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Abstract
America’s founding principles do not call for an isolationist grand strategy, and early U.S. statesmen did not 
adhere to a non-interventionist foreign policy as they sought to secure the nation’s interests. Regrettably, such 
misconceptions of America’s early statecraft have gained credence in a time of war-weariness and monumental 
federal budget constraints.

In an effort to set the record straight, this report focuses on the areas of diplomacy, trade, and military affairs in 
the early republic (1776–1860) to better understand the foundations of U.S. statecraft. America’s Founders and 
early statesmen believed and acted upon the idea that prosperity at home comes through active trade abroad 
and that peace is best secured through military strength and foreign respect for U.S. sovereignty.

American statecraft was grounded, both morally and practically, in the principles of equality and liberty 
articulated in the Declaration of Independence. Thus, early U.S. foreign policy sought to maintain independence 
and pursue American interests while standing for political, economic, and religious freedom across the globe. 
America’s early statesmen occasionally sanctioned limited military and political intervention abroad as 
constitutional and sometimes prudent. They were also determined that America should become and remain a 
respectable military power in order to secure the blessings of liberty for the American people.

The Myth of American Isolationism: 
Commerce, Diplomacy, and Military  
Affairs in the Early Republic
Marion Smith
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Foreword

It’s not exactly “Come home, America” all over 
again, but more Americans are asking legitimate 
questions about the nature and extent of our coun-
try’s activities around the world. Whether moti-
vated by justifiable concerns about an overly ambi-
tious neoconservative foreign policy or the excesses 
of a new liberal internationalism, such questions 
deserve answers.

When it comes to dealing with the rest of the 
world, however, certainty and clarity are all but 
unattainable. At home, we have our own laws and 
share a constitutional framework for deciding and 
enforcing the rules within a common legal frame-
work. In the world, by contrast, there is no common 
political community and thus no international con-
sent of the governed.

Foreign affairs—dealing with friends and ene-
mies in a constantly changing and often unstable 
world—requires prudence. No leader can know 
ahead of time where trouble will flare up. Likewise, 
it is impossible to predetermine where we will find 
opportunities to further our country’s principles 
and long-term objectives.

So how do we proceed?
Unfortunately, much of the foreign policy debate 

today is caught up in rigid categories and abstract 
theories. most often, that debate is seen as a choice 
between “idealism” and “realism.” Idealists assert 
that nations should be motivated by ideals to the 
exclusion of practical concerns and self-interest, 
while realists argue that nations are motivated pri-
marily (if not exclusively) by the desire for greater 
military and economic power.

this distinction is false and misleading. Idealism 
rejects the practical reality of particular national 
interests in favor of a dogmatic moralism, while real-
ism embraces a narrow, cynical view that completely 
excludes moral considerations in dealing with other 
nations.

the current popular version of this debate, espe-
cially within conservatism, is between the isolation-
ists and “noninterventionists” on the one side and 
the interventionist neoconservatives and liberals 
on the other. Although each of these positions is a 
serious attempt to get around the idealism–real-
ism debate by balancing global engagement (low 
or high) and national purpose (inward or outward 
focused), there is little here that provides useful 

guidance. Other than providing a straw man for the 
other camp’s talking points, these polar extremes 
are unhelpful and mostly misleading.

the Founders would have rejected these modern 
approaches to American foreign policy—whether 
power politics, isolationism, or crusading inter-
nationalism. they especially disagreed with the 

“visionary, or designing men, who stand ready 
to advocate the paradox of perpetual peace,” as 
Alexander Hamilton put it in Federalist No. 6.

Instead, the Founders designed a uniquely 
American approach to foreign policy that was fun-
damentally shaped by our principles yet still cogni-
zant of the place of necessity in international rela-
tions. this approach relates principles and practice 
through the gauge of practical wisdom or prudence.1

It is often said that the American Founders were 
isolationists and that the principle of their foreign 
policy was to withdraw from the world in favor of 
focusing solely on the home front, but this fails to 
distinguish between a particular policy conditioned 
on the times and the permanent principles that 
underlie the policy and inform changing circum-
stances. the Founders were active in some areas 
of the world—especially concerning international 
trade as well as some matters of national security—
but were generally constrained by the circumstanc-
es in which they found themselves. Nevertheless, 
their objective, as George Washington put it is his 
1796 Farewell Address (sometimes wrongly read as 
isolationist dogma), was “to gain time for our coun-
try to settle and mature its recent institutions, and 
to progress, without interruption, to that degree 
of strength and consistency, which is necessary 
to give it, humanly speaking, command of its own 
fortunes.”2

Yes, Washington rightly warns us against 
“the insidious wiles of foreign influence,” and yes, 
Washington correctly states that in extending com-
mercial relations, we should have as little political 
connection with those nations as possible. but that 
is not isolationism; it is common sense. Indeed, as 
Washington also writes:

If we remain one people, under an efficient govern-
ment, the period is not far off when we may defy 
injury from external annoyance; when we may 
take such an attitude as will cause the neutrality 
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we may at any time resolve upon to be scrupulous-
ly respected; when belligerent nations, under the 
impossibility of making acquisitions upon us, will 
not lightly hazard the giving us provocation; when 
we may choose peace or war, as our interest guided 
by justice shall Counsel.

Rather than trap themselves either in a rigid 
doctrine of non-intervention in the world or in an 
endless series of open-ended interventions, the 
Founders advocated a prudent and flexible poli-
cy aimed at achieving and thereafter permanent-
ly maintaining the sovereign independence for 
Americans to determine their own fate. Without 
providing for our own security and serving our own 
interests, how can we hope to control our own desti-
ny or command our own fortunes, let alone advance 
the cause of liberty and justice?

but while the thought of the Founders is impor-
tant, so too are their actions.

As is usually the case, the best way to under-
stand the political ideas of statesmen is to see them 
carried out in action. It is always possible to pull a 
stray quote here and there to make one’s point, but 
it is hard to argue with the actual historical record.

marion Smith’s report, The Myth of American 
Isolationism: Commerce, Diplomacy, and Military 
Affairs in the Early Republic, looks at the Founders’ 
actions by focusing on the actual practice of U.S. 
statecraft between the establishment of the United 
States and 1860 in the areas of diplomacy, trade, 
and military affairs. And here, as with the cumula-
tive body of their writings and statements, the evi-
dence not only does not support the popular myth 
that America’s Founders were isolationists, but 
also strongly suggests that they were defenders of 
American independence and sovereignty as well as 
the larger cause of liberty abroad. During that time:

■■ U.S. diplomacy was remarkably active, seek-
ing to strengthen U.S. sovereignty (e.g., the 1793 
proclamation of Neutrality and the 1823 monroe 
Doctrine) and prudently advance the cause of 
liberty around the world, from Latin America to 
europe.

■■ the U.S. Navy actively protected America’s for-
eign trade (e.g., the Franco–American War) and 
U.S. statesmen learned from experience the dan-
gers of choosing to withdraw American commerce 

(e.g., the 1807 embargo Act) instead of defending 
and advancing it.

