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American Statecraft in the Founding
Generation

GARY J. SCHMITT

f the Declaration of Independence was, as Thomas Jefferson claimed,
Ian “expression of the american mind” at the time of the country’s
founding, what did it imply about the American approach to statecraft?’
Little, if courses in American history and civics are taken as a guide. Over-
whelmingly, these revolve around the meaning of the Declaration’s most
famous lines:

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are cre-
ated equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain
unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the
pursuit of Happiness.—That to secure these rights, Govern-
ments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers
from the consent of the governed.

In such discussions, the Declaration’s substance is confined to what con-
stitutes the just grounds and ends for domestic rule and to what extent we
have lived up to those precepts as a nation.

But that 55-word snippet from the roughly 1,300-word document had
obvious implications broader than America’s own political order, even
then. It was the first public assertion in human history that a government’s
legitimacy rested on natural right and not on custom, race, religion, or
hereditary claims and that these principles were applicable to all men and
all governing regimes. In a world of monarchies and despotisms of various
stripes, the Declaration’s most famous lines could not help but be seen as
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a challenge. Writing from Paris, Benjamin Franklin noted, “’Tis a Common
Observation here that our Cause is the Cause of all Mankind; and that we are
fighting for their Liberty in defending our own.”* (Emphasis in original.)
Given the uncertainty of whether the colonists would prevail in their
war of independence against the world’s greatest power and whether—
should it prevail—a relatively weak and (initially) poorly governed United
States would even be able to survive, any challenge that assertion of prin-
ciple posed might have rightly been seen as distant at best. Nevertheless,
as the Declaration’s text (in the words of historian David Armitage) “rap-
idly entered national and international circuits of exchange” and “copies
passed from hand to hand, desk to desk, country to country,” the claim
about what constituted legitimate rule—and the grounds for revolution—
could not be ignored completely.? As historian Robert Palmer observed,

The effects of the American Revolution, as a revolution, were
imponderable but very great. It inspired a sense of anew era. . ..
It gave a whole new dimension to ideas of liberty and equality
made familiar by the Enlightenment.*

But however the Declaration’s assertion of rights was perceived inter-
nationally at the time, the document’s immediate purpose was more pro-
saic. To gain assistance from other nations in their war with Great Britain
while remaining consonant with international law, the Americans neces-
sarily had to declare that they were a sovereign state and demonstrate
their determination to carry on that fight until independence was proven
to the world.5 Accordingly, the Declaration’s first paragraph is an asser-
tion that the colonies, having dissolved “the political bands which have
connected them” with Britain, are “to assume among the powers of the
earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and
Nature’s God entitle them.” Similarly, the Declaration’s final paragraph
concludes, “That these United Colonies are . . . Free and Independent
States” and, as such, “have full Power to levy War, conclude Peace, con-
tract Alliances, establish Commerce, and to do all other Acts and Things
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which Independent States may of right do.” The Declaration was simulta-
neously setting out the principles that made America unique among the
nations of the world and insisting it was a sovereign state like any other.®

Even as it did so, the Declaration made clear that revolution in prac-
tice was not something to be undertaken lightly—implying that the new
American state could be trusted to be a responsible member of the Atlan-
tic order. After announcing the break from Britain, the Declaration then
stated that the actual decision to do so was guided by “prudence.” Rebel-
lion was not undertaken “for light and transient causes”; rather, it was
justified by the British sovereign’s “long train of abuses and usurpations.”
By conditioning the right to revolt on the lengthy catalog of the king’s
misrule, the Declaration’s authors indicated there would be no automatic
confrontation by the “united States” with regimes that were neither lib-
eral nor republican.” Indeed, the Declaration implies that, had the Brit-
ish monarch not acted as he had and had the colonists’ rights not been
repeatedly violated, kingly rule would have remained a legitimate form of
rule. In short, the Declaration makes no universal call to arms—unlike the
later French and Russian Revolutions.

And yet, although the Declaration of Independence does not stipulate
a specific form of government to ensure rights, the principles of equal-
ity and consent strongly lean in the direction of republican government.
Likewise, while the Declaration’s tone indicates it is up to each people
to vindicate their own rights when threatened, the founding generation
could not have failed to recognize that the spread of liberalism would be
beneficial to creating an environment in which Americans’ rights were
better secured and exercised.

In sum, as the country’s founding state document, the Declara-
tion presents a set of principles that are potentially expansive—indeed
revolutionary—but in a manner that is quite conservative in their appli-
cation. The new nation carried forward this outlook throughout its earli-
est decades.

