the first few years of the “Virginia
dynasty,” contrary to Jefferson’s hopes when he was inaugurated,
problems of foreign policy predominated. Jefferson expanded the
national domain by acquiring the Louisiana country, a magnificent
gain. Otherwise he and Madison were failures. Their inept diplo-
macy produced national disgrace and then a war with England,
which, but for good fortune, might well have destroyed the union.
Both deservedly left the White House with tarnished reputations.
Their continuing fame rests upon earlier accomplishments.

Jefferson, Madison, and the World

The central failure of the two men was an inability to understand the
psychology of wartime. Frustrated by America’s treatment at the
hands of the European belligerents, angered by their failure to react
rationally, as he saw it, to his complaints and his menaces, Jefferson
railed against their stupidity and even their mental instability. “I
consider Europe a great madhouse,” he wrote in 1808. Madison was
litele different. His biographer has written, as if to condone that
leader’s failures, “President Madison to be successful in his diplomatic
strategy needed to deal with men whose understanding matched his
own.”! This is precisely the point: Neither man recognized that
“understanding” is often among the first casualties of war; their
obtuseness is a heavy charge against them.

1 Irving Brant, James Madison, the President (Indianapolis, 1956), 483.
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As president, Jefferson strangely combined idealism, even uto-
pianism, with cynical craft. Both publicly and privately, he reiter-
ated the Republican creed — limited government, strict construction
of the Constitution, the danger of aristocracy, the rights of man.
Although he sometimes worried that the people of America were in
danger of being corrupted by the pursuit of money, he saw America
as almost the sole repository of virtue in the world.

Yet Jefferson seldom allowed Republican principles to interfere
with pursuit of the national interest as he saw it. He carried through
the Louisiana Purchase even though he believed it unconstitutional.
To enforce the Embargo Act, a prohibition on exports, he carried the
powers of government to heights not even dreamed of by Federalist
predecessors. In principle an isolationist, he twice considered an
alliance with England. Although he decried the rise of trade, except
the export of agricultural goods, he threw the weight of the govern-
ment behind shipowners and merchants, even those who were trad-
ing solely in foreign produce.

Jefferson sought to democratize the presidency. He received a
British minister in carpet slippers and a dressing gown. At his table,
he instituted the system of “pell mell,” which meant that when a
meal was announced the guests scurried to take seats wherever they
chose. He reversed the policy of Washington and Adams, declining
to appear in person before Congress. However, despite the opposi-
tion of Republican factionalists as well as the declining Federalist
party, Jefferson effectively controlled Congress or, perhaps more ac-
curately, a working Republican majority; unlike Washington and
Adams, who believed themselves to be above party, he saw himself
as a party leader. He preferred private influence — and his was very
effective — to open leadership. Lamentably, during his last months in
office, when leadership was woefully needed, he gave none, and the
legislature wallowed in uncertainty.

Like Jefferson, Madison knew what he thought the nation ought
to do, and in dealing with foreign nations he could be firm and even
rash. But his most loyal supporters did not claim that the president
was a natural Jeader. During the session of 1811~12, his refusal to
give the nation a lead irritated congressmen who shared his view
that war with Britain was becoming inevitable. Where Jefferson
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frequently spurred Congress forward, Madison often remained ap-
parently inert. Never has there been another president who so com-
bined intelligence, personal convictions, and public ineffectiveness.
Neither Jefferson nor Madison was a doctrinaire pacifist, though
both strove to keep America at peace. Jefferson professed to believe
that war was a mere matter of arithmetic: “When peace becomes
more losing than war, we may prefer the latter on principles of
pecuniary calculation.” In fact, like Madison and the country at
large, he reacted to issues of prestige and honor as well as economic
factors. After enduring seven years of insult the Republican leaders —
Jefferson in retirement at Monticello, Madison in the White House
— reluctantly concluded that war could no longer be avoided.
When he became president in 1801, Jefferson certainly foresaw
none of this. A European armistice in November of that year ad-
journed problems of neutral rights, and at first the major concern of
the new administracion was Tripolitanian attacks upon American
commerce. Using military force, but also paying a ransom of
$60,000 for American sailors held prisoner, Jefferson was able to end
the problem, at least temporarily, in 1805.2 Before that, however,
he had attained a greater triumph, the acquisition of Louisiana.

The Louisiana Purchase

Even before Jefferson became president, many Americans, and per-
ceptive Spaniards as well, recognized that Louisiana, gained from
France by Spain at the end of the American Revolution, was singu-
larly vulnerable. In this vast triangle stretching from New Orleans
to Canada, Spanish settlers were few, the loyalty of inherited French-
men suspect, and Indians troublesome. Madrid could not afford to
garrison the territory, and in 1796 only one regiment, a mere four-
teen hundred men, stood guard. The real issue was not whether

2 This was but one episode in a nearly continuous problem. The Confederation
government bought a Moroccan pledge not to attack American shipping in
1787, and Washington and Adams paid tribute to Algiers, Tripoli, and Tunis.
After the War of 1812, in 1816, a naval squadron forced Algiers, Tunis, and
Tripoli to end, this time permanently, the piratical attacks on American
commerce.
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Spain would lose Louisiana, but when. It was Jefferson's good for-
tune that the time came in 1803.

In 1800, recognizing its vulnerability, Spain secretly agreed to
return Louisiana to France in exchange for an Italian principality.
Rumors of this agreement, wrongly believed also to include transfer
of the Floridas, soon spread. Britain’s foreign secretary hinted to the
American minister that his country might have to undertake a pre-
ventive occupation. To this, Rufus King, a Federalist appointee
continued in office by Jefferson, responded, “taking for my text the
observation of Montesquieu, “That it is happy for trading powers
that God has permitted the Turks and Spaniards to be in the world
since of all nations they are the most proper to possess a great empire
with insignificance.”” However, he went on, “we should be unwill-
ing to see {the Floridas and Louisiana} transferred except to OL‘lr—
selves.” Here was foreshadowed the no-transfer principle, an implic-
it part of the Monroe Doctrine. The United States claimed an option
on the hemisphere, exercisable when and where it wished. Expan-
sion by others was impermissible.

As King's reference to Montesquieu suggested, however, at the
moment the Americans were most concerned about commerce. By
Pinckney’s Treaty the Americans had gained the right not only to
use the Mississippt River but also to land goods at New Orleans and
to reembark them on ocean-going vessels without paying duties.
When they heard of the planned retrocession to France, the Jefferson
administration's primary concern was for these privileges.

Near the end of 1802, word reached Washington that the right of
deposit at New Orleans had been suspended. Americans mistakenly
saw this as a Spanish effort, perhaps ordered by Bonaparte, to clear
the decks before the territory became French. (In fact, the Spanish
government acted on its own, moved both by American smuggling
through New Otleans and by a desire to embroil France with the
Americans.) Westerners howled that the free flow of commerce was
essential, and they threatened to use force even without administra-
tion approval. The president responded with an obvious but effective
device, sending a special envoy to France, primarily to allow time for
a cooling of “the fever into which the Western mind is thrown by the
affair at N. Orleans stimulated by the mercantile, and generally the
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federalist interest.” This emissary, James Monroe, left for Paris in
March 1803. To pay his expenses, Monroe had to borrow from his
overseer and sell silverware to Secretary Madison.

In return, so to speak, the secretary bestowed two sets of instruc-
tions upon him. These reveal Madison and his superior at one and
the same time men of limited vision and desperate boldness. Like
many Americans, especially other Republicans, Jefferson and Mad-
ison believed the future of American society depended upon expan-
sion, but neither even dreamed of acquiring the whole Louisiana
territory at this time; that expansion could await the peopling of
territory already possessed. Thus the first set of instructions directed
Monroe and Robert Livingston, the resident minister at Paris, to try
to buy only New Orleans and as much as possible of the Floridas,
“France reserving to herself all the Territory on the west side of the
Mississippi.” The instructions even told Monroe and Livingston that
in a pinch they could settle for restoration of the old setup arranged
by Pinckney. All Jefferson and Madison really wanted to do was to
keep the Mississippi outlet open and perhaps add others through
West Florida. Their purposes were limited and commercial.

To accomplish them, however, they were prepared to fight, even
to ally with Britain in war against France. Since early 1802, as part
of a campaign to induce Bonaparte to abandon his ambitions, Jeffer-
son had warned that French occupation of New Orleans would throw
America into England’s arms. “From that moment,” he wrote in a
famous letter intended for French eyes, “we must marry ouselves to
the British fleet and nation.” The president did not want an alliance,
and he hoped that Bonaparte would give way, particularly since the
European truce seemed likely to break down. However, in April he
and the cabinet agreed that, if France seemed determined on war or
“had formed projects which will constrain the United States to resort
to hostilities,” Monroe and Livingston should open negotiations for
an alliance with England, offering even to agree not to make a sep-
arate peace with France. If France seemed determined to close the Mis-
sissippi, Madison’s instructions stated, “your discussions . . . may
be held on the ground that war is inevitable.”

The planned approach to Britain was foolishly gratuitous, since
that country’s own interest would make it put a stop to French
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ambitions. In fact, Britain was planning an expedition against New
Orleans, which was to be turned over to the United States without
any quid pro quo. Nevertheless, Jefferson’s scheme showed that even
Republicans were ready to work with Britain and, more important,
that while isolationism might be cherished as an ideal it was not yet
dogma. “The advantages to be derived from the cooperation of Great
Britain,” Secretary Madison wrote, ° . are too obvious and too
important to be renounced.” So much for isolation when danger
threatened or booty offered!

Events outpaced Jefferson and, while passing, bestowed un-
earned, even unsought laurels upon him. Bonaparte abandoned his
dreams for an American empire in the first months of 1803. The
First Consul, as he then denominated himself, had always linked
Santo Domingo and Louisiana, the one, via sugar, providing the
wealth, the other the granary for the empire he planned. The Santo
Domingans, led by men Bonaparte called “gilded Africans,” had
long been in revolt against French rule. His troops were nowhere
near victory, and a reinforcing expedition lay icebound in Dutch
ports.? Regarding Louisiana, the Americans’ violent reaction to sus-
pension of the right of deposit and Jefferson’s none too subtle hints
of an approach to England showed him how difficult an arrangement
with Washington would be.

Lowering over all was the European situation. The cease-fire in
1801 had allowed the First Consul to turn his gaze across the Atlan-
tic. Had this truce evolved into real peace, Bonaparte might have
continued to challenge those he considered inferiors — blacks and
Americans. Unfortunately for him but largely the fruit of his urge to
dominate Europe, the armistice broke down. In a well-staged scene
witnessed by Livingston and other diplomats in March 1803, the
First Consul cast down the gauntlet to the British ambassador.
Everyone knew that war would soon follow.

This decided matters. In April, Bonaparte ordered a settlement

3 When he came into office in 1801, Jefferson inclined to suppore the French effort
in Santo Domingo; he feared that, if blacks succeeded there, the virus of
revolution.would reach the United States. Madison took a different, wiser view:
Solidification of French power in the hemisphere might be dangerous to the

United States.
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with the Americans: “I renounce Louisiana. It is not only New
ereans that I will cede, it is the whole colony without any reserva-
tion.” Livingston, who had no authority to buy, nevertheless did his
best to settle before Monroe reached Paris to share the credit. The
British ambassador reported, “America is the first to reap the fruit of
our discussion with the Government, in consequence of which Mr.
Munroe finds the difference which occasioned his mission nearly
adjusted.” Early in May 1803, Livingston and Monroe agreed to pay
appr(?ximately $15 million in cash and claims for Louisiana. The
acquisition more than doubled the size of the United States and,
more than any other event in the Republican era, placed the nation
on the road to world power.

Jefferson wrestled with his conscience, a bout he easily won
before deciding to accept the glorious gift. Nothing in the Constitui
tion, he believed, gave the federal government the power “of hold-
ing foreign territory, and still less of incorporating it into the
Union.” It followed that the purchase was “an act beyond the Con-
stiFution." Did not Republican principles of strict construction re-
quire him to seek an amendment? Urged on by Madison, he decided
not, taking consolation in the assumption that “the good sense of
our country will correct the evil of construction when it shall pro-
duce ill effects.” “I infer that the less we say about constitutional
principles . . . the better,” he wrote his principal lieutenant, “and
that what is necessary for surmounting them must be done sz
silentzo.” So much for Republican principles!

Without considering an amendment, and over the opposition of
Federalists who expected the new territories to become Republican
fiefs, Congress approved the agreement. On December 20, 1803,
four weeks after Spanish authorities handed over control to the
French, the American flag rose over New Orleans.

Spain understandably accused the Americans of “trafficking in
stolen property.” The First Consul had not fulfilled his part of the
trade by which he gained Louisiana, and he had violated an oath not
to sell it to a third party. This scarcely troubled the Americans.

Nor did it prevent them from seeking more. Louisiana's boundary

4 Alexander DeConde, This Affair of Lonisiana (New York, 1976), 199.
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with West Florida was disputed, a matter of little consequence while
Spain held both but an opportunity for argument once the United
States took possession of Louisiana. Jefferson and Madison tried to
force Spain to accept their own expansive definition of the boundary,
even to use the quarrel to gain all of Florida. They attempted
bribery, procuring a secret appropriation for the purpose. They em-
ployed threats. They again considered an English alliance. They
encouraged a separatist revolt in a tiny area of West Florida and then
annexed it. They occupied more during the War of 1812. They also
encouraged but then abandoned a strange project, half revolt and
half invasion, in East Florida. But Jefferson’s “Florida obsession™?
was not slaked until 1819, when Monroe’s administration purchased

the territory.

The Wars Against American Commerce

The war whose resumption won Louisiana confronted Jefferson and
Madison with challenges even greater than those faced by Washing-
ton and Adams. In an age of power, they appealed to abstract rights
and employed — more precisely, misemployed — only weapons of
economic warfare. Neither the appeals nor the weapons produced
results, and in the end, material losses and spiritual humiliation
combined to bring war with England in 1812.

From 1805 onward, Britain imposed controls on American com-
merce far more draconian than those employed during the earlier
phase of the war. It first struck at the reexport trade; in May, in the
case of the Essex, a British judge, Sir William Grant, held that this
vessel, seized while carrying wine from Barcelona to Havana, was
engaged in trade between Spain and its colony even though the ship
had called at an American port en route. Since trade between Spain
and its colonies had not been open to American ships before the war,
Grant held, it fell within the prohibitions of the Rule of the War of
1756. The Essex principle, applied without warning, led to the cap-
ture of scores of ships engaged in trade that the British had previously
tolerated, and the result was an uproar in the United States.

5 Noble E. Cunningham, Jr., In Pursuit of Reason (Baton Rouge, 1987), 316.
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Worse was yet to come. In 1806 Foreign Secretary Charles James
Fox declared the entire northern coast of Europe from Brest to the
Elbe under blockade. Such a blockade obviously could not be en-
forced in the manner required by contemporary internatianal law, by
squadrons stationed in the near vicinity of the ports declared closed,
and the Americans protested vigorously. The next year, in the Or-
ders in Council of November 1807, the centerpiece among British
edicts, a new ministry prohibited all trade with France and its
satellites (the West Indies were exempted until 1809) save that
which passed through British ports, paying duties to the crown.
This taxation, naval historian Alfred T. Mahan correctly argued, was
“literally, and in no metaphorical sense, the reimposition of colonial
regulation.”® The November Orders were somewhat opaque, but
Prime Minister Spencer Perceval quite accurately summarized their
meaning: “If you [France} will not have onr trade, as far as we can
help it you shall have zone. And as to so much of any trade as you can
carry on yourselves, or others carry on with you through us, if you
admit it you shall pay [us] for it.” To enforce the various edicts, the
Royal Navy seized ships all over the ocean, as many as two out of
every nine leaving American ports in some years.

Napoleon followed a parallel course, although his weakness at sea
meant that his pronunciamentos were most often executed against
ships so unwary as to enter French ports or those of the large portions
of Europe he dominated. By the Berlin and Milan Decrees of 1806
and 1807 — the cities where he issued them suggest the extent of
Napoleon's empire — he excluded British ships and goods from the
ports he controlled and ordered confiscation of neutral ships that
submitted to British regulations or allowed themselves to be searched
by the Royal Navy. Although both the British and the French often
relaxed enforcement of their decrees, in theory they had combined to
outlaw all American trade with their two empires. Small wonder that
John Quincy Adams once complained that the rival systems “strike at
the root of our independence.”

These systems bear only a surface resemblance to those used later,

6 Alfred T. Mahan, Sez Power in Its Relation to the War of 1812, 2 vols. (Boston,
1905), 1:178.
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notably during World War I. Neither contestant sought literally to
deprive the enemy of the means of resistance or even consistently
tried to starve him into submission. Most American exports, even
reexports, were materials only indirectly useful to the war effort,
notably cotton and sugar. There is no parallel to the twentieth
century, when goods from America, the world’s most productive
agricultural and industrial nation, were truly vital factors. In the
Napoleonic era the contestants were far more interested in the flow
of profits than the flow of goods. Operating on mercantilist princi-
ples, each sought to drain the enemy of specie, to bankrupt him.

Thus the emperor did his best to exclude British goods from the
Continent but often, when prices were high, encouraged sales to
England — food, for example, when there were shortages in Britain.
The British, for their part, sought to expand exports to Europe; they
even sold supplies — nonlethal ones, to be sure — for the use of
Napoleon’s armies in Spain. Both struck at neutral trade because it
threatened to substitute for theirs or provided cover for that of their
enemy. In War in Disguise; or, The Frauds of the Neutral Flags, a
pamphlet published in 1805 that signaled the beginning of the
British system, James Stephen, an admiralty lawyer and judge,
anathematized neutral commerce as “channels of a revenue, which
sustains the ambitions of France, and prolongs the miseries of Eu-
rope.” French views mirrored this image.

Despite hundreds of seizures by both sides, trade flourished, ex-
cept when the Americans suffocated their own commerce. Winds
often blew blockading ships from their stations. Merchants and
captains became adept at forgery and fraud. There were always
neutrals or recalcitrant satellites of Napoleon who opened Continen-
tal ports to Americans. Moreover, for reasons of economic policy,
primarily to force goods on the enemy, both powers undermined
their regulations by issuing, for a price, tens of thousands of licenses
suspending them for individual shipments or cargoes. (This made
Napoleon’s Continental System, the younger Adams complained,
“little more than extortion wearing the mask of prohibition.”) This
cynical selfishness compounded American anger, but the waivers
also eased the economic pressure. In sum, American commerce
could prosper despite losses to the belligerents, although their
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systems prevented commerce from becoming even larger. But
both challenged American national dignity, even independence, by
claiming that they alone had a right to decide what trade the United
States might enjoy. ‘

Impressment

British outnumbered French seizures only by a ratio of about three to
two, but England alone practiced impressment. Although no one
knows the exact total (the British admitted to more than three
thousand, but the Americans charged more than six thousand),
during the war thousands of Americans were forced to serve under
the White Ensign. British boarding officers mustered crews under
the Stars and Stripes and then removed for forced service, often for
years, perhaps until death, those seamen they considered, or pro-
fessed to consider, British. At no time, except briefly in 1806, did
London consider major changes in what Adams called their “autho-
rized system of kidnapping upon the ocean,” and any move in that
direction would very likely have destroyed whatever ministry under-
took it.

One can understand the pressures upon Britain. About ten thou-
sand new men had to be found for the Royal Navy every year.
Impressment, a traditional reliance, seemed to be the solution. Brit-
ain never claimed a right to impress Americans, although boarding
ofticers made frequent mistakes, which the Admiralty might set
right only after years. The United States, for its part, never denied
the Royal Navy's right to impress British sailors on American ships
in British ports. Nor did London claim a right to take Englishmen
from American warships; the attack on the U.S.S. Chesapeake in June
1807 enforced a demand contrary to standing orders. But it would
not allow thousands of British sailors — perhaps half the able-bodied
seamen in the American marine, Secretary of the Treasury Gallatin
estimated — to escape their obligations to the crown by fleeing to
foreign ships. The newfangled American doctrine of naturaliza-
tion, and especially the speed with which citizenship could be ob-
tained, made matters more difficult. Like most nations, Britain
denied that a man shed responsibilities to his native land by migrat-



122 The Creation of a Republican Empire

ing to another; thus many seamen were claimed as citizens by both
countries.

While steadfastly denying the principle of impressment on tl)1e
high seas, Federalist administrations concentrated on efforts to gain
the release of individual Americans wrongly impressed by British
standards. Not so Jefferson and Madison. In 1807, having made an
agreement to end impressment on the high seas a sine qua non of any
settlement, they rejected a wide-ranging treaty negotiated by Wil-
liam Pinkney and James Monroe largely because it ignored the
subject. Later in that year, after the attack on the Cbem)peizzée, the
Republican leaders refused to accept retribution the British were
prepared to offer; no settlement, they decided, could be reached
unless the British agreed to give up impressment altogether. Small
wonder that even a friendly biographer comments, “one is impelled
to ask if Jefferson was sufficiently aware that diplomacy, like domes-
tic politics, is the art of the possible.”” .

After 1808 Jefferson and Madison virtually ignored the impress-
ment issue. As late as November 1811, when Madison devoted his
annual message, designed to lead the nation in the direction of war,
to a catalog of British misdeeds, the kidnapping of seamen pafsed
unnoticed. Niles' Register, a newspaper eager for war, compl'amed
that the practice had gone on so long that “the acuteness of feeling so
natural on account of it, has become blunted. . . . How base and
degrading!” And, it expostulated, “How inconsistent with our pre-
tensions of sovereignty and independence!”

The First Failure: The Monroe-Pinkney Treaty

Early in 1806, with Jefferson’s encouragement, Con.gr?ss took up
the possibility of economic warfare against Great Britain. A smal’l'
Republican faction was unwilling to fight for that “ﬁ’mgus of war,

the reexport trade. Federalists opposed trade restrictions for what-
ever purpose, particularly if directed against England. A'mso.ng the
main body of Republicans, some favored a total p)rohlbmon Ofl
imports from England, while others, probably reflecting Jefferson’s

7 Dumas Malone, Jefferson the President, Second Term (Boston, 1974), 403.
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views, although he kept his own counsel, argued for much more
limited action. In April, after three months of wrangling, Congress
passed and Jefferson signed the Non-Importation Act.

Randolph, leader of the Republican dissidents, not inaccurately
described the law as “A milk-and-water bill, a dose of chicken-broth
to be taken nine months hence.” The act banned importation of
listed British goods, notably excluding those most important both
to British exporters and American buyers, and suspended the imple-
mentation of the ban until November.8 It was, in sum, a threat, and
a very mild one at that. Still, Republicans hoped that it would cause
Britain to mend its ways before November and thereby relieve the
United States of even the mild discomfort the bans might cause.

To negotiate such a settlement, Jefferson and Madison selected
James Monroe, now minister at London, and William Pinkney, a
former Federalist sent to join him. Madison’s instructions, prepared
in May, verged on the ridiculous, raising a whole laundry list of
requests, many clearly unacceptable to the British. One, a favorite
idea of Jefferson’s, was a suggestion that Britain recognize the Gulf
Stream as the limit of American waters and withdraw the Royal
Navy behind it. Only two subjects, however, were made sine qua
nons of a settlement. The first was some liberalization of treatment
of the reexport trade. The second was an end to impressment on the
high seas. “So indispensable is some adequate provision for the
case,” Madison wrote, “that the President makes it a necessary pre-
liminary to any stipulation requiring a repeal of the act shutting the
market of the U. States against certain British manufactures.” How-
ever justifiable the demand, the possibility that Britain would grant
it was extremely slim. Two years later, when the instructions became
public, Jefferson’s enemies charged that they showed that he in-
tended the negotiations to fail. In fact, they demonstrated the Re-
publican leaders’ misunderstanding of realities and their excessive
faith in the “dose of chicken-broth.”

Because the current British ministry was more liberal than any
other during the long contest with France, Monroe and Pinkney

8 Further suspensions followed, and the Non-Importation Act did not £0 into
effece until November 1807. It remained in force only briefly.
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were able to settle a number of matters. They gained renewal of the
commercial articles of Jay's Treaty, which had greatly benefited
American shipping. They even had success on the reexport trade.
The British agreed to tolerate “broken voyages,” provided only that
a small import duty be collected as goods passed through American
ports. Although Lord Holland and Lord Auckland, who negotiated
with the Americans, were prepared to give up impressment on the
high seas, even the Ministry of All the Talents, as it was called,
balked at this. The English negotiators then pleaded with Monroe
and Pinkney to drop the subject. To their surprise the Americans
agreed. As a sort of lagniappe, they were given an official communi-
cation, accurately described by Holland and Auckland as “indefinite
but conciliatory,” promising “the observance of the greatest caution
in the impressing of British seamen.” On the last day of 1806, the
plenipotentiaries signed a treaty on which they had been working
since August.

Jefferson had already decided, when his agents gave advanced
word of their intention to pass over the impressment issue, not to
send the treaty to the Senate. Examination of the finished product
merely strengthened his determination. The treaty included a stipu-
lation binding the United States not to employ commercial warfare,
the favorite weapon of Jeffersonian diplomacy, for a period of ten
years. Moreover, news of Napoleon's Berlin Decree led the British to
hand Pinkney and Monroe an official warning that His Majesty's
Government might retaliate in ways harmful to American commerce
if the Jefferson administration failed to resist that decree effectively.
Consequently, the president told a Senate delegation which called
upon him on the last day of the congressional session, in April 1807,
that he would not seek their advice, preferring to reject che treaty on
his own responsibility. “Our best course,” he wrote in a note to
Madison, “is, to let the negotiation take a friendly nap.”

Jefferson’s decision highlighted the gulf between Federalist and
Republican diplomacy. Like Jay, Monroe and Pinkney failed to at-
tain many important objectives. But the treaty did secure important
commercial-advantages, and, more important, Monroe and Pinkney,
like Jay before them, expected the treaty to open the door to further
accommodation. But Jefferson unhesitatingly rejected their handi-
work, whereas the Federalists had grudgingly but decisively ac-
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cepted Jay's Treaty. By so doing, the Virginian “missed an oppor-
tunity to reforge the Anglo-American accord of the 1790s and to
substitute peace and prosperity for commercial restrictions and [ulti-
mately} war.”® No doubt, in insisting on the fullness of*American
rights, Jefferson and Madison spoke for the nation's aspirations, but
they devised no effective strategy to redeem them. Certainly a
“friendly nap” could neither long endure nor prove truly restful.

The Chesapeake Affair

The British naval commander on the American station, Sir George
Berkeley, soon ensured that sleep would be disturbed. He knew the
U.S. Navy frequently enlisted British seamen, including deserters
from the Royal Navy; one frigate, the Chesapeake, described by a
British historian as “a kind of fly-paper for picking up deserters and
other wandering British seamen,”1° had about a hundred English-
men in its crew. Berkeley ordered that the Chesapeake be stopped, by
force if necessary, and searched for deserters. Consequently, in June
1807, just as the frigate passed out of American waters off Norfolk,
1t was brought to by H.M.S. Legpard. When its commander refused
to muster his crew for examination, the Leopard fired three broad-
sides into the American ship. After Legpard’s unprepared opponent
hauled down its flag, a boarding party came on board and removed
four seamen, one of whom was soon hanged at Halifax for deser
tion.

The Chesapeake affair touched off an explosion of protest in the
United States, even in Federalist areas. Years later Jefferson wrote,
“The affair of the Chesapeake put war in my hand. I had only to open
it and let havoc loose.” While sharing the national sense of outrage,
however, Jefferson initially hoped to use it not to carry the nation to
war but instead to drive the British into concessions out of fear of
war. His actions just after the attack aimed to postpone rather than
speed a crisis; orders closing American ports to the Royal Navy and
cutting off supplies of food and water were about the least he could

9 Donald R. Hickey, The War of 1812 (Urbana, Ill., 1989), 16.
10 Anthony Steel, “More Light on the Chesapeake.” Mariner’s Mirror 39 (1953):
265.
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do. It would be time enough to decide on war, he thought, after
Monroe had explored the chances of success in negotiations.

By the time news of the affray reached London, the tough minis-
try headed by Spencer Perceval had taken office. Nevertheless, even
before Monroe presented a protest, the foreign secretary, George
Canning, told him that the attack had been unauthorized and that
his majesty’s government, as always in the past, did not claim the
right to impress seamen from naval vessels of another country. ! The
men, Canning said, would be released and an indemnity paid. To
Monroe, this seemed reasonable, and the affair might have been
settled on this basis.