■■ the Founders sanctioned limited military and 
political intervention abroad as constitution-
al and sometimes prudent (e.g., the tripolitan 
War) and were determined that America should 
become and remain a respectable military power 
(e.g., the War of 1812 and the 1815 Algerine War) 
in order to secure the blessings of liberty for the 
American people.

the overall picture that emerges from this 
study illustrates the Founders’ foreign policy prin-
ciples in action. Despite early partisan debates and 
experimental presidential policies, Smith argues, by 
1815—very early in our nation’s history—one could 
speak of a consensus approach of peace and prosper-
ity backed by military strength that was endorsed 
by both parties in both the executive and legisla-
tive branches. this consensus approach reflected 
an understanding that the common defense of the 
nation’s vital interests encompassed much more 
than merely territorial security and rejected the 
ideas of commercial isolationism as well as military 
and diplomatic non-interventionism.

Of late, leading public policy and political voic-
es have begun looking—as should more often be the 
case—to the American Founders for advice on for-
eign policy. Senator Rand paul, for instance, jux-
taposing the polar extremes of a neoconservative 
foreign policy that is “everywhere all the time” and 
an isolationist approach that is “nowhere any of the 
time,” has called for “a foreign policy of modera-
tion” that is somewhere in the middle, informed by 
the American Founders’ sense of national defense 
and limited constitutionalism. What a refreshing 
proposal: to wipe away the academic dogmas and 
stale assumptions and rediscover the thoughts and 
actions of America’s Founders in the area of foreign 
affairs.

We welcome this discussion of the Founders’ 
ideas, statecraft, and statesmanship. We have 
written about their ideas at great length and will 
continue to do so.3 One thing we can say without 
doubt—both in theory and (with this report) in prac-
tice—is that the Founders were neither doctrinaire 
isolationists nor crusading interventionists. they 
were principled, thoughtful, and inherently prudent 
and practical.
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And with that, let the conversation begin.

matthew Spalding, phD
Vice president, American Studies, and

Director, b. Kenneth Simon Center  
for principles and politics
the Heritage Foundation
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Introduction

Nearly 25 years after the fall of the berlin Wall 
and more than a decade after 9/11, many are unsat-
isfied with U.S. foreign policy and have called for 
a reappraisal of America’s actions, interests, and 
objectives in the world. Concerned about recent 
trends in world affairs, a diverse array of foreign pol-
icy observers—from international relations scholar 
Walter Russell mead to Senator Rand paul (R–KY) 
and progressive pundit Rachel maddow—have 
argued for a new paradigm in modern American 
foreign policy that seeks inspiration, guidance, and 
moderation from America’s Founders.4

there are, however, many misconceptions about 
America’s early statecraft. Of these, perhaps none is 
as widespread and persistent as the belief that the 
Founding Fathers of the United States were “isola-
tionists” who advocated and held to a foreign poli-
cy doctrine of non-interventionism. According to 
one foreign policy historian a “non-intervention-
ist/neo-isolationist approach to US grand strategy” 
best reflects the “still sound roots of the founding 
fathers’ principles that served the United States well 
for so long.”5 Unfortunately, this misunderstand-
ing has slowly crept into mainstream thought and 
has begun to shape popular foreign policy discourse, 
with some calling for a new foreign policy of isolation 
or non-interventionism said to stem from America’s 
Founding ideas.6 put another way, many who advo-
cate a doctrine of non-interventionism that lim-
its diplomatic activity and proscribes all military 
action except for clear and immediate defense do so 
in the name of America’s Founders.

In an effort to set the record straight, this report 
argues that:

■■ Isolationism is contrary to the Founders’ foreign 
policy in principle;

■■ by and large, early American foreign policy was 
not isolationist; and

■■ brief flirtations with non-interventionism in 
practice led to ruinous results.

early U.S. foreign policy indeed was guided by 
America’s founding principles and focused on the 
prudent application of those principles in particu-
lar circumstances. but rather than being guided 

by some sort of isolationist or non-interventionist 
doctrine, America’s Founders actually advocated 
and acted upon the idea that prosperity at home 
comes through active trade abroad and that peace 
is best secured through military strength and for-
eign respect of U.S. sovereignty and the principles of 
liberty.

Neither isolationist nor  
Non-interventionist

Isolationism, as a complete and coherent grand 
strategy, is composed of economic isolation or pro-
tectionism, military and diplomatic non-intervention, 
and cultural seclusion. by this definition, the best 
examples of truly isolationist nations are 17th cen-
tury China, 18th century Japan, 19th century Korea, 
or 20th century North Korea.

Considering America’s historically vibrant com-
mercial engagement and interconnectedness to mar-
kets abroad, its early diplomatic interaction with for-
eign powers, and its long-standing cultural affinity 
with europe, the United States’ foreign policy tradi-
tions cannot accurately be called “isolationist” if the 
word is to have substantive meaning. Nevertheless, 
isolationist ideas have influenced American foreign 
policy in the past—most notably in the late 1930s, 
and with disastrous consequences.

the erroneous belief that America’s early for-
eign policy was isolationist is a fairly recent one. 
According to historian George C. Herring, the term 

“isolationism” did “not become fixed in the American 
political lexicon until the twentieth century.”7 the 
idea itself came to be understood as the antithesis 
of the trendy (then as well as now) concept of global 
governance.

Some of the very first uses of “isolationism” 
in a foreign policy context appear in New York 
Times articles in 1920 and 1921 opposing Woodrow 
Wilson’s League of Nations and reporting on Warren 
Harding’s inaugural address.8 president Calvin 
Coolidge recognized that America’s traditional 
grand strategy, established by the Founding Fathers, 
was at risk of being lost in this debate and addressed 
the increasingly unhelpful paradigms of U.S. foreign 
policy in his 1925 Inaugural Address: “It will be well 
not to be too much disturbed by the thought of either 
isolation or entanglement of pacifists and milita-
rists.”9 Associated with the America First movement, 
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of which Charles Lindbergh was the most prominent 
spokesman, isolationism was at its strongest in the 
late 1930s when many argued that the United States 
should isolate itself from and remain neutral con-
cerning the rise of fascist powers in Western europe, 
focus on a strong national defense at home and not 
become involved in what became World War II. It 
was during this time that the doctrines of isolation-
ism and non-interventionism became falsely asso-
ciated with the ideas and policies of the American 
Founders. 

In light of this episode, Americans are now 
somewhat instinctively averse to isolationism per se, 
and few embrace the term. those who continue to be 
guided by isolationist ideas in diplomacy and mili-
tary affairs have therefore recast their ideas as “non-
interventionism” in an effort to distinguish their 
approach from the historically baggaged term “iso-
lationism.” Like their predecessors, they also claim 
that “non-interventionism” is the foreign policy doc-
trine of the Founders.

In contrast to a particular policy of 
non-intervention or neutrality, which 
is sometimes appropriate, this doctrine 
of non-interventionism dangerously 
and unnecessarily limits the options of 
American statecraft.