The circumstances in which the Americans found themselves also
dictated such a stance. The United States was a weak state in a sea of



60 AMERICA’S ROLE IN THE WORLD

powerful, non-liberal regimes. The first order of business was survival.
Second was the adoption of the policies and institutional tools that would
make the rights spelled out in the Declaration more secure.

But once the country was stronger and freed of necessity, what would
American statecraft look like? What role, if any, would the country’s found-
ing liberalism play in how it conducted its relations with other states?

The Model Treaty

The complex character of American statecraft in the immediate period
following the country’s founding was captured by the Continental Con-
gress’s formal adoption of the so-called Model Treaty on September 17,
1776—a template intended to guide America’s relations with other states.®
Above all else, the Model Treaty focused on bilateral, commercial ties
between the United States and other nations. It eschewed formal mili-
tary or political relations. And it said nothing about preferring ties to or
discriminating against different kinds of polities. By treating other states
as equals and being treated as an equal in return, Congress hoped, the
United States could avoid being drawn into the ever-shifting competition
among Europe’s great powers.

While undeniably the diplomacy of a weak and ideologically isolated
state, the Model Treaty was not simply that. The emphasis on opening
freer trade with other nations was consistent with the Americans’ own
commercial inclinations and their interest in breaking down the mercan-
tilist approach of much of Europe and circumventing (to the extent pos-
sible) Britain’s domination of international trade through its hegemony
over the seas.” Writing to Congress from Paris in 1780, John Adams quoted
favorably from a monograph about the potentially reforming impact of
the American approach to trade:

N. America is a new primary Planet, which taking its Course in its
own orbit, must have an Effect upon the orbit of every other. . ..
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... She is mistress of her own fortune, knows that she is so,
and will manage that Power which she feels herself possessed
of, to establish her own System and change that of Europe.'®

Informed by Enlightenment thinkers, the American interest in free
trade had, if only furtively, a broader goal in mind. Americans were aware
of Montesquieu’s argument that freer trade would gradually promote
more peaceful relations among trading states as their interdependence
increased." Additionally, freer trade would increase a nation’s commerce
and, in turn, expand its prosperity domestically. Greater prosperity, dis-
tributed more equally among the population, ideally would generate pres-
sure for greater liberalization within states.” By promoting a liberalized
trading order, Americans would be putting their own “pursuit of Happi-
ness” on firmer ground while potentially furthering a process leading to
more liberal-leaning regimes. The similarity in polities would, as Adams
wrote about prospects of a treaty with the Dutch Republic, make ties “nat-
ural” and connections “easy.”

Dire Straits

The Model Treaty’s strategic vision was undercut by the reality that the
monarchies and imperialist states then dominating the globe were far
from “natural” partners for the United States.* According to American
diplomats abroad, the new nation had to operate in a world in which
the existing powers “watch us with a jealous eye, while we adhere to
and flourish under systems diametrically opposite to those which sup-
port their governments.”s Imperial powers maintained a mercantilist
approach, keeping exclusive trading privileges within their colonial pos-
sessions. More broadly, European countries’ international affairs rested
on a balance-of-powers approach adopted under the Peace of Westphalia
in 1648, which prioritized national sovereignty over questions of reli-
gious confession.
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With no real power to leverage or impose its will, the United States
could not at that point expect its reform program of liberalized trade and
expansive neutrality rights to be an effective basis for statecraft. To sur-
vive, the United States would need to play its weak hand as best it could
within the existing geopolitical order.

The Congress’s immediate goal was to gain assistance from France—
the one European power with both the resources to provide that assis-
tance and the desire to enact revenge on Britain for its losses in the Seven
Years’ War. Relying on the framework of the Model Treaty, the Congress
sought that help by offering France favored trading status, without more
formal political or military ties. Adams, the Model Treaty’s principal
author, believed the economic benefits that a liberal trade agreement
with the United States would generate for France would be sufficient
inducement for the French king and his government to offer significant
assistance to the American cause without more formal ties.'® This belief
proved to be overoptimistic, as the French price for assistance was a com-
mercial accord along with a mutual defense agreement. Still, the Amer-
icans were not averse to adapting their plans to the situation at hand.
While they continued to push a diplomatic agenda abroad that avoided
political ties based on the Model Treaty, they were aware of the need to
bend to necessity."

With the 1783 Treaty of Paris, the United States secured formal peace
with Great Britain and London’s recognition of the United States as an
independent state with borders encompassing all former British lands east
of the Mississippi River, north of Florida, and south of Canada. With other
provisions covering fishing rights in the Grand Banks and arrangements
satistying outstanding debts and property disputes between the two coun-
tries, the Treaty of Paris was, all in all, favorable for the United States.