Jefferson and Madison set their sights much higher: They tried to
use the danger of war not only to settle the Chesapeake affair but also to
secure the total cessation of impressment. The secretary of state told
Monroe, “As a security for the future, the entire abolition of impress-
ment from vessels under the flag of the United States . . . is . . .
made an indispensable part of the satisifaction” required for the
attack. Entirely predictably, Canning refused even to discuss such a
demand. By asking too much, Jefferson and Madison gained nothing.

Later in the year, Canning sent a special envoy, George H. Rose, to
Washington to discuss the affair. Jeflerson and Madison now reversed
themselves, telling that emissary that they would not insist upon a
total end to impressment. However, as Canning had directed, Rose
demanded concessions that the president was not expected to make;
the entire exercise aimed at delay, not settlement. In the face of
Jefferson’s refusal, Rose broke off negotiations and returned home in
February 1808. The three surviving seamen remained in British
hands; one died in service and two were belatedly released as the result
of an agreement reached in 1811. The entire affair had been a
characteristically inept piece of Jeffersonian diplomacy.

The Embargo

By November, when Congress met, Jefferson knew of Monroe's
failure with Canning, and he had received widespread and accurate

11 Admiral Berkeley was ostentatiously relieved of his command, but he soon
received a more prestigious and lucrative one off the coast of Portugal.
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rumors that the Perceval ministry was about to issue new Orders in
Council. The president decided that the time for battle had come.
But the war he could have had in July was beyond his reach in the
fall. As Secretary of the Treasury Gallatin warned while ihtervening
to tone down the opening message to Congress, the public temper
had cooled.

After a month's delay, and only four days after a Republican
senator assured a friend, “(77 confidence), the man in the Stone House
is of opinion that the die is cast,” the president asked Congress not
for a declaration of war but for an embargo prohibiting the export of
American goods and the departure, except in coastwise trade, of
American ships. The proposed legislation was nominally non-
discriminatory, and to some degree it was a response to French
insults — Napoleon had just begun to enforce the Berlin Decree
promulgated a year earlier — but because Britain traded with the
United States far more extensively than France did, the anti-British
impact of the proposal was obvious.

The Embargo Act was rushed through the Senate in one day, the
House of Representatives in three. There was only the barest pre-
tense of rational discussion, and indeed in his message Jefferson had
not deigned to give any detailed justification for his proposal. Had
Gallatin not pressed him, he would not even have specifically en-
dorsed an embargo, although the administration had already pre-
pared the bill that was subsequently introduced. In this fashion a
Republican administration, philosophically opposed to the exten-
sion of federal power, carried that power far beyond any Hamilto-
nian conceptions.

Jefferson’s motives, in addition to the political necessity of doing
something — anything — after the failures of preceding months, were
several. In December 1807 and indeed for the entire life of the
Embargo he stressed one in particular: “The great objects of the
embargo are keeping our ships and seamen out of harm’s way.” But
when the policy began there was also, as Jefferson and Republican
congressmen often said, a less irenic purpose. The Embargo was felt
to be and was intended by its authors to be seen by the Europeans as
a war warning, a gathering in of resources in anticipation of battle.
The threat failed. In ensuing months neither London nor Paris of-
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fered concessions, but neither the president nor Congress, however
much they sometimes talked of it, was ready to go to war.

When the Embargo Act was passed, relatively little was said
about its coercive power. The National Intelligencer, mouthpiece of
the administration, put this theme in a secondary position: “It is
singularly fortunate that an embargo, whilst it guards our essential
resources, will have the collateral effect of making it the interests of
all nations to change the system which has driven our commerce
from the ocean.” As the other rwo justifications faded, and without
any declaration of changing purpose on the part of the administra-
tion or Congress, the “collateral” justification became the principal
one. Over time, Jefferson thought, the loss of American supplies
would force the belligerents to modify their policies. 12

Precautionary and minatory embargoes seldom lasted long, and
when the Embargo Act was passed, nobody expected it to be main-
tained for well over a year. Jefferson repeatedly said that it was only a
temporary measure. But a coercive embargo depended upon perse-
verance, and this in turn required broad political support and a will-
ingness to observe the law. Both soon showed themselves lacking.

The Embargo encouraged a political revival of the worst forms of
Federalism, verging on sedition and even treason, and in the con-
gressional elections of 1808 the party doubled its seats in the House
of Representatives. At the same time, the Embargo stimulated law-
breaking so extensive as to undermine the Republican regime, per-
haps the Constitution itself. Not only shipowners and merchants,
but citizens of all occupations, were unwilling to make the economic
sacrifices the policy required.

Prodded by Jefferson, who had lost his fear of executive power
once he possessed it, Congress responded with acts of increasing
ferocity that authorized the president to strike hard against evasion.
By a law of January 1809, the most draconian, he was authorized to
use the militia for police duty, to order the seizure of goods being

12 A supplementary act, passed in March 1808, among other things, banned
exports by land as well as sea. Because it was aimed primarily at trade with
Canada, the ‘supplementary act revealed the increasing importance of the
coercive motive. This law also tilted the balance even more heavily in an

anti-British direction.
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carried toward land borders and to sequester ships he suspected
might be intending to leave port. No president until Lincoln, dur-
ing the Civil War, ever possessed equal power over American citi-
zens. ‘

Still the violations and evasions continued, and Jefferson person-
ally approved a prosecution for treason, dismissed in court, of one
violator. “I had rather encounter war itself,” complained Secretary of
the Treasury Gallatin, who disliked the policy but had the duty of
executing it, “than to display our impotence to enforce the laws.”
Jefferson himself came to wonder, as time passed, whether the civic
virtue essential to republican government had been destroyed.

Europe failed to react as Americans hoped. Napoleon actually
welcomed a policy that withheld supplies from his enemies, but at
the same time — this well shows his contempt for the Americans —
he used it to justify capture of their merchantmen. His Bayonne
Decree of April 1808 essentially maintained that, because the Em-
bargo confined the American marine to port, all vessels flying the
Stars and Stripes must actually be disguised enemy ships. Although
the British government cynically altered its regulations to encourage
American shipowners to violate the law, London never considered
serious modifications of the Orders in Council because of lost sup-
plies and positively welcomed the disappearance, violators aside, of
competitors of its merchant marine.

An American law of April 1808 authorized the president to sus-
pend the Embargo if conditions so warranted. William Pinkney,
who had succeeded Monroe as minister to England, promptly ap-
proached Canning. Their talks got nowhere, and in September
Canning ended them with a contemptuous, arrogant #on possumus;, in
Britain’s view, the foreign secretary wrote, “the Embargo is only to
be considered as an innocent municipal Regulation, which affects
none but the United States themselves. . . . [Tlhere appears to be
not only no Reciprocity but no assignable Relation, between the
Repeal . . . of a Measure of voluntary Self-restriction, and the Sur-
render by His Majesty of his Right of Retaliation against his Ene-
mies.

In April 1809, the British minister in Washington, David Mon-
tagu Erskine, reached an agreement with the new Madison adminis-
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tration by terms of which Britain would cease to enforce the Orders
in Council against American ships in return for removal of the ban
on trade with England and its continuation vis-a-vis France. Mad-
ison thought he had won a great victory, but Canning rejected
Erskine's unauthorized actions without the slightest hesitation.

Throughout, Jeflerson and Madison failed to understand that,
from the British point of view, logical or not, the loss of American
supplies, though a nuisance, was not vital. The home islands could
get along without American goods, and even the British West In-
dies, though they had suffered during a ninety-day embargo preced-
ing Jay's Treaty, now managed to survive. Britain would have been
far more frightened by the loss of American markets, but the Embar-
go did not prohibit imports (i.e., English exports) in foreign ships.
Although imports from Britain declined sharply in 1808, primarily
because they had to be paid for in specie rather than by an exchange
of goods, they remained well above pre-1807 levels. The balance of
trade, the statistic Britain's leaders considered vital, ran heavily in
its favor. “The Americans very good naturedly allow us openly to
supply their wants,” an Englishman commented, “but they will not
supply ours in return, except by smuggling.”13 At no time was the
Embargo close to success as an instrument of coercion.

The Defeat of Economic Warfare

By the time Congress met at the end of 1808, it was clear that
“coercive embargo was flawed by a massive contradiction between
the time required to put it to a fair test and the time the American
people could be expected to endure it.”!4 All parts of the country
were suffering from economic distress. In some areas, notably New
England, political discontent had reached dangerous levels. Accept-
ing the necessity of repeal, Republicans could not agree on what

13 Even this was not quite true, for Congress allowed the president to permit the
departure of ships to carry and goods to be exchanged for imports ordered before
the Embargo Act; Jefferson grumbled, but he exercised this authority so
liberally that more than six hundred cargoes left legally for Europe.

14 Burton Spivak, Jefferson’s English Crisis (Charlottesville, Va., 1979), 117.
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should follow. Neither the lame-duck president nor the president-
elect gave them guidance.

After enormous confusion, just as Jefferson’s term came to an end
in March 1809, Congress passed the Non-Intercourse Act, a mere
sham of a law. Theoretically this act closed both the export and
import trade with the belligerents while opening commerce with
the rest of the world. In fact, the law merely produced a massive
pattern of evasion, for no one could have any idea where a ship
would go after leaving an American port. In the first few months of
the Non-Intercourse Act, seventy-nine ships sailed from New York
in nominal search of a market in the Azores, and many of them, and
others that sailed on similarly dubious errands, did not return to the
United States while the law remained in effect. Most of their cargoes
were sold in European markets. The Non-Intercourse Act lessened
but did not eliminate economic distress in the United States, and it
did cut into imports from Britain. No more than the Embargo,
however, did it force Canning and his colleagues to change course,

By May 1810, the Republicans found even the Non-Intercourse
Act too burdensome to continue. The instrument of their retreat was
something called Macon’s Bill number 2, although Nathaniel
Macon, a veteran Republican legislator, only reluctantly introduced
it into the House of Representatives as committee chairman. This
law removed all restrictions on commerce but pledged the United
States to close trade with one belligerent if the other ceased to
violate American rights. Ironically this, the weakest effort of all,
gained an image — false, to be sure — of success.

At first both Britain and France scoffed at Macon’s Bill. Then
Napoleon saw a chance to use it to bring about war between the
United States and Britain. In August 1810 he had his foreign minis-
ter, the duke of Cadore, inform the American minister at Paris, John
Armstrong, that French decrees would cease to be applied against
American commerce after November 1, provided that the British
also suspended their decrees or that the Americans “cause{d] their
rights to be respected by the English.”

Macon’s Bill provided for no such conditional repeal; it authorized
the president to act only after a belligerent had demonstrably ended
his invasion of American rights. Nevertheless, on November 2,
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when of course he could have no idea of the situation in Europe one
day earlier, President Madison proclaimed that French seizures had
ceased; in ninety days, unless London relented, trade with Britain
would cease. The president knew his authority to act was question-
able, and he rightly suspected that Napoleon, who in fact continued
his seizures under what he called “municipal regulations,” only
sought to embroil America in a war with Britain over continuation
of the Orders in Council. However, as he wrote to his predecessor,
he “hoped from the step the advantage at least of having but one
contest on our hands at a time.” The “contest” might well become
war, but Madison was not yet resigned to that outcome.

Madison’s boldness failed to gain rewards either from France or
Britain. Napoleon continued to seize American ships, particularly
those which had touched at British ports, and he permitted only a
trickle of American goods to reach Europe.!> Nevertheless, in Feb-
ruary 1811 British ships and goods were forbidden to enter Ameri-
can ports. Because of doubts that Macon’s Bill had actually been
complied with, this was legitimized by legislation. Downing Street,
not surprisingly, maintained that the United States had been unfair,
that French repeal was fraudulent, and that neither international law
nor equity required suspension of the Orders in Council.

The argument dragged on until June 1812, when, just as the
United States declared war, Great Britain repealed its decrees. For
many reasons, and despite the fact that trade with America had been
reopened by Macon’s Bill, depression hit England in 1810. The
renewed closure of trade with America in 1811 added only mildly to
British problems, but opponents of the government argued, in a
series of heavy attacks in both houses of Parliament during the
winter of 1812, that only a renewed American market could restore
prosperity. Sometimes they warned that ministerial policy was driv-
ing America to a war that, far more than restrictions imposed by

15 In the fall of 1811, Madison sent Joel Barlow, an intellectual polymath much
admired by Jefferson, to Paris to try to clear things up. French officials
tergiversated with Barlow for months. In the fall of 1812 Barlow set off
eastward to-meet Napoleon, who was with his armies deep inside Russia. The
meeting never took place, and Barlow died in Poland, where he is buried, in
December 1812,
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Washington, would destroy trade. Ultimately the government gave
way. Its retreat by no means confirms the assumptions upon which
Jefferson and Madison had grounded their policy of coercion. A
whole series of unfavorable economic developments, not therely the
loss of American trade, had been responsible.

The Republican campaign had been an entire failure, an exposi-
tion of faulty judgment, lack of nerve, and misunderstanding of
what the nation would bear. Because the Embargo had failed, it
cannot be surprising that its lesser brethren also failed. Furthermore,
since every piece of legislation was accompanied by assertions that
war was the next logical step, the campaign created a sort of momen-
tum of its own, one quite different from its originators intentions.
America was driven in retreat from the Embargo and from the Non-
Intercourse Act. The aftermath of the Cadore letter made Madison,
and the nation, look like fools. In the end, this spirit of humiliation
helped to produce war just when revocation of the ‘Orders in Council
would have provided a reason for further temporizing.

The “War Hawk” Congress

In negotiations with Augustus John Foster, a new British minister
who arrived in Washington in May 1811, Madison and Secretary of
State Monroe desperately sought a settlement. According to Foster,
Monroe even suggested that an ostensible rather than a real repeal of
the Orders in Council would satisfy the United States: “He assured
me that if Great Britain would issue such a conditional and ambigu-
ous promise of revocation of Her Orders as France did of the decrees
last August, that . . . will be considered enough to authorize the
cessation of the operation of the Non-Importation act against her
Commerce.” Foster was not tempted, and indeed his instructions
forbade compromise.

By July, Madison had had enough. Although he did not break off
talks with Foster, and until the American declaration of war nearly a
year later his secretary of state sought to wheedle concessions from
the young minister, he did decide to ready the United States for war
or, just possibly, to increase the pressure on Britain by appearing to
do so. He ordered the new Twelfth Congress to convene in Novem-
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ber, a month before the usual time; the clear, intended implication
of this action was that a crisis had been reached, although the
inconstant record of the years since 1807 meant that Foster, Ameri-
cans who wanted war, and those who feared one were doubtful that a
conflict would indeed come.

Since states then chose for themselves the date of congressional
elections, the Twelfth Congress had been selected over a period of
many months in 1810 and 1811. These elections, legend has it,
totally transformed the character of Congress, especially the House
of Representatives. There, “War Hawks” — new, young, and vigor-
ous Republicans eager for war, men elected because the country
repudiated the cowardly, hesitating incumbents — took charge,
dragooning elderly survivors into line behind a war movement.

Most of this picture is false. In the young Republic, a 50 percent
turnover in congressional membership was common, particularly
because members did not see legislative service as a lifetime career,
and the proportion of new members in this Congress was about the
same as in all the early ones. In a pattern common in the South, John
C. Calhoun, a leading “War Hawk,” succeeded his uncle, who re-
tired, in what was virtually a family fief. Almost no seats changed
hands as the result of foreign policy issues. Henry Clay, soon to be
chosen speaker of the House and to use that position to push the
legislature forward, was elected unopposed to fill a vacancy created
by retirement. Probably no more than a handful of those who con-
vened at Washington really wanted to go to war, although many,
like the president, were ready to do so if Britain remained stubborn.
Calhoun was twenty-nine, Clay thirty-four, but many of the belli-
cose members were elderly, and when the House of Representatives
finally voted for war the age of supporters and of opponents was

almost the same.
In the Congress that met in November 1811, the Federalists were

a small minority, although not as weak as they had been before the
Embargo. There was also a small antiwar Republican clique led by
Randolph. Far larger was a group scorned by its opponents as “scare-
crow men.” These legislators hoped to frighten Britain into surren-
der by giving the appearance of preparing for war; some were ready,
reluctantly, to go to war if the bluff failed, but others, at least when

.
.
.
.
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Congress met, had not made that decision. The so-called War
Hawks, perhaps one-third of the House, also hoped that England
would surrender but were from the beginning prepared to go to war.
Although they did not want it, they believed that to continue a diet
of humiliation would threaten the Republican party and perhaps
republican institutions. War, for them, was an undesired imperative
— provided that diplomacy failed to produce a quick success. These
men were better organized, more consistent than the “scarecrow
men,” and they had strong leaders in Clay, Calhoun, and a few
others. These advantages gained them success in the long run, but
the battle was fiercely contested.

The Coming of the War of 1812

Like all presidential communications from Jefferson’s time to Wil-
son’s, Madison’s opening message was read to Congress by a clerk.
The message excoriated British policy and urged preparations for
defense, but it did not recommend war then or at any time in the
future. Many newspapers considered it lictle different from a string
of presidential messages running back to 1805. From November to
June the president lay low. Despite assurances to the contrary from
Monroe, the main channel between the administration and Con-
gress, many members believed that the president was essentially one
of the “scarecrow men.” In fact, although of course Madison would
have preferred peace in the unlikely event the British gave way, it
now seems clear that from the first he expected war to come in the
spring.

The winter session was noisy but only marginally productive.
Even though the Federalist band supported preparedness measures,
hoping to embarrass their opponents when after a great deal of talk
they struck their tents, almost no effective measures were passed. A
paper army was created; officers were commissioned but only a few
enlisted men recruited. A “War Hawk” proposal to expand the navy
fell victim to Republican prejudices against that service. Tax bills
were mangled. In March, with great reluctance, Congress passed an
embargo intended to gather in shipping before hostilities began, but
only after the Senate, with the avowed purpose of giving time for
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one more approach to London, insisted that it last ninety days.!6
Shortly thereafter, both houses voted to recess, again to allow time
for news from Europe, but they differed over the length of the recess.
When a “War Hawk,” Jonathan Roberts, proposed that members
give up pay and travel money during the recess, saving $40,000 for
military expenditures, the whole adjournment scheme collapsed.

Understandably, many Americans failed to see that war impended.
Equally important, although there were brief flurries of concern, few
Englishmen felt any real danger. Foster, who entertained Americans
of all political hues, seriously overdrawing his expense account,
usually accepted what Federalists told him: The Republicans would
back off when the moment of crisis came. In April, he even asked for
a six-month leave of absence, since business, he said, was at a stand.
His masters saw no reason to challenge Foster's views. As one Ameri-
can diplomat in London wrote, “the general opinion {is} that we do
not mean to go to war, notwithstanding all our preparation”; anoth-
er agreed: “I cannot perceive the slightest indication of an apprehen-
sion of a rupture.” Thus, although the Orders in Council came
under heavy attack on economic grounds, the “scarecrow” hope to
frighten Britain into their revocation by raising the specter of war
failed. Yet war actually was imminent.

On June 1, Madison asked Congress to hold “early deliberations”
on the question of war. He did not formally recommend a declara-
tion; this, he said, was “a solemn question which the Constitution
wisely confides to the legislative department.” But he did present a
catalog of insults aiming to show “on the side of Great Britain a state
of war against the United States, and on the side of the United States
a state of peace toward Great Britain.” Madison mentioned impress-
ment, Indian warfare in the West presumably stimulated by the
British, violations of American territorial waters by the Royal Navy,
and especially the Orders in Council,

a sweeping system of blockades which has been molded and managed as
might best suit [the British ministry’s] political views, its commercial
jealousies, or the avidity of British cruisers. . . . Such is the spectacle of

16 A large proportion of the merchant marine — 140 ships from New York alone ~
managed to escape from port before the embargo went into effect.
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injuries and indignities which have been heaped on our country, and such
the crisis which its unexampled forbearance and conciliatory efforts have
not been able to avert.

.

After seventeen days, the longest such debate in American histo-
ry, Congress voted for war. The sessions were fierce and raucous, we
know, although since the Republican majority dared not expose its
arguments to public view they were held behind closed doors. (Fed-
eralist congressmen, however, soon published their speeches.) By an
essentially party-line vote of 79~49, the House backed a declaration
of war. In the Senate, Federalists and schismatics came nearer to
success. They almost carried a proposal to fight both England and
France, a quixoticism understandable only because it was combined
with a scheme to delay action until negotiations were tried one last
time. They once carried, then lost, a proposal to fight only a limited
war on the ocean. In the end, however, the war, resolution passed
19-13.

On June 18, 1812, Madison signed the war bill. Placing a small
cockade in his hat, he visited government offices to enspirit the
employees, then left only a few days later for his usual summer
vacation. Monroe officially informed Foster of the decision; the two
men spoke remarkably amicably, and the secretary offered tea to his
guest. In this fashion, with a tiny navy, an unrecruited army, no
financial plan, the United States set off to war. At almost exactly the
same time, Napoleon commenced the invasion of Russia that was to
be his downfall, and many years later Madison confessed that, had
he foreseen the French defeat, he would not have supported war in
1812.

Causes of the War of 1812

The leadership of Westerners like Clay, accusations against them by
the hardly reliable Randolph, the stolid rather than fiery role of
other Republicans, President Madison's shunning of an open role —
these and other factors give an apparent sectional cast to the decision
for war. Westerners were motivated, historians have claimed, by a
desire to conquer Canada, either simply to add fresh land of, more



138 The Creation of « Republican Empire

plausibly since there was as yet no land shortage in the West,
because frontiersmen blamed their troubles with the Indians on
Canada-based intrigues. 7

In fact, insofar as calculations regarding Canada entered into
discussion in 1812, they had national rather than sectional relevance.
All ten congressmen from the West, it is true, voted for war, but this
tiny faction could scarcely have dominated the situation; moreover, in
the Senate, three of the six Westerners, fearing that war would mean
even stronger Indian attacks, voted against war. When Republicans
from all sections pondered an attack on Canada, they sometimes saw it
as a means to strengthen national, not merely Western, security by
eliminating a threatening British presence; in other words, “what
seemed like territorial expansionism actually arose from a defensive
mentality, not from ambitions for conquest and annexation.” 18 How-
ever, even such ideas were less important than the simple fact that an
attack on Canada was literally the only way in which the United States
could mount an offensive. Canada, in Monroe's words, was not “an
object of the war but . . . a means to bring it to a satisfactory
conclusion.” As a war-minded legislator more floridly put it, the
object was to “retaliate on Great Britain the injuries which she has
inflicted upon our maritime rights, by an invasion of the prov-
inces, . . . the only quarter in which she is vulnerable.”

Legislators’ votes were determined primarily by party affiliation.
Some who voted no were such confirmed schismatics that they
scarcely deserved the Republican label. Only a tiny handful of party
regulars deserted. The war bill rolled up its most impressive majos-
ities among those from the South and West simply because these
were the most Republican sections. Loyal Republicans everywhere
rallied to war, and in the House Pennsylvania provided more votes
than any other state. The war was a party war.

17 The most influential statement of the Canada thesis, Julius W, Pract’s Expan-
sionists of 1812 (New York, 1925), also argued that there was a pact of mutual
support between frontiersmen, who desired Canada, and Southerners, who
wanted to absorb Florida, but most scholars who stress expansionism have
concentrated on the West.

18 Reginald C. Stuare, United States Expansionism and British North America (Chapel
Hill, 1988), 76.
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Since at least 1807, the Republicans had presented a disgraceful
picture, threatening and then retreating in the face of European
challenges. Since November 1811 they had been announcing that
their patience, and the nation's, was exhausted. “After the pledges
we have made, and the stand we have taken,” Clay asked his col-
leagues, “are we now to cover ourselves with shame and indelible
disgrace by retreating from the measures and ground we have
taken?” Even “scarecrow men” felt the lash of this question. To
retreat again might well have cost the forthcoming election, perhaps
permanently crippling the party.

The Republicans’ motives were not simply partisan: They consid-
ered their party the custodian of republican principles, their Federal-
ist enemies opponents of those principles. One more defeat might
fatally wound the cause of republican government, at home and in
the eyes of the world. “If we have no respect for ourselves,” com-
mented a young diplomat, “others will have none for us. We shall
never write ourselves into the character and reputation our temporiz-
ing and cringing policy has lost us.”

At the heart of the matter, it seems, lay the Orders in Council and
the challenges they posed. Although impressment was one of the
oldest issues between America and Britain, Madison did not men-
tion the subject in the message with which he welcomed Congress,
and it was only infrequently raised in Congress until the spring,
when all grievances were piled together to complete the case for war.
Another alleged British challenge, support for Indian actacks on
frontier settlements, was also at most a minor theme during the
winter, not least because what Americans charged could not be
proved and was in fact not true: The British had no desire to provoke
the United States by setting fire to the West. The predominant
theme of congressional debates, overwhelmingly so, was the Orders
in Council. Years later, Madison said that they were the only issue
sturdy enough to bear a declaration of war.

The Orders were, of course, a direct blow to American interests,
although, since shipowners and merchants had learned to adjust to
and evade them, not quite so savage a one as “War Hawks” and
others proclaimed. Moreover, they could be, and were, blamed for
economic difficulties actually produced by domestic forces. Still,
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although commerce never regained 1807 heights, both exports and
imports were well above peacetime levels, and seizures under the
Orders were not especially numerous in 1811 and 1812. Moreover,
on the whole America had prospered during the European war — at
least when America itself did not close down trade — and, in any
event, war against the world’s greatest naval power was unlikely to
benefit commerce. In sum, the economic impact of the Orders in
Council, though serious and rightly resented, was neither cata-
strophic nor a sensible reason for war.

What was catastrophic, in the view of most Republicans and
many citizens, was the challenge to the honor of the nation, to the
effectiveness of republican polity. In the words of a congressional
manifesto, the Orders were not only “sapping the foundation of our
prosperity”; they also “went to the subversion of our independence.”
Boycotts, bargaining, and complaint all had failed to secure repeal
of the Orders. Britain continued to treat the United States as an
inconsequential power, not far removed from a colonial condition. It
appeared to seek, as one “War Hawk” earlier phrased it, “a monopo-
ly of our commerce, and the destruction of our freedom and inde-
pendence.” Thus there developed “the theme of British diabo-
lism, . . . the key in June 1812 in justifying a final call to arms.”?

Perhaps the Republicans were right; perhaps neither the party nor
the American form of government could have survived further hu-
miliation. If so, the fault lies with them for encouraging and tolerat-
ing insult. They might argue that they had tried to find an alterna-
tive to war, but the option they selected, commercial warfare, was
badly conceived, accomplishing none of its ends and contributing to
the sense of frustration and dishonor. Fully as much as authorities in
London, they made the War of 1812 a second war for independence.

“Mr. Madison’s War”

The war went badly. Republican factionalism and the opposition of
Federalist governors plagued the administration. Madison proved,

19 Ronald L. Hatzenbuchler and Robere L. Ivie, Congress Declares War (Kent, Ohio,
1983), 126.
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in Clay's words, “unfit for the storms of war”; he never managed to
control or rally the war effort. The Americans failed to conquer
Canada, an easy task as long as the British armies were facing
Napoleon; because there were only five thousand Redcoats in Canada
in 1812, its conquest should have been little more than the “mere
matter of marching” Jefferson expected it to be. General William
Hull, who was supposed to attack eastward from Detroit in 1812,
surrendered to a greatly inferior force. After General William Henry
Harrison succeeded in a similar effort in 1813, clearing much of
Upper Canada (today's Ontario), the volunteers who made up almost
all of his forces returned to their homes, and the territory was
abandoned. Efforts to strike north from New York, clearly the wisest
strategy, were botched and ineffectual. The most important victory
of the war years was gained at the expense not of the British but of
the Creek tribes; Andrew Jackson's campaign against them in 1814
destroyed their military power in the area near the Gulf Coast.

On the ocean, the U.S. Navy won several single-ship duels with
slightly overmatched vessels, forcing the Admiralty to issue secret
orders against this type of combat, and privateers reaped a rewarding
harvest of British merchantmen. When the British got down to
business, however, their blockade stifled the American navy and
merchant marine. In 1814 a tiny amphibious force sacked the na-
tion’s capital, one squadron courteously firing a 21-gun salute as it
sailed past Washington's tomb at Mount Vernon. A London paper
commented, “were it not that the course of punishment they are
undergoing, is necessary to the ends of moral and political jus-
tice, . . . we should feel ashamed of victory over such ignoble foes.”
On the other hand, a2 mismanaged counterstroke from Canada failed
at Lake Champlain in 1814, and unfortunately for America’s moral
improvement, an 8,000-man force that landed near New Orleans
was defeated by Jackson in January 1815, just before news arrived
that a treaty had been signed.