While the mixing of these two terms has created 
some confusion, at root, non-interventionists are 
isolationists, though they seek to advance only iso-
lationism’s diplomatic and military aspects. their 
doctrine of non-interventionism recommends a for-
eign policy of political and military non-involvement in 
foreign relations or in other countries’ internal affairs. 

both isolationists and self-described non-inter-
ventionists categorically rule out the possibility of 
military intervention—except when the country’s 
security is immediately threatened—and seek to 
disengage America strategically from commitments 
and interests abroad. moreover, non-intervention-
ism, if followed, leads to other isolationist policies.10 
this is true because cultural engagement and inter-
national commerce lead sooner or later to clash-
es of interests and values, as evidenced through-
out early U.S. history and, indeed, most of human 

history generally. these clashes force decisions 
upon America: either defend and thereby advance 
U.S. interests at some spot on the globe or withdraw 
and isolate American interests from foreign threats. 
In contrast to a particular policy of non-intervention 
or neutrality, which may be appropriate in some 
circumstances, a doctrine of non-interventionism 
dangerously and unnecessarily limits the options of 
American statecraft.

In this report, the term “isolationism” is used 
to describe the general strategic approach and man-
ner of thinking about fundamental questions relat-
ed to war, peace, and America’s place in the world. 
the term “non-interventionism” is used to describe 
isolationist policy-oriented prescriptions in the 
domains of diplomacy and military affairs. In con-
trast, “neutrality” is used as the Founders meant the 
term to describe a policy of not intervening in a par-
ticular international conflict, the specifics of which 
are essential to and inseparable from the merits 
of the policy itself (i.e., neutral in regard to what?). 
Neutrality is not an “ism” and—as opposed to “non-
interventionism”—is a policy that may or may not be 
appropriate under a prudential approach to interna-
tional affairs.

The Record of America’s Early Statecraft
by the end of the 20th century, liberal histori-

an Arthur Schlesinger Jr. could describe America’s 
early foreign policy as isolationist in principle and 
practice. For progressives, this conveniently helped 
to explain America’s reaction against Woodrow 
Wilson’s attempts to create global peacekeeping 
institutions; continuing efforts to protect the integ-
rity of America’s national sovereignty were a reac-
tionary return to the “womb” of “familiar and sooth-
ing isolationism.”11 this tactic of equating opposition 
to global governance and the defense of national sov-
ereignty with isolationism has stuck to the extent 
that both proponents and opponents of global gov-
ernance and sovereignty have generally accepted an 
isolationist/non-interventionist narrative of early 
U.S. foreign policy. As a result, this view has become 
widespread and the Founders’ ideas of engagement, 
military strength and strategic independence have 
largely been absent from the national conversation.

this myth of isolationism stands in marked 
contrast to the record of America’s early statecraft. 
Despite sometimes bitter disagreement over partic-
ular policies, the Founders overwhelmingly agreed 
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on three guiding principles of American grand strat-
egy: 12

■■ Maintaining independence so that America could 
not be coerced by foreign powers.

■■ Securing national interests such as commercial 
navigation, trade agreements, and advantageous 
treaties.

■■ Promoting the cause of liberty in light of America’s 
understanding of national interest and justice.

American statecraft differed in several key 
respects from the prevailing practices of the impe-
rial, statist, and mercantilist nations of europe. In 
contrast to these nations, the United States:

■■ Adopted a national interest perspective that took 
into account America’s exceptional political prin-
ciples and the internal nature of foreign regimes 
as opposed to a purely realpolitik approach;

■■ pursued commercial and diplomatic relations 
with foreign nations instead of treaties that would 
bind the U.S. politically;

■■ Favored freer international trade instead of 
european-style mercantilism; and

■■ Sought to protect American interests and trade, 
as well as garner respect, through military force 
but rejected foreign military conquest and forced 
colonization as a legitimate aim of statecraft.

this report looks at the Founders’ foreign policy 
principles by focusing on the actual practice of U.S. 
statecraft in the areas of diplomacy, trade, and mili-
tary affairs. the time span covered extends from 
the founding of the Republic to 1860, by which time 

America’s foreign policy traditions had been firmly 
established. During that time:

■■ U.S. diplomacy was remarkably active, seek-
ing to strengthen U.S. sovereignty (e.g., the 
proclamation of Neutrality and monroe 
Doctrine) as well as to prudently advance the 
cause of liberty around the world, from Latin 
America to europe.

■■ the U.S. Navy actively protected America’s for-
eign trade (e.g., the Franco–American War) and 
U.S. statesmen learned from experience the dan-
gers of choosing to withdraw American com-
merce (e.g., the embargo Act) instead of defend-
ing and advancing it. 

■■ the Founders sanctioned limited military and 
political intervention abroad as constitution-
al and sometimes prudent (e.g., the tripolitan 
War) and were determined that America should 
become and remain a respectable military power 
(e.g., the War of 1812 and the Algerine War) in 
order to secure the blessings of liberty for the 
American people. 

the overall picture that emerges from this study 
illustrates the Founders’ foreign policy principles in 
action. Despite early partisan debates and experi-
mental presidential policies, by 1815—very early 
in our nation’s history—one could speak of a con-
sensus approach of peace and prosperity backed by 
military strength that was endorsed by both par-
ties in both the executive and legislative branches. 
this consensus approach reflected an understand-
ing that the common defense of the nation’s vital 
interests encompassed much more than merely ter-
ritorial security and rejected the ideas of commer-
cial isolationism as well as military and diplomatic 
non-interventionism.
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Section I: Diplomacy

modern day non-interventionists who recom-
mend a less engaged (or less “meddlesome”) diplo-
macy often back up their arguments with quotes 
from the Founding Fathers and purported examples 
from America’s early history. two such often cited 
examples are Washington’s 1793 proclamation of 
Neutrality in the war between France and Great 
britain and the 1823 monroe Doctrine.

properly understood, however, these early for-
eign policies were not animated by isolationist 
impulses. they were prudential policies guided by 
the Founders’ commitment to republican self-gov-
ernment and desire to preserve the country’s sov-
ereign independence, both of which were necessary 
preconditions for the increasingly important role 
that America soon played in supporting the cause 
of freedom around the world. Far from allowing its 
interests to be isolated or ignoring foreign develop-
ments, the United States, once secure in its indepen-
dence, used its material and moral influence to care-
fully promote the cause of liberty abroad.

Far from allowing its interests to 
be isolated or ignoring foreign 
developments, the United States, 
once secure in its independence, used 
its material and moral influence to 
promote the cause of liberty abroad.

When George Washington noted America’s 
“detached and distant position,”13 he was acknowl-
edging a geographical reality, not defining a for-
eign policy principle. Upon gaining independence 
from Great britain, the United States tried to 
remain outside of the torrential affairs of the old 
and bloody european continent. In Washington’s 
words, the U.S. endeavored “to gain time for our 
country to settle and mature its recent institu-
tions, and to progress, without interruption, to that 
degree of strength and consistency, which is neces-
sary to give it, humanly speaking command of its 
own fortunes.”14

In addition to preserving independence, the 
goals of U.S. diplomacy were to promote liberty and 
facilitate foreign commerce, and achieving these 

aims sometimes required a policy of neutrality, as 
with Washington’s proclamation of Neutrality dur-
ing the French Revolutionary Wars. more often, 
however, successful diplomacy required more asser-
tive and partial policies abroad, such as the monroe 
Doctrine and efforts to promote liberty in Latin 
America, Greece, and Hungary. Far from attempting 
to isolate American interests or feign indifference to 
events abroad, America’s diplomats understood that 
U.S. statecraft could use America’s freedom of action 
and resources to shift—however little or much—the 
structure of international politics in a way more 
favorable to America’s liberty, even at the risk of its 
short-term material interests.