But those favorable terms did not bring a respite from America’s diffi-
cult strategic situation. In the north, west, and south, the United States
was bounded by Spain and Britain—two imperial powers that had no
interest in seeing the young republic prosper. Although France technically
remained an ally, its greater fealty was to Spain, and Spain was focused
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on retaining its North American territories of Louisiana and the Floridas.
Moreover, in the absence of alternative overseas markets of any signif-
icance, American commerce was still highly dependent on trade with
Great Britain—a point of leverage for London that prevented the United
States from retaliating against Britain’s mercantilist measures.

Britain exposed America’s impotence most seriously by refusing to
vacate a series of forts it had held in the Northwest Territory now belonging
to the United States under the terms of the 1783 treaty. When the United
States demanded British forces pull back, the British countered by (cor-
rectly) saying the Americans had failed to fulfill their own treaty pledges.
With only a small standing force and no federal enforcement capacity to
make citizens in states abide by the terms of the treaty, the American gov-
ernment was powerless to remove the British military from United States
territory. Similarly, when Spain closed access to the Gulf of Mexico for
American trade using the Mississippi River, American diplomats could
complain but had no capacity to make Madrid reverse that decision.

Equally as problematic, Spain and Great Britain had allies among the
Native American nations that had a mutual interest in preventing Amer-
icans from moving deeper into the continent. Absent a rightsized force
to police the frontier, Americans moving southwest, west, and north-
west could not count on protection from tribal attacks. Abroad, Barbary
powers captured ships and enslaved the sailors of American merchants
attempting to ply their trade in the Mediterranean. With no navy to pro-
tect merchant ships, all the Americans could do was pay tribute and ran-
som moneys to the piratical ministates.

Americans’ own ambitions exacerbated the country’s difficult strategic
situation. Even during the colonial period, many in North America envi-
sioned a continental empire. With no natural impediment to the conti-
nent’s growth in population, vast amounts of natural resources, and the
seemingly endless stretch of virgin lands to acquire and make produc-
tive, it was a reasonable projection of the future. Once the United States
had secured from Britain the territories over the Appalachian Mountains,
there was little stopping the push to the Mississippi. Guided by the spirit
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of the Lockean precept that “As much Land as a Man Tills, Improves,
Cultivates, and can use the Product of, so much is his Property” (emphasis
in original), the world’s largest experiment in “the pursuit of Happiness”
was underway.’®

Nevertheless, if the westward-moving Americans could not be pro-
tected from attacks, if they could not bring their products readily to mar-
ket absent access ports on the Gulf of Mexico, if there was, in short, no
effective government to secure their life and property, it was an open ques-
tion how long they would retain their allegiance to the new government.
As George Washington noted in 1784 of those immigrating westward,

How entirely unconnected with them shall we be, and what
troubles may we not apprehend, if the Spaniards on their right,
& Gt Britain on the left . . . hold out lures for their trade and
alliance. . ..

The Western settlers . . . stand as it were upon a pivot—the
touch of a feather, would turn them any way."

Peace, ironically, brought new vulnerabilities, not all of which were a
product of hostile states’ devising.

To address these vulnerabilities effectively, American statesmen needed
better tools and resources. And it was gradually understood that this
required a more energetic and more powerful federal government than
what the Continental Congress and the Articles of Confederation pro-
vided. The “crisis” in governance in the United States in the 1780s was
as much about the state of the nation’s security as it was about domestic
affairs.>® Reliance on republican martial spirit, Congress as the country’s
executive, and the states’ goodwill to provide for the country’s broader
needs had proved inadequate during the war and in its aftermath.

Lacking independent taxing power, the federal government was at
the states’ mercy to fund a military adequate to force the British out of
the Northwest Territory, open up the Mississippi, defend settlers from
attacks by native tribes, and protect merchant shipping on the high seas
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and in the Mediterranean. The individual states did none of these. The
inability to protect the frontier also meant the price for the government’s
sale of Western lands was less than it might otherwise have been, reduc-
ing further the government’s resources. Nor did the federal government
have the power to establish a common commercial policy, meaning there
was no possibility of an effective, national response to trade restrictions
that Britain or other countries imposed on the United States. Finally,
Congress had no means to ensure that citizens of the states abided by
provisions in the peace treaty intended to satisty outstanding debts owed
to British creditors—a failure in the treaty’s execution that the British
government used as grounds for refusing to remove its forces from the
Northwest Territory. Alexander Hamilton, writing as “Publius” in Feder-
alist 15, summarized the situation: “We have neither troops, nor treasury,
nor government.”