The Treaty of Ghent

Efforts to stop the war began even before the first shots were fired.
However, it was not until August 1814, at Ghent in the Nether-
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lands, that representatives of the two powers met to negotiate peace.
America’s position appeared desperate. The Treasury was empty.
Sedition was rife, and no one knew whether more important areas
would follow Nantucket Island, which had declared its neutralicy.
Napoleon's fall (“To us alone this brings misfortune,” wrote Jeffer-
son) freed British troops for American duty and stimulated demands
for revenge on those who had stabbed England in the back in an
hour of peril.

Yet the situation was less bleak than it appeared. Britons were not
prepared to pay a large price, in terms of money and endurance, to
obtain the victory they wanted, and the government was very con-
scious of the difficulties. The cabinet of the earl of Liverpool, who
succeeded Perceval after the latter’s assassination by a madman in
1812, wanted to lower taxes. Ministers sought relief from what one
of them called the “millstone of an American war” so that they
might concentrate on the restoration of pre-Napoleonic Europe be-
ing negotiated at the Congress of Vienna.

Moreover, as negotiations proceeded London became less and less
confident that the United States would collapse internally. This was
especially so after ministers learned that President Madison had
made public early accounts from Ghent that showed how much
England had asked. Although extremists continued to plan for a
convention at Hartford in December to consider antiwar, anti-
Republican measures, Madison's tactics rallied many Federalists be-
hind his administration. For example, the United States Gazette, a
Philadelphia journal whose Federalist credentials dated back to the
1790s, declared that “No alternative is left us but to resist with
energy or submit in disgrace.” The Liverpool ministry spoke harsh-
ly, as Britons demanded. It was willing to delay a few months, to
speculate on success in the summer campaigns of 1814. Bur its
underlying wish was to end the war before another campaigning
season began.

The long negotiations perfectly reflected the setting: First the
Americans withdrew, and then, after their military dreams evapo-
rated, the English followed suit. The five American envoys, a strong
group including Albert Gallatin, Henry Clay, and John Quincy
Adams, essentially fought a skillful defensive battle. Their person-
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alities clashed — perhaps more accurately, Adamss personality
clashed with the others.?? They differed over ractics, and their dis-
agreements at this level became the stuff of legend. Still, even
Adams, whose penchant for quarrels was inveterate, admitted that
“upon almost all the important questions we have been unanimous.”
Until nearly the end of the negotiations, none expected success;
their principal purpose was to place Britain in the wrong when their
mission ended.

Although their instructions, rather weakly, directed them to seek
the cession of Canada, the American diplomats never presented this
demand. They even denied, when the British raised the point so as
to reject it, that the conquest of Canada had ever been contem-
plated. They did not raise issues of maritime rights, issues of little
practical importance now that the European war had ended but
extremely important symbolically and perhaps for the future. They
never mentioned impressment. Old instructions from Secretary
Monroe had said, speaking of impressment, “If the encroachment of
Great Britain is not provided against, the United States have ap-
pealed to arms in vain,” but all the American commissiéoners were
prepared to ignore the question. They were spared the necessity to
violate their orders by the arrival of new ones just as negotiations
began. These, written by Monroe immediately after learning of
Napoleon’s defeat, permitted them to settle for silence. By resisting
as Jong as impressment was actually practiced, the secretary argued,
America had sufficiently proved its determination.

British surrenders took more time. Ar the outset London made it
a sine qua non that its Indian allies be parties to the peace and have
their boundaries recognized. It might be best, the instructions
added, to create an independent Indian state between Canada and
the United States. British commissioners at Ghent elevated the
buffer state proposal into a sine qua non, even led their superiors to
believe the Americans might accept it. When London came to real-
ize that the Americans would break off negotiations rather than

20 “They sit after dinner,” he complained in his diary, “and drink bad wine and
smoke cigars, which neither suits my habits nor my health, and absorbs time
which I cannot spare.”
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agree, the ministry backed off. It passed word to Gallatin and his
colleagues that the buffer state idea was only a proposal for discus-
sion — which of course meant that it was no longer discussed.

The momentum of surrender, plus the fact that many tribes had
already agreed to abandon the British, soon led the ministry to give
up its original sine qua non. No tribes were parties to the treaty, and
the United States merely promised to restore lands they had held in
1811. So much for British obligations to the “sable heroes” who had
been their allies! Two years later, when renewed American advances
made the Indians ask for help, a British official wrote, “If . . . the
American Government admitted the Indians . . . to return to their
former Situation for a week or a month they complied with the
Treaty literally.” The arrangement, like Jackson’s victory at Horse-
shoe Bend, meant that American settlement could press westward.

When negotiations began, Britain dreamed of conquest. By the
time the Indian question was disposed of, the invaders of New York,
so confidently expected to slice the union in two, had turned back
following a small but sanguinary naval battle on Lake Champlain in
September. The British commissioners were directed to demand
only minor bits of territory. Even these demands, though humiliat-
ing to the Americans, were difficult to justify in terms of the mili-
tary situation.

At this time, fearing that Bonapartist terrorists would attack
their ambassador in Paris, the duke of Wellington, the ministry
decided to call him home. To mask the reason for his flight, the
duke was offered command in America. If he accepted, Liverpool
explained, he would “go out with full powers to make peace, or to
continue the war, if peace should be impracticable, with renewed
vigour.” Wellington replied that he had little hope for military
success. He scoffed at the reasoning that led the ministry to believe
Britain could extort territorial concesstons. “I shall do you little
good in America; and I shall go there only [to] sign a peace which
might as well be signed now,” he wrote. This response provided a
screen behind which, without any signs of distress, his superiors
withdrew their demand for territory.

At the end of November the Americans learned of this retreat.
The British continued to ask confirmation of their prewar right to
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use the Mississippi River as an outlet from Canada, and the prospect
of Englishmen traveling among Indian tribes of fragile loyalty
chilled the Americans, particularly Clay. However, this demand was
largely a ploy to make it logically difficult for the Americans to
insist upon reaffirmation of another prewar privilege, Yankee fishing
on the coasts of British North America. Yet this is what the Ameri-
cans, dragooned by Adams, tried to do. Except for him, their hearts
were never really in it, and one of his colleagues accused Adams of a
willingness to “barter the patriotic blood of the West for blubber,
and exchange trans-Alleghany scalps for codfish.” In the end, both
sides agreed to pass over the two questions in silence.

After twenty weeks of negotiation, a peace treaty was signed on
Christmas eve, 1814. It essentially ignored all major issues or sim-
ply restored the prewar status quo. Few would have guessed thar it
marked the end of the last Anglo-American war. John Quincy
Adams, reflecting the views of his colleagues at Ghent, described it
as “an unlimited armistice {rather] than a peace, . . . hardly less
difficule to preserve than to obtain.”

The British ministry welcomed a peace that allowed it to concen-
trate on European and domestic problems. Some supporters even
argued that the war had been a victory since the Americans had won
neither objective — Canada and an end to impressment — for which
presumably they had gone to war. On the first curtain at the Covent
Garden theater, an allegorical figure of America was painted in to
join other defeated powers crouching at Britannia's feet.

News of the treaty reached Washington in February 1815, shortly
after reports of Jackson's victory and of the milk-and-water outcome
of the Hartford Convention. It was quickly ratified. The fortunate
conjunction of events drowned out critics who maintained that the
war had not attained a single object of national importance. The
quasi-ofticial National Intelligencer argued, like ministerial supporters
in Britain, that silence on the major issues was really a victory: The
United States had defied British demands and continued the war
until insult ceased because of the European peace. “Peace has come
in 2 most welcome time to delight and astonish us,” one Republican
wrote; “We have stood the contest, single-handed, against the con-
queror of Europe; and we are at peace, with all our blushing victories
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thick crowding on us.” Seldom has a nation so successfully pract%ced
self-induced amnesia! Within only a few years another Rep:;bhcz?n
journal, Niles' Register, even had the effrontery to argue that “we did
virtually dictate the treaty of Ghent.” . .

In a more modest sense, the American people did haYe a rlghf to
celebrate. They had escaped disaster by being militarily just efficient
enough to show Liverpool and his cabinet that half measures WOL-lld
not succeed. As a result, they emerged from the morass 1rfto which
Thomas Jefferson had plunged them, and the very miseries of the
prewar years made the wartime record look better tl'lan it deserved.
Thus the War of 1812 revived the nationalism born in the era of the
American Revolution and destroyed a sense of tentativeness about
the Constitution that the nation could ill afford. “In 1815,” Henry

Adams later wrote, “for the first time the Americans ceased to doubt

the path they were to follow.”?!

21 Henry Adams, A History of the United States, vol. 9 (New York, 1891), 220.
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6. To the Monroe Doctrine

Like most American wars, the War of 1812 was not followed by a
period of repose, but rather by one of nationalism, here marked by
efforts to foster American trade, expand territorially, and develop
influence in parts of the hemisphere previously of little concern.
These endeavors culminated in the Monroe Doctrine of 1823. In his
annual message of that year, President James Monroe asserted princi-
ples that, though not shouted to the world, had often influenced and
even guided his predecessors. By giving public expression to these
themes, he proclaimed a policy of diplomatic independence stronger
than any his predecessors had dared.

At the very beginning of the period, in 1815, there occurred an
incident that, though substantively trivial, expressed the new spirit.
Monroe, still secretary of state, directed negotiators of a commercial
convention with England to insist upon the principle of the a/ternat.
By this principle, when major states made treaties, the name of each
alternately took precedence in the text and, on the signature page of
the copy it was to keep, each delegation signed on the preferred left-
hand side. Although partially followed in Pinckney's Treaty with
Spain and completely in the Louisiana agreements, most American
treaties, including those ending the Revolution and the War of
1812, did not follow the wlternar — Europeans took precedence.
Monroe considered this demeaning, as did John Quincy Adams, one
of the negotiators at London. Adams’s colleagues, Henry Clay and
Albert Gallatin, were prepared to ignore their instructions and
Adams's opinion, but he brought them around by a threat to with-
hold his signature from the convention. Two years later, when he
had become secretary of state, Adams inserted a requirement of the
alternat in standing instructions for American negotiators. That he
and Monroe had insisted upon this recognition of America’s entry
into the company of respectable powers was fitting, since they were
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the primary architects of the nationalistic policies of the next de-
cade.

James Monroe and John Quincy Adams

Monroe was, and was recognized to be, a fitting symbol of the new
nationalism. The last president active in the Revolution (he was
wounded at the Battle of Trenton in 1776), he reminded Americans
of that great experience. In earlier years a violent, scheming Repub-
lican partisan, he had mellowed in middle age and now presented a
reassuring presence. As a consequence of his balance and energy he
was the only member of Madison’s administration to emerge w1tk.1 an
enhanced reputation from the War of 1812. Because the Federalists
seditious behavior during that conflict had ensured their political
death, Monroe, the Republican candidate, easily won the presidency
in 1816. )

No president since Washington had risked a trip beyond hls) own
seccion of the country. Monroe dared to do so. He processmnfed
through the North in 1817, to Maine and as far west as Detroit,
receiving enthusiastic welcomes everywhere, even in Bosto)n. Not
only John Adams but also Timothy Pickering, a quintessential Fed-
eralist relic, attended a public dinner in the president’s honor. In
1820, running for reelection, Monroe gained all but one electoral
vote, and the senior Adams was an elector on his ticket in Massa-
chusetts. Although the fabled “Era of Good Feelings” lasted at most
a very short time, the squabbles of the period sprang almost exclu-
sively from sectional and personal rivalries. Monroe was above them,
the personification of national unity.

But Monroe was more than a mere symbol. Although a toplofty
Harvard historian once dismissed him as “one of those men of persis-
tent mediocrity from whom useful and attractive Presidents hz%ve
been made,”? this is far from fair. Monroe did not have a creative
mind. “He was,” George Dangerfield writes, “the third of the Vir-
ginia Dynasty, in the order of intelligence no less than in that of

1 Edward Channing, A History of the United States, vol. 4 (New York, 1927), 3 14.
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succession.”? By 1817, however, he was a man of good judgment,
and, perhaps because he had reached the pinnacle of politics, he was
relaxed and self-confident. Although, unlike his two predecessors,
he very rarely negotiated directly with foreign emissaries, he kept
full control of policy. He discussed all important matters with his
cabinet, made the final decisions himself, and then permitted the
secretary of state to manage negotiations. Even John Quincy Adams
had lictle critical to say about Monroe in an almost universally
acerbic diary.

Adams took over the Department of State from the secretary ad
interim, Richard Rush, in September 1817. His eight years of
diplomatic service abroad — at St. Petersburg, Ghent, and London —
had, despite pleasant conversations with that autocrat par excel-
lence, Alexander I, merely strengthened his devoted, even extrava-
gant, nationalism. Adams believed that che Washington govern-
ment must, for material as well as moral reasons, fight an aggressive
war for American commerce. More than almost anyone else, think-
ing to the future but also attempting to establish America’s moral
virtue, he sought in a series of futile negotiations to induce Britain
to agree to American views on neutral rights, including impress-
ment. He believed, further, that the nation should expand terri-
torially until it possessed all of North America; it was, as he saw i,
“a physical, moral, and political absurdity that [European colonies,
British and Spanish} should exist permanently contiguous to a great,
powerful, enterprising, and rapidly-growing nation.”

Adams believed, finally, that outside of North America the
United States should serve as a “beacon of liberty,” an example for all
but not an active combatant in the struggle for freedom. In a Fourth
of July oration at the Capitol in 1821, Adams rang the changes on
the iniquities of colonialism and on European, especially British,
politics as well. He also warned America against adventurism:

Wherever the standard of freedom and independence has been or shall be
unfurled, there will her heart, her benediction, and her prayers be. But she
goes not abroad in search of monsters to destroy. She is the well-wisher to

2 George Dangerfield, The Awakening of American Nationalism (New York, 1965),
20.
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the freedom and independence of all. She is the champion and vindicaror
only of her own.

If America sought dominion, he said, “She might become the dic-
tatress of the world. She would no longer be the ruler of her own
spirit.”

Postwar Nationalism: Bank, Navy, Commerce

Even before Monroe became president in 1817, the war-engendered
nationalism began to be evidenced. In the message presenting the
Treaty of Ghent to Congress, James Madison asked the legislature to
consider a whole string of measures to strengthen the nation, several
involving the repudiation of traditional party views. Most dramat-
ically, he asked for, and in 1816 procured, the chartering of a new
national bank, although he had been a leading opponent of such an
institution when Hamilton proposed it and had allowed the first
Bank of the United States to die when its charter ran out in 1811.
Only such an institution, Republicans now believed, could mobilize
national resources in time of need.

Madison also asked for appropriations for land and naval defense
well above prewar levels. Although the navy, in particular, had been
no favorite of early Republicans, Madison was able to push through a
program that, though never fully implemented, nevertheless pro-
vided the nation with more and larger ships, including a 74-gun
monster, than Federalists had ever proposed. A bigger navy, Ameri-
cans believed, would reflect the nation’s importance. It would also
provide protection for American commerce, most immediately
against the depredation of “Barbary pirates.” Finally, a naval force in
being would provide a core of strength should another British war
occur, as many anticipated. As Clay told Congress in 1816, “That
man must be blind to the indications of the future, who cannot see
that we are destined to have war after war with Great Britain, until,
if one of the two nations not be crushed, all grounds of collision shall
have ceased between us.” Even Rufus King, an elderly Federalist
who had worked for Anglo-American understanding as minister in
London from 1796 to 1803, agreed in forecasting “repeated strug-
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gles upon the Ocean before the undisputed Trident reposes in our
Possession.”

In his message of 1815, President Madison also reversed Republi-
can principles by calling for a protective tariff. The tariff of 1789,
although it fostered American shipping, had contained virtually
nothing to protect producers against import competition; Hamilton
had dared not seek more. The tariff of 1816, although by later
standards quite moderate, levied protective rates on a range of
goods, particularly textiles generally imported from Britain. Al-
though the immediate problem was the alleged “dumping” of un-
derpriced British goods on the American market, the longer-range
purpose was to encourage national self-sufficiency. War had made
manufactures patriotic; even Jefferson now favored them. Most in-
teresting in the debates of 1816 was the nationalistic oratory of
Southerners led by Calhoun, in the past and definitely in the future
to be bitter opponents of protectionism.

Nationalism also showed its force in a campaign to open the
British West Indies to American ships. At the end of the Napoleonic
wars, Britain once again closed colonial ports to foreign shipping.
During the negotiations at London in 1815, Adams, Clay, and
Gallatin were unable to arrange for repeal or relaxation of the prohi-
bition. As a consequence, beginning in 1817 Congress passed a
series of laws designed to coerce Britain; the last, in 1820, virtually
wiped out trade with its American colonies. The program elicited
grumbling in port cities, which lost business, and raised the possi-
bility that Britain would retaliate with legislation harmful to ex-
porters, say, of southern cotton. Shipowners alone stood to benefit if
the campaign succeeded, but even they had little to gain from access
to what was no longer a very important trade. Yet the Americans
persevered until settlement finally was reached in 1830, opening the
islands but leaving the British free to give tariff preferences to goods
carried by their ships. This long struggle, “a dispute in which
principles were more significant than the practical interests in-
volved,”? showed perhaps even better than the tariff the strength of
American nationalism.

3 Harry Ammon, James Monroe (New York, 1971), 519.
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Florida

The sole territorial gain of the Monroe administration, no match for
the Louisiana Purchase in grandness, was accomplished by an even
more open demonstration of American determination and menace.
And the treaty by which Spain ceded Florida — in contemporary
usage, “the Floridas,” East and West ~ also drew a boundary be-
tween the United States and Spain’s Mexican colony all the way to
the Pacific Ocean, a major step on the road to continental empire.

Jefferson and Madison had nibbled away at the Floridas, and
many Americans expected to acquire the entire peninsula someday.
There was however no real sense of urgency before the War of 1812.
The major fear was that a nation more powerful than Spain might
acquire East Florida, thus presenting an effective challenge to Amer-
ican expansionism. Concerns about France evaporated after the Loui-
siana Purchase. Later, President Madison became alarmed by false
reports that Britain had its eyes on Florida. At his request, in
January 1811 Congress passed a secret resolution declaring that “the
United States . . . cannot, without serious inquietude, see any part
of the said territory pass into the hands of any foreign power”; the
administration was authorized to use force, if necessary, to prevent it.

In a sense, this resolution was a forerunner of the Monroe Doc-
trine, especially the portion of it that denied Europeans the right to
establish colonies in the hemisphere. The Monroe Doctrine, how-
ever, proclaimed universal rules, whereas the resolution of 1811
dealt only with a single, specific area. Still, the two sprang from a
similar spirit, and in time the No-Transfer principle was gener-
alized. In 1870 Secretary of State Hamilton Fish explicitly united it
with the Monroe Doctrine.

Nothing came of European threats to East Florida, and after the
War of 1812 the Monroe administration decided to try for the
territory itself. Exhausted by the Napoleonic Wars and involved in
conflict with its Latin American colonies, Spain was ready to leave.
In return, Spain wanted a favorable boundary for Mexico, not yet in
revolt; its idea of a proper one was the Mississippi River, a fatuous
idea the implementation of which would have negated the Louisiana
Purchase. Not surprisingly, for a long time negotiations got no-
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where. Of Luis de Onis, the Spanish negotiator, Secretary of State
Adams complained, “his morality appears to be that of the Jesuits as
exposed by Pascal.”

In the spring of 1818 Onis went for a vacation in Pennsylvania,
doubtless as exhausted as Adams by their colloquies. The holiday
did not last long, thanks to General Andrew Jackson. In December
1817 the administration had directed Jackson to crush Seminole
Indians who were terrorizing border areas even if he had to enter
Florida to do so. Just before his appointment, Jackson had urged
Monroe to seize the opportunity to conquer Florida: “This can be
done without implicating the government. Let it be signified to me
through any channel . . . that the possession of the Floridas would
be desirable to the United States, and in sixty days it will be
accomplished.” The Tennessean later claimed to have received the
approval he sought. The administration, with somewhat more plau-
sibility, denied his story, but Washington certainly did not respond
to his letter with a warning against impetuosity. Monroe and Secre-
tary of War Calhoun should not have been surprised by what fol-
lowed: The feisty general entered Spanish territory with three thou-
sand men, and after dispersing the Indians he went on to seize St.
Marks and Pensacola. He also executed, in April 1818, two English-
men who fell into his hands, Robert Ambrister, a soldier of fortune,
and Alexander Arbuthnot, a trader with the Indians.®

Hastening back to Washington, Onis awoke Secretary Adams in
the middle of the night to demand an interview. The next day, he
insisted upon return of the posts and “a satisfaction proportioned to
the enormity of the offenses, together wich lawful punishment of the
general.” Most of Monroe’s cabinet was prepared to meet these
demands — Calhoun was particularly angry with his subordinate —
but Adams vigorously argued that Spain’s inability to keep order in
Florida justified Jackson's action. Eager to keep pressure on Madrid,
the president accepted this argument.

Monroe had Adams pass word to Onis that the next Congress
would probably vote to take Florida and insist on a western bound-

4 Jackson later regretted that he had not, in addition, hanged the Spanish gover-
nor.
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ary at the Rio Grande. A bit later the secretary, refusing to allow
news of his mother’s death to delay him in his task, drew up a
lengthy pronunciamento for delivery by the American minister to
Spain.® This paper, soon released to the public, was strident, self-
righteous, and defiant. To start with, Adams informed Madrid that
“The President will neither inflict punishment, nor pass censure
upon General Jackson, for that conduct, the motives for which were
founded in the purest patriotism.” His chief purpose, however, was
to warn Madrid that Spain must control the Indians or “cede to the
United States a province, of which she retains nothing but the nomi-
nal possession, but which is, in fact, a derelicc, open to the occupan-
cy of every enemy, civilized or savage, of the United States, and
serving no other earthly purpose than as a post of annoyance to
them.” This menace may have been unnecessary, since Jackson's
invasion had already shocked Madrid into giving Onis orders to
make a settlement. In any event, real negotiations began in January
1819.

Both bargainers, taking for granted the cession of Florida, sought
to best the other in drawing a boundary between the United States
and Mexico. Thus, as George Dangerfield puts it, “like two
wrestlers in some half-lit ring, . . . they . . . struggled to and fro
across Melish’s map,” the standard but inaccurate authority.® Adams
was characteristically difficult — to the end he insisted that the
Mexican shore of rivers, not their center, be the boundary — but
agreement was reached in February. The United States gained the
Floridas, in return not for money but for the assumption of $5
million in claims against Spain by its citizens, and a transcontinen-
tal boundary that began at the Sabine River, now the eastern border
of Texas, and proceeded irregularly to the Pacific Ocean at 42 de-
grees, the present southern boundary of Oregon.

John Quincy Adams, who could not know that Onis had authori-
ty to concede even more, considered this his greatest achievement as
secretary of state. Drawing a boundary to the Pacific, he wrote in his
diary, “forms a great epocha in our history.” Indeed, the very concept

5 In printed form, it occupied twenty-nine pages.
6 George Dangerfield, The Era of Good Feelings (New York, 1952), 151.
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of a transcontinental republic was new and ambitious, and his deci-
sion to break loose from Monroe's original idea of a north—south
boundary comparatively near the Mississippi was extremely impor-
tant. The secretary did surrender what is now Texas, ajthough, if
pressed harder, Onis might have given it up. Adams was later crit-
icized for this, rather unfairly, since Monroe and the cabinet had
made that decision against his advice. In 1819, however, even Jack-
son, never generous toward Spaniards, thought a good bargain had
been made. The Senate unanimously approved the treaty two days
after Adams and Onis signed it.

That did not quite end the matter. Spain delayed ratification,
seeking as a price American promises not to aid — certainly not to
recognize — the rebellious colonies in Latin America. The United
States challenged enormous new land grants to grandees, which
Spain insisted it recognize. At one time, it seemed likely that the
Americans would take the territory by force. In the end, Spain gave
way, and the treaty was signed again — on Washington's birthday,
1821, chosen by Adams as symbolic — and reapproved by the Senate.

Revolutions in Latin America

“The all-absorbing problem in foreign affairs during Monroe's Presi-
dency,” his biographer observes, “was that created by Spain’s crum-
bling American empire. Nearly all his major decisions either cen-
tered on this issue or had to be closely correlated with the questions
it raised.”” One aspect of the “problem,” really an opportunity, of
course was Florida; another was the series of revolutions in Latin
America. These uprisings, which began during the Napoleonic
Woars, naturally aroused enthusiasm in the United States; they were
seen, in Jefferson’s words, as “another example of man rising in his
might and bursting the chains of his oppressor.” When, freed by
Napoleon’s downfall, Spain mounted a counterrevolutionary cam-
paign, one that at times seemed close to success, many in the United
States were alarmed. Restoration of colonialism in Latin America,
coming as it did on the heels of the destruction of democracy in

7 Ammon, Monree, 409—10.
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France, would be a severe blow to Americans’ vision of the world, to
the crusade they themselves had begun in 1775.

Sympathetic to anticolonialism though they were, almost no
Americans proposed that the nation should extend military support
to the Latin Americans. (A few volunteers or adventurers did join
rebel armies, and a number of seamen, sensing the opportunity for
profit, did serve under flags of the rebel regimes.) Isolationism was
already too far ingrained to permit of intervention; the United States
preferred to be “the beacon on the hill,” providing a guide for those
struggling in the world below.

Moreover, few Americans believed that the southern rebels were
capable, at least not yet, of truly following the beacon. In the
American view, “The somnolent populations of that region, debili-
tated by their heritage {under Spain} and enervated by a tropical
climate, neglected their rich natural resources, while the Catholic
faith lulled them into intellectual passivity.” Miscegenation had
made things worse. “All {Latin]} American countries fell under cen-
sure for lax racial standards and indifference to the social conse-
quences of polluting the blood of whites.”® They were, in a word,
inferior, and their future was unpromising. Consequently, many if
not most American commentators combined “sympathy for the
Latin-Americans’ cause with . . . skepticism about their ability to
make good use of their independence, if they won it.”?

Such views spread across the political spectrum. John Randolph,
the always acid old-style Republican, predicted in 1816 that Latin
America was headed for “a detestable despotism. You cannot,” he
said, “make liberty out of Spanish matter — you might as well try to
build a seventy-four out of pine saplings.” The North American Re-
view, the most self-consciously intellectual magazine of its day,
warned the next year that success in an anticolonial revolt was “no
proof that the people are capable of a better.” Latin Americans, the
Review continued, are “destitute of that moral structure of character,
which is the basis and indispensible requisite of a stable, free poli-

8 Michael H.-Hunt, Ideology and U.S. Foreign Policy (New Haven, 1987), 59.
9 Arthur Preston Whitaker, The United States and the Independence of Latin America
(Baleimore, 1941), 187.
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¢y.” John Quincy Adams used similar reasoning to support his argu-
ment for delay in recognizing the new states, at least until the
Florida matter was settled. “So far as they are contending for their
independence, I wish well to their cause,” he told Henry Clay, the
foremost advocate of prompt recognition, in 1821; “but I have not
yet seen and do not now see any prospect that they will establish free
or liberal institutions of government.” Even Clay agreed with the
basic premise; while he hoped that, in time, the nation’s southern
neighbors would progress, for the moment he considered those lands
“place{s} of despotism and slaves, of the Inquisition and supersti-
tion.” 10

Still, Americans hoped the armies of Spain would be defeated, for
good practical reasons as well as because of their dislike of colonial-
ism. Trade with Latin America rose sharply after the War of 1812,
although in fact most of it flowed to Cuba, still firmly under Span-
ish control. Especially in New Orleans and Baltimore, the ports
most deeply involved, there were hopes of further increases if Spain
did not manage to restore its monopolistic system. Optimists
dreamed of an “American system,” a grouping of states that would
take their lead from Washington, certainly cooperate to thrust off
European influence, even if the subordinate members were not certi-
fied republicans by American standards. This kind of reasoning
disgusted Adams: “As to an American system, we have it; we consti-
tute the whole of it; there is no community of interests or principles
between North and South America.” But from the beginning he and
Monroe were ready to recognize Latin American states when the
time was ripe.

On several occasions, the first in 1810, Washington sent special
missions to investigate conditions in Latin America and to urge the
rebels to establish republican governments. “Agents for seamen and
commerce” and, occasionally, consuls were appointed to serve in
ports held by the rebels. A neutrality proclamation issued in Sep-
tember 1815, slanted in the insurgents favor, recognized their
rights of belligerency. On the whole, however, the United States
remained cautious, for fear of provoking Spain while the Florida

10 So Clay described Mexico in 1821.
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issue remained unsettled. Outrages committed by privateersmen,
many of them Americans sailing in ships that had been armed in
American ports, angered the United States, and one of their bases,
Amelia Island, near the border between Florida and the United
States, was broken up by force in 1817.