U.S. Diplomacy in Action
the activities of U.S. statesmen and diplomats 

between 1789 and 1860 demonstrate America’s 
engaged efforts abroad to strengthen its strategic 
independence, secure its commerce, and promote 
the cause of liberty. Following the establishment 
of the State Department in 1789, the U.S. quickly 
extended its diplomatic intercourse from europe to 
North America,15 Africa, Latin and South America, 
and Asia. (See Chart 1.) the number of American 
diplomats overseas grew from 20 in 1790 to 281 by 
1860 in order to staff the rapidly increasing number 
of U.S. diplomatic and consular posts around the 
world. (See tables 1 and 2.) America’s young diplo-
matic corps worked vigorously on every continent 
to defend American interests and make the U.S. 
respectable in the eyes of other nations.

American diplomats and ministers concluded 
consular agreements to facilitate commerce and 
assist U.S. citizens abroad (e.g., with France in 1790) 
and negotiated peace treaties to end military con-
flicts and exchange foreign prisoners (e.g., the 1795 
treaty of Greenville, which ended the Northwest 
Indian War, and the 1814 treaty of Ghent with 
britain). they also negotiated agreements that for-
mally recognized foreign revolutions (e.g., the 1799 
agreement with Saint Domingue, which was revolt-
ing against Spain); extended commercial relations 
with foreign countries by agreeing to freer trade 
or reciprocal trade arrangements; secured advan-
tageous navigation rights (e.g., fisheries and mari-
time navigation with britain in 1818);16 and secured 
indemnity payments to compensate American 
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citizens for property damaged by a foreign country 
(e.g., with Venezuela in 1852).

the State Department sought to conclude trea-
ties that gave American citizens abroad a greater 
degree of economic freedom or extended the privi-
lege of certain legal protections consistent with the 
Constitution. examples include claims settlements 
(with France in 1803); extradition agreements (with 
the Hanseatic Republics in 1828); property rights 
transfers (with Switzerland in 1835); postal conven-
tions (with british Canada in 1851); and internation-
al copyright protections (with britain and France in 
1853). In the years following Congress’s outlawing of 
the foreign importation of slaves in 1808, America 
cooperated primarily with britain in order to com-
bat the maritime slave trade.

the U.S. also attempted to resolve ongoing bor-
der disputes with other nations diplomatically (e.g., 
with british Canada) and extend U.S. territory (e.g., 
the 1803 Louisiana purchase from France) in order 
to expand U.S. power and maintain a more stable 
and peaceful surround. (And when diplomacy failed, 
military conflict followed.) Otherwise, european 
empires would take up the slack, thereby posing 
a threat to U.S. security and the hoped-for domi-
nance of America’s political ideas in the Western 
Hemisphere.

American diplomats overseas also served an 
important intelligence role. It was the U.S. con-
sul in tunis, William eaton, who gathered the 

necessary intelligence to justify the successful inva-
sion of tripoli’s territory in 1804 during the Second 
barbary War.

the United States also cooperated with a host of 
other international partners for a variety of reasons, 
including an arms control agreement with britain 
in 1817, which placed a cap on naval armaments on 
North America’s Great Lakes; America’s first multi-
lateral agreement in 1826 to build a cemetery enclo-
sure in Algiers for American and european dead; an 
Arctic expedition to help britain locate a lost explor-
er in 1850; and participation in an international dis-
pute arbitration involving Chile and belgium in 1858.

the extent of America’s diplomatic and com-
mercial presence around the world sometimes 
increased the chances for conflict,17 but America’s 
efforts abroad were an indispensable service to 
the American people and their liberties. the State 
Department sought to secure American interests 
and maintain peace, and U.S. diplomats worked to 
shift the international balance of power in favor of 
freedom. Far from viewing them as contradictory 
aims, our early statesmen understood America’s 
material interests and political principles to be 
complementary—certainly in the long run and often 
even in the short term.

Preserving independence. the Founders 
were wary of permanent political alliances, foreign 
intrigue at home, and coercive foreign powers, all of 
which could limit America’s strategic independence 
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and undermine U.S. interests. Washington captured 
Americans’ fear of foreign coercion when he said, “if 
we are to be told by a foreign power … what we shall 
do, and what we shall not do, we have Independence 
yet to seek, and have contended hitherto for very 
little.”18 early diplomatic efforts were therefore 
dedicated to maintaining America’s strategic inde-
pendence at all costs and were aimed at concluding 
treaties that strengthened U.S. sovereignty.

because of the importance placed on freedom 
of action abroad—a luxury enjoyed by sovereign and 
respected states—the Founders remained cautious 
about becoming too politically involved in the “ordi-
nary vicissitudes” of foreign powers. Washington, 
in his Farewell Address,19 cautioned against perma-
nent military alliances that could restrict the future 
independence of America to act in pursuit of its 
interests and in accordance with its principles:

’tis our true policy to steer clear of permanent alli-
ances with any portion of the foreign world; so far, 
I mean, as we are now at liberty to do it; for let me 
not be understood as capable of patronizing infi-
delity to existing engagements. I hold the maxim 
no less applicable to public than to private affairs, 
that honesty is always the best policy. I repeat it, 
therefore, let those engagements be observed in 

their genuine sense. but, in my opinion, it is unnec-
essary and would be unwise to extend them.20

preserving independence is, of course, not inher-
ently incompatible with forming alliances, and there 
is an important distinction to be made between tem-
porary and permanent alliances. As Washington 
argued, “taking care always to keep ourselves, by 
suitable establishments, on a respectable defensive 
posture, we may safely trust to temporary alliances 
for extraordinary emergencies.”21

This early experience proved to be an 
exemplary lesson in geopolitics for 
America’s first statesmen: Even the 
most useful alliances could entangle 
America in purely foreign matters and 
risk the independence of the United 
States.

No one could deny, for example, that America’s 
1778 military alliance with France helped to secure 
independence, but foreign allies were no substi-
tute for military preparation, as early experience 
proved. Although it was a treaty of necessity, the 
alliance with France nevertheless placed American 
interests in jeopardy. During the 1782–1783 peace 
negotiations in paris, which officially ended the 
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Revolutionary War, the American delegates had to 
act independently of their French allies in order to 
secure peace before France could negotiate away 
America’s hard-won independence in the great game 
of european diplomacy.

this early experience proved to be an exem-
plary lesson in geopolitics for America’s first states-
men: even the most useful alliances could entangle 
America in purely foreign matters and risk the inde-
pendence of the United States. the U.S. would have 
to guard vigilantly against any encroachments upon 
its sovereignty—even by allies. Alexander Hamilton 
gleaned a useful lesson from observing european 
diplomacy:

It ought to teach us not to overrate foreign friend-
ships: and to be upon our guard against foreign 
attachments. the former will generally be found 
hollow and delusive; the latter will have a natu-
ral tendency to lead us aside from our own true 
interest, and to make us the dupes of foreign 
influence…. Foreign influence is truly the Grecian 
horse to a republic. We cannot be too careful to 
exclude its entrance.22

In contrast with the lesson gleaned by isola-
tionists, however, the point was not to withdraw 

diplomatically but to conclude good treaties in keep-
ing with American interests. For this reason, not 
all treaties negotiated and signed by U.S. diplomats 
entered into force. (See Chart 2.) Some were ignored 
by the president, rejected by the Senate (exercising 
its advice and consent power), or modified by the 
Senate and then rejected by the foreign signatory.

many more potential agreements were never 
even drafted because they posed a risk to U.S. sov-
ereignty. For example, the U.S. refused to support 
an 1821 british-proposed International Slave trade 
tribunal to enforce abolition of the maritime slave 
trade, despite independent American anti–slave 
trade measures, because it included extraconstitu-
tional judicial proceedings. Vigilance, not withdraw-
al or isolation, was the key to safeguarding American 
independence.