The Federalist Response

The consensus among those attending the Constitutional Convention—
implied initially and almost immediately adopted as the working plan—
was that the Articles of Confederation had to be replaced. It was essential
that a true state with significant powers be erected if the American repub-
lic was to survive in a hostile, non-republican world. As Max M. Edling
notes in A Revolution in Favor of Government,

In the Constitutional Convention, there was little disagree-
ment about the need to strengthen the military and fiscal
powers of the union. Nor was there disagreement about the
need to grant Congress the power to regulate commerce and
to enforce treaties.

Institutionally, this meant establishing a chief executive sufficiently
independent to act with decision, dispatch, and secrecy. It was these
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qualities, in addition to the possibility of a lengthy tenure in office, that
made the president “the most fit agent” to conduct the nation’s for-
eign relations and do so systematically.® Additionally, it was import-
ant that he be made the unquestioned commander in chief over federal
and state (militia) forces when called into service. With an executive so
constructed, the government would have someone who could not only
deal with immediate emergencies and threats but also take advantage
of unforeseen opportunities in the ever-changing constellation of global
affairs. Finally, an independent executive with the prospect of a lengthy
duration in office could also be incentivized to prepare plans that reached
beyond immediate concerns.

In terms of powers, this meant especially giving the new federal Con-
gress authorities in taxes, commerce, and the military that either didn’t
exist for the Congress of the Confederation or were functionally so circum-
scribed as to be of little use. Under the new Constitution, Congress would
have the unilateral power to tax and borrow money—a power essential
for resourcing a professional standing army. There were no limits on how
much taxes could be raised, the power to borrow, or the size of the army
or navy. The power to tax was essential if the federal government was to
reduce its foreign indebtedness and, in turn, establish its creditworthiness
abroad. Congress was also given the authority to regulate the country’s
domestic and foreign commerce—thought necessary to present a unified
front in the country’s trade relations with mercantilist states.>

Most broadly, the federal government’s enhanced powers and insti-
tutional arrangements were thought necessary to preserve American
sovereignty and, with it, the liberties articulated in the Declaration of
Independence. By 1787, Americans no longer saw governmental power
as the primary threat to liberty but rather the key to sustaining it.>> The
country’s most basic concern, its “safety and welfare,” required a union
that was less likely to give offense to other powers by its failure to abide
by its agreements but that maintained sufficient strength to deter those
same powers—since the latter would not be indifferent to the United
States’ “advancement” in power.?* Compounding the difficulty was the
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fact that the nation had potential adversaries in Spain and Great Britain in
its immediate vicinity. Similarly, because of progress “in the art of naviga-
tion,” there was less reason to be sanguine about the advantages of having
an ocean between America and Europe.?”

Furthermore, the unrestricted powers given to the Union were appro-
priate because, the Constitution’s advocates argued, it was impossible
for a government to know or predict the scale and variety of threats that
could arise.?® True safety, and with it American liberties and prosperity,
meant being ahead of the curve on security matters.> To resource such
a posture and deal with an actual contingency of some unknown scale, it
was incumbent that the government have the authority to tax as needed.
A dependable revenue stream would allow the government to service the
country’s debt, maintain the government’s credit, and, in turn, borrow as
much money as required in a crisis. No major conflict could be resourced
sufficiently without loans. Creditworthiness was not only a matter of a
nation’s reputation but also key to underpinning the nation’s security.
The Constitution’s architects thought these powers, combined with an
energetic, independent executive, were necessary to address immediate
threats, as well as those on the horizon.

These new capacities were understood to preserve more than just life
and liberty. With no limit on reeligibility, presidents might develop and
undertake plans to expand what Jefferson would call the “empire of lib-
erty.” Combined with the country’s expected growth in economic power
and population, the government’s new tools could, it was imagined, even
give the United States the future ability “to dictate the terms of the con-
nection between the old and new world.” Defenders of the new consti-
tution were thinking big and long term—*“one great American system.”*°

The immediate benefits were substantial. The newly empowered
executive could move quickly and decisively with the Neutrality Proc-
lamation to keep the United States out of the conflicts stemming from
the French Revolution. He could also oversee foreign relations and con-
clude a treaty with the British government. While the Jay Treaty was not
widely popular, it stabilized commercial relations with Great Britain and
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resulted in London finally pulling its troops out of the Northwest Ter-
ritory. And with new powers in hand, Congress, following the treasury
secretary’s plan, assumed the country’s debt, established a national bank,
and created the basis for an American financial system that jump-started
the country’s economy.