Although Monroe's cabinet discussed full-scale recognition of one
or several of the rebel governments as early as 1817, and although
there was much pressure to do so, in Congress and out, the president
held back. As he wrote to his old colleague, Albert Gallatin, in 1820,
“With respect to the Colonies, the object has been to throw into their
scale, in a moral sense, the weight of the United States, without so
deep a compromitment as to make us a party to the contest. . . . Iam
satisfied that had we ever joined them in the war, we should have done
them more harm than good, as we might have drawn all Europe on
them, not to speak of the injury we should have done to ourselves.”
This cautious approach, so characteristic of Monroe by this stage in
his life, was heartily endorsed by his secretary of state.

Finally, with Florida in American hands, with the tide of battle in
the southern continent running decisively against Spain, Monroe
and Adams decided that the time had come to recognize the most
solidly established Latin American regimes. Their purposes were
several: to establish American influence and undercut that of Eu-
rope, to assist commerce, and though hopes were not high, to
encourage the growth of republicanism. In March 1822, Monroe
asked Congress for funds, funds that were enthusiastically granted,
to support diplomatic posts in five of the new states — Argentina,
Chile, Gran Colombia, Mexico, and Peru — and in January 1823 he
nominated ministers to those countries. Among the nominees was
Andrew Jackson, named to go to Mexico; but the general, appar-
ently a better judge of his own character than Monroe and Adams,
declined the diplomatic appointment. Even before those who were
confirmed took up their posts, the administration officially received
Manuel Torres as chargé d’affaires from Gran Colombia in June
1822. Shortly thereafter it extended recognition to Mexico.'!

11 Mexico, where earlier risings had been suppressed, revolted successfully in
1821. That it was a monarchy — indeed, styled itself an empire — did not deter
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Although the revolutionary regimes in Latin America had recog-
nized one another, no other nation had as yet done so. American
recognition, delayed though it had been, was not without elements
of risk. Despite defeats, Spain refused to abandon its impgrial hopes.
Fears grew that the Continental European powers, joined together as
the Holy Alliance, would give Spain military assistance. What,
then, would the United States do? Dared it either accept or chal-
lenge an imperialist, monarchist “rollback” in the hemisphere? The
question became pressing, or at least appeared so, in 1823, and the
administration’s answer was presented in Monroe’s annual message
to Congress on December 2.

The Monroe Doctrine: Noncolonization

In that message, however, Monroe did not, when he presented his
thoughts on international relations, confine himself to problems in
Latin America. The Monroe Doctrine, as only many years later it
came to be called, staked out positions in two other areas as well;
taken together, these asseverations marked out a pattern of policy
reflecting contemporary nationalism and, though implementation
was sometimes delayed, marking a course for the future. Taken
together, too, they amounted to a declaration of diplomatic inde-
pendence.

One of the questions at issue in 1823 concerned territory on the
Pacific Coast. The Spanish treaty of 1819 had fixed the southern
limit of American claims in the Far West, but to the north the
United States faced British and Russian competition. The Ameri-
cans had a small post at Astoria, near the mouth of the Columbia
River, which had been established in 1811, but otherwise their
presence was limited to ships that cruised the shores, fishing and
trading with Indians. British activities, overland from Canada, and
Russian ones, southward from Alaska, were far more developed. In
1821, largely because it was irritated by the activities of American

Monroe and Adams. Within less than a year, the royal system was overthrown.
In 1824, the United States recognized the empire of Brazil. In time, official
recognition was extended to all of the American states, although not to black
Haici until 1862.
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mariners, Russia, which claimed the Pacific Coast as far south as 51
degrees, ordered American and other foreign vessels to stay away
from those shores. America's resistance to this challenge in an area
three thousand miles from the nation’s heart, well north of today's
border with Canada, shows how greatly the nation's ambitions had
expanded.

As early as 1819, at a cabinet meeting, Secretary of State John
Quincy Adams declared that the world must be “familiarized with
the idea of considering our proper dominion to be the continent of
North America.” In 1821, as part of a continuing and often acerbic
dialogue on territory beyond the Rocky Mountains, he told the
English minister, Stratford Canning, “that we certainly did suppose
that the British government had come to the conclusion that there
would be neither policy or profit in cavilling with us about territory
on the North American continent.” And in July 1823, contesting
the Russian decree, he told the tsar’s envoy, Baron Tuyll, that “we
should contest the right of Russia to any [new} territorial establish-
ment on this continent.” A few months later, Monroe decided, at
Adams’s suggestion, to echo these sentiments in his message to
Congress. The message asserted to the world that “the American
continents, by the free and independent condition which they have
assumed and maintained, are henceforth no longer subjects for any
new European colonial establishments.”

Thus was framed and announced one component of the Monroe
Doctrine, the noncolonization principle. It was striking in its audac-
ity, logically because it rested on an argument the United States
itself refused to admit — that “free and independent” governments,
worthy of respect, existed among Indian tribes — and politically
because it challenged nations far more powerful than America. And
it was cynically selfish, for it denied the right of expansion to
European powers only; as a British paper later commented, “The
plain Yankee of the matter, is that the United States wish to monopo-
lize to themselves the privilege of colonising . . . every . . . part of
the American Contipent.”

Arrogant though this might be, the declaration did not carry
antiimperialism or national selfishness to unreasonable lengths. By
using the word “henceforth,” Monroe made clear that for the mo-
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ment the United States did not intend to challenge existing Eu-
ropean colonies. There was, indeed, less talk of acquiring Canada
than in, say, 1776 or 1812. But even in areas not currently colo-
nized, in any meaningful sense, Monroe and Adams had to compro-
mise. They had already agreed, in 1818, to extend the Canadian-
American border along the forty-ninth parallel as far as the Rocky
Mountains, and, in negotiations carried on after the Monroe Doc-
trine and completed in 1824, the United States recognized Russian
claims on the Pacific Coast as far south as 54 degrees, 40 minutes.
Nevertheless, the self-confident nationalism of the declaration of
1823 was striking.

The Great Flirtation

In 1822 and 1823, reports circulated that conservative European
monarchies, led by Russia and France, which had already intervened
in Spain to restore the powers of its reactionary king, Ferdinand VII,
intended to come to the aid of Spain in Latin America. The fears
kindled by these reports are now known to have been unfounded, for
the Europeans never came close to carrying out intervention, cer-
tainly not by strong military action. '? In their reports from Europe,
some American diplomats guessed as much, but others disagreed,
and the newspapers were filled with rumors. Honest fears were felt
by all American leaders with the exception of John Quincy Adams,
and the British, who had already made clear their opposition to the
activities of the Holy Alliance, seemed to share them.

In March 1823, George Canning, who had succeeded Lord
Castlereagh as foreign secretary after the latter’s suicide, made pub-
lic instructions recently sent to the British ambassador ar Paris. In

12 A few European statesmen, notably the French foreign minister, toyed with
what is called “the Bourbon monarchy scheme.” A small naval and military
force, according to this scheme, would proceed from country to country in Latin
America, by menace and negotiation creating kingdoms ruled by members of
the Bourbon family, though not by Ferdinand and his court. No less an
authority than the duke of Wellington thought this mighe fairly easily be done.
Although certainly a less unrealistic scheme than a massive invasion of the
continent, even this one had only limited support in European chanceries.
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his letter to Sir Charles Stuart, Canning wrote that, although the
question of formal British recognition remained to be decided,
“events appear to have substantially decided {Latin American} sep-
aration from the Mother Country.” Because he was far in advance of
colleagues in the Liverpool ministry, Canning had to move cau-
tiously; the Stuart letter neither warned Spain to end its efforts to
put down the rebellions nor threatened to prevent European assis-
tance to it. Still, the letter enlisted Canning on the side of the
rebels, a development warmly received in the United States. “The
course which you have taken in the great politics of Europe,” the
British representative in Washington reported, “has had the effect of
making the English almost popular in the United States.”
Adams,” he added with some astonishment in a private letter, “has
caught something of the soft infection.”

In August, encouraged by such reports, Canning approached
Richard Rush, the American minister at London. He proposed that
they issue a joint declaration, essentially an internationalization and
extension of the Stuart letter. “For ourselves we have no disguise,”
Canning suggested they agree to state. “We conceive the recovery of
the Colonies by Spain to be hopeless. . . . We aim not at the posses-
sion of any portion of them for ourselves, {but} we could not see any
portion of them transfered to any other Power, with indifference.”
Rush refused to take upon himself responsibility for accepting
Canning’s proposal, although he would have done so had the foreign
secretary been willing to give formal recognition to one or more of
the Latin American states. He did, however, forward the offer to
Washington, and he and Canning exchanged views on the matter for
some weeks thereafter. There had begun what Canning himself
called a “great flirtation,” the proposal of a union that would give
pause to European plotters and at the same time further improve
Anglo-American relations.

Rush's reports reached Washington early in October, just before
Adams returned from a visit to his father in Massachusetts. The
president sought the advice of his mentors, Jefferson and Madison.
He did not explicitly commit himself to Canning’s text, but he did
incline toward the view that “we had better meet the proposition
fully, & decisively.” He welcomed Canning’s invitation to the com-
pany of world powers and the opportunity to guarantee Latin Ameri-

Even
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can independence. The ex-presidents agreed, although Jefferson cor-
rectly pointed out that the self-denying portion of the proposed
declaration would prevent the United States from taking over Cuba.

t

Nonintervention and Isolation

Early in November, Monroe returned to Washington from a Virgin-
ia vacation. During the next few weeks he discussed the mix of
problems facing the administration with four members of his cabi-
net, Adams and Secretary of War Calhoun dominating the discus-
sions. Because they had only Rush’s dispatches, a handful of reports
from other American diplomats in Europe, and some newspaper
clippings to inform them, they were in a sense feeling their way in a
dimly lit room. Seldom have such important decisions been taken by
such a small and incompletely informed group.

When the cabinet sessions began, Monroe apparently inclined to
accept Canning's initiative. Adams disagreed. He did not believe the
threat real, nor did he believe that, if undertaken, an attack could
have much success. If the rebels were so weak as to need help, it was
furcther argument against “embarking our lives and fortunes in a ship
which . . . the very rats have abandoned.” In any event, to join
Britain as a junior partner — and all the world would see it so — was
undignified: “It would be more candid, as well as more dignified, to
avow our principles explicitly to Russia and France, than to come in
as a cock-boat in the wake of a British man-of-war.” In response,
Calhoun argued strongly that the United States should not throw
away an opportunity to save Latin America from a counterrevolu-
tionary attack, and although the president deferred a final decision,
he seemed to agree with the secretary of war.

Just at this time, further dispatches arrived from Rush, reporting
that Canning had cooled off. Monroe and Adams interpreted this
news, correctly, as evidence that Britain believed the danger of inter-
vention had passed. Adams's arguments, the news from Europe, and
perhaps, in addition, fear of the political consequences of a connection
with England led the president to decide not to accept Canning's
proposal. '3 The United States would strike out on its own.

13 When, however, shortly after the president’s message, new reports of French
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While these discussions were going forward, Adams worked on a
response to a recent declaration of Russian policy received from
Baron Tuyll, the tsar's envoy in Washington. This circular, de-
scribed by the secretary of state as “an Io Triumphe over the fallen
cause of revolution, with sturdy promises of determination to keep it
down,” of course posed an ideological challenge; it also might be
read as further evidence that intervention impended. Adams did not
believe so, but he saw an opportunity to state American opposition
to intervention without seeming simply to follow Canning’s lead.
He therefore prepared, and Monroe approved, an extremely strident
note to Tuyll defending republicanism and warning that the United
States “could not see with indifference, the forcible interposition of
any European Power, other than Spain, . . . to restore the dominion
of Spain over her emancipated Colonies in America.” 4

This, Adams thought, was enough — America was on record. But
Monroe decided to issue a public warning to Europe. In his annual
message, adopting Adams’s ideas and using much of his language,
the president announced that “we could not view any interposition
for the purpose of oppressing {Latin American states}, or controlling
in any other manner their destiny by any European power in any
other light than as the manifestation of an unfriendly disposition
towards the United States.” Thus was proclaimed the noninterven-
tion principle of the Monroe Doctrine.

When Adams saw a draft of Monroe’s proposed message, he was
on the whole gratified by what he found, but one passage troubled
him. Monroe proposed to condemn the French intervention in Spain
that had restored Ferdinand VII to his throne and to praise the Greek
struggle for independence from the Ottoman Empire. (The Greek

intentions to send a small army to Latin America were received, at Monroe’s
direction Adams wrote Rush that the time that would necessarily elapse while
the expedition was organized “may yet be emploved, if necessary, by Great
Britain and the United States, in a further concert of operations, to counteract
that design, if it really existed.” What Adams, to say nothing of Monroe, really
had in mind at this point is unclear. Thus, although the Monroe administration
decided to move independently at this time, “America’s . . . prospective
rclacionship"\"with Britain . . . remained ill-defined” (Ernest R. May, The
Making of the Monvoe Doctrine {Cambridge, Mass., 19751, 228).

14 This note also included a statement of the no-transfer doctrine, which, although
akin to nonintervention, was not included in Monroe’s message.
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cause was very popular in the United States; Albert Gallatin even
proposed that naval vessels be loaned to the Greeks.) Adams objec-
ted, arguing both against the risks of involvement in European
politics and that the force of the demand that Europe stay out of
Latin America would be logically undermined by American inter-
vention in transatlantic affairs. Consequently, after blandly affirming
“sentiments the most friendly, in favor of the liberty and happiness
of their fellowmen on that side of the Atlantic,”
delivered continued, “In the wars of the European powers, in mat-
ters relating to themselves, we have never taken any part, nor does it

»

the message as

comport with our policy, so to do.” Thus the message restated the
isolationist theme and identified it with the Monroe Doctrine.

The Monroe Doctrine

Monroe’s message of December 2, 1823, fifty-one paragraphs long,
was for the most part either a dreary summary of events over the
preceding year — he was perhaps the worst stylist among our early
presidents — or a series of recommendations on domestic policy. But
one paragraph announced the noncolonization doctrine, and another
section devoted a paragraph each to nonintervention and to isola-
tion.

Both passages angered European statesmen at the time, and for
decades European states denied that the Monroe Doctrine had any
legitimacy other than as a statement of American ambitions. In the
1850s a British foreign secretary loftily declared that “The Doc-
trine . . . could be viewed only as the dictum of the distinguished
personage who announced it, and not as an international axiom
which ought to regulate the conduct of European states.”

Monroe'’s contemporaries in Europe knew that intervention in
Latin America was never in sight, and they resented his gratuitous
warning against it. This was particularly true of Canning. When
Rush refused to respond to his flirtation, he quickly turned in
another direction. In November, Paris approved a memorandum of
talks between the foreign secretary and the French ambassador in
London, the prince de Polignac. In this paper, the ambassador as-
sured Canning that his country had no plans to intervene in Latin
America. Ten days later, of course in ignorance of the Polignac



2

166 The Creation of a Republican Empire

memorandum but comforted by Rush’s earlier report that the situa-
tion was brightening, Monroe sent his message to Congress. Can-
ning resented the fact that Monroe had stolen a march on him,
particularly since he feared that it might lessen British influence in
Latin America. Consequently, in March 1824 he made the mem-
orandum public, and shortly thereafter he convinced his reluctant
colleagues to agree to British recognition of three of the new na-
tions. In subsequent years he worked, successfully, to convince the
Latin Americans that it was Britain, not the United States, whose
role had been most important in 1823.

European conservatives reacted especially negatively to the Amer-
ican version of an “lo Triumphe,” the vainglorious assertion of re-
publicanism. In a famous statement, the Austrian chancellor, Prince
Metternich, wrote:

These United States, whom we have seen arise and grow, . . . have sud-
denly left a sphere too narrow for their ambition and have astonished
Europe by a new act of revolt, more unprovoked, fully as audacious, and no
less dangerous than the former. They have announced their intention to

set . . . altar against altar. . . . In permitting themselves these un-
provoked artacks, in fostering revolutions wherever they show them-
selves, . . . they lend new strength to the apostles of sedition, and reani-

mate the courage of every conspirator.

The American reaction was rather different. Congress failed to
give formal support to the principles espoused by the president. In
1824, when Colombia suggested an alliance based on the noninter-
vention principle, it was turned down, as was Brazil when it made a
similar proposal the next year. In 1826, an administration proposal
to send delegates to a congress of American states at Panama pro-
voked violent debate in Congress, culminating in a duel, fortunately
bloodless, between John Randolph and Henry Clay. Approval of the
mission was so delayed by concern about the dangers of political
connections that, though the envoys' appointments ultimately were
approved, the only one who actually traveled to Panama arrived after
the meeting had ended. !> But in 1823 the nation responded favora-

1S Racist concerns also played a part. Senator Thomas Hart Benton objected to
American participation in a conference including representatives of “five nations
who have already put the black man upon an equality with the white, not only
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bly to the principles Monroe expressed. “The explicit and manly
tone,” the British chargé reported, “has evidently found in every
bosom a chord which vibrates in strict unison with the senti-
ments . . , conveyed. They have been echoed from one.end of the
country to the other.”

For a generation, the various parts of the Monroe Doctrine were
seldom used as charts for American foreign policy. !¢ Until the na-
tionalist and republican European uprisings of 1848, it was not even
imaginably necessary to warn the American people, as had been
done in the context of the Greek revolution, of the dangers of
involvement in transatlantic affairs. (The American reaction in 1848
combined vocal enthusiasm with a total disinclination to do any-
thing.) The noncolonization doctrine played no part in the discus-
sions with Britain over Oregon’s future or those with Russia which
fixed the southern limit of Russian Alaska at 54 degrees, 40 min-
utes. Britain's occupation of the Falkland Islands in 1833 and its
efforts to expand the Central American colony Belize in the 1830s
attracted lictle attention, and certainly no opposition from Washing-
ton.

The nonintervention doctrine was, so to speak, redundant before
it was born, at least so far as a major European effort was concerned.
Canning had seen to thar, although even his actions were probably
supererogatory. Not for many years, until a contest with Britain over
influence in Central America in the 1850s, and especially in the
1860s, when Napoleon III of France attempted to create a satellite
empire in Mexico, did it seem necessary to hark back to the pronun-
ciamento of 1823. European interventions resulting from commer-
cial grievances ~ for example those by France in Mexico and Argen-
tina in 1838 — were viewed without alarm.

Nor did announcement of the nonintervention doctrine secure for
the United States the political and economic advantages for which
Monroe and others hoped. Although all the Latin American states

in their constitutions but in real life . . ., who have . . . black generals in
their armies and mulatto senators in their congresses!”

16 The first history of American diplomacy, Theodore Lyman's The Diplomacy of the
United States (Boston, 1828), did not mention Monroe’s message, and as late as
1849 William H. Seward, in a biography of John Quincy Adams, still felt it
possible to omit the subject.
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save Brazil, which established 2 monarchy maintained until 1889,
formed what were nominally republican governments, with rare and
short-lived exceptions power was held by military leaders and oli-
garchs. If the United States had hoped to stake out a republican
hemisphere, it had succeeded in name only. Trade, which had flour-
ished during the wars for independence, declined thereafter, fulfill-
ing Adams’s earlier warning that “they want none of our production,
and we could afford to purchase little of theirs.” British manufac-
tures and British credit came to dominate the southern continent
until the development, after the Civil War, of American industry.
“By the late 1820s,” one historian recently observed, “a mutual
disillusionment prevailed in many facets of relations between the
United States and Latin America. To North Americans, trade, insti-
tutions, and British predominance in Latin America were disap-
pointments. For Latin Americans, North American arrogance, high
tariffs, and either expansionism or lack of interest had dashed earlier,
higher hopes.”!? Not until the end of the nineteenth century, and
then in ways often resented by the Latin Americans, would the
United States begin to play a major role in the southern countries.

In one sense, the president’s message was simply an important
signpost on a very long road. Isolation from world politics had long
been an American ideal, and both the noncolonization and noninter-
vention doctrines clearly had roots in earlier years. Monroe, indeed,
felt that he was responding to immediate dangers, not inventing
grand new principles. For the moment the principles he here re-
stated were expressed defensively — what other powers could not do,
what the United States would not do — but in the future they would
become weapons of American expansion as well as hemispheric de-
fense. Though hackneyed and negative, however, the principles as
stated in 1823 laid out a system of foreign policy remarkably conge-
nial to the national temper. Although implementation was delayed,
the Monroe Doctrine “was never . . . to lose its original and valiant
quality of committing the United States — prematurely, indeed, in
1823 — to a leadership in world politics.”!8

17 Peggy K. Liss, Atlantic Empires (Baltimore, 1983), 221.
18 Dangerfield, The Era of Good Feelings, 308.
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Monroe’s declaration was a fitting climax to a long search reach-
ing back to 1776. The nation had created a viable government. It
had consolidated and expanded its territory. It had survived contro-
versies over neutral rights with two great powers. Now, almost for
the first time and certainly more clearly than before, it spoke boldly
and on its own to major issues. President Monroe's “policy statement
[was] a diplomatic declaration of independence.” At last the nacion
had “reached the point seen so distantly in 1776: it had achieved an
American identity.”1?

19 Ammon, Menroe, 491-2.
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7. Manifest Destiny

The idea of territorial expansion was born when America was born.
The charters of most British colonies in America granted them
dominion as far as the Pacific Ocean. The Articles of Confederation
explicitly reserved a place in the new nation for Canada. In 1801,
Jefferson looked “forward to distant times, when our rapid multi-
plication will . . . cover the whole northern if not the southern
continent, with people speaking the same language, governed by
similar forms, and by similar laws.”

When Jefferson wrote, the United States possessed 838,000
square miles, an area already about eight times as large as the
kingdom from which it had separated. The purchases of Louisiana
and Florida more than doubled the national domain, but the grand-
est acquisitions, geographically at least, took place between 1845
and 1848. Annexation of Texas, settlement of the Oregon boundary,
and the conquests of the Mexican War, all accomplished in the
administration of James K. Polk, raised the land area of the United
States to three million square miles. Later, in 1867, the Alaska
Purchase brought holdings on the North American continent to
their present extent of three and a half million square miles. Brazil,
Canada, and China are about the same size, but only Russia, twice
America’s size even after breakup of the Soviet Union, possesses a
significantly larger domain.

The Meaning of Continentalism

The processes of American expansion underline the role of power
rather than, as many citizens liked to think, that of virtue or moral
principle. Only the small Gadsden Purchase from Mexico in 1853
and the acquisition of Alaska were — and even this could be argued —
freely negotiated transfers. Bonaparte’s decision to sell Louisiana —
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the sale of stolen goods, in any case — was influenced by American
menace. West Florida and Texas were acquired when rebellious
American settlers in foreign territory set up their own governments
and then sought the sheltering arm of the United States. Threats of
force were important in the acquisition of the rest of Florida and
confirmation of title to the Oregon country. An invasion of Mexico
capped by occupation of the enemy capital brought about the vast
expansion into California and the Southwest.

Not only Spaniards, Canadian employees of the Hudson’s Bay
Company in Oregon, and Mexicans felt the lash or saw the shadow
of American power. Fewer than two thousand Spaniards lived in
Florida when the Americans took over; only a few dozen Hudson's
Bay employees were in that portion of Oregon gained in 1846;
eleven thousand Mexicans lived in California at the time of the
American invasion. Far more numerous were the Indians, also more
feared and hated, more brutally treated and more forcefully pushed
aside. For example, about one hundred thousand Indians lived in
California in 1846: Only a third remained by 1860.

In the political theory of the United States government, the tribes
occupied a strange position. Because they were not considered sover-
eign, the State Department did not handle relations with them —
that was the responsibility of the War Department — but until 1871
they were treated as “nations” that made war and peace and negoti-
ated treaties, primarily land cessions for white benefit. The doctrine
of preemption, largely developed by Jefferson, “recognized the legal
right of Indian nations to the land they possessed and at the same
time the legal right of the . . . intruder to purchase the land, free
from the fear that the land might be sold to a rival . . . power.”!
Purchase treaties were often accomplished by an application of force,
menace, and trickery. Even so the buyers frequently failed to carry
out their part of the bargain.

Webster's Dictionary defines “imperialism” as “the acquirement of
new territory or dependencies . . . or . . . the extension of {a na-
tion’s rule} over other races of mankind.” These need not be the same
thing, although both usually have unfortunate consequences for the

I Wilcomb E. Washburn, Red Man’s Land! White Man's Law (New York, 1971), 56.
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original inhabitants. The majority of imperialisms, including that
of the United States in 1898, involved control by an alien minority
over populous areas occupied by “other races of mankind.” In their
“acquirement of new territory” on this continent, the Americans
sought to push aside or to eliminate rather than exploit the Indians,
and, although Chicanos suffered severe discrimination, they were
soon reduced to a small minority by an influx of American settlers
and therefore never dominated the labor pool in the new territories
opened to exploitation.

Additionally, although a leading critic of the American record
sarcastically refers to “the traditional equation between liberty and
expansion” in American thought and rhetoric,? the linkage was not
merely hypocrisy. The Northwest Ordinance of 1787, perhaps the
sole important accomplishment of Congress under the Articles of
Confederation, established the principle that all territory held by the
United States should ultimately gain statehood “on an equal footing
with the original States in all respects whatever.” Until it embarked
upon overseas empire in 1898, the United States did not plan to
keep new lands in subjugation — settlement by its own citizens
anyway made this impossible — and ultimately all gained state-
hood.? None of this is to condone American behavior, only to distin-
guish it from imperialism of a different kind.

In America’s early years, expansion had a very special meaning for
Jefferson and many others. As his letter of 1801 shows — “governed
by similar forms, and by similar laws” — he expected the American
system to expand but did not expect his successors to be presidents
of a continental empire. How could representative government func-
tion if legislators had to spend a great deal of their time traveling by
carriage or on horseback between their constituencies and the capi-
tal? He and like-minded persons anticipated a system of separate
republics peopled from the United States, following its example and
basking in its sun. In 1825, a leading advocate of expansion, Senator
Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri, declared:

2 William Applcﬁlan Williams, The Roots of the Modern American Empire (New York,
1969), 87.

3 Alaska is an exception, although it too, of course, ultimately became a state.
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The Western limit of the republic should be drawn [at the crest of the
Rocky Mountains}, and the statue of the fabled god, Terminus, should be
ratsed upon its highest peak, never to be thrown down. . . . In planting
the seed of the new power on the coast of the Pacific ocean, the new
government should separate from the mother Empire as the child separates
from the parent at the age of manhood.

Sharing these sentiments, Monroe had proposed to state the princi-
ple of separate republics in his annual message of 1824. That his
cabinet, especially Adams and Calhoun, opposed this was a sign that
the old idea was losing strength.

By the 1840s, it had been defeated. This did not mean that
Americans, at least most of them, proposed to extend the area of
freedom by indiscriminate conquest. Because everyone expected new
regions to become states, at least ideally they ought, if populated at
all, both to possess institutions similar to American ones and to seek
admission. In the prevailing view, “any hurried admission to the
temple of freedom would be unwise; any forced admission would be
a contradiction in terms, unthinkable, revolting.”4 Of course Wash-
ington often prodded the process along, but the Americans did not
seek to create a centralized empire resting on force.

One further factor, racism, also worked, in a perhaps paradoxical
way, to limit the extent of territorial ambition. Mexicans were,
contemporaries believed, an inferior and motley race in which were
mingled Indian, Spanish, and black blood. As such, they should
make way for norteamericanos. However, to bring within the national
boundaries of the United States large numbers of such people —
“barbarous and cruel, . . . sordid and treacherous . . . , destitute
of noble impulses,” in the view of an Ohio congressman — would
present two equally unpalatable alternatives: Either they would, like
other citizens, join in the political process, thereby debasing it, or
the United States would have to convert itself into an empire, ruling
colonials, thereby abandoning a fundamental principle.

Unwillingness to confront either of these alternatives made many
Americans reluctant to exploit to the full the military victory in the

4 Frederick Merk, Manifest Destiny and Mission in American History (New York,
1963), 25.
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Mexican War. “More than half the Mexicans are Indians, and the
other is composed chiefly of mixed tribes,” said John C. Calhoun. “I
protest against such a union as that! Ours, sir, is the Government of
a white race.” In the end, the United States took about half of
Mexico's territory, only a very tiny fraction of that country’s popula-
tion. A Democratic newspaper expressed pleasure that the nation
had managed to acquire “all the territory of value we can get without
taking the people.”