American Neutrality in the French 
Revolutionary Wars. Foreign influence and 
coercion were to be avoided at all costs in order to 
maintain the overarching strategic goal of pre-
serving America’s sovereignty. At times, especially 
when militarily weak, this meant remaining unin-
volved in events abroad. the policy of neutral-
ity during the French Revolutionary Wars, how-
ever, was not inspired by isolationist principles as 
is often thought to be the case. Nor did it establish 
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non-interventionism as a principle of American for-
eign policy as modern non-interventionists claim. It 
was simply a particular policy and was described as 
such at the time.

Very early in America’s history, the implications 
of its political ideas in the realm of foreign policy 
were put to the test. In 1789, the French Revolution 
replaced the absolute French monarchy with a 
nation founded on the principles of liberté, égalité, 
fraternité. the new French Republic soon found 
itself fighting a war with Great britain and a civil 
war at home. the French revolutionaries appealed 
to the United States to support their cause.

The policy of neutrality during the 
French Revolutionary Wars was not 
inspired by isolationist principles. Nor 
did it establish non-interventionism as 
a principle of American foreign policy 
as modern non-interventionists claim. 
It was simply a particular policy and 
was described as such at the time.

many Americans were eager to support France 
diplomatically and militarily because they viewed 
the French Revolution as similar to America’s own, 
but the United States was weak militarily and had 
only recently established its own institutions of gov-
ernment. president Washington recognized that 
a war could jeopardize the very existence of the 
young American Republic and that liberty could 
be achieved only by maintaining the independence 
of the U.S. in world affairs. In these circumstances, 
Washington believed this was best accomplished by 
pursuing a policy of neutrality, defined as non-par-
ticipation in the ongoing european war.

the national debate that ensued over 
Washington’s 1793 proclamation of Neutrality was 
carried on by nascent political factions that would 
eventually become America’s first political parties. 
the episode highlighted both the “mischiefs of for-
eign intrigues” in American politics and the need to 
protect American independence first and foremost.23

Washington expressed the “purest wishes” of 
the American people that the French, “our mag-
nanimous allies, may soon enjoy in peace that lib-
erty which they have purchased at so great a price, 

and all the happiness which liberty can bestow.” 
Washington advised that the ideas of the French 
Revolution should find “an asylum in the bosom of a 
regularly organized Government.” Such an outcome 
would gratify “the pride of every citizen of the United 
States.” Washington also hoped that “the friendship 
of the two Republics” would be “commensurate with 
their existence.”24

before long, France, taken over by more radical 
revolutionaries, declared that it would “treat as ene-
mies any people who, refusing or renouncing liberty 
and equality, were desirous of preserving, recalling, 
or entering into accommodation with their prince 
and privileged castes.”25 this was an overly ambi-
tious and expansionist foreign policy that offered “a 
general invitation to insurrection and revolution” in 
foreign lands.26 In effect, France was declaring war 
on every country on earth except the United States 
and the Dutch Republic of the United provinces 
(although France soon occupied the Dutch Low 
Countries).

In April 1793, Washington learned that war 
had broken out between France and Great britain. 
Washington chose not to call a special session of 
Congress, thereby excluding Congress from tak-
ing part in the decision to issue a proclamation. He 
relied instead on his Cabinet to help him assess the 
situation and contemplate how best to preserve the 
peace.

partisan strife was dividing the country, and ten-
sions were high in philadelphia. Significantly, how-
ever, neither side in the debate called for isolation-
ism: the two factions were essentially arguing for 
closer alignment with either France or Great britain. 
Washington’s views differed from those of both fac-
tions; he believed that it was essential “to maintain 
a strict neutrality” in order to prevent “embroil-
ing” the U.S. in war between the two great powers.27 

A policy of neutrality would also serve to limit the 
influence of both england and France in American 
politics, thereby further protecting America’s politi-
cal independence.

Within Washington’s Cabinet, the debate contin-
ued. thomas Jefferson, Washington’s Secretary of 
State, favored closer alliance with France. Alexander 
Hamilton, the Secretary of the treasury, wished to 
move toward alignment with england in order to 
avoid war and prevent the disruption of trade. As 
Revolutionary France went to war with a growing 
list of european nations (Austria, prussia, Sardinia, 
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Great britain, and the United Netherlands), the 
threat to American independence posed by align-
ment with France became ever clearer. Supporting 
France would likely drag America into a disastrous 
worldwide conflict.

the proclamation declaring America’s neutral-
ity was signed by president Washington on April 22, 
1793, and although the word “neutrality” does not 
appear in the document (so controversial was the 
idea), the policy prescription was clear.28 the United 
States would with “sincerity and good faith adopt 
and pursue a conduct friendly and impartial toward 
the belligerent powers.”29 thus, in its first major 
foreign policy decision, the United States chose to 
remain neutral not because its principles demand 
that it be neutral, but rather because Washington 
concluded that neutrality was the best way to pre-
serve independence at that time.

The U.S. attempted to remain neutral 
throughout most of the Napoleonic 
Wars, but neutrality was not the goal 
of American foreign policy; it was 
only one of several means by which to 
preserve the country’s independence.

but American neutrality required more than 
a proclamation: It demanded the exercise of force. 
thus came about the Quasi-War with France. French 
privateers were violating American neutrality by 
using American ports along the Atlantic coast as 
safe havens from which to attack british ships. many 
pro-French U.S. citizens were actively assisting this 
effort. If the United States continued to allow such 
actions, it would set itself on a collision course with 
england.

Washington’s Cabinet determined that French 
privateers were indeed violating the neutrality pol-
icy and endangering American safety. U.S. officials 
and the military were therefore ordered to enforce 
the neutrality policy vigorously, which included 
fining American citizens and attacking French 
ships. Historian Alexander DeConde has noted that 
Washington’s Administration “acted as they did 
because they believed that American independence 
depended on a strong assertion of sovereignty; their 
stand [to enforce neutrality by prohibiting French 

privateers in American ports] was not predicated on 
any obligation under international law.”30 American 
independence and respectability were at stake, and 
even neutrality required action.

the U.S. attempted to remain neutral through-
out most of the Napoleonic Wars, but neutrality was 
not the goal of American foreign policy; it was only 
one of several means by which to preserve the coun-
try’s independence. Other countries that wished to 
remain permanently neutral participated in defen-
sive armed neutrality alliances. In 1812, Sweden 
declared its neutrality in the Napoleonic Wars of 
europe and invited other nations to join a formal 
alliance of armed neutrality. the U.S. refused to join 
the Scandinavian alliance because it realized that 
future war might be required and it might not be 
universally recognized as purely defensive. Indeed, 
the United States fought a naval war with France 
five years later after diplomacy failed to achieve the 
safety of American ships at sea.