The Washington administration also signed a treaty with Spain that
resulted in Madrid agreeing to open the Mississippi River to trade. Com-
bined with the retreat of British forces and treaties with Native Ameri-
cans in the northwest and southwest, that treaty enhanced the economic
and security conditions for settling America’s western territories. Andrew
Cayton notes that “in a decade and a half,” the government “had trans-
formed trans-Appalachia from a potential source of revenue, disunion,
and chaos into a region of genuine revenue, growing external security,
and increasing loyalty to the United States of America.”?

Edling raises the question of just how much of this improved strate-
gic situation “can be credited to the new modeling of the federal govern-
ment.” His answer is that “the evidence suggests that Spain and Britain
concluded treaties with the United States”—which, in turn, isolated their
former Native American allies—“because they did not wish to see the
American republic allied with their enemies. With war raging in Europe,
the United States was approaching, at least temporarily, the point Alexan-
der Hamilton had dreamed of in Federalist 11, when ‘a price would be set
not only upon our friendship, but upon our neutrality.””*

A Hercules in the Cradle?

Washington was satisfied with his first administration’s successes in
improving the security of the United States. Nevertheless, by the end of
his second term, he was concerned that sectionalism and the growth of
political factions—with the latter opening the door to foreign interfer-
ence in America’s foreign and domestic deliberations—could undo the
unity that had brought about those successes. As Washington asserted in
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his Farewell Address, “your Union ought to be considered as a main prop
of your liberty.” Union provides “greater strength, greater resource, pro-
portionably greater security from external danger” and, as a result, “less
frequent interruption of” the country’s “Peace by foreign nations.”?

Washington’s specific advice was to “cherish public credit” as key to
having the resources necessary “to prepare for” possible dangers, cre-
ating a deterrent that would make it less likely for the nation to spend
even more “to repel” attacks. More famously, Washington warned against
American citizens adopting “permanent, inveterate antipathies against
particular Nations and passionate attachments for others.” To do other-
wise, to adopt “an habitual hatred, or an habitual fondness” for another
nation, would amount to becoming “in some degree a slave.” It would
undermine the ability to objectively assess what the country’s true course
should be. Subsequently, Washington laid down that “the great rule of
conduct for” the United States “in regard to foreign Nations is in extend-
ing our commercial relations to have with them as little political connec-
tion as possible.”** (Emphasis in original.)

Washington’s guidance in the Farewell Address is not the strategic
straitjacket it is often understood to be. Although he undoubtedly wanted
his advice to be taken seriously, it’s important to contextualize his advice
in the particular circumstances the country was facing. A policy of neutral-
ity, in which no formal favoritism was to be shown in the conflict between
France and Great Britain, was necessary because the United States could
ill afford becoming involved in that clash despite the improvement in the
American strategic situation since the Constitution’s formal adoption.
Despite American gratitude for French support during the Revolution and
some sympathy for France’s own revolution, revenues from trade with
Britain were vital to American government finances, creditworthiness,
and economic prospects. The French market was not a realistic substitute
to maintain those benefits. More prosaically, the United States had not
created a naval fleet or an army of sufficient size to guarantee the coun-
try’s safety in a war involving the two greatest powers in Europe—despite
now possessing the authorities to do so.
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Yet prudence is not the same thing as principle. Washington did not
rule out any and all political connections.® How could he? After all, a
political connection with the French had made independence possible.
Although Europe’s “set of primary interests” had “none or a very remote
relation” to America’s, he could hardly believe that this would always
be the case given the changes he had already witnessed, not to mention
America’s own ambitions.

Nor was the United States, in Washington’s estimation, destined to be
the perpetually weak sister on the world stage. “At no distant period,”
America could—if it maintained “a steady adherence to” his adminis-
tration’s policies—become “a great Nation.” Indeed, “the period is not
far off,” Washington argued, “when we may choose peace or War, as our
interest guided by justice shall counsel.”3

While Washington’s Farewell Address was addressed to the whole
nation, his principal targets were those who, following Jefferson and
James Madison, believed that the country should lean more to the side of
supporting France in its war with Britain, given an existing treaty of alli-
ance with the French, France’s critical support in America’s war for inde-
pendence, and the view that France’s revolution was an echo of America’s
own. It was a criticism ignited by the president’s proclamation stipulating
American neutrality in the spring of 1793.

