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America’s First Diplomat


Inventing American Diplomacy


On the evening of February 6, 1778, Ben Franklin arrived at the Parisian offices of the French foreign minister, le Comte de Vergennes, to sign America’s first two treaties: a military alliance and a trade accord. Recognition of the new United States, a novel republic, by the venerable and powerful monarchy of France was as momentous as the promise of arms and commerce.


As the delegations gathered, Silas Deane, one of Franklin’s fellow commissioners, expressed curiosity about Franklin’s suit, a worn blue coat of Manchester velvet. When asked about his attire for this memorable occasion, Franklin replied that his selection was “[to] give it a little revenge.”1


Four years before, in 1774, Franklin had been humiliated by the British Crown’s solicitor general, Alexander Wedderburn, at a hearing of the Privy Council in Westminster. The censure had been in a room known as the Cockpit, describing its function as a place of entertainment during the reign of Henry VIII. For an hour, Franklin had stood motionless before the thirty-six sitting members of the Council while Wedderburn scornfully attacked the sixty-eight-year-old Philadelphian for his release of letters that had embarrassed the governor and lieutenant governor of Massachusetts. The ostensible reason for the assembly was to hear the petition of the Bay Colony to remove the Crown’s executives, but Wedderburn instead chastised Franklin.


The Privy Council enjoyed the show. The king’s advisers laughed, clapped, and jeered. Franklin remained silent and without expression. The British governing class of 1774 was a select club. The men present knew one another. To lose face was to be stripped of respect and power. The Whig political philosopher and Parliamentarian Edmund Burke, who witnessed Wedderburn’s diatribe, described the scolding as “beyond all bounds and measure.” Lord Shelburne, who in 1783 would be fated to discharge the unpleasant task of approving the treaty of American independence, wrote former prime minister William Pitt that the solicitor general’s performance had been “scurrilous invective.” Franklin said it was like “bull baiting.” Personal experiences influence diplomats, and this one was a turning point for Franklin. Wedderburn’s ridicule had turned a loyal friend of Britain into a determined enemy.2


Thus, four years after Wedderburn’s verbal execution, on that February night of 1778, Franklin acknowledged to Deane that the suit he had chosen for the treaty ceremony with France was the same one that he had worn in the Cockpit. Diplomacy includes settling scores.


Diplomacy involves deceit as well. Edward Bancroft, Franklin’s private secretary, was a British spy. Right after the signing of the treaties in 1778, Bancroft rushed to make copies and deliver them to London within forty-two hours. Bancroft even managed to get word to a London partner in advance of the signing so that they could short stocks and profit handsomely from the news of the French-American alliance. Diplomacy moves markets and attracts scoundrels.3


Franklin is “America’s First Diplomat.” His representation actually began in 1757, when the Pennsylvania Assembly sent the famous printer, publicist, inventor, scientist, community organizer, and politician to represent its interests in London. Over the course of seventeen years, the colonies of Georgia, Massachusetts, and New Jersey also engaged Franklin as an envoy.


Franklin loved England. As tensions increased between the colonists and London, the Philadelphian offered both visionary plans and practical suggestions to preserve and extend the empire of loyal Englishmen. Franklin had urged Britain to retain control of Canada at the end of the Seven Years’ War in 1763, one of many Franklin efforts to think of America in continental terms. Later he proposed that the American colonies receive representation in Parliament. Abandoning the idea of Parliamentary supremacy over the colonies, Franklin then proposed a union of separate states, subject to the sovereignty of the Crown, much like the later British Dominions.


Franklin’s diplomacy also extended to specific solutions. As late as December 1774, even after Franklin’s battering in the Cockpit, he replied to informal emissaries from the king’s ministers with seventeen points of “hints” to resolve the crisis between London and the first American Continental Congress.4 But the two sides turned instead to a contest of arms, will, and international diplomacy.


When Franklin arrived in France in December 1776 to represent the new United States, he faced a challenge even greater than his experience in London. Paris had not recognized Franklin’s country—nor had any other capital. The United States was in reality a loose confederation of former colonies; about a decade before, in league with their mother country, the British colonies had warred with France. Franklin’s new government, an experimental republic, was untested, starting a war, creating an army and a tiny navy, and trying to raise revenue—all while loudly voicing diverse views. Franklin’s mission challenged the most powerful empire in the world. He sought money, weapons, and supplies as well as political recognition. Later he urged the direct commitment of French troops and the assistance of France’s fleets. And while wooing the French king, Franklin and his compatriots needed to achieve credibility across Europe in order to seek Dutch loans and perhaps a Spanish alliance as well.


Franklin combined a new type of public diplomacy with the old. While the United States was unknown, Franklin was famous. He personalized his representation of America in ways that appealed to French opinion, even to its sense of style. The 1766 portrait of Franklin in London by David Martin is that of a gentleman scholar, wearing reading glasses and studying a book, and watched over by Isaac Newton. In France, artists painted Franklin as the frontier philosophe in his famous marten fur cap (from Canada), wearing plain brown suits, with no wig, and adored by playful Parisian ladies. Franklin’s likeness graced medals, prints, snuffboxes, rings, and even a chamber pot that Louis XVI gave to an enthusiastic Franklin fan. To intrigue the intellectual society of Paris, Franklin highlighted the exceptional nature of America’s cause: He arranged for the publication of the Articles of Confederation, state constitutions, and other republican documents. The old publisher also planted anonymous pieces, especially parodies, to feed rumors, amuse, and mock. Franklin’s diplomacy appealed to France’s sense of self: its respect for the nobility of ideas, culture, and civilization—but also Gallic worldliness, wit, and pride as the historic power of Europe.


At the same time, Franklin was alert to diplomatic verities. For more than four centuries, France and England had been enemies. France yearned to avenge its defeat by Britain in the Seven Years’ War of 1756–63, in which Paris lost its American colonies. Now was the moment for George III to lose his. The wealthier plantation islands of the Caribbean might also fall to Paris. A Franco-American victory could restore balance among European empires. France could assert its leadership in Europe by luring Spain and the Netherlands to join the cause against Britain. France might also rely upon future prospects, whether of commerce or power: The vast territory of the new United States was the size of present-day Britain, France, and Germany combined, and the thirteen states, with less than three million people, had room to grow.


Franklin’s diplomacy operated through private channels as well as official ones; indeed, he had to proceed indirectly before Louis XVI’s recognition of the United States in 1778. Franklin enlisted French officers, materials, and private contributions; he was courting a country while enabling the French government to appear not to take sides. Franklin’s friends—the Marquis de Lafayette foremost among them—would assist with the Americans’ endless pleas for loans, supplies, and direct military intervention.


Franklin spent seven years beseeching Paris for money. Even after winning independence, Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and other Americans abroad apprehended that U.S. financial mismanagement cost their new country international respect. In a few years, it was also obvious that France’s participation in the American war had proven to be exorbitantly expensive for Louis: By 1787, the French monarchy was devoting half its budget to pay the interest on its war debts, a sum it could not sustain. For the first time in 175 years, the French king had to appeal to the Estates General, sending a signal of weakness that led to a fatal breakdown.5


America’s First Diplomat, like those to follow, had to work with colleagues of different temperaments, prejudices, and motives. John Jay’s skills aptly complemented Franklin’s. But Franklin’s assessment of the envious and disputatious John Adams in 1783 captured the Massachusetts statesman precisely: He “means well for his Country, is always an honest Man, often a Wise One, but sometimes, and in some things, absolutely out of his senses.”6


Franklin understood that skillful diplomacy must complement events on the ground. The best envoys have an astute sense of timing—when to act and when to hold back—and how to use the leverage of events to the fullest. Arthur Lee, Franklin’s acrimonious colleague, demanded that the Americans twist their defeats in 1777 into an ultimatum to France. Franklin demurred, and then worked the news of the American victory at Saratoga in October 1777 to play Britain and France against one another: Recognizing that spies were ever-present, Franklin let news slip of British emissaries coming to Paris to seek reconciliation with the United States; at the same time, Franklin knew London would learn of the prospects of an American treaty with Paris. Wanting to avoid an apparent Anglo-American rapprochement, France agreed to a military alliance. The key term for Minister Vergennes was a stipulation that the United States would not make peace without France’s consent.


After the American-French victory at Yorktown in 1781, Franklin had an opportunity to negotiate with a new British government. Rivalries in London and the vagaries of Parliamentary support created uncertainty, however, about the duration of the opening. Franklin used an informal personal connection to signal good feelings toward Lord Shelburne, soon to be prime minister, without risking French observation. Franklin was taking a long view of American strategic interests while seeking to close the historic deal. With the British, Franklin distinguished peace from reconciliation, arguing that Britain should offer generous terms that began to restore fraternal ties. Franklin even tried to persuade London to relinquish Canada to the new nation; he suggested that a continued British presence on America’s northern border would necessitate stronger U.S. ties with France. In speaking to the French, Franklin reassured that the United States would not seek a separate peace. That posture also countered British maneuvers to play the allies off one another. Furthermore, Franklin knew America’s challenges would persist even after peace. He wanted to maintain a friendship with France. Franklin the businessman had an eye for money: Given the insolvency of the U.S. government, America would need even more French aid, if fighting resumed, or to discharge the Continental Army. France deserved respect, Franklin wrote Robert Morris, the U.S. superintendent of finance; Stacy Schiff, the superb historian of Franklin’s “Great Improvisation” in France, observed that Franklin recognized that “nations had feelings too.”7


The French emissaries in America had persuaded (and even paid) the Continental Congress to instruct its negotiators to act only with Paris’s consent. Franklin’s new colleagues, John Jay and John Adams, were suspicious of France’s motives and insisted on negotiating with the British without coordinating with France. Franklin accepted their logic, recognizing France wanted to confine the United States to an Appalachian border and preclude American access to fishing grounds near Canada and Newfoundland. Unlike his colleagues, however, Franklin did not presume bad faith on France’s part. Franklin pointed out that the foreign minister had always dealt fairly and never let him down. Franklin’s diplomacy included gratitude, too. He wanted peace with Britain while retaining harmony with France.


On November 30, 1782, the Americans signed a provisional treaty with Britain to end the war. Franklin then faced the difficult task of explaining to Vergennes why the U.S. commissioners had ignored their obligation to France as well as the instructions from Congress. Moreover, Franklin even had to ask for yet another French loan.


Franklin’s reply to Vergennes’s cool protest was a model of artful diplomacy. Franklin apologized gracefully for an “impropriety” without groveling or conceding great error. To help save face, Franklin agreed that the U.S. treaty with Britain would not become binding until France and Britain agreed to terms. Then, in seeking to be excused by the king “whom we all love and honor,” Franklin hoped that the “single indiscretion” would not ruin this great achievement of the king’s reign. To the contrary, Franklin argued (untruthfully) that nothing in the U.S. agreement was contrary to France’s interests. Finally, appealing to France’s calculations of power, Franklin claimed that any public dispute would only please the allies’ common foe, Britain. Thus, Franklin coated early American duplicity with flavorings of youthful innocence, warm feelings, and cold calculations. Vergennes, a dignified realist, wrote his own assessment: “If we judge the future from what is now passing before our eyes, we shall be poorly repaid for what we have done for the United States of America and for securing them their existence.” When Congress inquired if France would file an official complaint against the American commissioners, the secretary to the French legation replied, “great powers never complained, but they felt and remembered.”8


The U.S. objectives for peace also differed from those of the French and Spanish. At the close of Richard Morris’s classic account of great power diplomacy in America’s War for Independence, he concludes that Franklin and his colleagues sought a durable peace for a new republican nation and government in a revolutionary age, whereas the French and Spanish looked backward to retrieve influence and properties lost in earlier monarchical contests.9


America’s First Diplomat “put practice before theory.” He “favored modest experience over grandiose hypotheses” and “preferred dialogue to dogma.”10 His statesmanship mixed reason, America’s virtues, and, when he enjoyed it, power. Franklin had the critical quality of keeping his eye on the primary objective, avoiding diversions and petty differences. Yet he was attentive to the right details. Franklin wrote Robert Morris that “I find by experience that great affairs and great men are sometimes influenced by small matters.”11


Franklin recognized that the domestic politics of peacemaking would be frustrating. When Henry Laurens, a fellow peace commissioner, predicted the nation’s gratitude, Franklin replied skeptically, “I have never yet known of a peace made, that did not occasion a great deal of popular discontent, clamor, and censure on both sides.” “[T]he blessing promised to peacemakers, I fancy, relates to the next world,” concluded Franklin.12


Even though America’s first peace treaty was viewed across Europe as a diplomatic triumph, the Continental Congress found faults anyway. Schiff concluded, “Diplomats make dull heroes.” Franklin’s experience reminds Americans that they did not attain independence on their own. Franklin’s art and artifice have been all too easy to forget.13


What This Book Is About


This is a book of stories about the history of American diplomacy.


My idea for this work traces back over twenty-five years, when I read Henry Kissinger’s magisterial Diplomacy, which draws on history to illuminate the strategy and art of diplomacy. Yet Kissinger’s perspective—however wide-ranging and insightful—is rooted in the European experience. Even though Kissinger has been a shrewd practitioner of U.S. statecraft, his subtext is that America’s diplomatic experience reflects, as Otto von Bismarck allegedly observed, that “God always looks after fools—and the United States.” In the nineteenth century, according to Kissinger, “the foreign policy of the United States was not to have a foreign policy.” He was critical of much of twentieth-century U.S. diplomacy, too.14 With a different perspective, I believe that the American experience with diplomacy offers valuable insights and ideas.


Kissinger writes that U.S. foreign policy has often overreached—and then overreacted by withdrawing—because Americans have viewed the world as they wished it to be, not as the world really is. Scholars consider Kissinger a “realist” instead of an “idealist” like those who have sought to carry America’s political beliefs—and, presumably, its virtues—to other lands. I once heard Kissinger wryly observe that “America is the only country where being called ‘a realist’ is viewed as a criticism.”


In fact, Kissinger keeps impressive company. In 1951, George Kennan, the author of “containment” at the start of the Cold War, delivered a series of lectures at the University of Chicago on what he considered the sorry state of American foreign policy. He published these discourses as American Diplomacy, 1900–1950, a foundational text for the realist tradition. Kennan decried America’s “legalistic-moralistic approach” to world affairs, driven by the “emotionalism” and the “erratic and subjective nature” of American public opinion. He viewed the real work of diplomacy as “taking the awkward conflicts of national interest and dealing with them on their merits with a view to finding solutions least unsettling to the stability of international life.”15 At the turn of the twenty-first century, Walter McDougall reprised the cautionary wisdom of “realism” in his Promised Land, Crusader State. McDougall warned of the dangers of Woodrow Wilson’s “idealism” and the recurring pull of America’s “global meliorism.”16


American diplomacy also suffered a withering critique from another direction. In 1959, William Appleman Williams of the University of Wisconsin launched the “revisionist” school with his book The Tragedy of American Diplomacy. Whereas Kennan and Kissinger faulted the crusading idealism of U.S. foreign policy, and its incapacity to match means and ends, Williams perceived a single-minded American “imperialism” pursued through economic expansionism.17 The “New Left” revisionists challenged the “orthodox” views of earlier “nationalist” or “conservative” diplomatic historians, who had celebrated America’s achievements. Writing during the frightening nuclear standoffs of the early Cold War and then the Vietnam War, the revisionists challenged Americans to recognize their aggressive past and self-serving motives.


Scholars earn reputations by disputing received wisdom, so the revisionists provoked a reaction among “post-revisionists.” The most prominent in Cold War studies was John Lewis Gaddis, who argued against both the platitudes of orthodoxy and the revisionists’ excessively narrow focus on economic forces. To understand the Cold War, Gaddis explained, one needed to include “domestic politics, bureaucratic inertia, quirks of personality, [and] perceptions, accurate or inaccurate, of Soviet intentions.” In fact, Gaddis maintained, “economic instruments were used to serve political ends, not the other way around as the Leninist model of imperialism would seem to imply.”18


Since the end of the Cold War, writers have tested other frameworks to categorize the driving impulses of U.S. foreign policy. Walter Russell Mead’s Special Providence: American Foreign Policy and How It Changed the World identifies the competition among four schools of thought that run through U.S. foreign policy, each emphasizing a different element of the nation’s nature, and together producing an adaptive mixture.19 David Milne’s Worldmaking tries a new dichotomy, “art versus science,” with the “artists” drawn toward cautious assessments based on historical experience and the “scientists” motivated by theories to remake the world.20 These intellectual histories offer stimulating interpretations and spur creative debates. But intellectual histories risk squeezing messy facts and complex causes to fit theoretical structures. They oversimplify and often fail to explain what in fact happened.


This book takes a different approach. The diplomacy of my experience and study has been about practical efforts to solve problems, often with an eye on domestic politics and sometimes with perspective on the future. The pragmatism of American diplomacy has focused on achieving results in particular matters, not on applying theories.