A correct understanding of this historical epi-
sode makes clear that neutrality or non-involvement 
can be a very useful policy that preserves indepen-
dence or grants the time needed to gather intelligence, 
pursue additional diplomatic efforts, and make fur-
ther strategic decisions. Historically, however, when 
the vital interests or ideals of the United States are 
threatened, the neutrality policy is replaced by a 
particular foreign policy that best serves the nation’s 
interests. Washington’s proclamation of Neutrality 
was a prudential policy (that itself required military 
enforcement), not the cornerstone of an isolationist 
grand strategy or doctrine of non-interventionism.

American Leadership  
and the Cause of Liberty

While maintaining U.S. national sovereignty 
protected Americans as a people, increased securi-
ty and independence also allowed U.S. diplomacy to 
assert American political and economic ideas abroad 
more confidently. the Declaration of Independence 
grounds government in the consent of the governed. 
It boldly proclaims that all men are created equal 
and possess the same inalienable rights.

the Founders were keenly aware of the univer-
sal significance of this statement and of America’s 
unique responsibility for upholding and prudently 
advancing the principles of political, economic, and 
religious freedom. As thomas paine reminded patri-
ots everywhere during the trying times of America’s 
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struggle for independence, “the cause of America is 
in a great measure the cause of all mankind.”31

As the United States watched peoples around the 
world attempt to assert their freedom against tyran-
nical rulers, there was an understandable impulse 
to offer aid. Observing the popular revolutions in 
Latin America, thomas Jefferson remarked that 

“[t]he flames kindled on the 4th of July 1776, have 
spread over too much of the globe to be extinguished 
by the feeble engines of despotism; on the contrary, 
they will consume these engines and all who work 
them.”32 by the time Washington left office, he was 
pleased that the United States was in a stronger 
position to recommend America’s principles to “the 
applause, the affection, and adoption of every nation 
which is yet a stranger to it.”33

By the time Washington left office, he 
was pleased that the United States was 
in a stronger position to recommend 
America’s principles to “the applause, 
the affection, and adoption of every 
nation which is yet a stranger to it.”

As Washington observed, “the preservation of 
the sacred fire of liberty and the destiny of the repub-
lican model of government are justly considered as 
deeply, perhaps as finally, staked on the experiment 
entrusted to the hands of the American people.”34 
Although this recognition did not imply a duty to 
spread the ideas of liberty by waging wars that could 
be detrimental to America’s interests and security, 
American statesmen did welcome opportunities to 
support the principles and practice of liberty pru-
dently around the world.

this distinction between duty and opportunity 
is most clearly visible in the American reaction to 
Revolutionary France’s foreign policy. Alexander 
Hamilton noted that the French Revolution present-
ed a scenario that was both dangerous and very dif-
ferent from the American form of diplomacy:

[France] gave a general and very serious cause 
of alarm and umbrage by the decree of the 19th 
of November, 1792, whereby the convention, in 
the name of the French nation, declare, that 
they will grant fraternity and assistance to every 

people who wish to recover their liberty; and 
charge the executive power to send the necessary 
orders to the generals to give assistance to such 
people, and to defend those citizens who have 
been, or who may be vexed for the cause of liber-
ty; which decree was ordered to be printed in all 
languages.35

France took upon itself the ultimately disas-
trous responsibility and duty of saving the world 
by refusing to distinguish between the safety and 
liberty of its own people and those of other coun-
tries. the American alternative was not isolation, 
indifference, or neutrality. It was prudence in sup-
porting the cause of liberty abroad, as Hamilton 
advised:

When a nation has actually come to a resolu-
tion to throw off a yoke, under which it may have 
groaned, and to assert its liberties, it is justifiable 
and meritorious in another, to afford assistance 
to the one which has been oppressed, and is in 
the act of liberating itself; but it is not warrant-
able for any nation beforehand, to hold out a gen-
eral invitation to insurrection and revolution, by 
promising to assist every people who may wish to 
recover their liberty, and to defend those citizens, 
of every country.36

In other words, it would be both imprudent and 
reckless to jeopardize American liberty based on an 
unrealistic and even utopian ideology of universal 
liberty.

In contrast to Revolutionary France, 
Americans recognized the struggles for liber-
ty in Latin America (beginning in 1811), Greece 
(1821), and Hungary (1848). both the Greek and 
Hungarian revolutions, however, were threatened 
by the complex european network of alliances that 
America had determined to avoid and that seemed 
destined to snuff out the flickering light of liberty 
on the european continent. these circumstanc-
es presented the young American Republic with 
another solemn opportunity to intervene on behalf 
of liberty.

independence in Latin America. When rev-
olutions sprang up in Spain’s Latin American colo-
nies beginning in 1811, most advocates of liberty 
in europe and the United States celebrated. James 
madison described these developments as part 



16

THE MYTH OF AMERICAN ISOLATIONISM: 
COMMERCE, DIPLOMACY, AND MILITARY AFFAIRS IN THE EARLY REPUBLIC

of “the great struggle of the epoch between liberty 
and despotism.” He believed that the United States 
should “sustain the former in this hemisphere at 
least.”37 the goodwill expressed by most Americans 
at the manifest desire for republican self-govern-
ment and the express intent of the United States to 
support it informed American diplomacy around 
the world, and the U.S. brought the various elements 
of its limited statecraft to bear on the question of 
Latin American freedom.

the independence movements in Spanish impe-
rial territory presented president James monroe 
and the people of the United States with an opportu-
nity to support the cause of liberty nearby, but doing 
so posed diplomatic difficulties and risked conflict 
with Spain. practically speaking, monroe’s Cabinet 
was forced to address a crucial question: “Has the 
executive power to acknowledge the independence 
of the new states whose independence is not rec-
ognized by the parent country and between which 
parties war exists?” president monroe also consid-
ered whether or not it was “expedient for the United 
States to recognize buenos Aires or other revolted 
provinces?”38

In order to provide further information on the sit-
uation in Latin America, monroe sent a diplomatic 
fact-finding mission to Latin America in 1818. Upon 
monroe’s request to Congress to fund this mission, 
Henry Clay, an ardent supporter of the indepen-
dence movement in Latin America, took the oppor-
tunity to press for American recognition of these 
new nations and presented an amendment to fund a 
U.S. minister (or ambassador) to the government of 
the newly formed United provinces of the Rio de la 
plata, located in buenos Aires.

“At the present moment,” Clay declared in 
Congress, “the patriots of the South are fight-
ing for liberty and independence—for precisely 
what we fought for.” He continued, pointing to a 
Revolutionary War veteran sitting in Congress: “I 
ask him, the patriot of ’76, how the heart rebound-
ed with joy, on the information that France had 
recognized us! the moral influence of such a recog-
nition, on the patriots of the South, will be irresist-
ible.”39 but Congress voted down Clay’s appropria-
tion for a new minister, wary of recognizing Latin 
American independence too quickly and wishing to 
let president monroe take the diplomatic lead.