Hamilton, then treasury secretary and writing under the pseudonym
“Pacificus,” took up the task of defending the administration’s policy.
His defense is most remembered for the debate it generated with Madi-
son (writing as “Helvidius”) over the extent of the president’s executive
power. But Hamilton’s writing was focused largely on explaining why the
United States had no obligation to favor France, allowing him to outline
his understanding of which precepts ought to guide American statecraft.

Hamilton initiates his argument by noting that the treaty with France
was “defensive” in nature. With France having started the war with
Austria, Britain, the Netherlands, Prussia, and Spain, the United States
was under no obligation to assist the French. Nor did the Americans owe—
out of a sense of gratitude for French assistance during the Revolutionary
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War—more than what a strict reading of the treaty required. France’s help
had been driven not by a desire to see the American republican experi-
ment succeed but by a desire to embarrass and weaken its archenemy,
Great Britain. Gratitude, Hamilton argues, is a “sentiment” that should
not replace the United States government’s obligation to consider the
consequences of its policies for America’s “existing Millions” and its
“future generations.”?’

Moreover, America was in no position to help and risked losing far
more than what it might expect to gain from assisting France. With trea-
ties of conciliation with Madrid and London not yet concluded, and lack-
ing a navy and army of any significance, the United States could hardly
risk being seen as a cobelligerent on France’s side. Spain and Britain
surrounded the United States in North America; the country had had
no capacity to deal with the British Royal Navy on the high seas and, as
already noted, had no real substitute for the government revenues gener-
ated by trade with England. “Self preservation,” Hamilton writes, “is the
first duty of a Nation.” Laying down a precept that would be echoed in
Washington’s Farewell Address, Hamilton warns that Americans should
be careful “not to over-rate foreign friendships” and to be on “guard against
foreign attachments.”s® (Emphasis in original.)

Hamilton’s defense of the administration’s position is certainly real-
istic but not as constraining as it first appears. When Hamilton argues
that Americans should not overrate foreign friendships, he does not
preclude ties of friendship altogether; rather, he means one should not
let such potential ties cloud one’s judgment about one’s own country’s
fundamental interests. As Hamilton himself says, his prescriptions are
not to be understood as promoting policies “absolutely selfish.”3 More-
over, by emphasizing America’s weakness as one reason for the policy
adopted, Hamilton raises indirectly the issue of what the policy might
be if and when the United States has become comparatively strong. In
a situation in which a country has “much to hope and not much to fear,”
there will presumably be greater flexibility in what policies a govern-
ment adopts.*°
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As part of the argument that French government behavior was “offen-
sive” in nature and, hence, not requiring American support, Hamilton
refers to the French government’s general declaration in the fall of 1792
that it was willing to use military force to help a population living under
a monarchy replace that with a republican government. Quoting from
Emmerich de Vattel’s The Law of Nations—“that it does not belong to any
foreign Power to take cognizance of the administration of the sovereign of
another country, to set himself up as a judge of his Conduct or to oblige
him to alter it” (emphasis in original)—Hamilton argues that not only
was it the case that France started the war but also that France was now
using military force for reasons that violated international law. Accord-
ingly, this was yet another reason for the United States to stand aside
from helping the French.#

Nevertheless, Hamilton understood that strict adherence to Vattel’s
rule would have complicated France’s assistance to the American revolu-
tionaries whose argument for independence, and hence the right to seek
assistance, rested on claims about the British monarch’s maladministra-
tion of his colonies. To square the circle as a practical matter—and by
doing so stay in harmony with the American attachment to the universal
rights found in the Declaration of Independence—Hamilton states that,
while governments have no right to issue “a general invitation to insur-
rection and revolution,” it is still “justifiable and meritorious in another
nation to afford assistance to the one which has been oppressed & is in the
act of liberating itself.”* (Emphasis in original.)

Both Washington and Hamilton offered a realistic assessment of Amer-
ica’s early strategic situation and articulated prudent policies to fit it. But
neither foreclosed a more ambitious role for the United States in the
future. To the contrary, they both foresaw a time when the republic would
crawl out of its cradle.
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Republican Well-Wishing and More

The most famous statement from the founding generation about the Dec-
laration of Independence and American statecraft is Secretary of State
John Quincy Adams’s July Fourth address before Congress in 1821. There,
Adams famously declares that the United States would not go abroad “in
search of monsters to destroy. She is the well-wisher to the freedom and
independence of all.” But “she is the champion and vindicator only of her
own.” To act otherwise, Adams argues, would potentially lead the United
States down an imperial path in which “she might become dictatress of
the world,” but “she would be no longer the ruler of her own spirit.”+