In both the Jeffersonian and later forms, expansionism was — like
most broad political movements before the Civil War — largely a
farmers’ crusade, although in the 1840s it also gained support, and
even some leadership, from urban segments of the Jacksonian coali-
tion. Sometimes, as in 1803, agriculturists supported drives for
territory that secured routes to foreign markets. Usually, however,
they wished to gain new territory for themselves and men like them.
Neither Texas nor Oregon nor California offered markets, nor did
they provide useful ports for the export of farm goods from older
areas.

The commercial community, their views often expressed by the
Federalist and later the Whig party, tended to oppose territorial
expansion. Businessmen did not find Texas at all alluring. Oregon
and California — the Pacific Coast — were perhaps another matter;
some Whigs were tempted by the charms of Puget Sound, San
Francisco Bay, and San Diego. Even before President Jefferson sent
Lewis and Clark to find a route to the Pacific Ocean in 1804,
Americans had dreamed of a rich traffic with the Far East, a trade
that must necessarily be in high-cost goods, since transportation of
bulk cargoes like agricultural produce then seemed impossible. For
this trade, ports were essential.

When negotiating with the British and the Mexicans, President
James K. Polk sought to gather in as many ports as possible. Yet
Polk, of course, was a Jacksonian Democrat, as were most fervent
expansionists, primarily interested in opening new areas for Ameri-
can settlement. His emphasis on ports may have been at least in part
a way of gaining the support of those who sought commercial oppor-
tunities. Whatever his purpose, the opportunity to acquire ports on
the Pacific Coast helps to explain not only the comparative weakness
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of Whig opposition to the acquisition of California but also the
support some Whigs gave to the cry for Oregon, just as it also
explains their unwillingness to continue the fight for territory north
of 49 degrees. In any event, as practical politicians, Whig leaders
knew that their constituents, including many of their supporters,
shared the enthusiasm for expansion expressed in the term “Manifest
Destiny.”

Manifest Destiny

During the administrations both of John Quincy Adams and An-
drew Jackson, there were fruitless, because comparatively half-
hearted, efforts to buy Texas from Mexico. There was, as well, some
concern over the Oregon country. However, for twenty years after
the Transcontinental Treaty, territorial expansion was neither a ma-
jor political nor emotional issue. Then, between 1845 and 1848,
came the greatest surge of territorial expansionism in the nation's
history, one that won Texan annexation, the vast conquests of a war
with Mexico, and clear title to areas in the Northwest previously
challenged by Britain.

Nor did these acquisitions sate the expansionist appetite. Some
Americans talked of all of Mexico, of Yucatin and Cuba and Nicara-
gua, of Hawaii and Okinawa, even — this was the pet project of
Matthew Maury, the great oceanographer and proslavery imperialist
— of a hemispheric empire reaching as far as Brazil. These projects
failed — indeed, usually commanded little support — partly because
many would have meant control over “other races of mankind” for
which, slavery in the South apart, Americans were not ready. Nev-
ertheless, agitation did continue, in part because many people be-
lieved that, as an Indiana congressman put it in 1847, “When we
cease to extend, we will cease to be, what we now are, a united and
ascendant people.”

By the 1840s, even earlier, there had emerged what historians call
the “second party system.” Democrats, essentially descendants from
Jefterson’s Republicans, spoke the language of Jacksonianism. They
were opposed by Whigs, less clearly the heirs of Federalism. In the
political arena, expansionism was overwhelmingly a Democratic
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crusade; the projects were carried by Democratic votes in Congress.
Whigs, professing to believe that expansion was both desirable and
bound to come, argued that existing institutions (and territory)
should be consolidated before the nation extended its boundaries and
— this was a related concern — that expansion at this time would
jeopardize the delicate balance of slave and nonslave interests within
the union. It was the Whigs' position, their organ, the North Ameri-
can Review, declared in 1845, that “for the mere acquisition of terri-
tory they will not consent to disturb the harmony and relationship
which now exist among the States.” “You are rushing headlong and
blindfold upon appalling dangers,” a Whig congressman warned
expansionists in 1847. “You are rekindling the slumbering fires of a
volcano.”

Many Whigs, particularly legislators who did not hold safe seats,
found it necessary to mute these themes, sometimes going along
reluctantly, at other times emphasizing that their opposition was to
the modes rather than the principles of expansion. They clearly
recognized that to oppose expansion was, in the setting of the
1840s, politically dangerous. “We must not place ourselves in an
anti national attitude,” a leading strategist, Thurlow Weed, warned
his Whig colleagues in 1845. And national the sentiment for terri-
torial expansion surely was. Even the philosopher Ralph Waldo
Emerson believed it “certain that the strong . . . race which have
now overrun much of this continent, must also overrun [Texas}, &
Mexico & Oregon as well.” Deploring though he did the methods of
many expansionists, he nevertheless admitted, “It will in the course
of ages be of small import by what particular occasions & methods it
was done.”

The 1840s, years of “freedom’s ferment,” embraced religious
revivalism and mounted crusades against slavery, drink, and other
evils. Expansionism was part of this ferment, a crusade to improve
foreign lands by bringing them into the American system. In Emer-
son’s words, “in every age of the world, there has been a leading
nation, one of a more generous sentiment, whose eminent citizens
were willing to stand for the interests of general justice and human-

5 Alice Felt Tyler, Freedom's Ferment (Minneapolis, 1944), 548.
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ity. . . . Which should be that nation but these States? . . . Who
should be the leaders, but the Young Americans?”

If the “beacon of liberty” concept, the predominant theme of an
older generation, never disappeared, it certainly stood aside for
“manifest destiny.” First used by John L. O'Sullivan, a New York
Jacksonian who edited the Democratic Review, in 1845, that phrase
encompasses many subthemes, sometimes contradictory or at least
unrelated. Taken together, however, they demonstrated, as O'Sul-
livan put it, “our manifest destiny to overspread the continent allot-
ted by Providence for the free development of our yearly multiplying
millions.” No longer should Terminus stand on the Rocky Moun-
tains! America must spread into neighboring lands, not merely
influence them. Doing so, she would “distance the United States
from European influence, . . . promote greater economic freedom,
and . . . preserve democracy.”®

Doctrines of Manifest Destiny are difficult to treat with respect
today, especially when expressed in the self-righteous language of
the 1840s. They were nevertheless strongly held; they had to be, in
order to overcome tugs of sectional selfishness, which led North-
erners to be doubtful about Southern expansion and vice versa.
O’Sullivan and other expansionists argued that a mere glance at the
map would show that God had laid out the continent with the
United States in mind. More moderate and as it turned out more
prescient men believed the presence of the Rio Grande showed, at
least to the southward, the deity’s view of the nation’s proper limits.
Whatever the boundaries, once talented and virtuous American
farmers had possession of the land they would turn it to the most
productive possible use, redeeming it from waste and exploitation
by Indians, trappers, and peons. They would, in Thomas Hart
Benton's words, use it “according to the intentions of the CREATOR.”

Above all, by expanding, Americans would, to employ a phrase
apparently coined by ex-President Jackson, be “extending the area of
freedom,” whether by rooting out Catholicism — as Know Nothings
wished to do within the republic — or by eliminating tyrannical,
corrupt, colonial, or simply monarchical governments. Because new

6 Thomas R. Hietala, Manifest Design (Ithaca, 1985), 8.
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territories would invite a vast increase in farming, the threat to true
freedom posed, in the view of many Jacksonians, by the rise of an
industrial, urban order would be abated. Consequently, by the
mid-1840s “American leaders were coming to accept a close rela-
tionship between liberty and the active promotion of national great-
ness defined more and more in terms of territorial expansion.””
Summing up this theme, James K. Polk declared in his inaugural
address in 1845 that “foreign powers do not seem to appreciate the
true character of our government. To enlarge its limits is to extend
the dominions of peace [and freedom} over additional territories and
additional millions.”

Ideas alone did not create expansionism. Prime land, mineral
resources, access to commercial routes — these and other material
interests attracted expansionists. Moreover, expansion seemed neces-
sary to assure the nation's future. Even though vast areas of the
Louisiana Purchase remained unsettled, the steady pressure of the
westward movement seemed to require it, to provide insurance
against the future or to bring back into the union those who had
emigrated beyond national boundaries to take up virgin land. Popu-
lation had nearly doubled between 1820 and 1840, and this caused
concern; without expansion, men like O’Sullivan asked, how long
could the United States continue to serve as a haven for Europe’s
oppressed? These powerful motives for expansion were almost cer-
tainly insufficient in themselves. The doctrines of Manifest Destiny
“enabled the nationalist to pursue expansion without a sense of
heresy to his original ideal. . . . Moral ideology was the partner of
self-interest in the intimate alliance of which expansionism was the
offspring.”8

Texas

First came Texas. Beginning in 1821, just after Mexico broke from
Spain, Americans were encouraged to enter its northern province. A
law of 1825 offered newcomers as much as forty-four hundred acres

7 Michael H. Hunt, Ideology and U.S. Foreign Policy (New Haven, 1987), 30.
8 Albert K. Weinberg, Manifest Destiny (1935; repr., Chicago, 1963), 12.
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for a mere two hundred dollars in legal fees. By 1830 thirty thou-
sand immigrants, far more than the number of native Mexicans
there, had settled in Texas. Fearing to lose control, the Mexican
government sharply curbed immigration, whether by settlers or the
slaves some of them brought with them. (About one-quarter of the
immigrants owned slaves, and many others hoped to.) This and
other measures designed to keep the Americans subordinate instead
had a different but predictable result: They stimulated revolution.

An abortive revolt took place in 1832, a more serious one in
1835. The Mexican president, Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna,
marched north to put it down, telling a British consul before his
departure that, if the United States or its citizens helped the rebels,
he would “continue the march of his army to Washington and place
upon its Capitol the Mexican flag.” President Jackson considered the
revolt “rash and premature,” although of course his basic sympathies
were with the Texans, but he did fairly effectively enforce the neu-
trality laws. In April 1836 a Texan army commanded by a protégé
of “Old Hickory,” a pallbearer at Rachel Jackson's funeral, Sam
Houston, who had mysteriously emigrated to Texas while governor
of Tennessee, defeated the Mexicans at San Jacinto. Santa Anna, a
prisoner before whom Bowie knives and guns were displayed, agreed
to a treaty recognizing Texas's independence, although he and in-
deed all Mexicans soon repudiated it on the not unreasonable ground
that it had been extorted under duress. Still, in a practical sense,
Texas had won independence. “The old Latin mistake had been
repeated, of admitting Gauls into the empire.™

Texas existed as a ramshackle republic for a decade. It had ten
capitals during that time, most of them villages; at one, the British
and American ministers shared a room with four other men. Its
future appeared uncertain — Mexico would not recognize its inde-
pendence and often talked of reconquest, and for some years the
United States shied away from annexation. What was clear was that
Texas was too weak to stand alone for long.

In discussions of Texas's future, Houston, the most important
figure, played an enigmatic hand. He continues to baffle historians;

9 Frederick Merk, Slavery and the Annexation of Texas (New York, 1972), 180.
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the two names, “the Raven” and “Big Drunk,” bestowed upon him
by the Indians among whom he often resided suggest the difficulties
of analysis. A leader of the annexationist forces in the United States,
Robert J. Walker, said of Houston in 1844 that, “When sober, he was
for annexation; but when drunk or in liquor, he would express him-
self strongly against the measure.” Still, Houston, who later con-
fessed that he had “coquetted a lictle with Great Britain,” and the
lesser men who somerimes occupied the presidency at least professed
to consider permanent independence buttressed by a connection
with England. London at times encouraged such a course, though
always very cautiously and without any real commitment.

The Texans maneuvers may have been serious, but at least some-
times they were tactics to frighten the United States in the direction
of annexation. For example, Anson Jones, the former dentist who
was Texas's last president, said at a time when things were not going
well in Washington, “I will have to give them another scare. One or
two doses of English camomel . . . have to be administered.” At all
times, the population as a whole clearly desired to return to old
loyalties, and it is unlikely that, whatever their wishes, politicians
could have prevented annexation if and when the United States was
ready for it.

In that country, the question slumbered for some years, primarily
because perceptive people saw that to awaken it might plunge the
country into a crisis over slavery. Then, in 1843, President John
Tyler, a political maverick who had succeeded to office on the death
of William Henry Harrison, a Whig, opened negotiations with
Texas, primarily to create an issue that might gain him a second
term. In April 1844 John C. Calhoun, named secretary of state
specifically for the purpose, completed a treaty of annexation.

The two front-runners, the Whig Henry Clay and the Democrat
Martin Van Buren, soon announced their opposition — at least until
Mexico reconciled itself to Texan independence. Both stressed that,
in Clay's words, “annexation and war with Mexico are identical.”
Both also made it clear that they did not want a sectional issue to
tear the nation apart. Calhoun, however, showing “his characteristic
attitude of monomaniac intransigence on the subject of slavery,”10

10 Ibid., 60.
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made sure the sectional issue would be clear. In a letter to the British
minister, simultaneously released to the public, Calhoun defended
slavery as a positive good and announced that Texas was being
annexed to foil abolitionist plotting by England. He was determined
to make the North admit its obligation to support the “peculiar
institution.”

Calhoun badly miscalculated. The rising expansionist spirit
might well have carried his treaty through the Senate had he kept
silent or even limited himself to denouncing British machinations in
Texas. But he asked the Senate and the country to admit what many
expansionists were trying to ignore, that annexation meant the in-
corporation of a territory where slavery already existed and — worse
yet — the extension of the slave system into vast areas beyond Texas's
traditional boundaries if its claims to the Southwest as far as Arizona
and New Mexico were “annexed” as well. !

A few months later Senator Thomas Hart Benton, a Missourian
whose expansionist pedigree went back at least two decades, said
that “he was in favor of annexation, but for none of the . . . nzgger
reasons” given by Calhoun. Returning the compliment, one of Cal-
houn’s followers, Robert Toombs, declared that he did not care “a fig
about Oregon,” which many expansionists sought. “I don’t want a
foot of Oregon or any other country [after Texas], specially without
niggers.” Democrats who shared Benton's views joined with almost
all of the Whigs to send Calhoun’s treaty down to crushing defeat,
16-35, in June 1844,

Van Buren’s opposition to annexation cost him the Democratic

11 To meet these concerns, the indefatigable expansionist, Walker of Mississippli,
developed a sophisticated if not sophistical argument. The annexation of Texas,
he prophesied, would draw off slaves from the Old South and, so doing,
ultimately lead to its extinction by dilution. The unthinkable alternative, he
argued, was a struggle culminating in emancipation and racial conflict, even in
the North, to which many freedmen would certainly go. Thus both North and
South shared an interest in Texas annexation. How many Northern expan-
sionists accepted this reasoning is not clear; one who did was O'Sullivan, and
another was Senator Breese of Illinois, who prophesied that “by the noiseless
and unceasing operation of such causes as He has set in motion, the whole black
race . . . will find a refuge . . . where they may realize such liberty as they
may be capable of appreciating.”
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nomination, at proslavery Southern hands. Out of a pack of con-
tenders there emerged, thanks largely to Senator Walker's energetic
management and ex-President Jackson's endorsement, James K.
Polk, a party wheelhorse from Tennessee. The party platform, also
largely Walker's work, was stridently expansionist. It called for the
“reannexation of Texas,” a reference to the alleged surrender of the
territory by John Quincy Adams in 1819, and the “re-occupation of
Oregon,” where too Adams had allegedly surrendered American
rights, this time in an 1818 agreement with Grear Britain. By
linking the two issues, Walker — and the party — sought to mobilize
the spirit of Manifest Destiny nationwide and to mollify North-
erners troubled by the priority given to Texas and the slave interest.
During the campaign, Polk and his spokesmen constantly stressed
the party’s devotion to expansion, although appeals for Oregon did
not equal those for Texas. The wobbling of Polk’s Whig opponent,
Henry Clay, suggests that Clay's sensitive antennae divined that
opposition to expansion was impolitic. In the end, Polk won by 170
electoral votes to 105, although the popular vote was much closer
and as always the outcome was not decided by a single issue.
Nevertheless, lame-duck President Tyler told Congress that the
people had spoken. He asked the legislators to evade the two-thirds
rule by approving the substance of the rejected treaty in a joint
resolution that, when accepted by Texas, would unite the two coun-
tries. Antiannexationists and senators concerned about their pre-
rogatives howled. So, following a course first suggested by Walker,
the joint resolution scheme was coupled with a Benton proposal for
further negotiations with Mexico over Texas. Choice between the
two courses was left to the president. The president-elect, already in
Washington, threw his weight behind the scheme, among other
things using promises of appointment in the new administration
“with faultless virtuosity to exert the last ounce of pressure for
Texas.”12 He also let word circulate that he intended to follow
Benton's plan, thereby securing just enough votes to secure passage
of the two-headed monster in March 1845. Walker, a newspaperman
reported, looked like “the happiest man this side of a Methodist

12 Charles Sellers, Jumes K. Polk, Continentalist (Princeton, 1966), 208.
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revival.” Although no one expected Tyler to act in the few days
before he left office, he ignored the Mexican option and sent an offer
of annexation to Texas.

Polk did not withdraw this offer. Indeed, to ensure Texas’s approv-
al, he promised to support its claim to all the territory south and
west to the Rio Grande, a claim that encompassed vast territories as
far as Santa Fe, although as a province of Mexico Texas had not
extended beyond the Nueces River, more than a hundred miles
above the Rio Grande.!3 Polk’s endorsement of this claim demon-
strated his “anxiety to complete annexation not only at the earliest
possible moment, but also as offensively to Mexico as possible.” !

Just at this time, Britain finally convinced Mexico to recognize
Texan independence, provided Texas promised not to join any other
power. Some of its leaders were tempted to follow that route. In the
summer of 1845, however, a specially elected convention voted
almost unanimously to accept the American offer. By the end of the
year the deal was complete.

The country, especially the North, rang with denunciations.
There was some justice in the charge that the United States was
annexing war with Mexico, even though every major power had
recognized Texas's independence, which presumably meant that it
had a right to determine its own destiny. The real issue, however,
lay deeper. As early as 1843 John Quincy Adams, back in Washing-
ton as a2 member of the House of Representatives, had, with twelve
colleagues, declared annexation “identical with dissolution” of the
union and called upon free states to refuse to submit to it. Few
Northerners were abolitionists, most were negrophobes, but many
resisted the extension of slavery — more precisely, an extension of the

13 Commodore Robert F. Stockton, ordered to the Texas coast by Polk, sent an
agent to President Anson Jones urging him to send troops to the Rio Grande.
Many years later, Jones recalled that he replied, “'So, gentlemen, the
Commodore, on the part of the United States, wishes me to manufacture a war
for them'; to which they replied affirmatively.” In face, only a few days later,
Jones proclaimed an armistice with Mexico. There is no evidence to prove — or
to disprove — that Stockton’s suggestion was authorized by Washington,
although most authorities believe the naval officer exceeded his instructions.

14 Sellers, Jumes K. Polk, 224.
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area of slavery under the American flag — for reasons which to them

2, seemed morally and politically imperative. Was the United States to
% become a nation in which the slave power, slave interests, predomi-
%g nated? They succumbed to forces of Southern expansionism and,
% | because other Northerners deserted them, of Manifest Destiny gen-

erally. Those Northerners who fought for Texas in what they consid-
ered the higher cause of national growth would feel betrayed when,
in 1846, Southerners and President Polk did not reciprocate by
holding firm in the dispute with Britain over Oregon.
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James K. Polk

As president-elect and president, James K. Polk played a critical
part in the Texas denouement. As in later negotiations over Oregon
and in his management of affairs with Mexico, Polk showed himself
a remarkable but not empathetic person. He had served loyally in
the ranks of Jacksonianism for years, although, at forty-nine, he was
the youngest president so far. Having forced his way to the top, he
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15 John H. Schroeder, Mr. Polk’s War (Madison, 1973), 4.
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during the Texas debate, and the ardent Oregon men would soon
have cause to complain of it.

In his first months in office, Polk watched approvingly as annexa-
tion went forward and, through Secretary of State James Buchanan,
began Oregon negotiations. In December 1845, in his first annual
message, he reasserted, with a revealing twist, principles laid down
by Monroe in 1823. He revived Monroe only in part to rebuke
Britain and France for intrigues in Texas designed to prevent absorp-
tion by the United States.!6 In a conversation with Benton he said
that above all he meant to reassert “Mr. Monroe's doctrine against
permitting foreign colonization,” adding that “in doing this I had
California and the fine bay of San Francisco . . . in view.” His own
yen for this Mexican province made him take seriously insubstantial,
erroneous indications of British ambitions there.!”

In this message, Polk reasserted the separateness of European and
American politics and declared that “the people of this continent
alone have the right to decide their own destiny.” If any portion
of them, “constituting an independent state,” sought to join the
union, he asserted, “this will be a question for them and us to
determine without any foreign interposition. We can never consent
that European powers shall interfere to prevent such a union.” He
quoted and then, in even stronger language, reaffirmed Monroe’s
noncolonization principle: “It should be distinctly announced to the
world as our settled policy that no future European colony or domin-
ion shall with our consent be planted or established on any part of
the North American continent.”

Polk’s message initiated a period in which “the defensive theme of
the Monroe message was extended so as to unite with the theme of

16 In his annual message of 1842, with Texas in mind, President Tyler wrote, after
noting that the United States did not interfere in European politics, that “we
may be permitted to hope an equal exemption from the interference of European
Governments in what relates to the States of the American Continent.” This
was mild language. indeed, compared to that used eaclier by Monroe and soon
to be used by Polk.

17 In October 1842, in response to rumors that California had been ceded to the
British, Commodore Thomas ap Catesby Jones occupied Monterey for two days,
withdrawing in some embarrassment when he learned that the reports were
erroneous. He received no real punishment for this unauthorized behavior.
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advance.”' More explicitly than before, European powers were
warned not to tamper with areas upon which the United States had
its eyes, and Latin Americans understood and resented his meaning.
Polk’s statement “reinvigorated the message of 1823, . , . inaugu-
rated the fashion of citing it in diplomatic documents, and set it in
the way of becoming a generally accepted dogma.”!? At the same
time, Polk began the progression by which the United States offered
not only to defend the hemisphere but claimed a right to domi-

"y

nate it.

The Onset of “Mr. Polk’s War”

When Polk sent his message to Congress, it was already clear that
the “theme of advance” was to be played at Mexico's expense. In-
deed, the president warned that war might become necessary. Just
after Polk’s inauguration the Mexican minister demanded his pass-
ports, announcing that his country intended to maintain its claim to
Texas “by every means in her power.” His opposite number soon left
Mexico City. The severance of relations was total, the clash direct.

Polk clearly had his eye on California. The province was very
weakly held by Mexico; both the Mexican settlers and Americans
who had begun to seep into the north were restive, and they fre-
quently defied Mexican authority. Sometimes the president hoped
that these conditions would lead Mexico to sell the province, parric-
ularly when purchase offers were accompanied by menace. Some-
times he hoped for a Texas-style revolution. Secretary of the Navy
Edward Bancroft forwarded to a naval commander in the area, for
distribution to citizens who might be incerested, a copy of the Texas
constitution helpfully translated into Spanish. Secretary of State
Buchanan told the American consul at Monterey, Thomas O.
Larkin, that “if the people should desire to unite their destiny with
ours, they would be received as brethren.”?? A small military expe-

18 Frederick Merk, The Monroe Doctrine and American Expansionism (New York,
1966), viii.

19 Dexter Perkins, Hands Off (Boston, 1948), 87.

20 Buchanan added the phrase, “whenever this can be done without affording
Mexico any just cause of complaint” — but no doubt he reserved to himself a
right to define “just cause.”
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dition under Captain John Charles Frémont was sent westward in the
summer of 1845, nominally to explore transportation routes; Fré-
mont reached California toward the end of the year.

Finally, it is certainly not beyond the bounds of possibility that
Polk sought a war with Mexico, one that could be converted into a
war of conquest. This is suggested by his support of Texas's prepos-
terous claim to a boundary at the Rio Grande, far beyond its limits
while a Mexican province. Annexation was provocative enough from
the Mexican point of view, but Polk’s endorsement of the Rio Grande
claim virtually obliterated chances of a peaceful settlement. Which
of the three possible courses predominated in the president’s mind at
any point is uncertain. Probably he was willing to use whichever
seemed most promising at the time, most likely to bring California
under the Stars and Stripes.

Despite an anti-American tumult in Mexico, at the end of 1844 a
moderate administration had come to power, displacing Santa Anna.
Polk received word that, if he sent an informal representative to
Mexico City, a way might be found to settle the two countries’
differences. For this task, he selected John Slidell, a tough Louisiana
expansionist. The language of Slidell’s instructions was utterly con-
temptuous toward Mexico, and the envoy considered his principal
mission to be “to throw all the responsibility and odium of the
failure of negotiations on the Mexican Government.” Slidell was
authorized, if President José J. Herrera's government declined to sell
California, to put that issue off to another day; perhaps revolution
would solve the problem. He was told to agree to cancel claims
against Mexico by American citizens, claims of $2 million plus
accumulated interest, if Mexico would agree to extend the boundary
along the Rio Grande beyond El Paso. East of that point, however,
he was neither to compromise nor offer compensation: Mexico would
have to give in, accepting Texan independence and ceding territory
beyond the historic boundaries of that province, or face the conse-
quences.

Herrera dared not receive Slidell formally, but his refusal to do
so did not save him. At the end of 1845 his government was dis-
placed by a less conciliatory one. Slidell again applied to be received,;
again he was refused. “Depend upon it,” he wrote home, “we can
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never get along well with them, until we have given them a good
drubbing.”

The Mexican course appears foolish, and Polk at least could pose
as a reasonable man. However, things were not as they seemed. The
Herrera government had offered to receive an informal envoy; Polk
required Mexico to accept Slidell as a full-fledged minister, thus
conceding that the issue over which it had broken relations — annex-
ation — was closed. If the Mexicans refused to receive his envoy, the
president appears to have believed, as Slidell did, the onus of a
breach, even war, could be placed on them. The offer to settle for the
Rio Grande line, demanding though it was, may well have been
pure window dressing, designed for later display to the American
people. If this is so, the whole affair is highly characteristic Polkian
behavior.

The Mexican government could at least temporarily have escaped
war by accepting the Rio Grande line, but no regime in Mexico City
would have dared to accept this humiliation. Herrera's successor,
Mariano Paredes, certainly had no inclination to do so. Mexicans
enormously underestimated American military power; most be-
lieved they could foil an invasion by the U.S. Army, then only a
force of seven thousand men. They also indulged the fatuous hope
that one or more European countries would come to their aid or that
an Anglo-American war would break out over Oregon.?!

Following Mexico’s refusal to talk with Slidell, Polk stepped up
the pressure. He ordered a naval squadron to Vera Cruz and directed
General Zachary Taylor, who commanded American troops in Texas,
to advance from Corpus Christi, on the Nueces River at the northern
edge of the rerritory under dispute, to the Rio Grande. Although
Polk cautioned the general not to commence hostilities, he also told
Taylor to consider any Mexican crossing of the Rio Grande an act of
war. The army's advance clearly was an act of menace, probably a
deliberate act of provocation. American troops reached the mouth of
the Rio Grande unmolested, but in April 1846 the Mexican com-

21 Most Americans also thought victory would come easily. Polk advised his
brother not to return from Iraly to enlist since the war would be over before he
arrived.
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mander across the river demanded that they withdraw. Taylor re-
fused and, when the Mexicans denied him use of the river, block-
aded its mouth. On April 25 a Mexican force crossed the river and
attacked an American patrol.

On May 9, the day after Slidell returned to the capital, before
news arrived from Taylor, Polk decided to ask Congress for a declara-
tion of war. He proposed to ground it on Mexico’s refusal to receive
Slidell and on its failure to fulfill promises to American claimants.
He planned, in reality, a war of aggression.

A few hours after Polk and his cabinet had decided on war,
Taylor's report reached Washington. The president and his advisers
congratulated one another on their luck: Mexico had provided the
United States with a far better justification for war. Although re-
gretting “the necessity which had existed to make it necessary for me
to spare the Sabbath in the manner I have,” Polk worked away at his
message to Congress on Sunday, May 10. He sent it in the next day.
The message “epitomized Polk’s whole policy toward Mexico stnce
his inauguration, by assuming what was not yet proved, by thrust-
ing forward to throw his adversary off balance, and by maintaining a
show of reluctance and sweet reason to placate moderates and paci-
fists at home. Naturally, Polk did not mention California.”