At the same time, monroe’s Secretary of State, 
John Quincy Adams, and his diplomats in europe 

were working behind the scenes to prepare the way 
for recognition of the new republics. by 1818, long 
before britain signaled any intention to recognize 
the independence of the rebelling Spanish colo-
nies, Adams had instructed U.S. minister to London 
Richard Rush that the United States planned to 
recognize buenos Aires officially, “should no event 
occur which will justify a further postponement 
of that intention.”40 Since britain ruled the seas, 
Adams pressed britain also to recognize their inde-
pendence in order to make it clear to Spain that any 
efforts of their Holy Alliance to reassert Spanish 
rule in Latin America would be futile.

britain, however, attempted to stall U.S. recog-
nition of the new nations while also trying to thwart 
any efforts by France, Spain, and the other european 
powers to re-establish their empires in the Western 
Hemisphere. to this end, british Foreign minister 
George Canning presented a plan to the U.S. where-
by an Anglo–American accord would limit, but not 
abolish, further european colonization in North 
and South America. the accord would have secured 
America’s immediate goals by strengthening 
American–british relations and ensuring the pro-
tection of U.S. ships on the high seas by the powerful 
british Royal Navy.

Balancing American leadership on 
behalf of liberty while maintaining 
independence and nevertheless 
acquiring foreign support was refined 
through years of negotiations and 
would become known as the Monroe 
Doctrine.

Adams understood the practical merits of coop-
erating with britain, but he believed that formal-
ly accepting british imperial authority in North 
America was an affront to the principle of self-gov-
ernment on which U.S. statecraft rested. According 
to Adams, “the whole system of modern coloniza-
tion” was an abuse of government, and “it was time 
that it should come to an end.”41

Instead of accepting the british proposal, Adams 
advocated a unilateral restriction of all european 
colonization (including british) in the Americas. 
Adams’s diplomatic “red-lines” were in keeping with 
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the fundamental prerequisite of strategic indepen-
dence. even though the U.S. at the time lacked the 
military force to enforce them, Adams and his fellow 
diplomats in europe calculated that britain’s inter-
ests would align with America’s on this question 
even without a formal accord.

balancing American leadership on behalf of lib-
erty while maintaining independence and neverthe-
less acquiring foreign support was refined through 
years of negotiations and would become known as 
the monroe Doctrine. Adams and monroe sought to 
influence the future of the Latin American republics 
decisively but refused to relinquish any bit of future 
diplomatic independence, even to please a friendly 
nation. It was a bold strategy for the young and mili-
tarily inferior United States.

even before the monroe Doctrine, the U.S. was 
putting teeth into its policy of limiting european 
imperial influence in the Americas, especially by 
attempting to push Spain out of Florida. Successive 
U.S. military attacks into Spanish Florida begin-
ning in 1810 were intended to prevent cross-border 
attacks emanating from Spain’s territory, but they 
also served to test the strength of Spain’s control 
over that territory.

In the spring of 1820, the House of 
Representatives exercised the strongest constitu-
tional action available to it in order to push for U.S. 
recognition of the Latin American nations. by a vote 
of 80 to 75, the House approved funds for a new U.S. 
minister to the new Latin American republics. After 
waiting more than two years since monroe’s fact-
finding mission, Congress had grown impatient with 
monroe’s reluctance to recognize the new republics. 
members were perhaps not fully aware of the glob-
al diplomatic campaign that Adams was leading to 
ensure that Spain could not retaliate when recogni-
tion was granted.

In the debate over the resolution, Henry Clay 
challenged the president: “Let us become real and 
true Americans, and place ourselves at the head 
of the American System.”42 Far from an isolation-
ist period, as is commonly claimed today, this was 
the first real opportunity for American leadership 
abroad, and American political leaders seized it. 

Adams wholeheartedly believed that the U.S. 
should lead the American system, but he rejected the 
idea, spread by some, that the United States should 
join in an international alliance to spread the ideas 
of liberty through force as Revolutionary France 

had attempted to do. Adams fervently argued that 
America had no obligation to intervene abroad:

Wherever the standard of freedom and indepen-
dence has been or shall be unfurled, there will 
her heart, her benedictions and her prayers be. 
but she goes not abroad in search of monsters to 
destroy. She is the well-wisher to the freedom and 
independence of all. She is the champion and vin-
dicator only of her own. She will recommend the 
general cause, by the countenance of her voice, 
and the benignant sympathy of her example.43

Americans, in other words, have no moral duty 
to topple every dictatorship in the world and, as the 
progressive Woodrow Wilson would later say, “make 
the world safe for democracy.” One should not, how-
ever, be misled by Adams’s statement, for it does not 
signal, as many non-interventionists claim, that 
Adams is advocating neutrality in what madison had 
called the epic struggle “between liberty and despo-
tism.” In that struggle, America was on the side of 
liberty.

In this same Independence Day speech, Adams 
exhorted foreign peoples to follow the American 
example and enact the principles of liberty on their 
own soil. His statement was highly undiplomatic 
and anything but neutral:

my countrymen, fellow-citizens, and friends; 
could that Spirit, which dictated the Declaration 
we have this day read, that Spirit, which “prefers 
before all temples the upright heart and pure,” at 
this moment descend from his habitation in the 
skies, and within this hall, in language audible to 
mortal ears, address each one of us, here assem-
bled, our beloved country, britannia ruler of the 
waves, and every individual among the sceptred 
lords of humankind; his words would be, “Go 
thou and do likewise!”

by affirming the universal struggle between lib-
erty and despotism, Adams’s speech had shocked 
the european diplomats present for his speech. 
Significantly, Adams singled out Great britain for 
conspicuous concern. this was considered unneces-
sary and highly offensive, not least because britain 
was America’s largest trading partner at the time 
and held the overwhelming majority of America’s 
foreign debt.
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the british and Russian ambassadors were 
outraged that Adams was attempting to incite for-
eign citizens to overthrow their monarchical rulers. 
the Russian minister in Washington, D.C., pierre 
de poletica, protested that Adams was appeal-
ing “to the nations of europe to rise against their 
Governments.”44 poletica sent a copy of Adams’s 
speech back to the Russian Czar with hand-written 
notes in the margins. Where Adams had summa-
rized the principles of self-government and indepen-
dence contained in the Declaration of Independence, 
poletica wrote: “this passage is worth noting 
because it is the epitome of American policy.”45 It 
was becoming clear to the powers of europe that 
American foreign policy was independent, princi-
pled, and determined.

the boldness and persistence of American diplo-
macy paid off. Following the King of Spain’s refusal 
to ratify the transcontinental treaty, which, among 
other provisions, ceded the Floridas to the United 
States, Adams recommended forcible occupation of 
and the removal of Spanish troops from those terri-
tories: “Should the opinion of Congress concur with 
that of the president, possession will be taken of 
Florida, without any views of hostility to Spain, but 
holding her responsible for the expenses which may 
be occasioned by the measure.”46

In his annual address to Congress on December 
7, 1819, president monroe requested the discretion-
ary authority to occupy Florida. In light of numer-
ous American attacks into Spanish Florida, this 
was no idle threat. In the face of American forti-
tude and because of domestic troubles in Spain, the 
Spanish King finally capitulated and signed the 
transcontinental treaty on October 24, 1820, allow-
ing the annexation of Florida by the United States.