The idea of pragmatism traces to William James, John Dewey, and a distinctive American philosophy. James and Dewey rejected artificial intellectual conventions, abstractions, and dogmas—as has American diplomacy. In place of a “search for universal, timeless truth,” pragmatic philosophers “emphasized instead that a proposition is true if the practical consequences it implies… do in fact follow in experience.” Pragmatic philosophers and diplomats alike are “instrumentalists”; they begin with problems, look to experience, and match means with ends to “fix the situation.” Pragmatists recognize the powerful roles of chance and contingency, and they appreciate how processes shape practical choices. They account for the dynamism of the world and pluralist perspectives. Pragmatic American philosophers and statesmen share an optimistic belief in progress.21


I am not suggesting that pragmatism offers a simple formula for success. Rather, I will describe the reality of how most U.S. officials approached diplomatic problems. Over two hundred years, U.S. diplomacy has sought out what works, even if practitioners stumbled while discovering what they could accomplish. Franklin, Jay, and Adams struck an opportunistic deal to secure independence and vast territories for a new type of nation. George Washington proceeded carefully with foreign relations, and took the unpopular step of backing Jay’s second treaty with Britain in 1795 to give the United States a chance to take root, accrue power under Alexander Hamilton’s economic designs, and secure the western frontier. Thomas Jefferson interpreted the Constitution flexibly to complete the Louisiana Purchase when timely. John Quincy Adams focused U.S. energies on transcontinental expansion and pushing Europeans out of the Americas instead of getting involved with European revolutions and alliances. Abraham Lincoln and William Seward employed creative legal reasoning to avoid British and French intervention in the U.S. Civil War, figuring it wise “to fight one war at a time.”


At the turn of the twentieth century, when William McKinley could not persuade two-thirds of the Senate to annex Hawaii by treaty, he did so by joint resolution (requiring only majorities) of both houses. Teddy Roosevelt mediated conflicts among great powers in order to maintain balances in East Asia and Europe. Franklin D. Roosevelt cautiously mobilized public support for a global war after the Great Depression. Opposition was intense; in 1941, not long before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, FDR won the extension of the Selective Service Act’s draft by only one vote. Dwight Eisenhower calmed the fever pitch of the early Cold War, preparing prudently for the long haul. John F. Kennedy learned to deal pragmatically with crises. Ronald Reagan set ambitious goals, yet was willing to negotiate and accept step-by-step results. George H. W. Bush combined bold moves with careful restraint and constant diplomatic outreach to end the Cold War peacefully and then to organize an unprecedented coalition to reverse Iraq’s aggression in the first Gulf War.


The U.S. record also includes tragic failures, especially when leaders lost sight of practical foreign policies. Woodrow Wilson stumbled over his design for collective security, which ignored realities of power politics abroad and the requirements for political support at home. Lyndon Johnson’s preoccupation with domestic politics blinded him to making a pragmatic assessment of what the United States could accomplish—and what commitment the American public would support—in Vietnam.


Successful pragmatists consider all available means to achieve results. They pay close attention to realities on the ground—whether of power, economics, military capacity, technology, the attitudes and positions of others, or votes. Pragmatists need to know how institutions work and processes operate; they seek to understand the perspectives and interests of other actors. Knowing when to act—a sense of timing—is vital.


Pragmatic leaders may enjoy intellectual jousts, but they are likely to become impatient with abstractions and long debates about theories when problems demand attention. Pragmatic diplomacy may appreciate the power of rhetoric—especially in effective argument—but will be skeptical of posturing without practical effect.


Pragmatists recognize the need for negotiations and the benefits of imperfect results in a far-from-perfect world. They just keep trying—with a spirit of optimism about fixing things. For them, history offers insights on how to do better, not an acceptance of timeless obstacles.


Pragmatism can include far-reaching visions. The makers of American foreign policy have pursued novel and even exciting ideas, but they have generally been flexible and practical in applying them. Leaders want to accomplish objectives that move the country closer to their vision. Some officials have been attracted to ideologies, but usually not rigidly. American policies have been drawn from the country’s traditions of experimentation and contending ideas. Many concepts recur in different forms in succeeding eras.


Pragmatic leaders usually have to juggle multiple issues, domestic as well as foreign. Officials must balance not only time demands, but the allocation of political and personal capital. To do so, most leaders are drawn to practical “solutions” that must be part of a portfolio of positions and a sequence of incremental actions.


Commentators often labeled Secretary of State and Treasury James Baker, my boss for almost eight years, a “pragmatist.” Baker understood power and deployed it masterfully—in his own political system as well as around the world. Descriptions of his diplomatic attributes—such as having an iron fist in a velvet glove—signaled respect: Both foreign and American leaders wanted Baker to be their friend, and they certainly did not want to be his enemy. In turn, he demonstrated good humor and amused colleagues with fine storytelling, while maintaining a personal reserve. His focus was on actions—getting things done and solving problems.


“History Is the Memory of States”


Historians reflect the debates of their age. Our experience colors how we view people of earlier times. For example, during the Cold War, proponents of realism viewed Teddy Roosevelt’s—and even Alexander Hamilton’s—appreciation of power politics through the prism of mid-twentieth-century challenges.22


Our own time period is an unstable one, both for the direction of American diplomacy and because of shifts in world order. President Donald Trump has promised sharp breaks with the past. He proclaims that past policies have failed. Readers who are struggling to understand what lies ahead might reasonably ask why they should turn to a book about the past. Kissinger’s wonderful response is that, “History is the memory of states.”23


Thirty years ago, Ernest May, an esteemed historian of U.S. foreign policy, and Richard Neustadt, a respected scholar of the presidency, wrote a book for policy makers about the uses of history. But May and Neustadt warned about using historical analogies to predict the future: “Human experience,” they wrote, “includes discontinuity, sudden, sharp, and hard to foresee, if foreseeable at all.”24 Decisive and divisive moments built American history. An understanding of that process may help readers better understand not only those earlier eras, but the twenty-first century as well.


I hope this book may also serve as an antidote to the apparent decline of diplomatic history as a field of study. The postrevisionist history movement drew out previously unappreciated actors, sources, themes, and perspectives on foreign policy including race, gender, religion, and ideologies. Greater reliance on foreign source materials added to international perspectives. Transnationalism expanded diplomatic horizons to include humanitarians, railroad engineers, missionaries, environmentalists, businesspeople, educators, and diasporas. Yet the new histories led to fragmented analyses and fewer efforts to combine the pieces into coherent accounts of international events and policies. The history of diplomacy is rich with tales of human endeavors, practical problem solving, and political insight. As Fredrik Logevall and Kenneth Osgood put the question not long ago, “Why did we stop teaching political history?”25


Insofar as diplomatic history survived, the agenda seemed to focus on understanding the actions at the end of World War II, during the Cold War, and then the confusions of the post–Cold War world. I want to recover ideas, practice, and traditions from the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and the first half of the twentieth century. Given the fluidity of foreign relations in this age, we might apply ideas and pragmatic experiences from America’s first 150 years in fresh ways.


Stories about pragmatic American diplomacy need to recognize flaws in the experience, too. Pragmatists may fail or be slow to recognize significant shifts in underlying realities. Kissinger has properly pointed out that some problems may not be “solved,” only managed, an insight that a practical problem solver may miss.


Pragmatic problem solving can be vulnerable, as Kissinger has also warned, to strategic nihilism. The United States risks conceiving of foreign policy as a series of discrete challenges to be addressed on their merits rather than as part of an overall design.



Five Traditions


America’s diplomatic experience has accumulated traditions. This book draws out five diplomatic traditions that have guided America’s visions and pragmatism. All five have already made an appearance in Franklin’s story. Although these traditions involve topics that are also part of other countries’ foreign policies, U.S. diplomacy has given the application of these ideas a distinctly American flavor.


First, the United States has concentrated on North America, its home continent—to determine the country’s geography, size, borders, population, nature as a republic, security, economy, and relations with neighbors. Some European and Asian states tried to dominate their regions; only the United States succeeded in winning control of its continent. Today, Americans are again interested in their borders, security, and transborder flows of people, commerce, information, and the environment. In the twenty-first century, North America will be the base of power for U.S. global reach, especially across the Atlantic and Pacific. We want it to be the best possible foundation.


At times, U.S. leaders have expanded their continental perspective to include visions of special bonds among American republics. They hoped that the states of the New World might change the ways of the Old World. The United States is likely to continue to pursue the promise of Western Hemispheric partnerships.


Second, America’s trading, transnational, and technological relations have defined the country’s political and even security ties—as well as its economic links—with the rest of the world. The United States arose out of protest against the British Empire’s infringement of liberties, including taxes on trade. From America’s founding, the country drew a connection between economic and political freedoms and embraced the idea that private parties should be the agents of commerce. America’s merchants became practitioners of a new type of transnational internationalism. Over time, Americans pressed for “open doors” to trade. In the twentieth century, U.S. officials recognized the connections between trade and finance and healthy economies, politics, and security. The United States created a model of scientific-technological advances, backed by federal funding, that relied on the country’s universities and private sector; U.S. entrepreneurialism worked hand in hand with America’s transnationalism. In the twenty-first century, America’s ties of trade, technology, and finance will provide the foundations of future orders and partnerships.


Third, U.S. diplomacy has reflected changing American attitudes toward alliances and ways of ordering connections among states. For the first 150 years, Americans heeded Washington’s and Jefferson’s cautions about alliances with European powers. Looking for alternatives, Americans experimented with a range of ways to preserve national independence within safe international systems. The experience of a union of republican states—especially after the preservation of the Union in the Civil War—influenced American thinking about state order for many decades, even to today. Americans looked as well to trade arrangements, international law, arms control, and the mediation of regional balances of power.


After World War II, the United States responded to fears of global breakdown and Soviet hegemony by building an unprecedented alliance network. The American alliances became a new type of political-security system, providing a framework for mutual political and economic benefits. Most of America’s alliance partners were free republics, or eventually became democratic states. After the Cold War, for more than twenty-five years, the United States adapted its expanded alliance network to fit new designs.


Today, President Trump and others question the costs and usefulness of U.S. alliances. Although my career involved working with these alliances to advance U.S. interests and values, the United States will probably reassess the scope, commitments, and shared responsibilities of its alliance system. Americans might consider public and private alternatives—or complements—to alliances for cooperation and competition among countries and peoples. If so, they will want to examine why the United States initially agreed to certain alliances and how the United States put alliances to good use.


Fourth, the stewards of American diplomacy have to understand how to lead—and reflect—public attitudes. Fashioning a foreign policy in a democratic republic, and recognizing the powers of Congress, has confounded many exceptional diplomatic thinkers, including George Kennan. The most skilled U.S. statesmen courted key congressional allies. Successful leaders of American diplomacy need to work with the political factors that will establish the foundation for U.S. foreign policy.


Finally, American diplomacy has reflected the belief that the United States is an exceptional, ongoing experiment, both at home and in international relations, that should serve a larger purpose. The founding generations of the United States were attentive students of the world order of their era. They sensed that their republican experiment, if successful, might have the capacity to change the existing imperial order—to “begin the world over again,” in the words of Thomas Paine.


When Charles Thomson, secretary to the Congress, presented the design of the Great Seal of the United States for approval in 1782, he described its iconography. (Those unfamiliar with the seal will find it conveniently reprinted on the back of a dollar bill.) Pointing to the uncompleted thirteen-tiered pyramid of states overseen by the eye of Providence and to the Latin phrase below, Novus Ordo Seclorum—New Order of the Ages—Thomson explained that 1776 marked “the beginning of the new American Era.” As my first professor of diplomatic history explained, “Much of American history is implicit in [the] question” of “whether the adjective ‘American’ is to be construed geographically limiting or as broadly descriptive.”


The ideas of the Enlightenment, as stated politically through the Declaration of Independence, were internationalist in scope. Over two centuries, American diplomacy would challenge, overcome, and then remake world orders. The ideas of what America’s purpose should—or might—be have evolved over the years. Even when U.S. power has been greatest, American diplomacy has not accepted the status quo of the world order. Americans seek change—which they usually believe will lead to improvement.


Americans are now debating again whether and how they should synchronize the national experiment with international purposes. Historically, America’s nationalism and internationalism have been two sides of the same coin. The United States again faces the question of whether and how it will shape a “New Order of the Ages.”26


The stories that follow reflect the research of many historians. This work relies on the scholarship of numerous writers, as explained in the notes. I add my interpretations based on a practitioner’s experience. You will also find comments on the conduct of diplomacy and the design of policies. The five traditions emerge from the accounts, and I return to these traditions at the close as I consider recent history. As you think about the future of America in the world, I hope you will enjoy the stories, personalities, and ideas.
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Alexander Hamilton


Architect of American Power


Selecting America’s First Secretary of the Treasury


In April 1789, George Washington, the newly elected president of the United States, stopped in Philadelphia on the way to his inauguration in New York City. Washington sought out his old friend, Robert Morris, who had served as superintendent of finance of America’s revolutionary government. Morris, the country’s most powerful merchant-financier, had delivered the monies to keep Washington’s Continental Army alive during its darkest hours. He had been an ally of Ben Franklin. Morris had even used his private credit to pay for troops, fund naval privateers, acquire arms, and procure spies.


According to an account written years later by Washington’s step-grandson, the president-elect asked Morris to become the secretary of the treasury of the new U.S. government. Morris turned the offer down, probably because he needed to concentrate on personal financial problems that would eventually lead to his ruin. But Morris offered Washington a suggestion: “I can recommend a far cleverer fellow than I am for your minister of finance,” counseled Morris, “your former aide-de-camp, Colonel Hamilton.” A surprised Washington replied that he had not known Hamilton “had any knowledge of finance.”1


Hamilton was only twenty-two when he became an aide to General Washington in early 1777. Some thirty-two aides worked at Washington’s headquarters over the eight-year campaign, but Hamilton stood out among this elite cadre. In 1789, Hamilton was only in his early thirties. The New Yorker had been a political ally of Morris in the creation and ratification of the new Constitution, but the two men were not close friends. It appears that Morris had not spoken to Hamilton about his recommendation to Washington.2



A Young Strategist


Morris knew the quality of Hamilton’s mind and the young man’s prodigious appetite for work. In April 1781, shortly after Congress had appointed Morris superintendent of finance, Hamilton had written an unsolicited letter to the older, much more experienced man. The letter consisted of thirty-one printed pages. Hamilton had just resigned his position as an aide to Washington and had retreated to the library of his father-in-law, Philip Schuyler, to reflect on America’s cause. He read and reasoned his way to a fresh synthesis of finance, national power, and war. The Hamilton letter to Morris was in fact a refinement and an expansion of two earlier political-financial analyses, one of which he had written to Congressman James Duane in 1780 and the other probably to Schuyler in 1779. Together, the three letters sketch a plan not only to address the problems of war but also to devise systems of financial and economic power for the young United States.3


Hamilton had witnessed the trials of an army—and, more important, of a new nation—that suffered for want of money. Troops went without pay, clothes, and even food. They lacked arms and ammunition. Men of courage on the battlefield, such as Benedict Arnold, became traitors in part for money. Hamilton had written Duane that the army had become a mob. In a letter in September 1780 to his close friend John Laurens, also a former aide to Washington, a frustrated Hamilton asserted that the army, the states, and Congress were in control of “a mass of fools and knaves.” The want of money, Hamilton recognized in another paper, could lead the army to disband or enfeeble operations so that the public clamored for peace.4 In other times and places, officers of desperate armies turned their weapons on the politicians who seemed to ignore or disdain them.


Hamilton’s missive to Morris, however, looked beyond the field of battle and the encampments of armies. Hamilton made the strategic leap of comparing America’s strengths and weaknesses with its enemy’s. Hamilton perceived that Britain and the United States were fighting a war of attrition. He analyzed Britain’s system of political economy. The colonel concluded that the victory depended not only on mobilizing U.S. resources, but also on eroding London’s credit and will.5


Ron Chernow, Hamilton’s eminent biographer, wrote that the “Revolution [was a] practical workshop in economic and political theory” for Colonel Hamilton.6 Hamilton’s principal insight was that a state needed good credit to wage a long war successfully. The country simply needed to pay its bills. “Power without revenue is a bubble,” concluded Hamilton.


Hamilton turned down opportunities in 1781 to work with the new superintendent of finance or to assist Morris by serving in Congress. The colonel preferred a line command in the Continental Army; he would lead a New York battalion that later captured one of two key British redoubts at Yorktown, sealing victory in the last main campaign of the war. Hamilton sought glory, honor, and fame. He differed from other soldiers, however, in recognizing the importance of finance and economic dynamism to national power and resilience.