In other words, “for all the uninformed reader might have
guessed, the Mexicans could have completely satisfied him at any
time by paying several million dollars of claims or by yielding a few
square miles of barren borderland.”2? After summarizing American
grievances, the message continued: “The cup of forbearance had
been exhausted even before the recent information from the fron-
tier,” but the president did not reveal that he had planned to ask for
war as a result. “Now, after repeated menaces, Mexico has . . . in-
vaded our territory and shed American blood upon American
soil. . . . War exists, and, notwithstanding all our efforts to avoid
it, exists by the act of Mexico.” Such was the result of the president’s
endorsement of the Rio Grande claim and his orders to General
Taylor.

As a matter of practical politics, it would have been — as it always

22 David M. Pletcher, The Diplomacy of Aunexation (Columbia, Mo.. 1973), 386.
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has been — nearly impossible for Congress to reject a presidential call
for a declaration of war. Nevertheless, to be doubly sure, only in the
last stages of debate on a military appropriations bill did the Demo-
cratic leadership propose to add a preamble, which declared that “by
the act of the Republic of Mexico, a state of war exists.” Members of
Congress did not easily swallow this, and about a third of the House
and twenty senators opposed the amendment. In the end, however,
most members felt compelled to accept the bill — it would hardly do
to withhold supplies from a military force already in battle. Still, a
few did oppose. About forty more abstained, including some strong
Texas men like Calhoun, who complained, in a letter to his son,
“Never was so momentous a measure adopted, with so much precip-
itancy; so little thought; or forced through by such objectionable
means.” Clearly there would be more troubles in the future.

Conquests and Discord

As many legislarors had anticipated, the country, except perhaps in
New England, was swept by patriotic fervor. Crowds rallied in many
cities, and the army could not accept all those who volunteered. In
Tennessee, where thirty thousand sought to enlist, only three thou-
sand could be accommodated, because of a quota system developed
in Washington. By the end of the year, however, as the realities of
the prewar maneuvering and the implications of expansion by con-
quest became understood, dissent developed throughout the coun-
try, most noisily in the North. The Democrats lost their majority in
the House of Representatives in the elections of 1846. When Con-
gress reassembled in December, Whigs took up the cudgels against
the president. Senator Thomas Corwin of Ohio declared his sympa-
thy for any Mexican who said “we will greet you with bloody hands
and welcome you to hospitable graves.”

No doubt much opposition was merely partisan, a Whig effort to
destroy Polk. A large part was genuine conviction, made deeper by
fear that war would lead to a further extension of the slave system.
Many Northern Democrats willing to annex Texas, where slavery
was a fact, shrank from extending it into areas where it did not exist,
in large part because they believed that citizens of their states would
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be unwilling to take up lives there alongside slave owners and slaves.
As early as August 1846 one of these men, David Wilmot, a Demo-
crat from Pennsylvania, who wished to reunify the nation behind
expansionism by exorcising the divisive issue that threatened it,
moved to prohibit slavery in any territory that might be acquired
from Mexico. He, like-minded Democrats, and Whigs carried the
“Wilmot Proviso” in the House of Representatives, but a filibuster
prevented the Senate from acting before adjournment. The issue,
however, did not go away. Indeed, the House twice more passed the
proviso, only to have it again blocked by the Senate.

A good deal of the furor could have been avoided if Polk had not
refused to clarify his war aims. Shortly after the war began,
Buchanan proposed that the president renounce all territorial ambi-
tions — beyond, that is, the extravagant claims for the boundary
of Texas. Polk scornfully rejected this proposal, declaring that,
“though we had not gone to war for conquest,” Mexico must be
made to pay for its aggression by the cession of California, at least.
Subsequently the president and his cabinet discussed various terri-
torial settlements, but they never settled on one.?> To the public
and to Congress, the president spoke only of “indemnification for
the past and security for the future,” at most of the necessity to
“defray the expenses of the war which [Mexico} by her long contin-
ued wrongs and injuries forced us to wage.” Very belatedly, in his
annual message of December 1847, Polk stated that the United
States must insist on the Rio Grande line, California, and New
Mexico. Even then he left the door open for more, and he surely was
thinking in more expansive terms.

Had Polk announced at the outset that California was the limit of

23 In the summer of 1846 the U.S. Army recruited a regiment for service in
California, where the soldiers were to be discharged when their enlistments
ended. This indication of the administration’s ambitions contributed, at least
briefly, to the campaign against the war as a war of conquest, but opposition to
the acquisition of California was never as strong as that directed against other
acquisitions from Mexico.

In August 1846, after the conquests of New Mexico and California,
American commanders issued proclamations annexing those areas, and they also
organized new local governments. (In 1847, New Mexicans revolted against the
harsh rule and depredations by American soldiers.) The proclamations scem to
have been largely ignored or considered purely military measures.
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his (not immoderate) ambitions, much of the opposition would have
been destroyed. For many, “the dilemma was to strike a happy
balance between the desire for Mexico's land and resources and
the demand that masses of nonwhite people be excluded from the
union.”?? California, like all of Mexico’s northern provinces, was
thinly populated. Its acquisition, it might be argued, would only
slightly accelerate the Texas-like process certain to take place as soon
as American settlers predominated. To go beyond that was a differ-
ent matter: The United States would have to rule in Mexico as an
imperial power or admit to the political process millions of people
whose inferiority was axiomatic.

Those who worried about this prospect became increasingly
alarmed when, late in the war, some politicians talked of taking over
Mexico, lock, stock, and barrel. The All-Mexico movement was never
strong. That it existed at all, and in particular that its strength was
concentrated in the Northeast, which had lictle material interest in
the proposed conquest, showed the strength of Manifest Destiny
expansionism. “The ‘conquest,”” declared a Boston paper —

The “conquest” which carries peace into a land where the sword has always

been the sole arbiter . . . | which institutes the reign of law where license
has existed, . . . must necessarily be a great blessing to the conquered. It is
a work worthy of . . . a people who are about to regenerate the world by

asserting the supremacy of humanity over the accidents of birth and fortune.

What we know about this unknowable man suggests that Polk
never succumbed to the All-Mexico virus, although he did dream of
greater annexations than those he actually procured. He neither led
nor discouraged the movement. His failure to disavow All-Mexico
talk or, put the other way around, his failure to emphasize his
overriding concern for California deepened the turmoil and suspi-
cion surrounding the war.

Peace with Mexico

Shortly after the war began, American settlers in northern California
revolted. Frémont, already on the scene, delayed a bit, so as not to

24 Hietala, Manifest Design, 158.
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seem responsible, then gave his support and indeed took command.
Northern California was quickly cleared, and after his companion,
the scout Kit Carson, kept his hand in by scalping three local
inhabitants, the young captain and his men marched southward.
There they joined a force under General Stephen Kearny, which had
come overland by way of Santa Fe, and by early 1847 the whole
province was in American hands.

With California conquered, the president sought peace. Much
carlier, in the fall of 1846, he had opened an intrigue with Santa
Anna, then in exile in Cuba. Approached by an agent for Santa
Anna, the president and his cabinet, incredibly, managed to con-
vince themselves that, if properly rewarded, Santa Anna would
make peace on their terms. The exile was given money and permit-
ted to pass through the American blockade to his homeland; he soon
regained power.

In April 1847, to treat with Santa Anna's government, Polk sent
a commissioner, Nicholas P. Trist, to join General Winfield Scott’s
army, which had just landed at Vera Cruz for a march on Mexico
City. The president had thought of sending Secretary of State
Buchanan, but this seemed too risky. Trist, formerly Jackson’s pri-
vate secretary and consul to Havana but in 1847 chief clerk of the
Department of State, apparently was selected simply because he was
expected to be an obedient mouthpiece of imperialism. He was
directed, as a minimum, to require, in return for a payment of up to
$30 million, American acquisition of California and New Mexico as
well as a right of transit across the Isthmus of Tehauntepec.

Trist and Scott twice arranged armistices with Santa Anna, only
to have that wily man use them to improve his military position.
When the Mexicans did discuss terms, they were unwilling to cede
more than the traditional Texas boundary and a small portion of
California; in other words, they required the Americans to evacuate
a great deal of conquered territory. Angry at Santa Anna’s chicanery
and apoplectic when Trist forwarded the niggardly Mexican offer,
Polk ordered his agent home in November. A few weeks earlier Scott
had taken the Mexican capital, yet peace still seemed unatrainable.

When Polk’s orders reached Trist, Santa Anna had been over-
thrown. His successor, Manuel de la Pefa y Pefia, who defied his
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countrymen’s pride in order to forestall national destruction, asked
Trist ro reopen negotiations. Trist decided to ignore his recall, an act
of considerable audacity. Failure to settle with Pefia y Pefia might
well have meant still another return to power by Santa Anna, a
prolonged occupation of much of Mexico, perhaps even C(;nsumma—
tion of the All-Mexico project. None of these appealed to Trist. On
February 2, 1848, he signed the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo.
Mexico accepted the Rio Grande line and, in addition, ceded Cali-
fornia and the Southwest, about a third of its domains. The United
States paid Mexico $15 million and assumed responsibility for the
claims of its citizens against that government.

Although furious at Trist's “infamous conduct,” Polk was in a
dilemma. The treaty conformed in all important respects with his
original instructions. To press for more would have made the war so
obviously a war of conquest that opposition, which had recently won
a vote in the House of Representatives declaring that the war had
been “unnecessarily and unconstitutionally begun by the President
of the United States,” was bound to become even worse. Refusal to
submit the treaty to the Senate would throw the issue into a presi-
dential campaign, to the advantage of the Whigs. So, although
Buchanan and Robert J. Walker, now secretary of the treasury,
wanted to bury the treaty, Polk reluctantly decided to send it to the
Senate.

After a day’s delay occasioned by John Quincy Adams’s funeral,
the Senate took up the treaty. Some Whig senators wanted to
renounce all territory beyond the Rio Grande; some Democrats
wanted a larger piece of Mexico and did not, like the president, see
the dangers of continuing war to get it.?> The one thing they did
not disagree on was the payment of money to Mexico: To Demo-
crats, it was “an evidence of American liberality,” whereas, to
Whigs, it was “conscience money for the wrongs done to Mexico by
the administration.”?% Fortunately for the treaty, both sets of dissi-

25 In the Senate, fifteen Whigs supported an amendment to forswear all con-
quests, and cleven Democrats voted for an amendment proposed by Jefferson
Davis calling for more. Between them, of course, they composed more than
one-third of the Senate.

26 Merk, The Monroe Doctrine and American Expansionism, 192.
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dents feared that an even worse one, from their quite opposite points
of view, might follow rejection of Trist’s settlement. In March, by a
vote of 38— 14, over equal numbers of die-hard Whigs and die-hard
Democrats, the Senate recommended ratification.

One editor hailed “the sublime spectacle of national magnanimity
in not keeping possession of all of Mexico.” Calhoun more accurately
described the treaty as a “fortunate deliverance.” His view was wide-
ly shared. On July 4, returning from ceremonies celebrating the
beginning of construction of the Washington Monument, Polk re-
ceived word that Mexico, too, had ratified the Treaty of Guadalupe
Hidalgo. The war was formally over.

Thirteen thousand American soldiers had died, about seven-
eighths of them from disease. However, Mexico received only $15
million for an immensely valuable territory, and even the costs of the
war were not burdensome, although they produced a federal deficit
in 1847 larger than in any other year before the Civil War. But the
conquests, the means by which they had been acquired, and the use
to which they should be put cleaved the nation, setting in train
events culminating in the attack on Fort Sumter.

Whether slavery could have established itself in the new territo-
ries is highly problematic. The plantation system was ill-adapted to
conditions in the Southwest and California, although at the time
many Southerners caught up in the spirit of Manifest Destiny never
even considered this problem. While a few visionaries thought
slaves could be used to mine gold and silver, it is hard to believe that
a system of slave labor in the mines could have survived alongside a
large nonslave agricultural population. Calhoun and other thought-
ful Southerners had virtually no hope or expectation that slavery
could be carried beyond Texas. Waddy Thompson, a former minister

to Mexico, said that “he would consent to be gibetted, or, if dead,
that his bones be dug up and made manure of, if ever a slaveholding
State were formed out of any portion” of the new territories. As these
men saw it, expansion actually would further the already threaten-
ing predominance of the nonslave section of the nation.

Calhoun and those who subscribed to his views of course opposed
the “All-Mexico” talk. Acknowledging the strength of Manifest

Manifest Destiny 197

Destiny, however, as practical politicians they felt compelled to
accept the acquisition of California and the Southwest. “For the sake
of unity within his home state [and, for that matter, within the
South}, Calhoun subscribed to an imperialist grab that he knew was
fraught with danger for his own section.”2” He, and all S(;utherners,
did however insist that, whatever the prospects for success, the new
territories be open to slavery.

What was at issue was not reality but fear and principle. South-
erners, whether or not as perceptive as Calhoun, wanted a right to
take their system anywhere in the nation; they insisted that it
be protected by the federal government; they feared being over-
whelmed by the power of nonslave states. Even though they did not
insist on abolishing slavery where it existed, Northerners in increas-
ing numbers refused to give national blessing to an extension of the
system. The battle was joined over territory acquired as a result of
“Mr. Polk’s War.”

The Tennessean, hard and unimaginative, fz;iled to anticipate
this. To Congress in July 1848 he spoke complacently of his accom-
plishments, declaring that they would be “productive of vast bene-
fits to the United States, to the commercial world, and the general
benefit of mankind.” And indeed it is probably true, as Samuel
Flagg Bemis, a nationalistic historian, observed after cataloging
Pol’s sins, “Despite all this it would be well-nigh impossible today
to find a citizen of the United States who would desire to undo
President Polk’s diplomacy, President Polk’s war, and the treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo negotiated by President Polk’s disobedient chief
clerk of the Department of State.”28 Observing his preelection
pledge not to seek a second term, Polk left the White House in
1849. He died within three months, long before the full extent of
the nation's danger was clear.

27 Ernest McPherson Lander, Jr., Reluctant Imperialists (Baton Rouge, 1980)
175. 7

28 Samuel Flagg Bemis, A Diplomatic History of the United States, Sth ed.
(chy York, 1955), 244. Trist finally received $13,647 in back pay and
appointment as  postmaster in  Alexandria, Virginia, from che Grant
administration.
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Last Spasms of Expansionism

From this time onward the story of expansionism changes, becoming
essentially a study in frustration. To be sure, in his inaugural address
in 1853, Franklin Pierce announced that his administration would
“not be controlled by timid forebodings of evil from expansion,” but
its accomplishments fell short of its dreams. To secure a good south-
ern route for a railroad to the Pacific Ocean, this administration
arranged, through its agent, James Gadsden, to buy a small slice of
Mexican territory. (Santa Anna, in power for the last time, was the
seller.) Other projects, directed at Cuba — a target since Jeffersonian
days — or Mexico or parts of Central America, all failed, in Pierce’s
time as in that of his successor, James Buchanan.?¥ They aimed at
lands heavily populated by peoples the Americans were unwilling to
rule as true imperialists or admit into the rites of the republican
cathedral. Above all they became tangled up in the slavery issue,
drawing support from those who wished to extend the “peculiar
institution” into areas where, Cuba aside, it did not exist but there-
by inviting the even stronger opposition of those who did not. Few
but Southerners supported such projects.

After the Civil War, in 1867, Secretary of State William H.
Seward completed the process of continental expansion, the purchase
of Alaska from Russia. “It was a question,” the Russian negotiator
said, “of our selling . . . or our seeing them seize it.” The purchase
ran into difficulty in Congress, and intensive lobbying and bribery
were necessary to get it through. Walker, still serving the expansio-
nist cause, was one of the lobbyists; he received $23,000 for his
effores but lost much of it to pickpockets. If Seward had had his way,
further acquisitions would have been made, but his schemes regard-
ing the Virgin Islands and Santo Domingo failed. Manifest Destiny
adjourned.

The expansion that carried the United States from the Aclantic
Ocean to the Mississippi River, then to the Rocky Mountains, and

29 Buchanan's support, in his annual messages of 1858, 1859, and 1860, for the
purchase of Cuba was almost pathetic in its impracticality and the lack of
enthusiasm it evoked.
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finally to the Pacific Ocean was the product of greed, of often
unscrupulous leadership, and of the disparity of power between the
natton and those who stood in its way. It was also based upon a set of
beliefs of which the most notable was a conviction that republica-
nism was both a superior form of government and an exceedingly
demanding one, difficult if not impossible to maintain if the nation
included a large alien population. This conviction doomed geo-
graphically ambitious dreams of empire beyond North America.
Until the end of the nineteenth century, Alaska apart, the expan-
stonism that transformed the nation aimed to extend republicanism,
expand the area of American farming, and strengthen the nation
generally, not to establish dominion over others or to incorporate
different peoples into the Union.



8. Britain, Canada, and the United States

After 1825, the Americans resolutely turned their backs on Europe.
The opportunities, and problems, lay in their own hemisphere. In
1835, confessing to an omission from his great work Democracy in
America, Alexis de Tocqueville explained that “the Union . . . has,
properly speaking, no foreign interests to discuss.” Half a century
later, another foreign analyst, James Bryce, wrote in the American
Commonwealth, “The one principle to which the American people
have learnt to cling in foreign affairs is that the less they have the
better.”

At first sight, Bryce's comment seems exaggerated. After all, the
preceding decades had been studded by disputes with Europe, espe-
cially with his own country. Yet in a world-political sense he was
right: With extremely rare exceptions, America only tangled with
European powers over interests near at hand, over territory and
influence in neighboring areas, or — during the Civil War — over
issues emerging from that national trial.

The Pursuit of Commerce

The most persistent exception to this generalization lies in the field
of foreign trade and commerce. After 1812 the American merchant
marine lost the advantage — and it had been an advantage despite
the depredations of preceding years — of neutral status while Europe
was at war. Nevertheless, after a brief slump the marine grew rap-
idly, and Americans took pride in the fact. This growth reflected an
explosion in international trade, vigorously shared in by the United
States itself, rather than the superior competitiveness of American
shipowners. They were, for example, slower than their rivals, partic-
ularly the British, to adapt to steam; in 1860, only 4 percent of
American merchant ships were stream-driven. Although even as late
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as the beginning of the Civil War American ships carried roughly
two-thirds of the cargoes entering and leaving American ports, the
proportion had fluctuated downward for years. After 1861 the risks
posed by Confederate cruisers and a consequent rise in insurance
costs drove many ships to foreign registry. Some of those transferred
to the British flag and engaged in blockade-running to the Confed-
eracy. In 1864, for the first time, more foreign than national ton-
nage entered American ports. The change became permanent. A
major characteristic of the nation’s youth had passed.

Despite checks in periods of depression and falling prices, and
despite, too, the virtual disappearance of the traffic in reexports,
which had fueled prosperity before 1812, trade prospered. As early as
1816 the United States sent more of its produce abroad than ever be-
fore, and by 1835 it had doubled the prewar high. In 1860 the United
States exported domestically produced goods worth $316 million,
about half going to Britain and another quarter to the rest of Europe.
As it had for years, cotton provided about 60 percent of the total.
America imported substantially more. Expansion of the domestic
economy was so great that, comparatively speaking, foreign com-
merce never played as important a role as in the years before 1812.
Still, the growth was remarkable, exceeding in percentage terms that
of Great Britain. The United States had become, even more than be-
fore the War of 1812, an important part of the international economy.

For the most part, individual producers, traders, and shipowners,
rather than the government, could claim credit for the commercial
expansion. Americans continued to value international trade both
for economic and ideological reasons, and some alarmists argued
that, if the United States did not act vigorously, Great Britain
would create a system of “informal empire,” tying the world to
London by commercial bonds, including preferential trade agree-
ments. Such warnings rarely stirred the government to energetic
action, however, and “America’s assault on the British Empire and
attempt to establish an informal empire of its own generally failed
before the Civil War.”!

1 Kinley J. Brauer, “The United States and British Imperial Expansion, 1815—
1860.," Diplomatic History 12 (1988): 34.
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This is not to say that the government did nothing. With forty or
fifty largely antiquated ships, the U.S. Navy bustled around the
globe, protecting and encouraging trade, usually simply showing
the flag but sometimes employing force. In the single year 1832, for
example, naval action took place against Javanese authorities and, in
the Falkland Islands, against Argentina. The navy established a
Mediterranean squadron in 1815, and by 1835 permanent forces
cruised in the Caribbean, off Brazil, on the Pacific Coast, and in the
Far East. As always, a major concern of American diplomats was to
foster trade. In the forty-five years after the Treaty of Ghent, they
concluded commerscial agreements at the rate of about one per year.
In less formal ways, too, by collecting useful information, some-
times also by exerting their influence with foreign governments,
consuls and other diplomats aided American merchants and skip-
pers.

Only rarely, however, did commercial concerns become full-
fledged matters of policy. American threats to retaliate forced most
countries to abandon discrimination favoring their own ships, at
least with the exception of trade between colonies and metropols.
Even in the latter field some progress was made, most notably the
agreement of 1830 regarding the British West Indies. Although not
completely successful in its aspirations, since not all restrictions on
American ships were removed, the nation had driven Britain from
an age-old devotion to colonial monopoly.

During Andrew Jackson's administration the unwillingness of
France to pay damage claims, many of them dating back to the
Napoleonic period, led to a war scare. At one point Jackson even
asked Congress for the power to seize French ships. In 1836 the
French finally paid American businessmen and shipowners about
$5 million.?

The 1840s and 1850s saw the beginning of sustained, although
still minor, interest in the Orient. The first American ship reached
Canton in 1784. In subsequent years, although only enjoying a

2 By the same settlement, Beaumarchaiss heirs, who alleged that the Continental
Congress had not paid him for the supplies he furnished on his own account,
received $270,000.
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minimum of official support, Americans built up a small trade,
largely an exchange of Chinese tea for specie and for opium pur-
chased in Turkey. When, early in the 1840s, Britain forced China to
relax barriers that had limited trade, the Americans took the cue: By
the Treaty of Wanghia (Wangxia) in 1844, a special envoy, Caleb
Cushing, gained similar privileges for commerce and the right of
extraterritoriality (exemption from trial before Chinese courts) for
his countrymen. By an astute mixture of persuasion and menace,
Commodore Matthew Perry broke down Japan's isolation in 1853,
creating, at least in theory, new opportunities for American trade.

Neither accomplishment produced much immediate advantage.
Both missions had been dispatched by commerce-minded Whig
administrations. The Democrats, in power during most of the years
before the Civil War, did not follow them up or particularly value
them. Reflecting their disinterest, Franklin Pierce’s annual message
of 1853 dismissed news of Perry’s success in two sentences. The
Chinese and Japanese episodes really are important only in hind-
sight, because they were the first steps toward deeper involvement
in the Orient a half century later. Even so, they were more dramatic
than actions elsewhere in the world.

Europe After Vienna

How could America so consistently avoid involvement outside its
own bailiwick? Historian C. Vann Woodward has called this the era
of “free security,”® one in which the Royal Navy's domination of the
oceans made it unnecessary for the United States to arm for defense
or for support of the Monroe Doctrine. England, in other words,
became “the unwitting protector of American isolationism. Given
Britain's imperial concerns, defense of the high seas and of the
American continent against European interference was always in
that nation's interest.” It is by no means clear, however, that Conti-
nental powers needed the silent discipline of the Royal Navy. As

3 C. Vann Woodward, “The Age of Reinterpretation,” American Historical Review
66 (1960-1): 3.
4 Lawrence S. Kaplan, Entangling Alliances with None (Kent, Ohio, 1987), xvii.
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Woodward notes, three thousand miles of ocean made it extraordi-
narily difficule if not impossible for Continental states to project
their power to North America.

Equally fortunate for the United States was the state of European
politics. The Vienna settlement of 1815 closed an era of wars so
large they spilled beyond Europe. No European war for the rest of
the century lasted as long or so deeply troubled international trade as
the American Civil War. America could stand aloof. The Crimean
War in the 1850s created trouble only when the English mintster at
Washington sought to raise recruits in the United States. The
Franco-Prussian War of 1870 ended so quickly that it had almost no
impact, save that Americans found occasion to applaud the collapse
of Napoleon III, disliked both for his imperial pretensions and for
his pro-Confederate sympathies during the Civil War.

At the same time, however, the diplomatic cauldron steadily
simmered, making European diplomats reluctant to invite diffi-
culties with the United States that would embarrass their power
nearer to home. During the Civil War, for example, British leaders,
concerned about the driving ambition of Napoleon III and by con-
troversy over Poland, were restrained by “the need to keep relations
with America quiescent in order to strengthen Britain's diplomatic
position in Europe.” Until well after Appomattox, the state of
Europe permitted Americans to mind their own affairs.

Nor did European ambitions in the Western Hemisphere, save
those of Britain, pose a serious threat or even the appearance of one.
For some years after 1823 Spain feebly continued to contest Latin
American independence, but none of the Continental powers inter-
vened in any serious fashion in the affairs of the Western Hemi-
sphere, at least until, in the 1860s, Napoleon, joined at first by
Britain and Spain, moved against Mexico. These two factors — the
absence of major wars in Europe and the virtual disappearance of
European ambitions in America — allowed the Americans, more
than at any other time in their history, to determine the pace and
geographic focus of their own foreign policy.

5 Brian Jenkins, Britain and the War for the Unton, vol. 2 (Montreal, 1980), 398.
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The British Setting

The one European power with which the United States often en-
gaged in dispute was Great Britain, that nation which presumably
gave the Americans “free security.” For this, the neighborhood of
Canada was primarily responsible. So, too, were British ambitions
in Central America and its role, preeminent among Europeans sim-
ply because of its industrial and naval strength, during the Civil
War. Very often, Britain was the target of denunciations by Irish-
Americans, nationalistic editors, and apostles of world republican-
ism. Even conservative Americans of British descent, men and wom-
en who favorably contrasted the island kingdom with Continental
Europe, were often suspicious. Like the rest of the nation, they had
“inherited a historic hostility to the British oppression which had
provoked so many American symbols of patriotic pride from the
Declaration of Independence to the Star Spangled Banner.”® The tin-
der was there; that the glowing sparks never burst into flame after
1815 was a tribute to Anglo-American statesmanship, particularly
that of successive British ministries.

“Britain will never be our Friend, till We are her Master,” John
Adams predicted in 1816. He was quite wrong. Of course, many
Britons detested the United States. They scoffed at its cultural preten-
sions; America had, the Reverend Sidney Smith wrote in the Edin-
burgh Review in 1820, “done absolutely nothing for the Sciences, for
the Arts, for Literature, or even for the statesman-like studies of
Politics and Political Economy.” (The apoplectic American reaction to
such strictures can readily be imagined!) After the panic of 1837,
when eight states and the territory of Florida defaulted on millions of
dollars of foreign-held bonds, Britishers howled. Smith, still going
strong, declared that Americans had “no more right to eat with honest
men than a leper has to eat with clean men.” If Lincoln succeeded in
reuniting the nation, a conservative paper asked in 1861, “who can
doubt that Democracy will be more arrogant, more aggressive, more
leveling and vulgarizing, if that be possible, than before?”

6 Cushing Strout, The American Image of the Old World (New York, 1963), 134.
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Fortunately other sentiments — and factors transcending senti-
ment — made for peace. Those who wished to broaden the franchise
in Britain often praised America'’s accomplishments, although at the
same time pointing to the dangers of complete democracy, and they
worked hard to develop friendship. During debates over the reform
bill of 1867, which doubled the number of voters, supporters fre-
quently cited the North's success as proof of the advantages of a
broadly based government. Although Liberals and republicans
would become less sympathetic as the United States moved toward
the age of McKinley and Rockefeller, in midcentury their role had
been important.

Above all, this was, to employ two catchphrases, the age of
“Little England” and of the “imperialism of free trade.” Peace with
the United States was especially precious, since Britain was more
dependent on the Americans for supplies than at any other time
except during World Wars I and II. Imports from the United States
roughly equaled those from Britain’s own empire. Foodstuffs were
much needed, a major reason for repeal of the Corn Laws, a tax on
imports, in 1846. The American South provided about three-
quarters of the cotton that fueled the textile industry, chief engine of
England’s economic expansion. In addition, the United States took
more exports than any other nation. Increasing amounts of British
capital were invested in America, despite problems caused by the
panic of 1837, especially the defaults. By the 1850s Englishmen
owned more American government securities than those of all the
rest of Europe combined. In 1857, securities of seven American
railroads were listed on the London stock exchange, reflecting Brit-
ish investors' involvement, to the extent of £80 million, in the
growing railroad system. Anyone “who wishes prosperity to En-
gland,” the British premier, Lord Liverpool, declared just after the
Treaty of Ghent, “must wish prosperity to America.”