On its face, Adams’s prescription is at odds with Hamilton’s sugges-
tion that the United States might intervene if an active, liberal rebellion
were taking place. However, the restraint Adams prescribes needs to be
placed in context as much as Hamilton’s and Washington’s prescriptions.
The indefensible and, ultimately, ineffective colonial rule of Great Brit-
ain and the other imperial powers of Europe is the overarching theme of
Adams’s address. In the case of the United States, distance and the inevi-
table social bonds of family and local community meant that “long before
the Declaration of Independence the great mass of the People of America
and of the People of Britain, had become total strangers to each other.”+
Indeed, as Adams privately explained to Edward Everett, the logic of his
argument was meant to foreshadow “the downfall of the British Empire in
India as an event which must necessarily ensue at no very distant period
of time.”#

Fueling and further justifying this progressive turn in world events,
according to Adams, was America’s gift to “mankind,” the Declaration
of Independence.# As a state paper announcing independence, it was of
no particular consequence, he argued, since throughout history it was
not uncommon for one people to break with another. Rather, what was
unprecedented was the principle of rights that it set forth: “It was the first
solemn declaration by a nation of the only legitimate foundation of civil
government. It was the corner stone of a new fabric, destined to cover the
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surface of the globe.”” (Emphasis in original.) Colonialism was at odds
with the principle of consent; thus, it had obvious revolutionary implica-
tions for those living under such rule.#* Noting in a letter shortly thereafter
that he had cast prudence aside, Adams ends the address by urging “every
individual among the sceptred lords of human kind” to be filled with the
revolutionary “spirit” of the Declaration and “go thou, and do likewise.”#

If the reaction from foreign diplomats and ministers was any indica-
tion, the secretary of state’s address was hardly received as articulating
a model of American restraint. According to the Russian ambassador, it
“was a virulent diatribe against England” and a “miserable calumny on
the Holy Alliance” of Austria, Prussia, and Russia—an alliance that was
asserting the right to reverse by military force liberal turns in European
governance. To the Russian diplomat, it was a clear “appeal to the nations
of Europe to rise against their Governments.”°

Despite Adams’s claim to have closeted prudence when giving his
address, circumstances undoubtedly played a part in what he said. A num-
ber of Spain’s Latin American colonies were in rebellion, with some already
declaring their independence. Sympathy was high in the United States for
giving support to the revolutionaries, with the most notable public advo-
cate being Speaker of the House Henry Clay. And, indeed, there was actual
American support, which, while not formal, was not insignificant.s'

This was not surprising. Following the War of 1812, having once again
resisted the global power Great Britain, Americans grew more confident
about what they believed the republic’s place on the world stage to be.
Adams’s priority in 1821, however, was settling matters with Spain on the
North American continent. Having just finalized the Adams-Onis Treaty,
in which Spain ceded Florida and its rights to the Pacific Northwest along
with settling outstanding issues regarding the boundaries of the Louisi-
ana Purchase, Adams was in no rush to instigate a diplomatic crisis with
Madrid. Nonetheless, Adams also believed that Spain was a declining
power and would soon lose whatever hold it still had over its Latin Amer-
ican colonies. Rather than retreating from formal recognition of the new
states, Adams thought his July Fourth address had implicitly set out “the
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justice” of their cause and had prepared “for an acknowledgment” of their
independence once that was firmly “established.”s

Eight months later, the Monroe administration announced its inten-
tion to recognize the new Latin American republics. As secretary of state,
Adams had the task of drafting instructions for the American diplomats
assigned to those states. Notably, his instructions came on the heels of the
French invasion of Spain—an invasion sanctioned by the Holy Alliance
and intended to restore an absolutist monarchy in Spain. The alliance’s
success in Spain was not something Adams could ignore, as it related to
Spain’s former colonies, now republics. “The European allies,” he wrote,
“have viewed the cause of the South Americans as rebellion against their
lawful sovereign.”s* (Emphasis in original.)

Moreover, there remained a chance of backsliding in these new states,
what Adams called a “hankering after monarchy.” To meet this, the sec-
retary told one American diplomat that “among the interesting objects of
your mission” would be to “promote” liberal constitutionalism.>* These
were “principles of politics and morals” not limited to America but in fact
“co-extensive with the surface of the globe.” For Adams,

the emancipation of the South American continent opens up
to the whole race of man prospects of futurity, in which this
union will be called in the discharge of its duties to itself and to
unnumbered ages of posterity to take a conspicuous and lead-
ing part.s

This was, Adams wrote, a “mighty movement in human affairs,” one in
which the United States “may . . . be called to assume a more active and
leading part in its progress.”?” (Emphasis in original.)