Hamilton’s strategic, political, and fiscal insights fired his drive for a new national Constitution. In his Federalist articles, drafted to advocate ratifying the Constitution, Hamilton explained the interconnections among finance, political institutions, and national security. Furthermore, Hamilton’s financial and political designs had implications for America’s foreign policy and even its conduct of diplomacy. The Federalist pointed out bluntly that under the Articles of Confederation the United States had become a pariah country. To succeed in a dangerous world, the new Republic needed foreign commerce, sound money, government revenue, and a peacetime army. As a maritime commercial people, Americans needed a navy, too.7


Hamilton’s Economic Strategy


The Treaty of Paris, Franklin’s legacy, gave the new American Republic vast lands. Virginians, led by Jefferson, were drawn to the ideas of land as the source of wealth, the foundation of liberty through yeoman farmers, and space for security. Hamilton, in turn, understood that the United States needed financial strength, liquid capital, and economic institutions to develop the country’s natural bounty.


America’s first treasury secretary admired the programs of Britain’s William Pitt the Elder and William Pitt the Younger and respected the financial institutions London had developed. Professor Forrest McDonald later perceived that Hamilton took the British example and applied it differently to the United States: Whereas Britain had designed a system to raise money for the government—with incidental political, social, and economic by-products—Hamilton’s system employed financial means to attain political, economic, and social ends. Hamilton was trying to solve a staggering financial problem. At the same time, however, the new treasury secretary was erecting a new architecture of American power.8 On Independence Day, 1789, Hamilton’s eulogy for his former friend and comrade, General Nathanael Greene, alluded to the work ahead: The task, Hamilton explained, was to “[rear] the superstructure of American greatness.”9


As a younger man, Hamilton had once copied a passage from Demosthenes’s Orations that captured his ambition for both military and political leadership: “[Leaders] ought not to wait for the event, to know what measures to take; but the measures which they have taken, ought to produce the event.”10 Hamilton would force decisions, not wait for his “inbox” or meetings to shape his agenda. Moreover, Hamilton’s various actions fit within a design. As an executive, Hamilton turned for guidance to the three-volume memoirs of Jacques Necker, France’s highly respected minister of finance under Louis XVI. Necker wrote that a great minister must be able “to perceive, simultaneously, the whole of a system and the relations of all its parts to one another.”11


Others have related the history of Hamilton’s plans for credit, a national bank, and manufactures. I want to draw attention to the components of Hamilton’s plan and how the parts fit together. Hamilton’s refunding system established the federal government’s debt as a good and reliable credit. The securities composing the federal debt, in turn, expanded the new nation’s monetary base, creating liquid funds for investment. The new Bank of the United States facilitated federal finance, expanded the system of private credit, and supported investment. By refunding the federal debt, financial and mercantile interests acquired a stake in the success of the new government. Assumption of state debts by the federal government further expanded support and the credit base. The new revenue system, especially “moderate” tariffs, linked taxes to interest payments. A “Sinking Fund” offered further comfort to investors in federal debt. Hamilton’s new customs service, Coast Guard, and information systems demonstrated that the secretary’s executive skills matched his ability to devise plans for a new political economy. Taken together, the system enabled Hamilton to lower interest rates on refunded debts—and to raise more foreign loans. Moreover, as Hamilton wrote Morris, “A national debt, if not excessive, will be a national blessing. It will be a powerful cement of our union.”12


Professor McDonald points out another aspect of Hamilton’s plan that often has been overlooked: Good credit depends on market psychology—on confidence—as well as on facts. Hamilton believed that speedy action by the new government was vital to securing the good faith of public creditors.13 And Hamilton recognized that American diplomacy would be a valuable contributor to the confidence in—and practical success of—his newly created system of political economy.


The Diplomatic Strategy Matches the Economic Plan


The treasury secretary assumed a diplomatic role even before Thomas Jefferson, the first U.S. secretary of state, was on the job. Some later guardians of the prerogatives of the State Department view Hamilton’s diplomacy as stepping beyond his jurisdiction;14 in fact, Hamilton was demonstrating that America’s foreign policy, from the very start, incorporated economic perspectives and interests, first by necessity and later by opportunity and choice.


The United States, in Hamilton’s view, was potentially both a land and a maritime power. Any dream of American isolationism was folly because the United States was part of a wider Atlantic world in which European powers were maneuvering for advantage across both continents. During the Constitutional Convention, Hamilton had argued for a strong national government to counter “the fantasy that the Atlantic Ocean would protect America from future conflicts.”15


Hamilton recognized the fundamentals of balance of power politics. A European hegemon was not in the U.S. interest. The United States had to guard against continental powers colluding to control the Mississippi Valley and luring settlers in the new western territories and states away from loyalty to the United States.


In the 1790s, the Mississippi Valley, the strategic heart of power for North America, was still a contested buffer region. Hamilton wanted to push Spain out of eastern North America. He wished to secure New Orleans and the Mississippi for the United States. The secretary of the treasury was wary of French designs—whether monarchical, revolutionary, or later imperial—in North America. And Hamilton even postulated that Britain, the leading naval power, might help thwart moves from Paris and Madrid to constrain the United States in North America. Given time, Hamilton believed that the United States would grow into a great power. In the interim, the nation needed to foster its Atlantic trade, preserve internal cohesion, settle western lands, secure the Mississippi Valley, and maintain the confidence of bankers in Holland and London.16


Hamilton’s economic and foreign policies needed to support domestic peace and tranquility in order to build strength. Hamilton had near-term practical objectives, too: to end hostilities with Native Americans and stop Europeans from encouraging those conflicts; to compel Britain to leave the forts it still occupied on U.S. lands in the west; and to raise revenue from imports to buttress the new credit system. In 1794, trade duties provided about 90 percent of federal revenues; Britain accounted for nearly three-quarters of U.S. imports and half of American exports.17 The United States needed credit from Britain as well.


A Strategic Dialogue with Britain?


In October 1789, shortly after assuming office, Hamilton began to explain his foreign policy strategy to George Beckwith, a British army major and aide to Lord Dorchester, the governor general of British North America. Beckwith came as an unofficial emissary to warn that the new Congress’s tariffs, which discriminated against Britain, would trigger retaliation. But Hamilton engaged Beckwith in a broader exchange about interests.


Today, Hamilton’s diplomatic approach would be labeled a “strategic dialogue.” The treasury secretary offered his perspective on the domestic and international context. He sketched a vision of what relations might become—indeed, should become. Hamilton pointed to common ground and suggested directions each side might take, factoring in political constraints. Hamilton specified nonnegotiable points—such as exiting British forts and thwarting a Native American buffer region—while dropping other demands, such as the return of slaves who left with British forces after the war. He avoided recriminations, preferring to explain intentions and explore mutual interests.


Hamilton observed that the United States was an agricultural country whose economy fit well with Britain’s manufacturing capacities. American purchasing power, already significant, would grow. Britain could expect that U.S. influence would expand; therefore, London should seek political attachments as well as commercial connections. But Hamilton stressed that to forge a community of interest Britain had to respect the United States. The former colonies had been compelled by British policies to ally with France, but Americans preferred bonds with Britain. “We think in English,” Hamilton explained to Beckwith, even though Hamilton also spoke excellent French. Hamilton warned that the United States, if spurned, would ally with France and threaten Britain’s wealthy West Indian islands.18


After eight years of bitter war, Hamilton’s overtures to the former enemy were startling. Jefferson and Madison, in contrast, remained hostile to Britain. They wanted to defy the arrogant, corrupt “British lion” and instead commit to a Franco-American connection. When George Hammond arrived as Britain’s minister to the United States in late 1791, Jefferson insisted that their communications must be in writing. Before long, that channel of diplomacy degraded into a debate over which country first violated the peace treaty and therefore was to blame for a list of problems. Hamilton viewed Jefferson’s outlook as naïve and his diplomatic approach impractical.


In essence, Hamilton was offering to work within the British global trading system, and even to lean toward London in the European struggle for power—if Britain stopped threatening the United States in North America and embraced the country economically through a commercial treaty. Hamilton believed that the United States, the junior partner, would grow into a great power and that close ties to Britain could be mutually beneficial.


In 1782–83, Lord Shelburne, the prime minister who agreed to peace with the independent United States, advanced a similar, farsighted sketch of Anglo-American cooperation. But British enmities against the Americans were too harsh, and Shelburne’s government fell. Similarly, Hamilton’s vision of a transatlantic “special relationship” with Britain could not gain American public acceptance for another century.19 By that time, as Hamilton foresaw, the United States was an emerging great power and Britain sought to accommodate American demands.


A Policy of Neutrality


Hamilton’s overtures to Britain were unsuccessful, and France’s revolutionary turmoil threatened both Europe’s security and America’s stability. Hamilton’s new system required peace. Therefore, the treasury secretary advanced a foreign policy doctrine, neutrality, that would define American diplomacy for more than a century. The greatest challenge for the neutrality policy came in its application. Jefferson and Hamilton jousted over pro-French and pro-British “tilts” when responding to offenses. Neutrality can frustrate countries fighting for great stakes, as the United States would learn during the Civil War and again in 1914. During the Cold War, the United States sometimes objected to countries claiming neutrality.


In the face of British depredations, Hamilton urged President Washington to “[p]reserve peace at all costs consistent with national honor.” Hamilton feared war would “cut up credit by the roots,” cripple exports, choke off imports and revenue, and lead to debt cancellation. With peace, in contrast, “force of circumstances will enable us to make our way sufficiently fast in trade.”20


Hamilton’s neutrality no doubt had a pro-British bias because the United States needed to operate in a world of commerce ruled by Britain. Paris’s revolutionary fervor threatened America’s internal cohesion. The French economy could not supply America’s needs, and Hamilton wanted to escape the “prison” of past treaties with France. His solution was to “steer as clear as possible of all foreign connections, other than commercial.”21


Later in the 1790s, when France attacked American ships, Hamilton again urged Washington to maintain peace. He cautioned against responding to rumors, petty sources of frustration, and “pins and needles” with France. Chernow summarized Hamilton’s approach as “impassioned pragmatism.”22


As the years passed and American strength grew, Hamilton’s commitment to mutually reinforcing systems of national power influenced his diplomacy. When President John Adams struggled with the Quasi-Naval War with France in 1798–99, Hamilton wanted to build a stronger navy, believing that peace was best preserved by preparing for war. Hamilton maneuvered to lead a large army of regular troops under Washington’s overall command. Hamilton even speculated about working with Britain and the Royal Navy to force the Spanish to concede the Floridas and Louisiana to the United States in order to prevent those territories from falling into French hands.23


Washington’s Farewell Address and the Admonition Against Alliances


The culminating expression of Hamilton’s diplomatic legacy is George Washington’s 1796 Farewell Address. Washington and Hamilton worked together closely on this publication. As Chernow observed, the Address states themes that encompassed Washington’s approach to the contentious issues of the day, including foreign policies and domestic strife. The Farewell Address became the first chapter in the “Holy Writ” of American diplomacy.24


Fundamentally, Washington’s Address was a plea to preserve the Union. The president identified threats and defended a vigorous national government. Hamilton made sure to add a passage about the nexus between public credit, backed by tax revenue, and national “strength and security.”


The foreign policy that expressed Washington’s experience—and vision—was Hamilton’s doctrine of neutrality—exhibiting neither “habitual hatreds” nor “habitual fondness” for other countries. In a phrase that reverberated over the years, Washington warned that the United States should avoid “permanent alliances.” Jefferson’s subsequent caution against “entangling alliances” added to this admonition. The American heritage of hostility toward alliances became so powerful that for more than 150 years, the stewards of U.S. foreign policy sought other organizing concepts for the international order.


Hamilton’s Diplomatic Method


Hamilton conducted diplomacy in a reasoned, respectful, and firm but not belligerent fashion. He expected nations to act according to self-interest but knew that individuals conducting affairs of state had feelings and might not act rationally. Emotions could lead officials to miscalculate interests. Hamilton preferred “mildness in the manner, firmness in the thing.” A later admirer of Hamilton, Teddy Roosevelt, summarized his similar approach as “speak softly and carry a big stick.”25


Hamilton did not direct his measured diplomacy solely toward London. When later dealing with French transgressions, Hamilton cautioned against overreaction, noting “Strut is good for nothing,” and calling for “real firmness.” “Combine energy with moderation,” Hamilton counseled.26


Hamilton, like Franklin, observed that “minute circumstances, mere trifles, give a favorable bias or otherwise to the whole.” He was attentive that “nations like individuals sometimes get into squabbles from the manner more than the matter of what passes between them.” One of Hamilton’s biographers properly concluded that Hamilton’s diplomacy was marked by “candor, goodwill, and good sense.”27 Secretary of State James Baker offered similar diplomatic counsel: “Pick your shots.”


Talleyrand and Hamilton’s Realism


A notable character in Dr. Kissinger’s studies of European diplomacy, Charles de Talleyrand, offered a calculating assessment of Hamilton and his American diplomacy. In early 1794, Talleyrand, a stateless émigré from revolutionary France’s Reign of Terror, fled to America for two years. The Frenchman, a rogue of wit and intellect, greatly admired the American treasury secretary. Indeed, Talleyrand wrote that he considered “Napoleon, [Charles] Fox [of Britain], and Hamilton the three greatest men of our epoch and… I would give without hesitation the first place to Hamilton.” Talleyrand concluded that Hamilton had “divined Europe,” meaning that the American had assessed the forces shaping the continent’s politics and power.28


Talleyrand agreed with Hamilton that Britain, not France, could best offer the long-term credit and industrial products America needed to grow. As for the difficulty of the United States aligning with its former enemy, Talleyrand appreciated that “resentments do not subsist when you have won. Satisfied pride reserves no desire for revenge.”29 Neither Hamilton nor Talleyrand fully appreciated that Jefferson, Madison, and other leading Virginians believed that they still had scores to settle with a condescending Britain.


Although Hamilton and Talleyrand respected one another’s intellect and shared a commitment to realistic, not sentimental, assessments of foreign policy, their characters were fundamentally different. During the winter of 1795, Talleyrand walked through the cold streets of New York City on his way to a dinner party. The wily genius spied Hamilton working by candlelight in his law office on Wall Street. Hamilton had stepped down as treasury secretary not long before. The Frenchman was bewildered: “I have seen a man who made the fortune of a nation laboring all night to support his family.” Shortly thereafter, when Talleyrand returned to France to become foreign minister, he wrote a friend that “I have to make an immense fortune of it.” And he did. In contrast, Hamilton’s drive for power was combined with a strong sense of republican virtue.30


Talleyrand recalled one other feature that dominated Hamilton’s perspective: “a persistent faith in America’s economic destiny.” Hamilton believed ardently in “the day when—and it is perhaps not very remote—great markets, such as formerly existed in the old world, will be established in America.”31 Sadly, Hamilton, the architect of American power, would not live to see that day.


The Hamiltonian Legacy of Economic Statecraft


Alexander Hamilton had a rare ability to understand systems of power. As a strategist, he combined visions with practical steps that moved the United States toward his long-term aims.


The foundation of Hamilton’s system was economic and financial strength. He recognized the critical role of national credit—not only for Americans, but also for their enemy in London, which faced the costs of a war of attrition. As treasury secretary, Hamilton built a system of liquid capital, institutions, and even market psychology that launched the U.S. dollar and American financial markets toward preeminent global positions that they enjoy today. Hamilton also comprehended how America’s freedom to trade—and its maritime relations—were vital components of the country’s economic strategies, foreign and domestic. In part because of the amazing success of Hamilton’s vision, later generations of Americans have often taken his accomplishment for granted. When they have done so, the United States has risked the ultimate source of its power.


Hamilton’s system also included the federal Constitution, an effective national government, and a standing navy and army. He apprehended how the interconnections of economic capacities, finance, military power, and political institutions created national security and international influence. He even recognized how technology and innovation contributed to economic and military power.


America’s first treasury secretary combined his systemic insights with a geopolitical analysis. He knew that the United States needed an economic and a security strategy for the Atlantic world and to dominate the Mississippi Valley. The United States could not realistically pretend to ignore the powers of Europe; it needed ways to maneuver among them, especially during America’s early decades, as the country built its power. Hamilton recognized the potential benefits of a partnership with Britain, but politics and honor required mutually respectful relations even though Britain was far more powerful. As it turned out, neither the politics in London nor those in America would support Hamilton’s diplomatic design for at least another century.


Not for the last time, an architect of American statecraft failed to read correctly—or mobilize—public support. Without a British partnership, Hamilton turned instead to a doctrine of neutrality. Neutrality would be the guiding star of American diplomacy for well over a century. Neutrality did not mean, however, disengagement. To the contrary, America’s policy of neutrality required agile tactics as U.S. leaders faced the practical problems of their times. As I will relate in chapter 7, when President Woodrow Wilson departed from America’s policy of neutrality during World War I, he did so by trying to redefine neutrality as a new type of collective security.
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Thomas Jefferson


The Futurist




Expanding the Republic


The Treaty of Paris doubled the territory of the United States. The Confederation Congress then had to decide how these vast western lands would be governed.


During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, capitals that secured, settled, and administered new regions viewed matters of territorial governance as questions of both national and international policy. Colonies were part of the old imperial-mercantilist order that dominated European thinking. Czarist Russia, in turn, extended a centralized, autocratic military-administrative state eastward to the Pacific and beyond, as far as North America. Even Parliamentary Britain wanted to retain control over its “white” dominions—such as Australia, Canada, and New Zealand—well into the 1800s and even into the early twentieth century.