Although it would be wrong to suggest that they were any more
devoted to economic developments than their opponents, and al-
though their backbenchers were rather consistently anti-American,
conservative Jéaders held power on almost every occasion when
major accommodations with the United States were reached. Lord
Castlereagh, foreign secretary in Lord Liverpool’s ministry, directed
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a major reorientation of British policy after the War of 1812. Lord
Aberdeen, foreign secretary in the government of Sir Robert Peel,
was more than any other individual in either country responsible for
settlements that defused dangerous controversies in the 1840s. Such
men were conservative in style as well as philosophy, and, although
some of their ministerial colleagues only reluctantly went along,
jingoism, almost symbolized in the mid-nineteenth century by Lord
Palmerston, a Liberal, was less prevalent than in their opponents’
ministries.

All British governments were aware that Canada served, in a very
real sense, as a hostage to peace. Successive ministries sought to
build a system of land fortifications, especially important after the
Great Lakes were demilitarized by agreement in 1817, but the
efforts were halfhearted. In 1861 inquiries revealed that two key
forts had been converted into prisons, while another was in use as an
insane asylum.” Although during the Civil War.troop strength was
built up to 17,600, usually fewer than 5,000 men were in Canada.
Britain had “clearly and consciously surrendered the mastery of the
North American continent to the United States.”® During every
controversy with Washington, London was restrained by knowledge
that the first consequence of war, at least barring the resurrection of
Madison as commander in chief, would be the loss of Canada.

Fortunately for Britain — and for Canada — the Americans did
not, even in the heyday of Manifest Destiny, entertain thoughts of
conquest. They did hope, or at least many did, that Canada would
throw off imperial shackles. Some happily speculated that a liberated
Canada might seek union with its neighbor. When a revolt, a very
ineffectual one, broke out in Canada in 1837, American sympathies
were with the rebels, who often operated from bases south of the
border and enlisted Yankees in their ranks, but Washington care-

7 For their part, the Americans built massive works at the northern end of Lake
Champlain; unfortunately, thanks to faulty surveying, “Fort Blunder” stood on
what should have been Canadian territory. In 1842 Britain agreed to accept the
crooked line as the norchern boundary of New York, so the Americans kept their
fort.

8 Kenneth Bourne, Britain and the Balance of Power in North America (Berkeley and
Los Angeles, 1967), 302.



208 The Creatton of a Republican Empire

fully avoided any involvement. In the late 1840s, when a small
group, largely merchants in Montreal, sought to create an annexa-
tionist movement, their efforts foundered in part because they re-
ceived so little support south of the Grear Lakes.

Americans also expected their economy to move toward conver-
gence with the Canadian one, creating a sort of informal, incomplete
union in which the United States would be the major partner. A
reciprocity treaty concluded in 1854 was the major formal evidence
of this expectation. Beyond that, no federal officials and only a few
citizens were prepared to go.

The Years of Castlereagh

The new pattern began immediately after the War of 1812, thanks
in large part to the efforts of Foreign Secretary Castlereagh. Like his
cabinet colleagues, and indeed his country, Castlereagh worried far
more about domestic problems and European developments than he
did about relations with the United States. Unlike almost all of his
predecessors, however, he did give them serious thought in their
own right, not merely as offshoots of more important concerns.
As a leading diplomatic historian, Sir Charles Webster, observes,
Castlereagh was “the first British statesman to recognize that the
friendship of the United States was a major asset . . . , and to
use . . . with her a language that was neither superior nor intim-
idating.”” The foreign secretary believed, as he wrote a minister
assigned to duty in Washington, that “there are no two States whose
friendly relations are of more practical value to each other, or whose
hostility so inevitably and so immediately entails upon both the
most serious mischiefs.”

The best-known postwar sertlement put a stop to naval building
on the Great Lakes. Many Britons as well as Canadians argued that,
since the United States could more easily throw substantial land
forces into battle, England must strive for superiority on the water.
Castlereagh rejected this reasoning. In 1817 his representative,

9 C. K. Webster, ed., Britain and the Independence of Latin America, vol. 1 (London,
1938), 42.
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Charles Bagot, and Richard Rush, temporarily in charge at the State
Department, signed an agreement ending the building race that was
a legacy of the War of 1812 and limiting naval forces to those
necessary to enforce revenue laws. .

The Rush-Bagot agreement did not create a defenseless frontier,
and in a sense its canonization has been excessive. In addition to
continuing to build land defenses, both sides sometimes stretched or
even violated the agreement. For example, the Americans launched
an oversize ship on Lake Erie in 1843, and the British responded by
subsidizing construction of three ships easily converted to military
purposes. Moreover, like most arms control agreements, this one
reflected rather than caused changes in the international situation.
Still, this transaction, coming as it did only two years after the end
of a bitter war, demonstrated the good sense of those involved,
particularly Castlereagh, and it did change forever the military set-
ting along the frontier. ‘

At least equally important was a less famous agreement reached
the next year. In 1818 Albert Gallatin, then minister to France,
journeyed to London to join Richard Rush, now stationed there, in
wide-ranging discussions. The negotiators — Castlereagh left the
business to underlings while he went off to a European conference —
failed to settle several issues. But they did agree to extend a commer-
cial convention of 1815, which regulated Anglo-American trade,
and settled, albeit temporarily, the fishery question Ghent had failed
to resolve. Most important, they drew the boundary between British
and American territory along the forty-ninth parallel from the Lake
of the Woods to the “Stony Mountains,” a distance of eight hundred
miles, and left territory beyond the Rockies “free and open . . . to
the citizens and subjects of the two powers” for a period of ten years.
This provision, extended indefinitely in 1827, left a final settlement
of the Oregon question to what Rush rightly called “time . . . , the
best negotiator.” While he was Monroe’s secretary of state, John
Quincy Adams had several acidulous exchanges on the subject with
the British minister in Washington. On the whole, however, dis-
putes over the faraway country dwindled until the 1840s.

During the American campaign for Florida, Castlereagh again
showed his wisdom. When, during Jackson’s incursion, the general
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executed two British subjects, the English press exploded against
the Americans. Castlereagh later claimed that “such was the temper
of Parliament, and such the feeling of the country, that . . . war
might have been produced by holding up a finger.” Even if this is an
exaggeration, his refusal to make an issue of the executions pre-
vented a nasty confrontation. After the Florida cession had been
arranged, he told Rush that while Britain would have preferred to
see a weak power there, London recognized that this was impossible,
welcomed a peaceful settlement, and hoped the treaty would be
ratified. When the Spaniards delayed, Castlereagh warned them that
their foolishness might cause the Americans to take Florida by force.

Castlereagh’s success in settling or muting controversies was nota-
ble, particularly considering the bitter legacies of the War of 1812
and the presence, in the Department of State, of John Quincy
Adams. After Castlereagh slit his own throat in 1822, George Can-
ning succeeded to his office. Many Americans expected trouble,
remembering that Canning had been a domineering foreign secre-
tary in the cabinet that framed the Orders in Council of 1807. They
did not gert it, and the “great flirtation,” as Canning described his
approach to Rush, showed that he too had changed. After the woo-
ing failed, after the Monroe Doctrine’s tone and principles alienated
Britain, the rapprochement cooled.

In a sense it had been fragile, because both sides — particularly the
Americans, who rejected Canning's overture of 1823 partly because
they feared he might double-cross them — never lost their suspicion
of one another. “The crucial element lacking . . . was mutual
trust,” but also important was an American belief, largely un-
justified at least as far as the London government was concerned,
“that Britain refused to recognize the United States as a nation as
worthy of respect as a European state.” 0 Still, by contrast with the
past, the accomplishments had been notable, and their impact re-
mained. In his first annual message to Congress, Jackson expressed
the view that, “With Great Britain, . . . we may look forward to
years of peaceful, honorable, and elevated competition. Everything
in the condition of the two nations is calculated . . . to carry con-

10 Howard Jones, To the Webster-Ashburton Treaty (Chapel Hill, 1977), xi—xii, xiii.
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victions to the minds of both that it is their policy to preserve the
most cordial relations.” The astounded editors of the Times of Lon-
don commented that “never since Washington’s day, had a message
included so much that was valuable and so little that was gffensive.”

Lord Ashburton and Secretary Webster

That a new crisis arose late in the 1830s was a function not so much
of the continuing suspicion as of the new mood of assertiveness that
culminated in the war with Mexico. For example, brawling between
rival lumberjacks escalated into the “Aroostook War” over the
almost unpopulated area of extreme northern Maine, where the
boundary with New Brunswick was disputed. (A compromise line
suggested by the king of the Netherlands, though acceptable to
Jackson, had been rejected by the Senate in 1836.) Fortunately,
although Congress appropriated $10 million and authorized the
president to enlist fifty thousand volunteers, the quarrel remained a
war of imprecations rather than blood, though no one could be sure
that would always be the case. Late in 1840, in upper New York, a
Canadian, Alexander McLeod, who allegedly had taken part in a raid
across the Niagara River against supporters of the rebellion of 1837,
was arrested for murder. Lord Palmerston, then foreign secretary,
informed the British minister in Washington that “McLeod’s execu-
tion would produce war.”!!

To lower the international tension, a new British government and
the Tyler administration arranged for negotiations in 1842. The
Tory ministry named Lord Ashburton, scion of the great banking
house of Baring, which had large investments in the United Stares.
Throughout his political career, Ashburton, who had an American
wife, worked to improve relations with the United States; he even

11 Secretary of State Daniel Webster attempted to have McLeod released but could
not control the New York courts, and Governor William H. Seward refused to
intervene, although he very secretly told intimates that he would pardon
McLeod if a jury convicted him. Fortunately, McLeod was found innocent in
November 184 1. His acquittal, observes the chronicler of this episode, “opened
the way for Britain and the United States to clear up other disagreements”
(Kenneth R. Stevens, Border Diplomacy {Tuscaloosa, Ala., 1989}, 158).
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favored the cession of Canada on the grounds that only thus could
repeated clashes be avoided. “What seems most important,” he
wrote at this time, “is that there should be a settlement of some sort,
and 1 do not attach {much]} importance . . . to the precise terms.”
In Washington, Ashburton negotiated with Daniel Webster, who
stayed on as secretary of state solely to seek an accommodation with
England when the rest of the cabinet resigned shortly after President
William Henry Harrison's death.

Not surprisingly, therefore, the two men reached agreement in
August 1842. The McLeod issue had already evaporated with his
acquittal, and Ashburton gave a qualified apology for the border
crossing in which he had allegedly taken part. The negotiators’
greatest difficulty — aside from Washington's summer heat, which
nearly prostrated Ashburton — was with agents of Maine and Massa-
chusetts, which had incorporated Maine until 1821 and still had
land rights there. In effect, the negotiations became triangular and,
consequently, “among the most disorderly on record.”!? In the end
the two states were soothed with payments from the federal treasury,
a most unusual procedure, and Webster agreed to a boundary in
northern Maine that mildly favored Britain. Another disputed sec-
tion of the boundary, between Lake Superior and the Lake of the
Woods, was drawn in such a fashion that the Americans received the
Mesabi district, although Ashburton was at most only dimly aware
of the tremendous iron deposits there. Ashburton failed to gain one
of his objectives, permission for the Royal Navy to search suspected
slave ships flying the American flag; instead, a cumbrous, ineffective
system of joint squadrons was established. He and Webster also
failed to settle, because London’s instructions were too demanding,
the question of Oregon.

In both countries, opponents of the government attacked the
Webster-Ashburton treaty as a surrender. First the American and
then the British government produced ancient maps, the latter’s
being more convincing, purporting to prove that it had not receded
from the boundary intended by negotiators of the Treaty of Paris in

12 Wilbur Devereux Jones, The American Problem in British Diplomacy (Athens, Ga.,
1974), 20.
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1782. However, only nine senators voted against ratification. On
the whole, the country seems to have accepted the treaty as reason-
able. That such a storm could have arisen over insubstantial issues in
the first place, however, presaged more trouble in the future,

Oregon

While negotiating the Convention of 1818, which fixed the
Canadian-American boundary as far as the Rockies, the American
negotiators, Richard Rush and Albert Gallatin, sought unsuc-
cessfully to extend the 49-degree line to the Pacific Ocean, into what
was called the Oregon country. Subsequent negotiators had no better
luck. The matter did not seem especially pressing until the 1840s:
Sertlement was almost nonexistent, the country far away, communi-
cation difficult. Then overland migration began, and by 1844 there
were several thousand Americans in Oregon. Soon, it was believed,
railroads would link the Northwest and its seaports with the rest of
the country — and make possible political representation in Wash-
ington. The failure of Webster and Ashburton to settle, even really
to come to grips with, the Oregon question "allow{ed] the solution
of the . . . problem to drift away from . . . the momentum of the
achievements won in {their] negotiations, and into theeraof . . . the
politics of expansionism, and the war crisis of the Polk administra-
tion.” 13

The United States had a shadowy title as far north as 54 degrees,
40 minutes, fixed in 1824 as the line of division between its claims
and those of Russia, the proprietor of Alaska. However, American
diplomats had often offered to divide Oregon with Britain at the
forty-ninth parallel. Britain’s claim extended south only to the Co-
lumbia River. The area truly in dispute, containing valuable ports
on Puget Sound and the southern tip of Vancouver Island, lay be-
tween the Columbia and the forty-ninth parallel. In the end, the
Americans won almost all the disputed territory, largely because fur
trapping declined there (beaver hats in any case were going out of
style) and English leaders concluded that the game was not worth

13 Frederick Merk, The Oregon Question (Cambridge, Mass., 1967), 215.
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the candle. Before the denouement, however, President Polk played
a dubiously honest, dangerous, and diplomatically unnecessary game.

In 1844, because Van Buren opposed Texas annexation, he was
deprived of the Democratic nomination. To assuage Van Buren's
Northern supporters and to nationalize the demand for expansion,
the man who had managed Polk’s successful campaign for nomina-
tion, Robert J. Walker, pushed through the convention a plank that
declared, “our title to the whole Territory of Oregon is clear and
unquestionable.” In the campaign, particularly in the North, Dem-
ocratic orators coupled “the reoccupation of Oregon and the reannex-
ation of Texas.” The appropriately labeled “Foghorn Bill" Allen,
senator from Ohio, declared for “Fifty-four forty or fight!” When
Polk won, by a narrow margin in an election contested on many
issues, his success was construed as a mandate for expansionism. His
election, the Times of London expostulated, represented (with the
exception of his party's support of a lower tariff) “the triumph of
every thing that is worst over every thing that is best in the U.
States of America” — Southern and slave interests, debt repudiation,
Texas annexation. From the Times's point of view, worse was still to
come, over Oregon.

After he became president, Polk followed a tortuous and complex
policy regarding Oregon. From the Hermitage, Andrew Jackson
urged “Young Hickory” to “dash from your lips the couasel of the
timid. . . . temporizing will not do.” Polk was of less stern stuff than
his mentor, although he followed a policy of public threats and
bellicose posturing, which encouraged “innocent demagogues” like
“Foghorn Bill” Allen, the expansionist senator from Ohio, to think
he was at one with them. “The trouble with Polk’s policy of bluff,”
his biographer observes, “was that it required a lack of candor to-

ward his own countrymen as well as toward Britain. . . . It created
serious . . . difficulties from both a moral and a pragmatic stand-
point.” 14

The president’s extravagant language stimulated Calhoun to di-
rect an incumbent senator to resign so that he himself could return
to the Senate,” principally for the purpose of organizing a peace

14 Charles Sellers, James K. Polk. Continentalist (Princeton, 1966), 359.
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bloc. With the assistance of others, notably Benton of Missouri, he
promptly succeeded. The strength of the opposition was soon under-
stood by the British, whereas if the president had followed a policy
of quiet firmness he might well have had the diplomatic.advantage
of a united country behind him. Moreover, his public bluffing was
undermined, as far as Britain was concerned, by repeated private
hints of weakness. He was extraordinarily fortunate to escape with
victory.

In his inaugural address, despite bombast on the Oregon question
that made him seem a “fifty-four forty” man, Polk did not explicitly
endorse the platform’s demand for the “whole of the Territory of
Oregon.” Shortly thereafter, in deep secrecy, he asked Calhoun, a
Southerner whose interest in Oregon was less than minimal, to go to
London with full powers. This request, though refused by Calhoun,
shows Polk’s true feelings. Then he had Secretary of State James
Buchanan present to the British minister, Richard Pakenham, an
offer to settle at 49 degrees. Polk claimed that he felt bound by
previous administrations — in other words, no president from Jeffer-
son to Van Buren had seriously dreamed of insisting on 54 degrees,
40 minutes — but the proposal greatly weakened his policy of men-
ace. When Minister Pakenham foolishly refused even to forward the
offer to London, Polk returned to 54 degrees, 40 minutes and began
to rattle the saber — or at least to brandish the scabbard. Buchanan,
a man of truly marvelous weakness and inconsistency, was as-
tounded; to Polk’s declaration that he would “leave the Oregon
question to God and the country,” Buchanan replied that God was
not much to be relied on north of 49 degrees.

In December Polk reenunciated Monroe's noncolonization princi-
ple. He also asked Congress to abrogate the stopgap agreement with
England on Oregon and to extend American laws to that territory, and
he recommended a military buildup, though his budget called for a
reduction in military spending. War seemed close, closer than war
with Mexico. Yet, as Polk well knew, Whigs and dissident Demo-
crats, led by Calhoun and Benton, controlled the Senate. Over the
opposition of Allen and his kind, they were able to attach a moderate
preamble, inviting negotiation, to the resolution repudiating the
1818 arrangement and to delay final passage uncil April 1846.
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Polk had long since allowed word to reach the British government
that almost any offer from London would be laid before the Senate,
in other words that “he was . . . prepared to use the ‘advice and
consent’ of the Senate as a means of withdrawing from the extreme
demand and accepting compromise.”!3 In due course, Foreign Min-
ister Aberdeen, who had been seeking a settlement since before
Polk's election, suggested extending the 49-degree line as far as the
Straits of Georgia, beyond which it would follow the water to the
sea, leaving Vancouver Island to the British. Polk had often pro-
nounced this detail unacceptable. Nevertheless, to pass the buck, he
asked the Senate’s advice, piously adding that his own position
remained as it always had been. Thanks in part to White House
lobbying, the Senate voted to accept the British offer. The adminis-
tration then framed a treaty, which the Senate approved in June.
Among the fourteen opponents was “Foghorn Bill” Allen, who re-
signed as chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee in protest
against the president’s treachery.

Thus the Americans freed themselves to concentrate on the war
with Mexico, which had just begun. “We can now thrash Mexico
into decency at our leisure,” the New York Herald observed. The
United States gained almost all the territory at issue, now the west-
ern half of the state of Washington, including valuable seaports, but
not “the whole of the Territory of Oregon.” This was no hollow
teiumph, but it owed little to Polk. By the end of 1845 Aberdeen
had converted Sir Robert Peel, his chief, to his position. The rest of
the cabinet came along as soon as it seemed politically safe. Aber-
deen’s success owed much to British concern about the noisy nation-
alism during the 1844 campaign and to fears thar a deadlock would
further strengthen it. Polk's acrobatics, which never fooled Aber-
deen, had been only incidental to the conversion of other figures.

The president’s greatest skill had been in deluding those who,
trusting him, rallied to 54 degrees, 40 minutes. Menace, intrigue,
negotiations — all of these he had handled much less well. Ac the
end, “when negotiations finally took place, Polk managed to end a
war crisis that.was largely of his own creation and secured terms

15 Ibid.
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which he might have had earlier by more sophisticated diplo-

macy.” !¢

Britain and the American Civil War

In subsequent years, the spasms of American expansionism and, for
most of the period, the presence in the Foreign Office of a congenital
jingo, Lord Palmerston, produced a running quarrel over Central
America. However, both parties in effect recognized that their inter-
ests were too insubstantial to justify real risks. The Clayton-Bulwer
Treaty of 1850, by which they agreed neither to fortify nor to
exercise exclusive control over an interoceanic canal, when one
should be built, glossed over other issues and rivalries in the area.
By 1861, largely because even Palmerston sensed danger, the noisy
disputes had cooled. They would in any case have been overwhelmed
by new issues arising from the Civil War. '

Shortly after Abraham Lincoln's election in November 1860,
Southern states began to secede from the union. In February 1861,
they formed the Confederate States of America. Armed clashes soon
followed, and in June, in the first pitched battle of the war, the
Confederates won a notable victory at Bull Run, on the very out-
skirts of Washington. The struggle lasted until the spring of 1865,
by far the bloodiest conflict in American history and far more costly,
too, than any European war between Waterloo and 1914. In the
end, of course, the North ground the Confederacy into submission,
but for several years the outcome was in doubt. Had European
powers aided the South, in any one of a number of possible ways, the
result, as the defeated Southern president, Jefferson Davis, later
claimed, might well have been different. His government worked
hard to procure intervention. Lincoln's worked equally hard, and
much more successfully, to prevent it.

Britain’s policy was far more important to Washington and Rich-
mond than that of any other power. Napoleon III disliked the
North, and he feared criticism that he was doing little to relieve the
plight of France's textile industry, which was crippled by the loss of

16 David M. Pletcher, The Diplomacy of Annexation (Columbia, Mo., 1973), 592.
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cotton imports from the South. For much of the war he toyed with
various schemes that would have benefited the Confederates, but
after the Union victory at Gettysburg in 1863 he pulled in his
horns. Reflecting the new tilt, his government took steps to prevent
delivery of six warships ordered by Confederate agents; in the end,
only one was delivered, and it arrived in North America thirty days
after Lee's surrender. Even before this shift, however, the emperor,
who had a wary respect for American power, was unwilling to
proceed without British cooperation. Moreover, neither he nor the
London government really trusted one another. European politics
were, the son of the American minister to England contentedly
observed, in a “delicious state of tangle.”

Most British politicians and editors welcomed Lincoln’s election.
Even the Times of London, later one of his most savage critics, did
so: “We are glad to think that the march of Slavery, and the domi-
neering tone which its advocates were beginning to assume over
Freedom, has been at length arrested and silenced.” When, a few
weeks after the election, South Carolina became the first state to
secede, the Times opined that it “had as much right to secede from
the . . . United States as Lancashire from England.” As late as June
1861 the American minister's son, Henry Adams, wrote, “The En-
glish are really on our side.” 7

When Lincoln stressed preservation of the union, not antislavery,
many Britons began to have second thoughts. To them, “the strug-
gle between the sections seemed devoid of principle or moral pur-
pose.” 18 In a speech delivered in October 1861, Lord John Russell,
the foreign minister, told his listeners that South and North were
not fighting over slavery but rather were “contending, as so many
States of the Old World have contended, the one for empire and the
other for power.” Moreover, the low-tariff policies of the South were

17 This by no means suggested respect for Lincoln personally. He was regarded,
until his death, as a nearly illiterate politician. “It would have been
impossible,” a London magazine commented, “for him, or any of his Cabinet,
to have emerged, under British institutions, from the mediocrity to which
nature had condemned them.”

18 Frank J. Merli, Great Britain and the Confederate Navy (Bloomington, Ind.,
1970), 21.
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far more congenial to Britons than the protectionism Washington
espoused. The Morrill tariff of November 1861 “undercut the argu-
ments of those who insisted that the Civil War was a fight against
Southern slavery. To many a British freetrader, there was ljctle differ-
ence morally between slave-holding and protectionism.”!? Lincoln’s
conversion to a policy of emancipation in 1862 did not at first
change things. Many concluded that, since it applied only to slaves
behind enemy lines, it was primarily an invitation to “servile insur-
rection” in the South. Then, too, many in England came to wonder
if a divided continental republic, rather than a unified one, might
pose a lesser menace to British interests.

Faced with demands for an extension of the British franchise,
conservatives could only welcome the travail and apparently
impending dissolution of a republican nation. “I see in America the
trial of Democracy and its failure,” one peer happily commented.
Moreover, at least part of the aristocracy viewed Southerners as very
much akin to themselves. “The North will never be our friends. Of
the South you can make friends,” its leading supporter, John A.
Roebuck, told the House of Commons in 1862. “They are English-
men; they are not the refuse of Europe.” One American journalist
summed up all of these threads: “Our democracy is disliked by their
aristocracy; our manufactures rival theirs; our commerce threatens at
many points to supplant theirs. We are in dangerous proximity to
some of their best colonies.” In fact, British opinion was far from
unanimous — the North continued to have many friends. Still, the
summary fairly captured the feelings of many influential English-
men, perhaps even of the governing class as a whole.2°

However, in England as in France the primary factor conditioning
policy was the conviction that restoration of the union was impossi-
ble. By the spring of 1861, and especially after Bull Run, “The

19 Norman B. Ferris, Desperate Diplomacy (Knoxville, 1976), 182.

20 Historians have long debated the sympathies of the laboring classes, partic-
ularly the Lancashire workers who suffered massive unemployment when the
Union blockade cut off cotton, forcing many textile mills to reduce outpur or
even close. Some argue, and others deny, that the republican spirit of the
workers made them coatinue to support the Northern cause. Whatever the fact
of the matter, their political influence was minimal.
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‘calamity of disruption’ was . . . assumed to be almost inevita-
ble.”?! Because Britain would have to live in the same world as the
Confederacy, many argued, it made little sense to alienate it. It was
truly charitable, as well as good for British trade, to help the North
come to recognize the inevitable, to end the carnage. Even Richard
Cobden, a Radical devoted to the Northern cause, sometimes ex-
pressed this view. The people of the North, Chancellor of the Ex-
chequer William E. Gladstone publicly lamented in 1862, “have
not yet drunk the cup . . . which all the rest of the world see they
must nevertheless drink of.” Gladstone's speech, though it roused a
furor in the United States, where such sentiments were considered
pro-Confederate, merely expressed what most informed Englishmen
believed.

Whatever their analysis, most Britons, even most of those who
sympathized with the South, were loth to invite trouble by forcing
their views on the North. Among other things, Canada was too
vulnerable; the diversion of a small fraction of the Union Army
would suffice for its conquest. Nothing came of Confederate hopes
that England would be forced to act to secure supplies for the textile
industry, which employed one-sixth of the labor force and produced
one-third of British exports. To create pressure on London, the
Confederates held back cotton exports in 1861, a tactic that won
them no friends without achieving its purpose. Because of the size of
reserve stocks, the cutoff of cotton was not deeply felt until the end
of 1862, and as time passed the development of alternative sources
and the influx of cotton from areas conquered by the Union forces
relieved the shortages. (New Orleans and other ports were opened as
early as May 1862.) However, even when the distress was worst,
when factories were shut down and two-thirds of the operatives were
out of work, calls for action never became loud enough to force
action by the government. Moreover, textiles aside, the British
economy boomed, helped both by declining American competition
and greater American purchases, of arms, ships, and other goods.

In any event, the Northerners, particularly Secretary of State

21 Martin Crawford, The Anglo-American Crisis of the Mid-Nineteenth Century
(Athens, Ga., 1987), 92.
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William H. Seward, made it clear that intervention would mean
war. Seward had a reputation, earned in New York politics, as an
Anglophobe and a jingo. He was, in the view of a British cabinet
member, “the very impersonation of all that is most violent and
arrogant in the American character.” On news of Seward's appoint-
ment, the British minister in Washington predicted that he “would
not be very reluctant to provide excitement for the public mind by
raising questions with Foreign Powers.” The prediction was soon
borne out. In a memorandum for Lincoln fittingly dated on April
Fool's Day, Seward proposed to foment a quarre] with Spain and
France, perhaps Britain and Russia as well, expecting that the South
would then abandon secession and fight under the Stars and Stripes.
Lincoln charitably brushed aside this scheme, and during the next
few months he more than once toned down the secretary's official
correspondence. As time passed, Seward became much more bal-
anced. Indeed, his early bellicosity may have been essentially an act
“carefully calculated to play upon British concern for the safety of
their all too vulnerable empire in North America and their preoc-
cupation with the balance of power in Europe.”?? Whatever the
case, especially since he had made no effort to conceal his early
views, he convinced the British that serious interference in America
was too dangerous to risk.