With the Monroe Doctrine following six months later—the doctrine
warning the European powers not to interfere in the affairs of the Western
Hemisphere—Adams might have said that while the United States was still
not looking for monsters to destroy, it was no longer in a defensive crouch
when it came to supporting liberalism in the Western Hemisphere. In the
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summer of 1824, Colombia’s ambassador to Washington approached the
secretary of state about a possible “treaty of alliance” to give the Monroe
Doctrine greater specificity in the wake of a possible (if perhaps distant)
threat posed by the revisionist powers of the Holy Alliance. In response,
Adams said there would be no security treaty. But Adams went on to
state that, should those powers ignore the Monroe Doctrine, the presi-
dent would be ready to go to Congress to adopt measures ensuring that
the doctrine would be “efficaciously maintained.”s® While diplomatically
worded, the thrust of Adams’s reply was that the United States would not
stay neutral and would even risk war if the European powers interfered in
Colombia’s affairs.5

In December 1824, the diplomats from Mexico, Colombia, and Cen-
tral America invited the United States to send representatives to a
Pan-American congress in Panama. The conference’s goal was to develop
measures to increase cooperation among the countries. Adams, now
president, told the United States Congress in December 1825 that he had
accepted the invitation to the congress, whose intent was to “deliberate
upon objects important to the welfare of all.”*® And while Adams made
it clear that there would be no treaty making the Monroe Doctrine mul-
tilateral, he did intend for the American delegation to push the Latin
American states to adopt policies respecting free trade and religious tol-
eration—policies that, if adopted, would affect their domestic governance
and reinforce ties with the United States.

Because a proposed agenda for the Pan-American congress included
deliberating about possible measures to reduce the transatlantic slave
trade and the recognition of the black-led Haitian regime, members of
the United States Congress from the slaveholding South were quick to
criticize Adams’s decision to participate in the Panama conference.®
Adams argued that the conference would be deliberating about matters
“of the highest importance, not only to the future welfare of the whole
human race, but bearing directly upon the special interests of this Union,”
and hence, that it was imperative that the United States be engaged in
those deliberations.®>
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Congressional critics maintained that, by agreeing to participate,
Adams had put the country on a slippery slope of engagement that ran
counter to the long-standing policy of nonentanglement and noninterfer-
ence as expressed in Washington’s Farewell Address.®3 Adams countered
that his critics were misreading the address’s intent and the specific stra-
tegic circumstances that had given rise to it. The nation was no longer
weak or “surrounded by European Colonies.” Pointing out that nearly
30 years had passed since the address had been written, he argued that
“our population, our wealth, our territorial extension, our power, physical
and moral, has nearly trebled.”® Moreover, the advent of republican poli-
ties within the Americas (a change Adams described as a “great revolution
in human affairs”) meant that their policy choices were bound to have
“an action and counteraction upon” the United States; it was a reality
to which the country “cannot be indifferent.”® In fine, “reasoning upon
this state of things from the sound and judicious principles of Washing-
ton, and must we not say, that the period which he predicted as then not
far off, has arrived.” “Far from conflicting with” Washington’s counsel,
Adams asserted that the United States’ participation in the Panama con-

gress “is directly deducible from, and conformable to it.”%

An Empire of Liberty

Europe’s monarchs were never comfortable with the Declaration of
Independence’s liberalism. But so long as the United States remained
weak, isolated, and committed to neutrality, they had less to fear from
those explosive principles. In the wake of cataclysmic wars inspired by
the French Revolution, however, absolutist monarchies in Europe could
no longer be so sanguine about liberalism’s weakness.

And, indeed, absolutist rule would soon be challenged in Italy, Greece,
Portugal, and Spain. Under Austria’s foreign minister, Prince von Metter-
nich, the Holy Alliance agreed to adopt policies to strengthen their rule
domestically and, by 1820, were explicitly asserting the right to intervene
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militarily against revolutions that threatened other monarchies. This had
obvious implications for the former colonial territories, now republics,
in Latin America—and potentially for America’s strategic interests. With
the advent of an explicitly counterrevolutionary program by major Euro-
pean powers, having like-minded states in America’s corner of the globe
would matter.

The United States would not soon abandon its formal policy of neutral-
ity. But with a firmer sense of its own strength and increased continental
security, it was now willing to lean forward to support the principles it had
introduced to the world in 1776.
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