Thomas Jefferson had a different idea. The pre–Constitutional Congress, meeting in Annapolis over the winter of 1783–84, had been slow to gather a quorum of states. While waiting, Jefferson, brimming with plans for the new republic, wrote thirty-one reports in four months, including a paper on coinage that led to the adoption of the dollar and decimal system.1


On March 1, 1784, Jefferson presented a committee plan for the governance of the trans-Appalachian territories. Jefferson viewed these lands as vital to U.S. security; they offered “defense in depth” against neighboring European colonies. Jefferson had helped organize Virginia’s military expedition to seize the Illinois country, and as governor had ceded vast real estate to the Confederation’s Western Reserve. But security required settlement.2


The key principle of Jefferson’s committee report was that new lands should become coequal states with the original thirteen. Indeed, in seeking states of approximately the same size, Jefferson recommended fourteen new states, even outnumbering the thirteen of the Revolution, and giving the entrants more votes than their predecessors under the Articles of Confederation.3
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This powerful republican principle was not Jefferson’s alone, although he had first included it in a draft constitution for Virginia in 1776. His plan, however, gave the idea a democratic twist. After the lands were supposed to be purchased from Native Americans, Jefferson envisaged that the territories would step toward statehood in stages, with graduation based on population size. The territories would enjoy self-government at each phase, based on universal white, male suffrage; there would be little interference by the national government. At the time, only Pennsylvania’s constitution recognized such a democratic electorate. The territories would share obligations for the Confederation’s debt and for the common defense.4 Jefferson did not want the expansion of the United States to repeat the mistakes of the British Empire by creating second-class colonies.


Jefferson’s suggested names for the new territorial-states were a mixture of Native American, classical, and honorific; most, including Cheronesus, Assenispia, and Polypotamia, fortunately fell into history’s wastebasket. But Illinois, Michigan, and Washington received their launch from Jefferson’s report. Jefferson’s interest in geometrical designs led him to ignore geographical features when fixing boundaries, an innovation delayed until the entry of the western states later in the nineteenth century.


Jefferson’s report included one other startling idea: After 1800, slavery and indentured servitude would have been illegal in all the new western territories, south and north. Jefferson needed seven of the thirteen original states to agree. When the antislavery article came to a vote on April 19, only six states voted yes. The delegate from New Jersey missed the vote because of an illness. Only one other southerner voted with Jefferson.


Two years later, Jefferson wrote to a French historian about the move against slavery: “The voice of a single individual of the state which was divided, or of one of those which were of the negative, would have prevented this abominable crime from spreading itself over the new country. Thus we see the fate of millions unborn hanging on the tongue of one man, and heaven was silent in that awful moment! But it is to be hoped it will not always be silent and that the friends to the rights of human nature will in the end prevail.” After that lost vote, Jefferson never again took a bold step against slavery.5


Much of the rest of Jefferson’s plan was adopted by the Confederation Congress in the Ordinance of 1784, but implementation faltered before the establishment of a new Federal Constitution. In 1787, the Congress superseded the plan with the Northwest Ordinance. That landmark legislation built upon Jefferson’s republican principles for new states. The Northwest Ordinance included a ban on slavery, but only north of the Ohio River.


Settlers pushed aside Native American tribes despite George Washington’s argument that the First Americans possessed “the right of soil” and that to dispossess them would “stain the character of the nation.” The notion of full citizenship—for Native Americans, African-Americans, immigrants, women, and others—in the new American nation would prove a battleground—physically and ideologically—throughout its life.6


Taken together, the Treaty of Paris and the Ordinances of 1784 and 1787 laid a foundation for the country’s future power. They also planted the seed of an idea about future relations among republican states. The idea of a Union among states became a powerful—even mystical—one for nineteenth-century Americans. Especially after the preservation of the Union in the Civil War of 1861–65, the experience of “Union”—of an expanding “peace pact” among republican states—influenced American speculations about alternatives to the old monarchical and militaristic European international order.7


Louisiana and the Mississippi Valley


Thomas Jefferson was a “westerner at heart,”8 as any visitor to his home at Monticello can see today. When he became the third U.S. president in March 1801, Jefferson faced a conflict between his strategic preferences of westward expansion and friendship with France.


Jefferson’s inaugural address embraced American neutrality. He extended Washington’s warning against “permanent alliances” to encompass no “entangling alliances.” The moment seemed propitious for the dynamic, growing United States to distance itself from Old Europe’s strife and wars. Outgoing president John Adams had concluded a treaty on September 30, 1800, to settle the Quasi-Naval War with France. Equally opportune for Jefferson, Adams’s diplomacy had badly split the Federalist Party, strengthening the new president’s political hand at home.


Unbeknownst to Americans, however, France had signed another treaty—a secret one—with Spain just the day after concluding peace with the United States. Napoleon, who had become first consul of France the prior November, had plans with ominous implications for Jefferson and the United States. In 1761–62, the Bourbon Monarchy of France had ceded Louisiana, its vast western colony in North America, to their fellow Bourbons of Spain; the transfer was part of a compensation settlement at the end of the Seven Years’ War. But in 1800, Napoleon wanted Louisiana back; his secret Treaty of Ildefonso reestablished France as an imperial power in North America. The final convention between France and Spain of March 21, 1801, provided a kingdom in Italy for the Spanish queen’s nephew (and son-in-law) in exchange for Napoleon’s regaining the vast colony on the western border of the United States.9


Napoleon thought that his recent peace with Britain and his continental enemies offered an opportunity to extend France’s empire far beyond Europe. One option was to return to Egypt and look east. Another was to make the Gulf of Mexico a French lake, uniting the rich islands of the Caribbean with the vast watershed drained by the Mississippi River. Napoleon’s foreign minister, Talleyrand, back in Paris after his exile in America, was a proponent of a revived western empire. He had presented a paper before the Institute National, a learned society in Paris, suggesting the commercial benefits of supplying the sugar islands of the West Indies with the produce of Louisiana, in order that France might profit from the “white gold” of Caribbean plantations. After his time in the United States, Talleyrand had concluded that the Americans were an aggressive, expansionist people and that the nominal Spanish overlords of New Orleans and Louisiana would not be able to resist the land-hungry Yankees. But France could do what Spain could not.10


Jefferson’s ardor for France had cooled in the late 1790s after Europe’s republican experiment had turned into Napoleon’s virtual dictatorship. Throughout the late 1790s, Americans had heard rumors that France might recover Louisiana. By March 1801, Jefferson’s suspicions were stirring, but the government was slow to learn the truth. After failing to uncover the threat to Louisiana, Jefferson’s secretary of state, James Madison, finally embraced the dark arts of espionage and set up a small discretionary fund to pay informers in foreign missions.11


Jefferson pieced together a troubling picture from scattered reports. The American minister in Madrid, David Humphreys, saw a brief item in a Paris newspaper in August 1800 about a French mission to Madrid to discuss Louisiana. Williams Van Murray, the U.S. minister in Holland, wrote in March 1801 of a rumor that France had taken Louisiana and the Floridas. Minister Rufus King in London reported the same credible hearsay to Jefferson in May. In November 1801, King acquired a copy of the secret treaty. Finally, a paid informant in the Spanish Foreign Ministry sent word that Paris and Madrid had actually signed the treaty of transfer.12


In 1801, the Mississippi River was, in effect, the United States’ second seacoast, and the Port of New Orleans was the bottleneck for all transit in and out. Napoleon and Talleyrand were well aware that the Americans would object to France’s western expedition. Spanish control over New Orleans and the Mississippi had on occasion obstructed U.S. commerce, but Spain’s weakness gave the United States the upper hand in any showdown. The powerful French posed an entirely different threat. In 1801, Napoleon wanted to seize his prize before announcing his strike. The first consul needed to ready ships and troops in advance of making his move. In the meantime, he would keep Spanish officials in place to avoid alarming the Americans.13


Historians estimate that well over three thousand American sailors and traders passed through New Orleans in 1801. More than half the ships entering the port flew U.S. colors. Many other ships of Spanish registry were owned by Americans. Most of Louisiana’s commerce was American. As Jefferson would note, the produce and exports of five U.S. states depended on the channels of the Mississippi. The president wrote Robert Livingston, the U.S. emissary in Paris, “There is on the globe one single spot, the possessor of which is our natural and habitual enemy. It is New Orleans.”14


American diplomacy in the Louisiana crisis had to weigh the effects of great uncertainties in Europe. The United States had to maneuver among the great powers of Europe while avoiding being drawn into their world war.


Saint-Domingue and the Caribbean Passage


The key that unlocked the door of diplomatic opportunity for Jefferson was France’s failure to recapture Saint-Domingue (which became Haiti in 1804) from the freed slaves who had overthrown their plantation owners during the French Revolution. The plantation islands of the West Indies were far richer than Louisiana. Napoleon and Talleyrand’s plans considered the islands, the Port of New Orleans, and the unexplored lands of Louisiana as a matched set: The islands produced great sugar wealth and protected Atlantic-Caribbean sea lanes; New Orleans was the port that linked the inland empire with the maritime realm and thus the connection with Europe; and Louisiana represented the promise of agricultural production and mineral wealth that could feed island plantations and enrich the Metropole of France.


Saint-Domingue was led by Toussaint L’Ouverture, a talented and tough former slave. Ruling over half a million former slaves and thousands of mulattoes and whites who had not fled, Toussaint did not surrender power easily. Late in 1801, the first consul sent twenty thousand troops and a large French fleet to subdue Toussaint and the island. The French commander, Charles Leclerc, was an able general as well as Napoleon’s brother-in-law. After reasserting control, Napoleon planned to use Saint-Domingue as the base for operations for the occupation of Louisiana and to threaten Jamaica and the British Caribbean islands.15


Instead, France’s invasion proved disastrous. French duplicity destroyed any hope of winning over the former slaves through an arrangement of local governance within France’s empire. Toussaint was tricked and captured; within a year he died in a French prison. His forces retreated to the mountains. But the French were devastated by yellow fever and malaria. Over the course of a year, Leclerc lost twenty-four thousand men. At first, Jefferson sympathized with French efforts to subdue the rebellious former slaves. American slaveholders feared the Africans’ success. But when Paris would not answer the president’s questions about French plans for Louisiana, the United States permitted merchants to aid the Haitians.16


Throughout 1802, Napoleon kept his eye on Louisiana, even amidst his frustrations with Saint-Domingue. In April, Napoleon ordered his minister of the navy, Admiral Denis Decrés, to secretly organize the military and administrative arms of an expedition to Louisiana under the cover of a plan to reinforce Saint-Domingue. The details extended to casting medals with the first consul’s likeness—gifts to North American chiefs who were potential allies against the United States.17


Jefferson’s First Diplomatic Moves


By the spring of 1802, Jefferson’s agitation about Napoleon’s intentions for Louisiana prompted powerful statements about the stakes involved. Jefferson’s letter on April 18 to Livingston in Paris left no doubt about the threat the president wanted to convey to Napoleon. The president wrote that the cession of Louisiana to France “completely reverses all the political relations of the United States.…” Although France and the United States had enjoyed a community of interests, the day that France “plac[ed] herself in that door [of New Orleans], [it] assumes to us the attitude of defiance.” The United States and France would face “eternal friction.” The Americans would be forced to marry the British fleet and nation. And the United States had to turn its “attention to [building] a maritime force.” The Anglo-American alliance “would make it impossible for France to reinforce her settlements in the Americas.” Britain and the United States would hold sway over all the Americas, with implications for the European power balance. Livingston, probably judging that Napoleon was more likely to be persuaded by logic than threats, softened the message, but there is no doubt that Napoleon heard through multiple channels that France would pay a geopolitical price for its Louisiana adventure.18


Robert Livingston, from landed New York gentry, never felt fully accepted or respected by the Virginians. But Livingston might have contributed to solving the Louisiana problem through his uncommon diplomatic style. Livingston tried to build ties with Napoleon, Talleyrand, and Treasury Minister François Marbois by offering advice to serve France’s interests. Livingston understood, or perhaps just intuited, that in the France of 1800—after the turmoil of the revolution, terror, counterrevolution, and Napoleon’s first consulship—the contest for ideas was much more open than during more settled times. If Livingston could pry his way into the small circle that advised Napoleon, perhaps he could shape the leader’s thinking.


Livingston prepared a twelve-page paper advising the first consul to reconsider Paris’s colonial policy, based on France’s own economic interests. The colonies make no sense for France, Livingston wrote, not because of U.S. interests but because colonies are for countries that have an excess population and the inability to produce fine products. France needed its people in Europe. And French wine and craftsmanship offered opportunities for huge profits through exports—including to a friendly United States. Moreover, colonies would prove costly, argued Livingston. Both Talleyrand and Marbois read the paper and recommended it to Napoleon, who was intrigued. The first consul was not prepared to forgo war to make France a peaceful export power, but he could not ignore the costly economics of colonies.19


Napoleon even seemed to have an affinity for the New Yorker and the American’s willingness to step outside of traditional roles to offer creative, if sometimes incomplete, ideas. Today one would say that Livingston piqued his host’s interests by thinking outside the box in ways that might be of help. For whatever reason, the usually impatient Napoleon noticed Livingston was hard of hearing, and he showed the older gentleman special courtesy by articulating his words more clearly when in his presence.20


Jefferson sent his own message to Paris through Louis-André Pinchon, the young French chargé in Washington: that the United States “would eventually have Louisiana through the force of things.” A French move would drive the United States to ally with Britain, and France would lose both New Orleans and American friendship.21


Madison spent considerable time with Pinchon, flattering the twenty-nine-year-old as an intellectual counterpart. The secretary’s wide-ranging talks suggested deeper Franco-American ties, but Madison concentrated on the critical risk to the relationship. Madison wanted to delay any French occupation of Louisiana and encourage a deal. The secretary of state warned that France was playing into the hands of the pro-British Federalists.


In the summer of 1802, an angry Madison took a step further. He lectured Pinchon about France’s bad faith and dissimulation. Madison had read an article in La Gazette de France that argued France must stand up to U.S. expansionism. Countering the notion that French control over the Mississippi would split off the western states, Madison declared that French possession of the territory “would unite Americans, and… France cannot long hold Louisiana against the will of the United States.” Madison observed that France had not responded to inquiries about U.S. rights upon the Mississippi and concluded pointedly, “Certainly if people behaved thus toward you, you would regard this silence as a sort of declaration of war.”22


Jefferson’s diplomacy extended to private channels. The members of the du Pont family were thinkers, businesspeople, and investors who operated in both France and the United States.23 When Jefferson learned that Pierre du Pont planned to travel to Paris, the president suggested that inflated numbers of American militiamen were readying for action on the Mississippi. Meeting with Pierre for two hours, the president warned that his distaste for war should not be interpreted by Napoleon as a lack of resolve. Following the meeting with a letter, Jefferson argued that circumstances permitted no delay. France faced dire consequences: a “war which would annihilate France on the ocean and place it under the despotism of two nations”—the United States and Britain.24


Pierre du Pont responded with blunt honesty, which presidents need to hear but often do not. “To say, ‘Give up that city or we shall take it from you’ is not at all persuasive.” “What then are your means of acquiring and persuading France to an amicable cession of her property? Alas, Mr. President… it is payment in money. Consider what the most successful war with France and Spain would cost you. And contract for a part—a half let us say.”25


The president asked du Pont to destroy his reply, so we do not know his reaction to the proposal to buy what America wanted. But Jefferson did not reject the idea of a purchase. And he kept du Pont informed about U.S. moves.


Du Pont was assessing both France’s need for money and Napoleon’s temperament. The old gentleman gained an audience with Bonaparte and proposed his simple bargain. Du Pont probably was the man who planted the seed of the idea of a monetary deal with Napoleon. In the spirit of an honest broker, du Pont shared the same view with both parties: Was not this problem really a matter of reaching a fair price for valuable real estate? At this point, du Pont was suggesting several millions of dollars for an agreement on the future of New Orleans and permanent U.S. rights to transit the Mississippi. Yet Napoleon was also hearing messages about Jefferson’s impassioned reactions to French moves. Even if the United States might not have had the military means to back up its rash assertions, the president’s threats could prove dangerous. When it came time for Napoleon to calculate risks and opportunities, he now had a new option: selling the whole venture and using the proceeds for a land campaign to win the domination of Europe.26



The Spanish Spark a Crisis


In the autumn of 1802, an unexpected event forced the Louisiana question higher on everyone’s agenda. On October 18, the leading Spanish official in New Orleans ended the Americans’ right to deposit goods in the city. This action did not deny Americans the right of free navigation, but it wreaked havoc with transshipment. The news reached Washington in November. Americans were outraged. And they thought they knew whom to blame: Napoleon and the French.