The leading figures in her majesty’s government were Prime
Minister Palmerston; Lord John Russell, at the Foreign Office; and
Gladstone. The Americans suspected the Liberal leaders of Confeder-
ate sympathies, although both Gladstone and “Pam,”
case had lost his jingoist vigor (he died in 1865), were strongly
antislave. Gladstone even wished it were possible to offer Canada to
the United States in return for an end to the futile war for reunion.
Russell had what an acquaintance called “meddling proclivities.”
Like Palmerston and many other Englishmen, he believed that
“Americans were bullies — brash, boorish, crafty, pushy, cowardly,
and entirely unamenable to logical argument or conciliatory persua-
sion.”?3 Privately, and occasionally publicly, Russell and other min-

who in any

22 Jenkins, Britain and the War for the Union, 2:2.
23 Ferris, Desperate Diplomacy, 198.
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isters indulged these feelings. Basically, however, they were pragma-
tists: “It was a matter of keeping out of trouble and playing safe,
balancing immediate neutral interests against long-term . . . in-
terests, preserving face against Yankee bluster but avoiding a ‘parti-
san’ interference which would divide the English nation.”24

Throughout the Civil War, the American minister in London was
Charles Francis Adams, the third of his family to hold this post.?3
Delayed by a son’s wedding, Adams reached London just after the
ministry recognized the belligerent rights of the Confederacy in May
1861, at the same time laying down rules for the proper behavior of
British subjects in connection with the war. The new minister com-
plained bitterly. So did Seward, who insisted — this was some time
after warfare had begun — that the rebels were only “a discontented
domestic faction.” Actually, unless it wished to treat the Confeder-
ates as pirates, the British had little choice, and the Americans had
similarly dealt with Canadian rebels in 1837. As the foreign secre-
tary said to Adams, it was “scarcely possible to avoid speaking {of] a
war of two sides, without in any way implying an opinion of its
justice.” Moreover, he continued, Britain could not “withhold an
endeavor . . . to bring the management of it within the rules of
modern civilized warfare. That was all that was contemplated in the
Queen’s proclamation.”

Moreover, recognition of belligerent rights fell well short of full
relations, a course unsuccessfully urged upon his superiors by Lord
Lyons, the British minister to the United States, as it was upon
theirs by the French and Russian ministers in Washington. When
Southern diplomats came to London, Russell declined to hold more
than ostentatiously informal talks — and few of those — with men to
whom he referred in correspondence as representatives of the “so-
called Confederate States.” Downing Street would not permit Con-
federate commerce raiders to sell their prizes in Britain, It tolerated
a blockade of the South, which often did not conform to the require-
ments of international law, especially as that law had been inter-

24 D. P. Crook, The North, the South, and the Powers (New York, 1974), 375.

25 Unlike John Quincy Adams, Charles Francis never served a diplomatic appren-
ticeship under his father. He was, however, taken to Russia by his father at
age two and remained in Europe until John Quincy Adams entered Monroe's
cabinet.
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preted by the Americans themselves in the past. In his memoirs,
Jefferson Davis complained that Britain and the rest of Europe “sub-
mitted in almost unbroken silence to all the wrongs the United
States chose to inflict on its commerce.” Northerners did not see it
that way; from the moment the Confederacy gained belligerent
rights they were convinced of British malevolence.

By its actions, Lincoln’s government turned its back upon Ameri-
can tradition and, some would argue, America’s long-term interest.
The United States had argued for restrictions on belligerent rights in
the past. During the war with Mexico it had been careful to stay
within, or at least very close to, the rules it had laid down for others.
A historian sympathetic to the South has written, “To gain a doubt-
ful advantage over the Confederacy, {Lincoln]} flew in the face of all
American precedents, all American permanent interests and doc-
trines of neutral maritime rights. . . . International law was put
back where it was in the days of the orders in council and the Milan
decrees. Old Abe sold America’s birthright for a mess of pottage.”26
Perhaps so, but military necessity has often made its own rules.

Lincoln proclaimed a blockade of the South in April 1861, six
days after the Confederate attack on Fort Sumter. At that time the
U.S. Navy had available only 3 steam warships to intercept com-
merce with nearly two hundred ports along a coastline of 3,500
miles. Although reinforcements were steadily fed in, and the num-
ber of available ships reached 150 by the end of 1861, the blockade
remained permeable until the end of the war. Major ports were
effectively closed, almost no heavy equipment reached the South
from Europe and only small amounts of cotton were exported, but
hundreds of small blockade-runners slipped past the Union patrols.
Many of them were British; as Russell admitted, “if money were to
be made by it, [his countrymen would} send supplies even to hell at
the risk of burning the sails.”

By Jeffersonian or Madisonian standards the Union action was not
an effective blockade, hence illegal, rather like Fox's Blockade of
1806. Lincoln’s administration defended it, however, arguing that
“effective” need not mean air-tight. Although Palmerston at first
inclined to challenge the blockade, and although Russell sent to

26 Frank Lawrence Owsley, King Cotton Diplomacy (Chicago, 1931), 290-1.
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Washington literally hundreds of protests against the way it was
implemented in specific cases, the British government never denied
the Union contention. To challenge the blockade might well lead to
war. Moreover, in the long run it was in Britain’s interest to encourage
relaxed standards of legality. After all, the Times observed, “a block-
ade is by far the most formidable weapon of offense we possess. Surely
we ought not to be overready to blunt its edge or injure its temper?”
Palmerston emphatically agreed: Britain's “long-term interests were
more likely to be advanced through acquiescence in rather than
opposition to the Union's definition of belligerent rights.”

Not only did the North abandon traditional American views
regarding blockade; it also adopted and even expanded the doctrine
of continuous voyage against which it had protested fifty years ear-
lier. Union vessels intercepted ships and cargoes on the first leg of a
trip to the South, the best-known instance being the seizure in 1863
of the Springbok, en route from England to Nassau with, for the
cargo at least, a final destination in the Confederacy. The United
States also extended the doctrine of continuous voyage to overland
passage, something even the British had not done in the past. In
1863 the British ship Peterhoff was seized in the Caribbean, still
hundreds of miles short of its destination, Matamoros, a Mexican
port on the Rio Grande, because the cargo was intended to be
shipped onward by land through Texas. “Unless a firm stand be
made,” the Times expostulated, “there will be no end to the indig-
nities and losses we must endure.” The Palmerston ministry, more
consistent than the Times, accepted that the precedent might be
helpful in the future.??

The Three Crises of the Civil War

The first of three major confrontations between the North and Great
Britain came at the end of 1861. In November, an American war-

27 The Springbok and Peterboff cases ultimately wene to the Supreme Court. Its
decisions, handed down in 1867, “made apparent that the United -States
government was discarding those rules pertaining to neutral rights for which it
had made war in 1812 and which it had upheld since then” (Stuart L. Bernath,
Squall Across the Atlantic [Berkeley, 19701, 97).
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ship commanded by Captain Charles Wilkes stopped the British
vessel Trent off Cuba. Wilkes carried off James M. Mason and John
Slidell, who, having slipped through the blockade, were en route to
England to represent the Confederacy. They had so ostentatiously
advertised their trip that some suspect that “the South' may have
staged the whole . . . affair in a deliberate attempt to precipitate a
war between the North and Great Britain.”?® One of Seward’s corre-
spondents wrote, after the men’s families reached London, “The
females of the caged Traitors left the impression that the catching
was voluntary.”

A storm of applause rang through the nation. Congress urged
Lincoln to give Wilkes a gold medal. The British public reacted
violently in quite the opposite direction to what was pictured as
little better than kidnapping, and the political pressure and its own
sense of outrage decided the ministry to demand the prisoners’ re-
lease. As crown lawyers insisted, and as Wilkes's own subordinates
had warned, it was illegal, and rather like impreésment, to take the
two men from the Trent, although the ship might have been re-
quired to go to the United States for trial. Anticipating, or fearing,
that Lincoln would refuse to release the Confederate emissaries,
Palmerston considered sending the Channel Fleet across the Atlan-
tic, and the ministry ordered reinforcements to Canada.??

Common sense on both sides, overriding public opinion, pre-
vented war. The British government withheld the formal challenge
of an ultimatum, although its protest was so truculent that the
prince consort intervened to soften it. Russell granted Seward time
to consider the protest and yet directed Lord Lyons, the British
minister in Washington, to make it clear to the secretary of state
that an unfavorable response would lead to a break in relations.

Seward first convinced himself and then the president that Brit-
ain's case was undeniable: Wilkes had violated the rights of neutrals,
the freedom of the seas. In a note aimed largely at his countrymen
and therefore soon published, Seward argued that, in repudiating

28 Lynn M. Case and Warren F. Spencer, The United States and France: Civil War
Diplomacy (Philadelphia, 1970), 591.

29 When the first troops arrived, the St. Lawrence River was ice-bound. Seward
generously allowed the Redcoats to disembark in Maine and proceed overland.
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Wilkes's action, the United States was “defending and maintaining,
not an exclusively British interest, but an old, honored, and cher-
ished American cause. . . . We . . . do to the British nation just
what we have always insisted all nations ought to do to us.” This
was, the British concluded, “a satisfactory, if surly, reply to Lyons's
demands.”3¢

Mason and Slidell were released to go to Europe, where they
accomplished little. Napoleon III, who had supported the British,
expressed regrets that the Americans had given way, saying to Lon-
don’s ambassador, “England will never find a more favorable occa-
sion to abase the pride of the Americans or to establish her influence
in the New World.” The crisis was over. In the sense that it re-
minded England of Canada’s vulnerability and showed that Seward
was not as hostile as believed, “the Trent operated like a thunder-
storm to clear the atmosphere.”3! But most Americans only remem-
bered that Britain had demanded the release of rebel agents.

Another dangerous crisis, this time at London's initiative, threat-
ened in 1862. British leaders considered mediation, a request to the
belligerents to discuss terms of peace, with recognition of the Con-
federacy either to follow or, if Lincoln and Seward would not agree
to mediation, to be used as punishment of the North. Napoleon 11
backed the project because it promised to restore the cotton flow and
to confirm the erosion of American power, which might otherwise
be directed against his Mexican adventure. Palmerston and Russell
agreed “that the time is come for offering mediation to the United
States Government, with a view to the recognition of the inde-
pendence of the Confederates.” At a critical time, Napoleon was
diverted by a cabinet crisis. Shortly afterward, news that General
George McClellan had turned back Lee’s invasion of the North at
Antietam undermined the conviction that the North could not pos-
sibly win, and the prime minister shelved the project.

Gladstone revived it in the famous speech that declared that
Jefterson Davis had created a nation and called on the United States

30 Bourne, Britain and the Balance of Power in North America, 219.
31 Ephraim Douglass Adams, Grest Britain and the American Civil War, vol. 1
(New York, 1925), 242.
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to “drink the cup.” The chancellor’s speech probably alarmed as
many people as it stimulated; he himself confessed that “the public
response . . . suggested a widespread disinclination to extend rec-
ognition to the South at this time.” It did, however, influence those
who were ready to be convinced. Russell resumed support. It might
be Britain's duty, he wrote, to ask the American contestants “to
agree to a suspension of arms for the purpose of weighing calmly the
advantages of peace against the contingent gain of further bloodshed
and the protraction of so calamitous a war.” Napoleon egged on the
British.

Learning of the danger, Seward had Charles Francis Adams warn
that an offer of mediation would not only be resented but would be
considered a declaration of war. Palmerston then pulled back, writ-
ing, “we must continue merely to be lookers-on till the war shall
have taken a more decided turn.” The cabinet agreed. In mid-
November the plan was shelved, nominally on grounds of timing,
although, because Southern armies never again gained significant
victories, no one later tried to dust it off. The move had never been,
especially for Gladstone, pro-Southern, but rather an effort to get
the North to accept facts. Still, its implementation would have
produced a confrontation of incalculable proportions.

During the last major confrontation of the war, as in the Trent and
mediation crises, Palmerston's ministry was less hostile than Ameri-
cans believed. Under international and domestic law, British firms
could sell arms to the belligerents. Both North and South took
advantage of this, to the great benefit of British industry. Ships were
a more difficule problem. The Foreign Enlistment Act of 1819,
which drew heavily on the American code, allowed shipbuilding for
belligerents only as long as the ships were not armed. English yards
built or outfitted the Alebama and other vessels that, though de-
signed for war, only took on guns after they left British ports to
begin careers as Confederate commerce raiders. British courts con-
strued the law very narrowly, and even when Adams's complaints
sank home, Russell and his colleagues could not at first find a
solution to the problem. When they did try to move, they were
blocked by misfortune: The Queen’s Advocate carried key docu-
ments off to an insane asylum when he suffered a breakdown. Thus
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the Alabama escaped from Liverpool in July 1862 “just whiskers
ahead of a detention order issued by royal officials at Whitehali.”??
Before it was sunk by a Northern warship two years later, it captured
or destroyed 58 ships; another raider, the Florida, seized 38.

The problem became more pressing in 1863 as the so-called Laird
Rams neared completion. These two ships were obviously warships,
clearly designed to pierce wooden-hulled ships enforcing the block-
ade, even if they were to be unarmed when leaving British ports,
and Confederate crews were already in Liverpool. Adams bombarded
the Foreign Office with protests, finally writing Russell, “It is super-
fluous in me to point out to your Lordship that this is war.” It was
indeed superfluous, for Russell had already decided to prevent the
rams departure. Still unable to find evidence of Confederate owner-
ship he was sure the courts would accept, in October Russell and his
colleagues invoked an old law allowing the government to buy ships
it said were needed for national defense, although the Admiralty
actually considered them worthless. The crisis ended by this deci-
sion proved to be the last. After the autumn of 1863 the war
became, in Henry Adams’s phrase, “a bore and a nuisance,” no
longer a matter of serious British concern.

Neither the American people nor, less excusably, those whose job
it was to understand British policy gave Palmerston’s ministry any
credit for its behavior during the Civil War. They especially resented
the proclamation of neutrality and British policy during the Trent
affair, when they had “yielded to a threat, but disliked being told so,
and regarded the threat itself as evidence of British ill-will.”??> They
concluded not that London’s chief concern had been to minimize
present and future trouble but that it had been motivated by pro-
Confederate feelings. This false conclusion became for many years a
substantive factor in Anglo-American relations. Neither people rec-
ognized that, having avoided deeper difficulty during the Civil War,
their relations had been put on the road to that great rapprochement
which was to be one of the most significant developments in interna-
tional politics after 1895.

32 Merli, Great Britain and the Confederate Navy, 92.
33 Adams, Great Britain and the American Civil War, 1:237.
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On April 9, 1865, General Lee surrendered. On the seventeenth,
Lincoln and his cabinet decided to lift the blockade, though scat-
tered resistance continued in the South. That evening he went to the
theater, where an assassin shot him. Within days, thousands of
lecrers of condolence and remorse reached Washington. The Depart-
ment of State later published a 700-page compilation of letters and
editorials from foreign countries, more than forty in all. Among
them was a letter from Queen Victoria to Mary Lincoln, from “wid-
ow” to “widow,” written at the cabinet’s suggestion.



9. The Republican Empire

In 1866, an English magazine, the Spectator, grudgingly observed,
“Nobody doubts any more that the United States is a power of the
first class, a nation which it is very dangerous to offend and almost
impossible to attack.” In the immediate sense, this observation
reflected the confirmation of nationhood through Union success in
the Civil War. In larger perspective, it reflected an amazing growth
of power since the republic’s birth ninety years earlier, little more
than the lifetime of John Quincy Adams's generation.

At the end of the Civil War, the nation’s population exceeded 35
million; Britain and France had fewer people. Although still far
behind Great Britain, America’s industrial output nearly equaled
that of France and exceeded that of other countries. American agri-
culture was the world’s most productive. Territory had swelled from
fewer than a million square miles in 1783 to exceed 3 million square
miles. The arbitrament of war had confirmed the viability of repub-
lican government.

The success of the United States owed much to achievements —
some earned, some not — in relations with foreign powers. Otto von
Bismarck, Germany's “Iron Chancellor,” is supposed to have said
that God seemed to have a special place in his heart for drunkards,
idiots, and Americans. Good fortune did seem to fall on the young
Republic, perhaps most notably in its escape from the consequences
of mismanagement by Jefferson and Madison, but also in such
things as the fortuitous dominance over British policy by Shelburne
and Aberdeen at critical times.

But luck, a cynic may claim, tends to fall upon those who already
have an edge. In Samuel Flagg Bemis's familiar apothegm, “Europe’s
distress” was often America’s “advantage.”! The success of the Amer-

t Samucl Flagg Bemis, Pinckney's Treaty (Baltimore, 1926), iii.
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ican Revolution, from the European point of view a sideshow in
a desperate struggle for power, and the peaceful acquisition of Lou-
isiana are perhaps the best examples. Of course, Europe's distresses
could also prove contagious, as they did in 1812, but even then the
Americans were able to survive in large part because Britain's re-
sources were at full stretch in the war against Napoleon. And Be-
mis's word, “distress,” does not fully encompass those European
factors that helped the Americans. Distractions were enough. Sim-
mering rivalries nearer to home, well short of war, made London, in
particular, but other capitals as well, wary of adding controversy
with the United States. In differing ways, but persistently, European
factors were major contributors to American success.

The Americans were also fortunate, whether through God’s favor
or not, that they were often pushing on half-open or at least inse-
curely locked doors. They did not have to mobilize large armies of
conquest to ensure their expansion, nor did they require standing
armies to defend their empire. For the war against Mexico they
mobilized forces one-sixteenth the size of those used by the North
alone in the civil conflict fifteen years later. Peacetime armed forces
never exceeded twenty thousand before the 1840s, and they were
fewer than thirty thousand when the Civil War began. The Spanish
in Florida, the Mexicans, the Indians — all were too weak to slam
shut the door on housebreakers, and it did not take a military genius
of Napoleon’s caliber to understand that Louisiana was indefensible
in 1803.

Above all, however, the Americans owed their success to their
own drive and ambition. Sometimes their methods were brutal.
Sometimes their leaders miscalculated. Some of them, particularly
in the years before the Treaty of Ghent, worried like other citizens
about the future of the republican experiment. But all embodied or
at least were driven by the republican nationalism of their fellow
citizens. Young America may not have been in all ways attractive,
besmirched as the nation was by slavery, by nativism, by egotism
and arrogance. Certainly European conservatives did not find it so,
as may be seen in such matters as their reaction to the Monroe
Doctrine and their attitudes during the Civil War. “Lust of wealth,
and trust in it; vulgar faith in magnitude and multitude, instead of
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nobleness; perpetual self-contemplation in passionate vanity” — so
John Ruskin, a major figure in mid-Victorian letters, assessed the
United States in 1863, during the trial of republicanism. Ruskin’s
venom aside, these qualities — economic individualism, a belief in
popular sovereignty, and conviction of superiority to other peoples —
had made the nation what it was. They had provided policy with its
quenchless vigor.

“American exceptionalism” and “the American consensus,” two
concepts once used as interpretive guideposts by historians, have
come under heavy attack in recent years. The exceptionalist inter-
pretation stresses the view that the United States is unique, that
its history is to a large degree not comparable with that of other
nations. The not unrelated consensus view maintains that, in con-
trast to others, the American people overwhelmingly, nearly unani-
mously, agree on the fundamentals of government and policy. Both
of these, many now argue, reflect the smug conservatism of the years
in which they gained prominence. To claim that America has always
been governed by consensus suggests a national homogeneity belied
by, among other things, the Civil War, and to stress American
uniqueness raises the temptation to assert American superiority.

For the diplomatic historian, however, the concept of consensus,
and that of exceptionalism, still have usefulness if properly and
cautiously applied. The struggles between Federalists and Republi-
cans early in the nation’s history and, some decades later, the op-
posed views of Democrats and Whigs regarding the tactics and
timing of expansion are at the heart of the record of American
diplomacy. Such differences must not be allowed to obscure the
consensus on national aims shared by policymakers and, when they
turned their attention to foreign policy, the people. All Americans
wanted and expected the nation to expand, territorially and com-
mercially. All wanted to stay aloof from European politics. All
believed in republicanism — as they defined it — and considered
America a “beacon of liberty” for the world. At this level, a consen-
sus existed.

No nations are clones of one another, yet America, certainly
nineteenth-century America, may properly be described as truly
“exceptional.” To make such a claim is not to assert America’s supe-
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riority, moral or otherwise, only to underline the distinctiveness of
its beliefs, its opportunities, and its view of its own place in the
world. We may leave to the founders and builders of the republican
empire the claim that American uniqueness and American superi-
ority were synonymous, but we must recognize that their conviction
— their arrogance, perhaps — helped to drive national policy. In
1785, continuing the outpouring of nationalistic poetry he had
begun at Yale, Timothy Dwight predicted the future:

Here Empire’s last, and brightest throne shall rise;
And Peace and Right, and Freedom, greet the skies.

So believed his countrymen, and, so believing, by 1865 they had
created a republican empire.
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What historians write and teach is a hopefully constructive synthesis
of creative thought, labor in the primary sources, and absorption of
and reaction to the work of others. The following comments direct
interested readers to a selection of the historical literature that has
shaped The Creation of # Republican Empire. For a comprehensive list
of writings on American diplomacy, though limited to works pub-
lished before 1981, see Richard Dean Burns, ed., Guide to American
Foreign Policy Since 1700 (Santa Barbara, Calif., 1983).

1. The Canvas and the Prism

John Quincy Adams’s career is traced in Samuel Flagg Bemis's mag-
isterial biography Jobn Quincy Adams and the Foundations of American
Foreign Policy (New York, 1949) and Jobn Quincy Adams and the Union
(New York, 1956), based very largely on Adams’s papers, which
Bemis was the first to use. Bemis, whose own physical and intellec-
tual affinity with Adams was often noted, treats his subject sympa-
thetically.

For the development of American views of foreign affairs before
independence, emphasizing their imperialist but antimercantilist
nature, Max Savelle, The Origins of American Diplomacy (New York,
1967), is the key work.

Although American diplomatic historians, like those laboring in
other fields, often stress particular themes — economic forces, expan-
sionism, and so forth — few efforts have been made to paint the
whole “canvas.” Dexter Perkins, The American Approach to Foreign
Policy (Cambridge, Mass., 1952), though a reflection of its times, is
a useful exception. Consequently, even more than most chapters in
this book, this one rests upon a wide range of writings, many not
specifically directed to problems of diplomatic history.
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Cultural and ideological forces have drawn the attention of a
number of scholars. An impressive recent work is Michael H. Hunt,
Ideology and U.S. Foreign Policy (New Haven, 1987). Akira Iriye has
stressed “Culture and Power: International Relations as Inter-
cultural History,” Diplomatic History 3 (1979): 115—128, and epi-
sodes are examined in Morrell Heald and Lawrence S. Kaplan, Cu/-
ture and Diplomacy (Weseport, Conn., 1977). Other useful studies
include Merle Curti, The Roots of American Loyalty (New York,
1946); David M. Potter, Pegple of Plenty (Chicago, 1954); Yehoshua
Arieli, Individualism and Nationalism in American ldeology (Cam-
bridge, Mass., 1964); Ernest Lee Tuveson, Redeemer Nation (Chicago,
1968); and Cushing Strout, The American Image of the Old World
(New York, 1963). For the most part, as these references suggest,
one draws insights and evidence from historical studies of diplomacy
in which culture and ideology are not central themes or from studies
of culture and ideology that pay little attention to foreign rela-
tions.

On the theme of republicanism, see the references for Chapter 4.

For the views of the two great foreign cornmentators on America,
see Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, first published in
1835 and 1840, and James Bryce, The American Commonwealth, pub-
lished in 1888. Both have since appeared in many editions.

2. The Birth of American Diplomacy

Foreign relations during the Revolution are surveyed in Samuel
Flagg Bemis, The Diplomacy of the American Revolution (New York,
1935; rev. ed., Bloomington, Ind., 1957), and a new study, Jon-
athan R. Dull, A Diplomasic History of the American Revolution (New
Haven, 1985). Dull avoids the extreme nationalism of Bemis's work,
and he also stresses that the war in America was only a part — a
relatively small one, he maintains — of a larger conflict between
European states. This latter point is also made abundantly clear in
Orville T. Murphy, Charles Gravier, Comte de Vergennes (Albany,
1982). Still, Bemis's book remains a classic. The first chapters of
Lawrence S. Kaplan, Colonies into Nation (New York, 1972), are also
useful here, and Kaplan has edited a fine selection of essays on
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Revolutionary diplomacy, The American Revolution and “A Candid
World” (Kent, Ohio, 1977).

In Tb the Farewell Address (Princeton, 1961), Felix Gilbert argues
that American diplomacy, with its emphasis on trade and interna-
tionalism, broke sharply with contemporary European practices.
James H. Hutson, “Intellectual Foundations of Early American Di-
plomacy,” Diplomatic History 1 (1977): 1-19, takes Gilbert vigor-
ously to task, and Hurtson’s highly critical biographical work, Jobn
Adams and the Diplomacy of the American Revolution (Lexington, Ky.,
1980), among other things repeats this argument. Hutson tends to
ignore the qualifications in Gilbert’s work, but his basic argument is
not unjustified.

Jonathan R. Dull, The French Navy and American Independence
(Princeton, 1975), i1s by far the best treatment of the calculations
that led France to enter the war in 1778. William C. Stinchcombe,
The American Revolution and the French Alliance (Syracuse, 1969),
similarly stands alone in its discussion, from an American vantage
point, of how the alliance actually worked.

The most comprehensive treatment of the war-ending negotia-
tions at Paris is Richard B. Morris, The Peacemakers (New York,
1965), based on extraordinarily broad research. Morris's treatment is
not unmarked by xenophobia, however, and more dispassionate ac-
counts of aspects of the negotiations may be found in Ronald Hoff-
man and Peter J. Albert, eds., Peace and the Peacemakers (Char-
lottesville, Va., 1986). On Franklin, see Gerald Stourzh, Benjamin
Franklin and American Foreign Policy (Chicago, 1954). Vincent T.
Harlow, The Founding of the Second British Empire, vol. 1 (London,
1952), traces the policy of Britain, especially of Lord Shelburne,
during the negotiations; at present a necessary reliance, it deserves
to be replaced. H. M. Scott, British Foreign Policy in the Age of the
American Revolution (Oxford, 1990), although saying remarkably lic-
tle about Anglo-American relations, provides a fine picture of
Britain’s European diplomacy and offers insights into Shel-
burne.

Kossuth's  visit is well described in Donald S. Spencer, Lowis
Kossuth and Young America (Columbia, Mo., 1977).
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3. The Constitution

Frederick W. Marks II1, Independence on Trial (Baton Rouge, 1973),
recounts the diplomatic problems of the 1780s and the work of the
Constitutional Convention, stressing the importance of the former
in the campaign for a new government. In Affermath of Revolution
(Dallas, 1969), Charles R. Ritcheson describes in detail American
problems with Britain, and in Straggle for the American Mediterranean
(Athens, Ga., 1976), Lester D. Langley examines the piracy prob-
lem.

Recent disputes have stimulated study of the Founding Fathers'
intentions regarding the control of foreign policy. See, for example,
Walter LaFeber, “The Constitution and United States Foreign Poli-
cy,” Journal of American History 74 (1987-8): 693—717; Leonard W.
Levy, Original Intent and the Framers' Constitution (New York, 1988);
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York, 1986).
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tion of Treaties ~ the Original Intent of the Framers Historically
Reviewed,” Washington Law Review 55 (1979): 4—135, and Jack N.
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as a Case Study,” Perspectives in American History, n.s., 1(1984): 233~
81. W. Stull Holt, Treaties Defeated by the Senate (Baltimore, 1933),
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gests.
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Thomas E. Cronin, ed., Inventing the American Presidency (Law-
rence, Kan., 1989), 119-53, argues that the Founding Fathers
intentions have been subverted, a claim also made in Francis D.
Wormuth and Edwin Firmage, To Chain the Dogs of War (Dallas,
1986). Broader treatments of the establishment and use of presi-
dential authority include Abraham D. Sofaer, War, Foreign Affairs
and Constitutional Power: The Origins (Cambridge, Mass., 1976),
and Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Imperial Presidency (Boston,
1973).
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4. Federalist Diplomacy

Literature on the theme of republicanism is vast and disputative. A
useful introduction, though now somewhat dated, is Robert E.
Shalhope, “Toward a Republican Synthests,” William & Mary Quar-
terly, 3 ser., 29 (1972): 49-80. Two especially useful works are
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Frank T. Reuter, Trials and Trinmphs (Fort Worth, Tex., 1983),
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(Knoxville, 1974).

Samuel Flagg Bemis, Jays Treaty, 2d ed. (New Haven, 1962),
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Jerald A. Combs, The Jay Treaty (Berkeley, 1970). See also the
closing chapters of Ritcheson, Aftermath of Revolution (Dallas, 1969).
Bradford Perkins, The First Rapprochement (Philadelphia, 1955),
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beyond the end of the Federalist era, to 1805.

Alexander DeConde’s Entangling Alliance (Durham, N.C., 1958)
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