In fact, Paris was surprised by the Spanish official’s deed, although at first Napoleon and Talleyrand did not complain. The king of Spain had sent secret instructions to his man in New Orleans. The king was determined to stop American smuggling and welcomed an opportunity to embarrass France. Spain felt bullied by Napoleon over Louisiana and French demands for Florida.27


Legislatures across the western states denounced Spain’s action. The American Federalists—a party with most of its strength in the Northeast—rapidly embraced the westerners’ cause. Calls to arms resounded across the country—against France, Spain, or both. Secretary Madison wrote to U.S. minister Charles Pinckney in Madrid that the Mississippi was “the Hudson, the Delaware, the Potomac, and all other navigable rivers of the Atlantic states formed into one stream.” Madison demanded that Spain revoke the suspension immediately.28


Madison also wrote Livingston to make sure the French understood that the events in New Orleans had precipitated an explosion that the president could not contain. “There are now or in less than two years will be not less than 200,000 militia on the waters of the Mississippi,” wrote Madison, “every man of whom would march at a moment’s warning to remove obstructions from that outlet to the sea, every man of whom regards the free use of that river as a natural and indefeasible right and is conscious of the physical force that at any time give effect to it.”29


Jefferson faced a dilemma when Congress returned to Washington in December 1802. Procrastination would alienate the president’s strongest supporters in the west and south; action might trigger a war. Jefferson maintained that the Spanish official in New Orleans had acted on his own and called on Madrid to reverse course. To satisfy his western supporters, the president assembled seven companies of troops at Fort Adams on the Mississippi not far above the Spanish border. Governor William Claiborne of the Mississippi Territory wrote that he had two thousand well-organized militia ready to take New Orleans before the French arrived. Jefferson and Madison thought the French might consider some purchase to resolve the conflict.30



Monroe’s Mission


On January 10, Jefferson took another step to strengthen his political and negotiating strategies: He asked James Monroe to travel to Paris and Madrid as a special emissary. Monroe was popular in the west, trusted by Jefferson and Madison, spoke French well, and was familiar with France, where he had served as minister (albeit with a questionable record) in the 1790s.31 Jefferson told his son-in-law that the westerners’ “confidence in Monroe will tranquilize them.” Assuming that New Orleans must be seized or bought, a committee of Congress also proposed an appropriation of $2 million to buy New Orleans and the Floridas.32


Jefferson understood that he was buying time while exploring the option of negotiation. He also searched for more leverage with France and additional options in the event Napoleon would not bargain. The president extended Monroe’s mission to include consultations in London, on the recommendation of the British chargé in Washington; Jefferson hoped Paris would recognize the risk of an Anglo-American agreement, perhaps to seize Louisiana. Jefferson convened his cabinet in January to discuss a possible alliance with Britain, an amazing step given the president’s long record of hostility. At another meeting, later in April, Jefferson’s cabinet actually voted, 3 to 2, to “enter into conferences with the British Government” and “fix principles of alliance” if France would not sell—although the U.S. terms suggest the negotiation might have been meant primarily to signal a threat to Paris.33


Jefferson launched one more venture, one that dovetailed with his interests in science and the natural world. The president needed intelligence about the unknown lands west of the Mississippi. On January 18, shortly after Congress concurred with Monroe’s mission, the president sent Congress a request for an exploratory corps of discovery to Upper Louisiana. After a discussion behind closed doors, Congress authorized what became known as the Lewis and Clark expedition. With the stated aim of scientific discovery and exploring trade with Native Americans, Jefferson’s primary objective was military reconnaissance—a spy mission—in French and Spanish territories to scout possible “purchase… or conquest.”34


For now, however, the Monroe mission was the critical event. The United States mistakenly thought that France had acquired the Floridas as well as Louisiana. Therefore, Monroe and Livingston were directed to seek “a cession to the United States of New Orleans and of West and East Florida, or as much thereof as the actual proprietor can be prevailed upon to part with.” Their fallback was to seek an expanded right of deposit in New Orleans and similar rights at the mouths of other rivers that flowed into the Gulf of Mexico. To back up his bargaining, Monroe could warn that the people of the United States would seize what they deserved and could not otherwise acquire—an implied but indefinite threat of war.35


Jefferson spoke to Monroe in the utmost confidence before his protégé departed. The president said that he would be willing to stretch to a price of 50 million francs—a little more than $9 million—for Mississippi navigation rights and a substantial part of the Floridas. He was more than quadrupling the $2 million figure that a committee of Congress had discussed in a much more limited context. To give some sense of comparison, the total outlays of the federal government in 1801 were $9.4 million.36


Developments in Paris, Washington, Madrid, and London


Across the Atlantic, events in early 1803 prodded Napoleon to recalculate his plans. His brother-in-law, General Leclerc, had been felled by yellow fever in November, amidst heavy losses of troops. The French expedition that was supposed to sail from the Netherlands to Louisiana was plagued by postponements and then held back by winter weather. After delaying the formal transfer of Louisiana to France, Spain refused to grant the Floridas. Without Saint-Domingue and control of the Gulf coast in North America, Napoleon’s plans looked shakier. “Damn sugar, damn coffee, damn colonies,” he reportedly complained in early 1803.37


The French had difficulty calculating the latent power of the new United States. Jefferson and Madison pointed to huge population increases in the west, perhaps with timely exaggerations, suggesting a reserve army ready to march on New Orleans. “Population is power,” said Jefferson. Pinchon forwarded a summary of the U.S. Census of 1800, which revealed a population increase of 2.5 million—and a growth rate that would rapidly double America’s numbers. “These developments boggle the imagination,” Pinchon wrote Talleyrand.38


Pinchon’s reports home fed Napoleon’s sense of disquiet. Pinchon believed that Louisiana’s security depended on America’s goodwill. Unusually for foreign diplomats of this era, he paid attention to Congress, too. The Federalist Party was demanding war. Pinchon warned that if France rejected Jefferson’s overtures, Paris should expect conflict.39


In February, Senator James Ross of Pennsylvania, a Federalist, offered a series of resolutions authorizing $5 million for the president to call out a fifty-thousand-man militia force to seize New Orleans. The Senate defeated the resolutions, 15 to 11. It passed a substitute, offered by Senator John Breckinridge, a Democrat-Republican from Kentucky, that authorized the president to call up eighty thousand militia—but enabled Jefferson to control the timing. Napoleon learned of Ross’s belligerent resolutions in early April through a story in the Times of London. The distinctions of the U.S. Constitution’s separation of powers were probably lost on the all-powerful leader of France. But he sensed accurately that relations with the United States had reached a critical point. Monroe would need an answer.40


Even as Monroe was departing for Europe, Jefferson’s diplomacy was producing results with Spain. Madrid realized that public pressure in the United States could force the president into military action that he wanted to avoid. The Spaniards already saw war clouds gathering over Europe; they had no interest in a conflict with the United States over a colony that Spain was turning over to France in any event. On March 1, 1803, the Crown ordered a restoration of America’s right of deposit in New Orleans and dispatched a fast mail ship to Washington with the conciliatory message.41


News from London also helped buttress Jefferson’s advantage. The British had viewed Napoleon’s probe across the Atlantic as a threat to both their Caribbean prizes and, through Louisiana, as a possible move north toward Canada. Britain’s Royal Navy sailed along the Dutch coast watchfully, eyeing the Louisiana fleet Napoleon had been assembling. London feared that the French might attempt a landing in Britain instead. On March 2, 1803, King George III informed Parliament that French military preparations necessitated “additional measures of precaution for… security.” Napoleon reacted hostilely. Within two weeks of the king’s warnings, Napoleon bluntly told the British ambassador in Paris, “So you are determined to go to war.”42


A French historian has written that a few weeks later, in early April, after reading of the U.S. Congress’s moves toward war, Napoleon told a minister, probably Talleyrand, that the game was up. “I will not keep a possession which will not be safe in our hands, that may perhaps embroil me with the Americans, or may place me in a state of coolness with them,” determined Napoleon. Then, building on the logic he had heard from Livingston and others, Napoleon added: “I shall make it serve me, on the contrary, to attach [the Americans] to me, to get them into differences with the English, and I shall create for them [the British] enemies who will one day avenge us, if we do not succeed in avenging ourselves.” Then, turning to Pierre du Pont’s idea, Napoleon explained, “I shall demand of [the United States] a sum of money to pay the expenses of the extraordinary armament I am projecting against Great Britain.”43


The Negotiation


The pace of diplomacy moved into high gear after the French semaphore system alerted Napoleon of Monroe’s arrival in France on April 8. Napoleon called Admiral Decrés and Treasury Minister Marbois to his palace at St. Cloud to relate his conversation with Talleyrand and to seek their advice. Because Louisiana was a colonial issue, it was formally the responsibility of the navy. Marbois was an alternative to Talleyrand if Napoleon decided to negotiate. Marbois had served in the United States from 1779 to 1785, married a wealthy woman from Philadelphia, and demonstrated loyalty and honesty in cleaning up corrupt army contractors.


Napoleon explained that he expected Britain to seize Louisiana when war resumed. The Americans were asking only for New Orleans, he added, but turning over the whole colony would be more useful to Napoleon’s strategy. Yet France did not even hold possession of the place, so Paris could transfer only an empty title. Admiral Decrés protested. Marbois urged prompt action before Louisiana was lost to the British or Americans. Both Napoleon and Marbois echoed points made in Livingston’s earlier paper. Napoleon did not reveal his conclusion.44


On April 11, Napoleon sent for Marbois at dawn. According to Marbois’s later account, Napoleon declared, “Irresolution and deliberation are no longer in season. I renounce Louisiana. It is not only New Orleans that I will cede, it is the whole colony.… I direct you to negotiate… with the envoys of the United States. Do not even await the arrival of Mr. Monroe: have an interview with Mr. Livingston; but I require a great deal of money for this war.”


Marbois wrote that Napoleon had sketched a draft treaty of sale for 100 million francs (a little less than $20 million), plus a U.S. assumption of the war claims that Americans had made against France for seizures during the Quasi-Naval War. Marbois replied that the Americans could not raise such a sum. Napoleon countered he must at least have 50 million, nothing less, because, “I must have real money for the war with England.”45


Napoleon probably turned to Marbois because the treasury minister favored the sale, knew the Americans well, and was honest. Speedy action was important—to get the best value before war might lead to a discounted price. Britain or the United States might invade first. Spain could interfere, too, because Madrid had actual possession of Louisiana. And, unfortunately for Paris, in 1802 the French had committed to Spain not to “sell or alienate” the colony.46


Talleyrand could not resist positioning himself in the midst of opportunity. On the same day that Napoleon told Marbois to handle the sale, Talleyrand asked Livingston whether the Americans would wish to have the whole of Louisiana. Livingston wrote Madison the next day that he had replied, “No, our wishes extend only to New Orleans and the Floridas.” This answer was both accurate and wise bargaining. But Talleyrand pressed for a bid for the whole colony. Livingston supposed about 20 million francs (less than $4 million). Talleyrand said that the figure was far too low and urged Livingston to reflect on the idea. Then Talleyrand sought to protect himself from Napoleon’s ire by saying he was not speaking with authority.47


Livingston knew that he would have to work with Monroe, who arrived in Paris that same day. But the New Yorker was frustrated at being pushed aside at the moment that fate had offered him a stunning place in history—and perhaps in America’s political future as well.


Monroe treated Livingston graciously, but given their relative standing with the president and secretary of state, the responsibility now fell heavily on the Virginian. Marbois launched the negotiation on April 13, offering Louisiana for 100 million francs. The Americans needed to decide whether to wait months to seek guidance from Washington or to move quickly, and if so, with what counteroffer. They also had to figure out what was in fact being sold.


The Americans’ principal interest, other than New Orleans, was Florida—East and West—which began on the eastern shore of the Mississippi and defined most of the southern border of the United States.48 When Livingston later asked Talleyrand about the eastern border of the Louisiana territory in order to learn if it included any of the Floridas, the foreign minister replied enigmatically, “You must take it as we received it.” Livingston then logically asked, “But what did you mean to take from Spain?” Talleyrand shrugged and said, “I don’t know.” “You mean that we should construe it in our own way?” Livingston countered. “I can give you no direction,” Talleyrand said. “You have made a noble bargain for yourselves, and I suppose you will make the most of it.” When Marbois told Napoleon the boundaries were obscure, Napoleon supposedly replied, “If an obscurity did not already exist, it would perhaps be a good policy to put one there.” In effect, France would sell as much as it could, the United States would claim as much as it could, and Spain would protest in frustration.49


Monroe’s Fateful Decision


Monroe had to decide whether the president and Congress really wanted to double the territory of the United States. The American Republic would become larger than all of Europe. The public and Congress had been focusing on the Mississippi; they could scarcely conceive of the space and lands Monroe might now be able to purchase for future generations. Expansion would pose questions of governance, settlement, migration, economic development, security, and the extension of slavery—issues that would occupy the U.S. political agenda for much of the century that was just beginning. Moreover, the Constitution had not granted the president an explicit right to buy territory. Congress would have to appropriate a huge sum and borrow a good deal of it from foreign bankers.


Monroe struggled to assess what Jefferson would want, reasoning that the authority for the decision would rest with the president. At one point, Monroe thought he should tell Marbois that he needed to seek guidance from Washington. That would have been the safe course. But Monroe recognized the risk in delay and that Napoleon, the sole power in France, might change his mind. The renewal of France’s war with Britain could sharply shift priorities and attention. The French might receive news of gains in Saint-Domingue. Napoleon might find another source of quick cash. Talleyrand, Decrés, or Napoleon’s brothers, who dreamed of a western empire, might change his mind. Spain might interfere. Monroe eventually recognized that his role—as a minister with “plenipotentiary power”—was not to guess what Jefferson would do, but instead to exercise his own judgment, to the best of his own ability. This was a courageous determination. If Jefferson or Congress disagreed, Monroe’s career would end in humiliation.50


Monroe knew that the Louisiana Purchase was the right thing to do, and he now resolved to act. He still had to find a price to close the deal. Jefferson had authorized about $9 to $10 million (50 million francs) for New Orleans and as much of the Floridas as possible. The Americans tried that figure, but Marbois reported back that Napoleon’s cold response put all their efforts at risk. (Marbois might have handled this offer himself without checking with Napoleon.) The Frenchman urged the Americans to consider that they were not only buying the Mississippi and vast lands, but also the security “of having no neighbors to dispute you, no war to dread.” Marbois went back and forth with Monroe and Livingston, finally agreeing on $15 million (80 million francs) for both Louisiana and to pay off French obligations for past seizures of American ships and cargo. Because the U.S. claims against France were for about $3.75 million (20 million francs), the deal actually added $11.25 million (60 million francs) to Napoleon’s war chest. Marbois had found a number above the consul’s minimum but below his ambition. In line with Marbois’s advice, the treaty described “the Colony or Province of Louisiana with the Same extent that it now has in the hand of Spain, & that it had when France possessed it; and Such as it Should be after the Treaties subsequently entered into between Spain and other States.” The Americans eventually gained between 827,000 to 875,000 square miles—at four cents an acre, including costs of financing. France and the United States signed the formal treaty on May 2, 1803—quick work for the biggest real estate deal in history.51



Jefferson and Madison Sign On


The treaty documents appear to have arrived at the White House on July 3, 1803. At first, Jefferson was overjoyed. Then he began to question his constitutional power to buy the territory. In his battles with Hamilton during the Washington administration, Jefferson had argued that the federal government had only the powers enumerated in the Constitution. He feared that the national government’s reliance on “implied powers” threatened liberty. For ten days, Jefferson struggled with the conundrum. He considered asking for a constitutional amendment to give the federal government the right to acquire territory. Madison, the more practical of the two partners, stepped in. Monroe and Livingston were urging prompt action by the Senate on the treaty and the Congress on funding. They warned that Napoleon might change his mind. “Any mention of a constitutional amendment would destroy the whole result,” Madison warned. Jefferson opted for a continental United States.


The president called for Congress to reconvene on October 17. Although some Federalists complained, the mood of the American public was patriotic joy. For the first time, Americans began to imagine a continental destiny, and they embraced it.52 When someone asked Gouverneur Morris, who had drafted the language of the Constitution, whether the Framers favored such a vast expansion of the Republic, he said he could not recollect. But the sharp-tongued Morris added, “I knew as well then as I do now, that all North America must at length be annexed to us—happy, indeed, if the lust for dominion stops there.”53


The Senate ratified the treaty on October 20 by a telling vote of 24 to 7. The House approved the financial terms by an equally overwhelming vote of 89 to 23.54


Geopolitics and Finance


Britain had resumed war with Napoleon’s France on May 18. The Louisiana Purchase provided Napoleon valuable funds for lightning campaigns in his principal theater of operations, continental Europe. For over a decade, Napoleon’s battles with various coalitions dominated the attention of the transatlantic world. From the vantage point of history, Napoleon’s exploration of a new North American empire looks like a sideshow. Perhaps he never could have succeeded. But Jefferson had to deal with the strategic landscape of 1801. Napoleon was a formidable foe, with powerful military capabilities, and a vision that had led to astounding transformations. A French empire on the western border of the United States would have changed history. France might have divided North America along the Mississippi. Britain might have seized it and contained U.S. expansion.


Napoleon forecast presciently for the United States that, “[w]e must expect rivalries in the bosom of the Union. Confederations which are called perpetual last only until one of the contracting parties finds it to its interest to break them.” Indeed, the American Union would face a test of survival in 1861. For Britain, Napoleon predicted, “I have just given to England a maritime rival, that will sooner or later humble her pride.”55


Ironically, Hamilton’s financial system—and British banks—made Jefferson’s greatest success possible. The United States did not have the cash to pay Napoleon, so the Americans conveyed creditworthy U.S. bonds with an interest rate of 6 percent. Napoleon then turned to Baring Brothers of London and Hope and Company of Amsterdam, the largest handlers of American securities in Europe, to exchange U.S. bonds into coins (after the bankers took a healthy slice). Despite the renewal of war, the British treasury granted Barings permission to ship specie from London to Paris.56


Jefferson “the Futurist”


Jefferson’s diplomacy, like his approach to governing, was unusual. His interest in ideas, and his ability to foresee historical movements, made him a “Futurist.” His gravestone at Monticello reveals what Jefferson believed were his most important contributions: the Virginia Declaration of Rights; the American Declaration of Independence; and the University of Virginia. Each legacy highlights the potential of individuals, secure in liberty, to make a new and more promising state, country, and world. Jefferson’s record as an executive—as governor and president—was mixed. But he had a rare capacity to imagine a different future, and he worked to free people and forces that would achieve that posterity.


Jefferson’s Ordinance of 1784 imagined an expanding republic of coequal states, populated by free people. In 1803, Jefferson assumed that the expansion of the United States would create an empire of liberty across North America. A growing population, drawn to and strengthened by American freedoms, would prove an unstoppable force.


Jeffersonian Diplomacy


Yet Jefferson the politician had to work within the constraints of his time. He struggled to avoid Europe’s conflicts. He had to maneuver among Europe’s powers, especially those asserting claims in North America. Jefferson abhorred the armed politics of Europe, and wanted to avoid creating a standing U.S. army, so he experimented with a different approach. The new American diplomacy pressed for peaceful resolution of disputes and preferred ties of commerce over threats of armies. But Jefferson warned Europeans that they needed to take America’s power seriously, especially when the country’s imperatives were expressed through popular will.


The president had a feel for using the appearance of power, employing threats without the backing of a military establishment. The president’s diplomacy simply presumed that France could not withstand America’s westward movement or would not want to alienate rising U.S. maritime capabilities. Jefferson may well have believed that—if absolutely necessary—America’s latent power could be quickly expressed through mobilized militias. It took the militia’s debacle during the War of 1812 to underscore the importance of a regular army and the logistical difficulties of militia campaigns over vast distances. In any event, Pinchon and eventually Napoleon calculated the risks of contravening the will of the United States in the American neighborhood. Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, others would learn this lesson as well.


Was Jefferson’s diplomacy lucky or good? Probably both. Successful negotiators need a clear sense of objective, which Jefferson had. His diplomacy involved considerable agility, varying tactics while keeping a sharp eye on his objective. He kept channels open—with France, Britain, Spain, and his own Congress—while studying the shifting events in Europe and, critically, the Caribbean. He offered France the benefits of American friendship—or the weight of its opposition in league with Britain. The president used multiple channels to gather information and send messages, including unofficially through friends such as the du Ponts. Jefferson was open to bargaining, even buyouts, especially to avoid war. He kept working with all the parties while sending strong messages about the result he wanted. One historian termed Jefferson’s policy “threat and procrastination.”57


The president had a good sense of timing, too. Jefferson’s patience permitted calculated delays—in contrast with either a rush to act or inaction through passivity.58 He felt that time would work against the French plan. He considered how events—in Saint-Domingue, Europe, and within North America—could strengthen his hand with France, pressure Spain, and court Britain. He sent Monroe to France at exactly the right moment.


Jefferson, America’s first great party politician, understood and used domestic politics brilliantly in his diplomacy. The public’s outcry about foreign intercession in New Orleans and along the Mississippi was a real force with which he and others had to reckon. Jefferson held off Federalist calls for war while using their fervor to threaten France. He shrewdly decided to send Monroe to France both to keep control of the politics in the western states and to force political decisions in Paris. Jefferson might have disliked Hamilton’s financial system and the treasury secretary’s reasoning about implied constitutional powers, but the Virginian used both when they were necessary to achieve America’s ends.


At moments, the tensions between Jefferson’s visionary ideas and the practical need to act could confound him. Futurists are still compelled to deal with the here and now. Jefferson was fortunate to have friends and colleagues who complemented him. Madison ended the speculation and delay about seeking a constitutional amendment. Monroe, a sound man who could make decisions, was a better emissary in Paris than Jefferson would have been.


Later in his presidency, Jefferson’s search for a “new diplomacy” to avoid Europe’s wars was not as successful. His 1807 embargo on the U.S. maritime trade with the warring countries severely hurt the U.S. economy without succeeding diplomatically. U.S. exports did not regain the 1807 level until 1835.59 Not all visions of the future prove practical. The success of Louisiana, however, dwarfs Jefferson’s missteps. The purchase transformed the United States into the dominant power of North America. Henry Adams, the late nineteenth-century historian and descendant of two presidents, called the Louisiana affair “the greatest diplomatic success recorded in American history.” He ranked the achievement “next to the Declaration of Independence and the adoption of the Constitution.”60


After 1803, U.S. foreign policy concentrated on becoming a continental country and pushing possible competitors out, or at least holding them at a safe distance. The greatest challenge would be to preserve the Union of states and to prove that a republic reaching across a continent could survive and prosper. The “abominable crime” of slavery that tormented Jefferson in 1784 would pose a mortal challenge to the Union.
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John Quincy Adams and Henry Clay


American Realism and the American System




Canning’s Invitation


On August 16, 1823, Richard Rush, the U.S. minister to Great Britain, climbed the stairs of the old brick building that served as the Foreign Office of the world’s greatest power. Rush, forty-three, had been attorney general of the United States for three years before assuming the premier American diplomatic post in London in 1817. He was headed toward Foreign Secretary George Canning’s office, an imposing room elegantly decorated with three walls of tapestries, overlooking St. James’s Park.1


Canning had requested to meet Rush at an unusual time. Parliament had just recessed. Canning, who also served as leader of the House of Commons, was exhausted; he might have been expected to have departed for his country home. But instead Canning wanted to meet the representative of the upstart nation that had caused London much trouble during Britain’s twenty-year-long war with France. Anglo-American disputes over maritime rights had even led the poorly prepared Americans to declare war against Britain in 1812. The Americans had suffered a succession of military defeats, including the torching of the new U.S. capital of Washington. Nevertheless, the small U.S. Navy distinguished itself on both salt and fresh waters, and American defenses achieved a stalemate. In Ghent, Belgium, on Christmas Day, 1814, the antagonists signed a peace treaty that restored the status quo. Having once again survived the claws of the British lion, and closing with Andrew Jackson’s glorious repulse in January 1815 of an invasion of New Orleans, Americans graced the disappointing conflict with the uplifting name of the “Second War of Independence.”


There were signs, however, that the two English-speaking countries might learn to suffer one another peacefully. The head of the U.S. delegation at Ghent, John Quincy Adams, had gone on to serve as America’s minister to Britain from 1815 to 1817, where he laid the groundwork for President Monroe and Rush (as acting secretary) to complete a treaty with Sir Charles Bagot to limit naval armaments on the Great Lakes and demilitarize the U.S.-Canadian frontier. The Rush-Bagot Treaty was America’s first experiment with arms control and the first reciprocal naval disarmament of modern times.2 It eventually led to the longest peaceful border in the world.


Canning’s purpose in meeting Rush, however, pertained to the southern reaches of the globe, not the northern. Spain’s American colonies had been declaring their independence and opening their commerce to Britain and the United States when, in 1823, revolutionaries in Spain captured King Ferdinand VII and declared a constitutional monarchy; the Latin Americans appeared close to completing their break with Madrid. But storm clouds were gathering.


The so-called Holy Alliance of Russia, Austria, Prussia, and a restored monarchy in France wanted to reestablish stability in Europe after France’s radical revolution and Napoleon’s redrawing of the continental map. The countries of the Holy Alliance met with Canning’s predecessor, Lord Castlereagh, in a series of congresses to secure the peace of Europe. The Holy Alliance wanted to crush constitutionalists and install “legitimate,” reactionary monarchies across the continent. Dr. Kissinger’s dissertation and first book, A World Restored, recounts the statesmanship that led to the rise of this new world order of Europe.3


In 1823, Russia, Austria, and Prussia were encouraging France to send troops to Spain to rescue Ferdinand. Austria had recently routed republican movements in Naples and Piedmont. If France restored Ferdinand’s authority in Spain, the Holy Alliance might then turn to help royalist Spain crush the young republics of Latin America.


These were the circumstances that led Canning to make a most extraordinary proposal to Rush: The foreign secretary urged the United States to issue a joint statement with Britain, or at least concurrent declarations, opposing any move by Spain and the Holy Alliance to reconquer Madrid’s former colonies in the Americas.4


This proposal for an Anglo-American partnership was startling—and flattering. The U.S. Navy had less than 2 percent of the cannon of the Royal Navy, and America’s merchant tonnage was but half of Britain’s.5 Yet Canning was behaving as if the United States had earned consideration. Although Americans believed they were exceptional, even potentially powerful, Europeans would have ranked the United States with the Scandinavian states or Switzerland.6 Moreover, the United States was a distrusted and rowdy constitutional republic, a mere former colony, and distant from the grand chessboard of Europe. Nevertheless, Britain, a power on center stage since the final defeat of Napoleon, with its incomparable Royal Navy, was offering the United States a place within the European, and even the global, arena.


Rush hesitated. He understood the United States’ common interests with Britain in Latin America. But given the U.S. dictum of avoiding “entanglement”—as well as a long accumulation of public resentments against London’s arrogance—Rush saw a “danger of pledging my government” to any measure “that might implicate it in the federative system of Europe.”7


Instead, Rush probed for Canning’s plans and purposes. Did London intend to recognize the new republics as independent states, as the United States had already done? Canning hedged. In fact, the informal nature of the foreign secretary’s proposal reflected his limited room for maneuver. Canning’s powerful cabinet colleague, the Duke of Wellington, the victor at Waterloo, remained an influential voice on international topics. The duke was close to King George IV, whose opinions still mattered. Wellington wanted to maintain a working alliance between Britain and the continental monarchies.


In effect, Canning sought to play “an American card” in London by suggesting to his colleagues that Britain needed to recognize the new Latin republics and encourage their friendship in order to ward off U.S. commercial and perhaps territorial aggrandizement. Canning’s ears were tuned toward Britain’s commercial interests—including in South America—and to parliamentary and literate public opinion, which viewed the Holy Alliance with suspicion. In contrast with Castlereagh’s interest in a European system of congresses and order, Canning wanted to reposition Britain as an offshore balancer of continental powers while emphasizing London’s global maritime and trade interests.8 If Canning could present his cabinet colleagues with a British-U.S. declaration, he would likely be able to shift their policy while also constraining the aggressive Americans.


Rush’s dispatches reached Washington on October 9. He included a letter from Canning proposing a five-point joint declaration along with Canning’s warning of a possible upcoming great power conference about Latin America. Canning was pressing for a U.S. reply. Monroe’s cabinet met for a first discussion on October 11, before the president left for a month at his Virginia farm.9


U.S. Foreign Policy in 1823: Problems and Principles


The debates that led to Monroe’s declaration two months later—which came to be known as the Monroe Doctrine—stemmed from the need to address a problem. Canning had made a proposal about a specific situation; the United States needed to decide on an answer. Neither Monroe nor Secretary of State John Quincy Adams had planned to announce a lasting foreign policy doctrine.


Monroe’s response to the problem—under the guidance of Adams—reflected numerous considerations. The president had to assess other foreign policy questions on the agenda, including Russia’s assertion of rights along the northwest coast of North America. Prominent Americans also wanted to support Greek revolutionaries fighting for liberty and Christianity against the Ottoman Turks. Monroe had to weigh domestic and political interests, too, including the competition among three of his cabinet, including Adams, for the presidency in the upcoming election of 1824. Finally, the young United States had already developed traditions that would shape the cabinet, congressional, and public debate: This heritage included the neutrality principle of the Farewell Address, past presidential warnings to avoid entanglements with foreign powers, commercial liberties and freedom of the seas, an affinity for fellow republics in a world of monarchies, and a strong spirit of anticolonialism.


The Russia problem also involved foreign intervention in the Americas. Two years earlier, in September 1821, Czar Alexander I had issued an ukase (edict) extending Russia’s claim to the Pacific Northwest to the fifty-first parallel (the latitude of present-day Calgary, 160 miles north of the U.S.-Canadian border). Even more important to Washington, the czar’s edict prohibited foreign vessels from waters within 110 miles of the coast. The Russian-American Trading Company, whose activities extended to Bodega Bay in California, objected to American competitors operating along the Pacific coast.


In 1812–14, Russia had demonstrated the reach of its power by destroying Napoleon’s Grand Armeé and then marching across Europe to Paris. In 1823, Russia, with a population four to five times that of the United States and twice Britain’s, was the dominant empire in the Holy Alliance.10


Adams knew the czar personally from the secretary’s service as minister to Russia during the Napoleonic Wars; he recalled that the absolutist monarch had an odd affinity for the American republic. After the United States and Britain heartily rejected Russia’s Pacific claim, Alexander suspended enforcement of his decree, and in late 1822, the czar sent a new minister, Baron de Tuyll van Serooskerken, to Washington to resolve the conflict. The congenial baron and Adams were discussing the question when Rush’s report from London arrived. Although President Monroe was open to accepting Russian territorial claims above the fifty-fifth parallel, Adams resisted any Russian hold on the continent. Indeed, Adams pressed his novel idea that there should be no new colonies in the Americas.11


Greece posed a different problem for Monroe’s administration. Early in 1822, a Greek resistance movement had proclaimed independence from the Ottoman Turks, modeling their declaration on Jefferson’s. Greece, the ancient home of democracy, adopted a parliamentary government and pleaded for recognition from European capitals and Washington. Tales of Greek courage and Turkish atrocities moved the American public; republican rhetoric combined with a clash between Christians and infidels to stir a potent political brew. Monroe’s annual report to Congress in December 1822—after being toned down by Adams—expressed hope that the Greeks would win independence. But Canning’s proposal did not mention Greece.12


Monroe’s Principles


President Monroe faced these questions as he neared the last year of his second term. His career after the Louisiana Purchase had had ups and downs, making Monroe cautious. At age sixty-five in 1823, Monroe’s principal concern was to protect his reputation by “keep[ing] the peace with his cabinet, his party, and his country.” His guiding star in 1823 was comity, not bold adventure.13


Over the decades, Monroe had forged core principles for his practice of American statecraft. First, like all the leaders of the Revolutionary generation, Monroe recognized the fragility of the new republic; the country was vulnerable to internal strife, whether provoked by slavery, sectional differences, economic interests, or foreign powers. Therefore, Monroe’s foreign policies sought to smooth over domestic differences. Second, Monroe believed that the United States had to pursue the game of European politics—to play one power against another—to defend itself. He disagreed with the counsel in Washington’s Farewell Address to avoid Europe’s political maneuvers. As Monroe explained to Jefferson, “It is important for us to stand well with some power.” At first drawn to France as a fellow revolutionary republic, Monroe was willing to consider an English connection when circumstances changed. Americans, who protested the immorality of balance of power politics, were willing to practice such diplomacy even while criticizing it. And third, Madison learned through hard experience that there was a need to build national power. Monroe wanted “to move Europeans to see the United States as a nation of consequence, deserving to be both feared and courted.” Having served as a young officer during the Revolution and then bolstering Madison as secretary of war after the embarrassing abandonment and burning of Washington, Monroe believed in military preparedness. Hamilton’s ghost must have smiled.14



John Quincy Adams: Ambitions and Agenda


Secretary of State John Quincy Adams played the principal role of adviser to Monroe in responding to Canning’s proposal. Adams was intellectually combative, drawing on exceptional learning; Adams’s flinty personality could spark both admiration for his sincerity as well as frustration with his domineering behavior. As Adams admitted in his diary, “I am a man of reserved, cold, austere, and forbidding manners.”15


Adams came to office with the most extraordinary international—if not domestic—experience of any secretary of state in American history. After accompanying his father to Paris during the American Revolution, the younger Adams began his diplomatic apprenticeship in 1791 when, at age fourteen, he became the private secretary (and French translator) for the U.S. representative to the court of Catherine the Great of Russia. He then served as his father’s private secretary in Paris, the Netherlands, and London. After Adams returned to the United States for nine years to study at Harvard and briefly begin the practice of law, Washington appointed the young prodigy as minister to the Netherlands. This posting was just the first of a series that included assignments in Prussia, Russia, and Great Britain, and as head of the delegation in Ghent that negotiated the peace in 1814. In the spring of 1817, Monroe appointed the worldly diplomat to be secretary of state. The elder John Adams wrote to his son in the blunt Adams style, “You are now approaching fifty years of age. In my opinion, you must return to [your country], or renounce it forever.”16


Secretary of State Adams was exceedingly well-informed about Europe, including Britain, but also highly critical of Old World societies and presumptions. During his service as U.S. minister in The Hague during the mid-1790s, Adams witnessed firsthand that factions of the Dutch republic were drawn into alignments with foreign powers. Adams believed that the Hollanders, once a maritime power that ranged the Seven Seas, had lost the will to defend their independence. As a result, the Netherlands succumbed to a French invasion. Geneva and Swedish and Polish territories suffered similar fates. Adams learned the lesson. In December 1795, Adams wrote his brother Charles that U.S. political dependence on France and commercial dependence on Britain endangered America’s freedom. America needed careful diplomacy to win time to build its strength. “[T]en more years will place the United States among the most powerful and opulent nations on earth,” he prophesied. If not, the gloomy Adams concluded, the United States would slide into “a parcel of petty tribes at perpetual war with one another, manipulated by European powers.”17


During Adams’s seven years as secretary of state, he pressed incessantly to expand U.S. territory, enhance American prestige, and restrain reckless adventures. He assumed that the United States had a special destiny to dominate North America. In November 1819, Adams told his cabinet colleagues that the world must be “familiarized with the idea of considering our proper dominion to be the continent of North America.”18 In a vigorous exchange with British minister Stratford Canning19 in January 1821 over control of the Columbia River region, Adams blurted that London could keep its Canadian provinces, “but leave the rest of this continent to us.”20


Accordingly, Adams’s first task was to complete the unfinished business of the Louisiana Purchase: the acquisition of Florida and the drawing of the U.S. border in the west. Adams warned the Spanish that their failure to maintain control over “savage Indians,” “runaway negroes,” pirates, and traitors in wild Florida threatened American territory—as General Andrew Jackson’s recent retaliation across the border colorfully demonstrated. Adams demanded that Spain sell Florida to the United States for $5 million of claims American citizens had against Spain or run the risk that the United States would seize it. When the Spanish balked, Adams hinted that the United States was considering recognition of the United Provinces of La Plata, today’s Argentina, which had declared their independence from Spain.21


Adams wanted even more. He insisted that Spain accept a western boundary for the United States that would run all across the continent to the Pacific. This line at the forty-second parallel was a geographic placeholder, the borderline between Spanish territory to the south and disputed claims between the United States and Britain to the north in Oregon. The name of the eventual Transcontinental Treaty of 1819 with Spain speaks to the scope of Adams’s ambition. He noted in his journal on February 22, the evening of signing (and Washington’s birthday), that “the acknowledgement of a definite line of boundary to the South Sea [the Pacific] forms a great Epoch in our History. The first proposal of it in the Negotiation was my own; and I trust it is now secured beyond reach of revocation.” Spain, frustrated by the result, took almost two years to ratify the treaty. Adams was willing to use force to press the matter, but Monroe’s patience prevailed.22


Adams followed in the footsteps of the Founding Fathers by emphasizing the importance of trade. He sought to lower tariffs with Britain and France and urged “a still more expansive liberality” that allowed the foreigner to trade on the exact same footing as the citizen.23 This was Adam Smith’s idea of free trade.


The American commitment to individual liberty envisaged a world very different from the old mercantilism dictated by governments. As Adams explained, “It is the nature of commerce, when unobstructed by the interference of authority, to find its own channels and to make its own way. Let us only not undertake to regulate that which will best regulate itself.”24 Therefore, both economic and political imperatives contributed to Adams’s hostility to colonialism. Although Adams’s statecraft focused on continental ambitions, he wanted to promote an international order in which U.S. national greatness could prosper.25


The master American diplomat had a shortcoming at home, however. From 1803 to 1808, during one of Adams’s two intervals back in the United States, the Massachusetts legislature had sent the former president’s son to the Senate. But Adams broke with the Federalist Party to support the Louisiana Purchase and Jefferson’s embargo. As a Federalist turned Democrat-Republican, he had few natural political allies on either side.26 He certainly did not have the personality, charm, and social disposition of most successful politicians. Yet Adams knew that the office of secretary of state had been the stepping-stone to the presidency.


Professor Ernest May’s book The Making of the Monroe Doctrine develops a powerful case that the administration’s answer to Canning’s overture of 1823 was driven by domestic politics, and especially Adams’s adroit maneuvering to win the presidency in 1824. Adams’s most recent biographers respectfully differ. At a minimum, May’s study reminds that those crafting diplomacy are not just debating national interests and moral purposes. They calculate and bargain, both bureaucratically and personally, while bringing different perspectives and ambitions to the table. Especially in the United States, public opinion shapes and influences the way policy makers perceive problems and possible solutions. American foreign policy is the outcome of political processes, as exercised through arts of diplomacy and domestic politics.27


For Adams, the political irony was that the public perceived him as sympathetic toward America’s nemesis, Britain, by reason of his New England background, Federalist history, and haughty manner. In fact, Adams wrote his father in the 1790s that “[b]etween the United States and Great Britain no cordiality can exist.” After the Napoleonic Wars, Adams believed Europe and Britain in particular wanted to see the American republican experiment fail.28


Adams’s “Grand Strategy”


Adams’s notes from 1809 state his “grand strategy” for the United States most frankly: “There are two political principles that form the policy best suited to the interests and duties of this country. One in relation to its internal concerns, UNION, the other in respect to its intercourse with foreign nations, INDEPENDENCE. These principles are the keys to my political creed.”29


On July 4, 1821, Adams used the annual oration at the Capitol in Washington to present his foreign policy principles. Adams was replying to a vision of American foreign policy recently offered by Henry Clay, one of his rivals for the presidency, in a speech in Lexington, Kentucky. Clay, an early advocate of recognizing the Latin American republics, had proposed joining with them in “a sort of counterpoise to the Holy Alliance,” in effect, a Republican Alliance to resist the Holy Alliance. As the United States was moving toward greater male and white suffrage and electoral democracy, Clay wrapped himself in the mantle of a new “American System” based on the country’s revolutionary creed of liberty.


Adams began his address with a diatribe against Britain, fitting for Americans on July 4 and a convenient antidote to any charge of Anglophilia. He then launched a broadside against colonialism, explaining why peoples’ ties to home and community doomed the efforts of distant sovereigns to control them. This was a deft alignment with Clay and the Latin American cause without embracing “romanticism about… kinship” that could lead to unwanted U.S. commitments.


Then Adams summoned the Declaration of Independence to answer recent sniping in the British press about “What has America done for mankind?” Adams rejoined that Jefferson’s words had “proclaimed to mankind the inextinguishable rights of human nature, and the only lawful foundation of government.” The Declaration was a beacon to the world. It “demolished at a stroke the lawfulness of all governments founded upon conquest.” The light of the American example, fired by Jefferson’s words and the country’s Revolutionary and republican cause, was the proud U.S. contribution to humanity.


Having seized the high ground of American principle, Adams closed by cautioning against foreign interventions. “[America] goes not abroad, in search of monsters to destroy. She is the well-wisher to the freedom and independence of all. She is the vindicator only of her own.” Adams warned that intervention in foreign wars would change “the fundamental maxims of her policy” “from liberty to force.” “She might become the dictatress of the world; she would no longer be the ruler of her own spirit.” James Traub, the author of a recent superb biography of Adams, claimed these were the most famous words Adams ever spoke.30



Henry Clay and the “American System”


Henry Clay, Adams’s rival for the presidency and a vigorous critic of the Monroe administration’s foreign policy, was the foremost U.S. champion of the Latin American republics. Years before, in December 1817, Clay sharply challenged Monroe for his failure to recognize the Latin declarations of independence. Clay drew a direct reference to America’s own Revolutionary cause: In 1778–79, when the United States was “skulking” around Europe seeking “one kind look,” “legitimacy,” and “one great and magnanimous ally,” France stepped forward “to recognize us.” But neither the United States nor any other nation had offered support to fellow friends of liberty in Latin America.31


Clay, age forty-six in 1823, was a Kentuckian who personified the convivial, outspoken, and risk-taking charm of men of the western frontier. Clay was elected to the House of Representatives in 1810 after short stints in the Senate; his new colleagues promptly selected him as Speaker, a perch he used to push for war with Britain in 1812. When President Madison assembled a delegation to negotiate peace in 1814, he asked the “War Hawk” Clay to work with Adams and others.


Clay and Adams were a study in contrasts. Clay’s late-night revels and card games in Ghent would be ending in the predawn hours just as Adams was rising to read his Bible and begin his paperwork. Adams’s wife, Louisa, described Clay perceptively: “If you watch his character, you almost immediately discover that his heart is generous and good, and that his first impulse is almost always benevolent and liberal. But a neglected education, vicious habits and bad company, united to overweening ambition, have made him blush to act the better part.”32


When Clay returned to Washington, his colleagues in the House reelected him as the Speaker. Clay used the second-most powerful station in Washington to advance his agenda, conciliate, negotiate legislative compromises, and maneuver for the presidency. Clay was envious when Monroe selected Adams as his secretary of state. Looking to the 1824 election, Clay’s political strategy was to fault the administration’s foreign policy, stoke public antipathy toward Britain, and stand out as the best friend of the republics of Latin America.33


For all his practical political skills, Clay was a man of vision, too, and he represents important ideas in American foreign policy. In a speech to the House on May 10, 1820, Clay had presented the thinking behind his efforts. For the first time, Clay used the expression “American System” to describe the purpose of his policies. In later years, Clay and his supporters in the Whig Party would fill out the meaning of the American System. Their aim was to develop a national market that integrated all sectional interests. The Whigs wanted to bind the nation with internal infrastructure improvements, offer financing through a national bank, and encourage manufacturing with tariffs. From the start, Clay’s American System envisaged the United States at the center of a hemispheric network of commerce that would “constitute the rallying point of human freedom against all the despotism of the Old World.”34


Clay’s Lexington speech of 1821, to which Adams replied in his oration of July 4, expanded on his plans for an American System. Clay argued again for recognition of the Latin republics, based on principles of expanding trade and moral duty. Clay was moved by the Greek cause, too. Finally, Clay concluded “that a sort of counterpoise to the Holy Alliance should be formed in the two Americas, in favor of National Independence and Liberty, to operate by the force of example and by moral influence.” Clay’s republicanism offered an international alternative to the monarchy, mysticism, and oppression of the Holy Alliance.35


Clay no doubt had a better feel than Adams did for the aspirations and antagonisms of the American public.36 Clay had tapped a persistent American impulse to associate with causes of freedom, especially if the efforts could be aligned with U.S. economic and security interests. At the start of the twentieth century, Woodrow Wilson wanted to make the world “safe for democracy.” In World War II, FDR pointed to the “Four Freedoms” that should underpin world order. During the Cold War, the United States became “the Leader of the Free World.” In the 1990s, Bill Clinton called for the Americas to become the first “Democratic Hemisphere,” prospering through a Free Trade Area of the Americas. Most recently, at the dawn of the twenty-first century, the ideal took form as an Alliance of Democracies.


Monroe and Adams shared Clay’s hopes for Latin America, but they proceeded cautiously. They were pressing Spain for territorial concessions; the threat of recognition offered leverage—but only if the United States delayed. Monroe gave Spain a face-saving interval of a few months after the final ratification of the Transcontinental Treaty in 1821; the United States became the first country to recognize the Latin American republics in March 1822. Clay claimed credit.


The Making of Monroe’s Message


This was the international, ideological, political, geographical, historical, and personal context that formed the backdrop when Monroe first assembled his cabinet on October 11 to consider Foreign Secretary Canning’s proposal. The cabinet met again on November 7, two days after Monroe returned to Washington. Within a month, Monroe and Adams had devised an American response and communicated the new policy through three documents: the historic paragraphs in Monroe’s annual message to Congress; instructions for Rush’s reply to Canning; and a note to Russian minister de Tuyll.


Before Monroe left Washington in October, he had requested advice from Jefferson and Madison. The president’s covering note acknowledged that Canning’s proposal risked entanglement with Europe’s politics and wars, yet explained he was disposed “to meet the proposal of the British government.” Although Jefferson was the author of the “nonentanglement” principle and Madison had endured a frustrating war with Britain less than a decade before, both counseled acceptance.37


Adams had met with Baron de Tuyll while Monroe was away in October. The Russian minister had delivered a formal note stating that the czar would not receive any representative from revolutionary Latin America, denying the legitimacy of those republican governments. The czar added that Russia did not object to the U.S. view; he hoped Washington would remain neutral. The exchange seemed to plant the seed of an idea with Adams, who told the baron that the United States would remain neutral as long as the Europeans did. Perhaps the secretary began to consider expanding the answers to Russia and Britain into a more general policy statement.38


The cabinet meeting of November 7 revealed initial dispositions. Historians rely on Adams’s wonderful notes in his journal for the internal debate, while recognizing that policy makers shine brightly in their own accounts. Monroe did not discuss the advice from Jefferson and Madison. He asked Secretary of War John Calhoun to speak first, perhaps knowing of Calhoun’s sympathy for accepting the British offer. Indeed, Calhoun, who was genuinely concerned that the Holy Alliance would move against South America, made a case echoing Jefferson and Madison.


Adams counterattacked shrewdly. He pointed out that Canning’s proposition included a commitment not to take any territory from the Spanish empire and asked whether Calhoun would be willing to forgo a connection with Texas and Cuba, if in the future those provinces might “solicit a union with us.” Adams also played on the anxiety about becoming a pawn in the game of European power politics: Canning had not been willing to recognize the newly independent states, raising the risk Britain might abandon the Latin republics and the United States after London achieved some advantage in Europe. Adams also argued that Britain would claim credit for any joint declaration, enabling London to gain commercial advantage with America’s neighbors.


Then Adams used his discussions with the Russians to reshape the question on the table. Adams said the United States had an opportunity “to take our stand against the Holy Alliance, and at the same time to decline the overture of Great Britain. 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 the British man-of-war.” In addition to transforming the debate over Canning’s proposal into a matter of American principle, Adams thus seized the high ground of American pride.


Adams stayed behind after the meeting to urge Monroe to see the exchange with the Russians and the reply to Canning as “parts of a combined system of policy and adapted to each other.” As Professor May pointed out, Adams must also have recognized that a joint statement with Britain would offer Anglophobic opponents of Adams’s presidential aspirations a devastating line of attack on him.39


During the following week, Monroe learned that the French had captured the last republican redoubt in Cadiz; the monarchists now controlled all of Spain. The president had heard a rumor that a French fleet was preparing to transport Spanish troops to the Americas. Monroe was alarmed. When the cabinet met again on November 15, 18, and 21, Adams was on the defensive. Calhoun, according to Adams, was “perfectly moon-struck” by the report of the Holy Alliance on the move. Adams countered that the Latin Americans were hardly helpless, having won their independence. Moreover, if Europeans could crush the new governments as easily as Calhoun suspected, the United States should not commit its “lives and fortunes in a ship which he declares the very rats have abandoned.”


Adams also deployed two new reports to his advantage. Messages from Rush, received on November 16, noted that Canning seemed to have cooled on the idea of a joint declaration, raising the possibility of British mischief as Adams had warned. In addition, on November 17, Baron de Tuyll conveyed a circular by Russian foreign minister Karl Nesselrode congratulating France on its defeat of Spanish revolutionaries; indeed, the Russians heralded a “new political system” of monarchies, favored by God, that would protect legitimate regimes threatened by wrongheaded theories or criminal aims. Adams argued that Russia’s triumphant assertion warranted America’s reply.40


Adams had one other bureaucratic advantage: He controlled “the pen” for drafting dispatches to foreign powers. At the direction of the president, Adams proposed instructions for Rush’s response to Canning. The note of guidance concurred with the foreign secretary’s five points, but it was conditional and moralizing. Adams’s draft instructions concluded with the possibility of independent declarations, if the two governments could reach an understanding on the points Adams had delineated. Rush would have to refer any joint declaration back to Washington.41 Adams was buying time.


Adams also explained to the president and his cabinet colleagues that he was preparing a paper that would dispute the czar’s assertions, summarize U.S. principles, disavow any effort to impose American principles on Europe, and ask Europeans to do the same in the Americas. Adams seemed to be planning to use the reply to Russia to memorialize U.S. policy.42


At the cabinet meeting of November 21, Monroe had a draft of his own to share: The annual message that he would deliver to Congress in eleven days. Monroe wanted to explain to the American public—and the world—an international approach that looked beyond the cautious, defensive posture of Washington’s Farewell Address.


Monroe included language that Adams had given him recognizing the amicable negotiations with Russia over the northwest coast of America, but also stated the principle that there should be no future European colonization of the Americas. In addition, Monroe proposed to rebuke the French invasion of Spain, affirm Greek independence, and recommend dispatching a minister to Greece.


Adams responded vigorously. He warned that Monroe’s language would be “a clap of thunder.” “The message would be a summons to arms—to arms against all Europe, and for objects exclusively European—Greece and Spain.” He predicted that Spain, France, and Russia would sever relations. The next day, Adams pressed his case with Monroe privately. He invoked the touchstone of all American chief executives, especially ones nearing the end of their terms: presidential legacy. This “golden age of this Republic” must end in peace, not the peril of war, Adams implored. Such a misstep could cloud all of Monroe’s achievements. Adams pressed his formula instead: The United States would not interfere with matters that were exclusively European affairs in exchange for Europe leaving South America in peace. It was fine to mention Spain and Greece sympathetically, Adams suggested, but not in a way that the Holy Alliance would read as hostile. The president could let Congress speak to the cause of Greece, offering him a way to step back gracefully. Over the years that followed, other astute executives have used the Constitution’s separation of powers to their diplomatic advantage as well. Two days later, Monroe read Adams his revised text. The secretary was “highly gratified.”43


Yet the debate over Monroe’s message was not quite over. On November 25, Attorney General William Wirt, who had been absent or silent in earlier discussions, asked whether the president’s proposed message should go so far as to link South American independence to the safety of the United States. He doubted that the U.S. public would “support the Government in a war for the independence of South America.” How would the United States respond if the Europeans intervened in the Western Hemisphere? No one ever offered Wirt a good answer.44



Monroe’s Message


On December 2, 1823, at 2:00 p.m., couriers delivered the president’s annual message to the clerks of the House and Senate. Since Jefferson’s day, presidents had presented their annual “State-of-the-Union” in writing; Woodrow Wilson introduced what has become the modern tradition of a speech before Congress. Given the scope of such annual messages, they often have become a laundry list of activities. Monroe’s 1823 paper, for example, ran 6,397 words and included a discussion of the Post Office, the Cumberland Road, and finances, as well as foreign policy.


The three nonsequential paragraphs that came to be known as the Monroe Doctrine took less than one thousand words. To place them in context, however, Monroe’s introductory and closing paragraphs are worth recalling. Monroe opened by stating, “There never was a period since the Establishment of our Revolution when… there was a greater necessity for patriotism and union.” The country had only recently crafted the “Missouri Compromise” of 1820, maintaining a balance between free and slave states as the nation expanded. Monroe was emphasizing that internal strife posed the greatest threat to national security. Monroe’s final paragraph celebrated the twin tenets—Union and expansion—of U.S. foreign policy in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: In Monroe’s words, the “expansion of population and accession of new States to our Union” will “[augment] our resources and [add] to our strength and responsibility as a power.”


In between, Monroe presented three ideas that defined U.S. security—and national purpose—more expansively than in the country’s first three decades. First, emerging from the discussions with Russia, Monroe asserted “that the American continents, by the free and independent condition which they have assumed and maintain, are henceforth not to be considered as subjects for future colonization by any European powers.” The United States perceived Europeans in the Western Hemisphere as posing a risk to U.S. security, so it wanted to stop—and even reverse—the Old World’s expansion. The United States was also criticizing the very idea of colonialism. Adams had objected to the old European system because of its commercial monopoly as well as its political domination. Notably, Washington was now asserting this anticolonial claim on behalf of all the New World.


Second, Monroe recognized U.S. connections, historical and current, with the Old World of Europe. Americans would “cherish sentiments… in favor of the liberty and happiness of their fellow man on that side of the Atlantic,” and would be “anxious and interested spectators,” but would steer clear of “the wars of European powers.” The United States would “not… interfere in the internal concerns of any of [Europe’s] powers.” The United States recognized that it was the western star in an Atlantic world, certainly a commercial counterpart and perhaps even a light of hope to people on the eastern shore, but Americans wanted to avoid Europe’s old politics, rivalries, and conflicts.


Third, the Western Hemisphere was different. Any effort by the Holy Alliance to extend its political system to the Americas would be “dangerous to our peace and safety.” Any effort to oppress or control the independent governments of the Americas would “[manifest] an unfriendly disposition toward the United States.” The United States respected the right of South Americans to determine their own governments; so should Europe. The Holy Alliance had asserted that absolutism should be the governing ideology; the United States was standing up—at least with words—to that challenge on behalf of republicanism. Yet the United States was also proposing a new reciprocity to guide international relations: With the brashness of youth, the United States offered not to interfere with Europe if Europeans respected the will of the Americas.


Monroe’s message challenged the existing international order in another way as well. Monroe was conducting “open diplomacy.” His public message looked to the power of popular opinion, not the statecraft of aristocratic Congresses, drawing rooms, and secret codicils.45


Monroe authorized Adams’s reply to the Russians and the secretary’s instructions for Rush’s answer to Canning. The president sought to delete and temper some of Adams’s more aggressive language, with mixed results. Still unclear about what action Europeans might take against Latin America, Monroe wanted to keep options open with Britain. In a letter to Jefferson, Monroe described his policies as shaping the form of a possible alliance, if Canning were still interested.46


Reactions


Canning was not interested. In September and October, Wellington had argued that France had no intention of marshaling a transatlantic invasion. In October, Canning told the French ambassador, Prince Polignac, that Britain would not permit a European intervention in Spanish America. Without the justification of crisis, Canning would have had difficulty persuading the British cabinet to issue a joint statement with the United States, much less meet the U.S. condition of recognizing the Latin American governments.


Monroe’s message caught Canning a step behind, causing some embarrassment. The Whig opposition in Britain accused the government of weakness in standing up to European reactionaries and of ceding leadership to the Americans. Monroe’s public diplomacy also revealed an emerging Anglo-American public opinion. The Times of London, rarely a friend of Washington, flattered Monroe’s statement as “a policy so directly British.” The Economist later maintained that “the Monroe Doctrine might quite as fairly be called the Canning Doctrine.” Canning recovered by releasing the memorandum of his earlier warning to the French ambassador. By early 1825, Britain recognized the Latin American governments and proceeded to develop commercial ties that far exceeded those of the United States. Canning would later boast that he had called the New World into existence to redeem the balance of the Old.47


Most continental Europeans knew nothing of the origins of Monroe’s declaration and were shocked and offended by its audacious presumptiveness. Count Klemens von Metternich of Austria wrote that the “indecent declarations… have cast blame and scorn on the institutions of Europe,” pitting “not only power against power, but… altar against altar.” “If this flood of evil doctrines and pernicious examples should extend over the whole of the Americas, what would become of our religious and political institutions, of the moral force of our government, and of that conservative system which has saved Europe from complete dissolution?”48 Perhaps Metternich was correct to fear republicanism. The liberal revolutions of 1848 in Europe would fail, but they took Metternich down with them.


Czar Alexander judged the American posture as “merit[ing] only the most profound contempt.” Like others in Europe, he then decided to ignore it. Some Europeans decided that Monroe’s declaration reflected only U.S. politics, in their minds an unfortunate feature of republican foreign policy. Equally terrible, Americans were guilty of “materialism.” They had no serious military. They just wanted to make money.49


Henry Clay, in contrast, told Adams that the foreign policy paragraphs were the “best part of the [president’s] message.” Clay welcomed the division with Europe, and even considered “offering a resolution to declare this country an asylum for all fugitives from oppression.”50


From Declaration to Doctrine


Over the years, Monroe’s declaration became the Monroe Doctrine. Later presidents would endow the statement of 1823 with meanings to fit changed circumstances, and those experiences helped define the potential—and pitfalls—of the “Western Hemisphere Idea” in U.S. foreign policy.


At a minimum, Monroe’s declaration was the “first public stand by the United States on an [international] controversy that did not immediately touch its own citizens or territory.” Dexter Perkins, dean of historians of the Monroe doctrine, wrote that the Doctrine, “in its broad lines, is a prohibition on the part of the United States against the extension of European influence and power to the New World.” Writing in 1941, as the United States faced the question of entry into World War II, Perkins added that many connected the Declaration with “the principle of the separation of the New World from the Old… a complement, as a foil, to the principle of no entangling alliances and no binding connection with any European power.” Perkins’s later editions during the Cold War analogized the Old and New Worlds of the nineteenth century to a globe divided between communist and free states.51


More expansively, in the early twenty-first century, James Traub describes Monroe’s message as a “distinctive combination of raw assertion of power with a missionary sense of global purpose [that] was to become the animating spirit of American foreign policy.”52 At times, American leaders, and much of the public, treated Monroe’s statements as declaring a U.S. “sphere of influence” in the Americas.53


I prefer the assessment of Elihu Root and Charles Evans Hughes, two secretaries of state in the early twentieth century, who will make an appearance in chapters 8 and 9. Both were respected international lawyers. Both determined that the Monroe Doctrine was a declaration about acts that would threaten U.S. security, based on the right of self-protection. They eschewed alleged rights to interfere in weaker American states, rights of control, protectorates, or even a claim under international law. The Monroe Doctrine, the two men concluded, should not intrude on Pan-American cooperation or ties with other regions. They stressed that Monroe’s words stood for independence, not isolation.54 Indeed, Henry Ammon, Monroe’s biographer, termed the president’s statement a “diplomatic declaration of independence.”55 For Adams, the declaration enabled the United States to state anticolonial principles while maintaining the freedom of action to focus on his priority—North America—and avoid European diversions. Monroe had declared what European powers should not do, not what the United States would do.56 That was the question Adams and Clay would face, this time working together, two years later.


President Adams and Secretary Clay


John Quincy Adams became the sixth president of the United States after the fiercely contested election of 1824. General Andrew Jackson had a slight edge in electoral votes, as well as the plurality of popular votes, but Jackson had not received the required majority of electoral votes. Under the Constitution, the House of Representatives then elected the president, with each state having one vote. On the first ballot, with the support of Henry Clay, Adams won the votes of thirteen states over Jackson’s seven, and four for the ailing William Crawford. After his election, Adams offered Clay the post of secretary of state, and Clay accepted, creating the basis of the Jacksonians’ charge of a “corrupt bargain” that thwarted the popular will. Both Adams and Clay would suffer politically, as would their foreign policy.


Adams and Clay shared an interest in expanding U.S. territory in North America and advancing trading ties around the world. Clay also wanted to design a positive U.S. program for the Americas to complement Monroe’s defensive message.


From Hemispheric Defense to Initiative: Clay’s “Good Neighbor” Policy


As early as 1821, Simon Bolivar, the military liberator of the Andean republics, proposed that the new states of Latin America meet to consider “union, association, and perpetual federation.” Bolivar was wary of Washington, but in 1825, Mexico, Colombia, and the United Provinces of Central America, knowing of Clay’s advocacy of hemispheric cooperation, urged including the North American republic in a Congress to be held in Panama (which was then a province of Gran Colombia). Clay convinced the more cautious Adams, who, in his first message to Congress in December 1825, announced that the United States had accepted the invitation to attend the Panama Congress.57


Clay’s instructions for his delegates offer a fascinating vision of a policy for the Americas. Clay believed that this state paper, running about eighteen thousand words, was one of the most important of his life.58


Clay’s overarching concept was a policy of “good neighborhood,” anticipating FDR’s Good Neighbor Policy by over a century. Clay believed that Americans had an opportunity to leave behind old prejudices and outmoded practices and to establish new American principles “likely to promote their peace, security, and happiness.” Clay was especially interested in establishing principles for commerce, navigation, maritime law, and neutral and belligerent rights. He emphasized free trade without favorable concessions to a foreign power (a point directed against Britain). Property rights on the seas had to have the same protection afforded those on land, a long-standing U.S. interest. Clay favored the liberalization of rights of naturalization and emigration. He even urged “a free toleration of Religion.” Clay hoped that U.S. influence and institutional practices could help guide the new Latin republics. If American principles could become hemispheric principles, they might eventually spread even more widely.


Clay believed that America’s neutrality policy—in opposition to Europe’s old entangling alliances—had persuaded European powers to concede the independence of the American states. His analysis was suspect, but convenient. Accordingly, the American powers had no need for “an offensive and defensive alliance” at this time. Clay’s hopes for the hemisphere were rooted in the U.S. experience of independence, economic strength, and neutrality—bound together to create a new power through union. Not surprisingly, Clay, the advocate of “internal improvements” in the United States, became the first American to signal official interest in building a trans-isthmian canal.59


Clay’s plans for Western Hemispheric cooperation crashed on the rocks of domestic politics, though the idea seems to have been popular with the public. The Jacksonians accused Adams and Clay of abandoning the principles of neutrality and independence, entangling the United States in Latin conflicts, and promoting revolution and race war. The races and religions of Latin America were too high an obstacle for some. In early 1826, the administration devoted an entire session of Congress to securing Senate confirmation of the U.S. delegates to the Panama Congress and an appropriation to fund attendance.60


Clay’s delegation to Panama was ill-starred. One representative died of a tropical fever along the way. Another got only as far as Mexico City by the time the Panama Congress had adjourned. The Congress was supposed to reconvene in Tacubaya, Mexico, but never did. The United States missed the boat, leaving the business to British representatives, who were delighted to point to the conspicuous absence of the Americans as evidence of U.S. indifference.61 The diplomatic debacle previewed a frustrating cycle of U.S. partnership with Latin America—and then detachment and disappointment—that continues through today.


Legacies


Professor Ernest May wrote that the British offer of 1823 raised a fundamental question for American diplomacy: Would the United States become a political planet within the European galaxy, or would Washington become a sun at the center of a separate American system?


John Quincy Adams and James Monroe recognized that the United States operated within an Atlantic world dominated by European powers. Both had experience as emissaries in Europe. They knew of the European hostility toward the United States’ republican experiment. Monroe was willing to consider how the United States might manipulate Europe’s divisions, as he had helped to do during the Louisiana Purchase.


Adams preferred to establish a greater distance from Europe’s diplomacy. He would maneuver among European powers, too. But he wanted to avoid entanglement, other than commercial ties, that might offer inroads for Europeans to hold sway over factions in America. U.S. neutrality and independence would help preserve the new nation’s unity as it vindicated republicanism.


Adams’s transcontinentalism went hand in hand with national independence. Adams wanted the United States to dominate its home continent. Territorial expansion offered greater security and, with economic and population growth, rising U.S. strength. When Adams became president, he advanced, without success, a national program for infrastructure, education, commerce, and science to build American power.


The challenge of the Holy Alliance to the new Latin American republics offered Adams an opportunity to combine his geopolitical logic with the ideology of liberty and republicanism. He wanted the colonial powers to yield to American republicanism in the Western Hemisphere. In return, he offered brashly to steer clear of European politics.


James Traub explains that later U.S. proponents of realism in foreign policy, such as George Kennan, point to Adams’s July 4, 1821, address—with its warning about far-ranging escapades “in search of monsters to destroy”—“as a kind of founding text.” Kissinger’s Diplomacy cites Adams’s words as the wise opposite to Woodrow Wilson’s idealistic effort to build U.S. foreign policy upon moral principles. These realists respect Adams’s differentiation between American interests and its universal aspirations; they share Adams’s skepticism about America’s capacity, even with the best intentions, to do good abroad.


If Adams is a foreign policy realist, he represents—as Traub points out—a type of American Realism. Adams combined his focus on national interests and the matching of ends and means with a fervent belief in the moral superiority of America and its republican system. Adams could speak as passionately about freedom as John F. Kennedy, Ronald Reagan, or George W. Bush. In the era of the 1820s, however, based on his experience, Adams doubted whether Latin Americans—or Europeans, for that matter—had the political culture, resort to reason, and institutions to sustain the difficult work of building and preserving republican democracies. Over time, Adams was proven both right—and wrong.


The valuable distinction that Adams’s American Realism imparted to American diplomacy is that any people’s right to self-government is not the same as the capacity of a society to govern itself democratically. As Adams later explained, freedom must be grounded in a mutual commitment among equals; it cannot be granted or gifted by an outside power. Ben Franklin, with more of a common touch, explained the challenge this way: When asked what type of government the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia had produced, America’s First Diplomat replied, “A republic, if you can keep it.”62


Later generations of Americans who sought to promote democracy in foreign lands would learn that many of Adams’s cautions had merit. Nevertheless, Adams believed republicanism and liberty were the foundations for healthy, prosperous, and free societies. His pursuit of power served his principles. Indeed, in his later, postpresidential years, when Adams recognized that America’s slavery had corrupted its republican government, he was willing to risk the Union to extirpate slavery.


Henry Clay took Adams’s geopolitical republicanism a step further. Clay envisioned a republican hemisphere. Republics throughout the Americas—North and South—would create new models of governance, domestically and internationally. He wanted to give Adams’s defensive statements a policy push.


Both Adams and Clay suffered frustrating disappointments. Their ideas, however, reverberated over the years. Their continental nationalism triumphed. America’s economic strength, trade, and national power expanded to unimagined proportions. Republicanism succeeded around the world, although not without continual setbacks and threats. The first priority, however, as Adams and Clay both recognized, was the survival of the republican union. By 1861, the Union had reached the breaking point.63
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