At the same time, ratification of the treaty 
removed the last major issue in international poli-
tics that obstructed the U.S. from formally recogniz-
ing the Latin American republics. It had also become 
clear that britain would not oppose this move, even 
though britain refused to offer recognition itself.

After ensuring that the governments in buenos 
Aires and bogota would put an end to privateer-
ing and respect American ships of commerce, the 
way was clear for U.S. recognition. In a special 
message to Congress on march 8, 1822, president 
monroe officially recognized the independence 
of Argentina, peru, Chile, Colombia, and mexico. 
Formal treaties of amity and commerce followed. 

Far from being isolated or diplomatically uncon-
cerned, these actions represented America’s lead-
ing role in supporting the cause of liberty abroad at 
that time.

The Monroe Doctrine. by 1823, it had become 
clear to Americans that britain was more interested 
in its “schemes of counteraction” than in respecting 
America’s principles of liberty.47 As the british min-
ister to the U.S. pressed for an Anglo–American pact 
to limit further French or Spanish colonization in 
the Americas, the United States confronted a ques-
tion regarding the structure of the international 
order and its ramifications for America’s security, 
prosperity, and political principles.

Instead of accepting the British 
proposal, or silently enjoying British 
naval protection of American shores 
as an isolationist policy would 
recommend, America chose to 
proclaim to the world the principles 
of its foreign policy: freedom, 
independence, and peace.

Instead of accepting the british proposal, 
or silently enjoying british naval protection of 
American shores as an isolationist policy would rec-
ommend, America chose to proclaim to the world 
the principles of its foreign policy: freedom, indepen-
dence, and peace. John Quincy Adams, the principal 
architect of early American diplomacy, argued that 
it would be “more candid, as well as more dignified, 
to avow our principles explicitly” rather than cower 
in the face of british power.48 Although the U.S. had 
calculated that it could depend on british support 
for the time being, its long-term goals were different 
from britain’s, and America would not tie itself to 
the british empire and restrict its future indepen-
dence. the United States stood for “civil, political, 
commercial, and religious liberty,”49 whereas Great 
britain at the time did not. America had to provide 
for its immediate security in a manner that was con-
sistent with its principles and with a view to ensur-
ing future freedom of action.

president monroe agreed with Adams’s rec-
ommendations, and after conferring with former 
presidents thomas Jefferson and James madison 
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and Secretary of War John C. Calhoun, monroe 
declared to the world:

[t]he occasion has been judged proper for assert-
ing, as a principle in which the rights and inter-
ests of the United States are involved, that the 
American continents, by the free and indepen-
dent condition which they have assumed and 
maintain, are henceforth not to be considered as 
subjects for future colonization by any european 
powers.50

Although substantively different from any other 
previous U.S. foreign policy, the most remarkable 
aspect of the monroe Doctrine was how consistent 
it was with the character of American diplomacy up 
to that time.

the monroe Doctrine is often misinterpreted 
as a statement of isolationism because of president 
monroe’s statement of hopeful neutrality: “It is still 
the true policy of the United States to leave the parties 
to themselves, in the hope that other powers will pur-
sue the same course.”51 but the monroe Doctrine as a 
whole actually stands out as an assertive unilateral 
act in the history of American foreign policy.52 With 
the monroe Doctrine, the U.S. attempted to ban colo-
nialism from one-third of the globe’s surface, thereby 
condemning the accepted system of imperialism and 
attempting to fundamentally alter the international 
order—hardly an isolationist policy.

With the Monroe Doctrine, the 
U.S. attempted to ban colonialism 
from one-third of the globe’s 
surface, thereby condemning the 
accepted system of imperialism and 
attempting to fundamentally alter 
the international order—hardly an 
isolationist policy.

the essence of the Doctrine had been antici-
pated long before 1823. Alexander Hamilton recog-
nized in 1787 that America’s unity would provide 
the strength necessary for an independent and prin-
cipled foreign policy: “by a steady adherence to the 
Union we may hope, erelong, to become the arbiter 
of europe in America, and to be able to incline the 

balance of european competitions in this part of the 
world as our interest may dictate.”53

the monroe Doctrine was a statement of 
America’s moral opposition to the ideas of colonial-
ism and empire. Human liberty and its political cor-
ollary—self-government—were universal principles 
informing United States foreign and domestic poli-
cies. president monroe noted that “[t]he political 
system of the allied [european] powers is essentially 
different in this respect from that of America.”54 the 
universal ideals of America’s Founding, to which 

“this whole nation is devoted,” would not allow the 
U.S. to permit imperial forms of government to 
reassert themselves in the Americas and threaten 
America’s independence and liberty.55

beyond the restrictions of the monroe Doctrine, 
Adams understood that the principles of American 
foreign policy and the monroe Doctrine would 
thrust a new degree of responsibility on the United 
States. the U.S. would have to take a “conspicuous 
and leading part” with respect to the “countless 
millions of our fellow creatures,” for it was crucial 
that America’s “southern neighbors” have the free-
dom to govern themselves without coercion from 
european powers. America could not be isolated 
or unconcerned about manifestations of liberty 
around the world.

American Support for Greek independence. 
In 1824, one month after the monroe Doctrine 
was announced, Representative Daniel Webster 
stood before Congress calling for U.S. support of 
the Greeks who had revolted against the Ottoman 
empire in 1821. they look to “the great Republic 
of the earth—and they ask us by our common faith, 
whether we can forget that they are struggling, as we 
once struggled, for what we now so happily enjoy?”56 

Congressman John Randolph, however, cautioned 
the Congress not to embark on “projects of ambition” 
that would “surpass those of bonaparte himself.”57

What could America do to support the Greeks, 
then, without declaring war? Webster recognized 
that prior to the enlightened politics of self-gov-
ernment, “there was no making an impression on 
a nation but by bayonets and subsidies, by fleets 
and armies: but the age has undergone a change; 
there is a force in public opinion, which, in the long 
run, will outweigh all the physical force that can be 
brought to oppose it.”58 With this understanding, 
the United States supported Greece diplomatically 
but not militarily.
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In the address presenting the doctrine that bears 
his name, president monroe declared America’s 
moral and diplomatic support for Greek indepen-
dence. In so doing, he signaled American diplomatic 
intervention instead of neutrality:

A strong hope has been long entertained, found-
ed on the heroic struggle of the Greeks, that they 
would succeed in their contest and resume their 
equal station among the nations of the earth…. 
From the facts which have come to our knowl-
edge there is good cause to believe that their 
enemy has lost forever all dominion over them; 
that Greece will become again an independent 
nation. that she may obtain that rank is the 
object of our most ardent wishes.59

In contrast to the strict neutrality during the 
French Revolutionary Wars, the U.S. government 
signaled approval of its citizens’ material support 
for Greek independence. many Americans, animat-
ed by their commitment to the cause of liberty and 
emboldened by American diplomatic support for the 
Greeks, donated funds and supplies to aid the Greeks’ 
fight for independence. even former president John 
Adams sent a donation and a letter to the Greek 
Committee in New York expressing that his heart 

“beat in unison” with their cause.60

Even when the U.S. government does 
not intervene militarily, the support 
of the American people for those who 
seek liberty is a valuable aid to their 
cause.

A number of Americans also enlisted to fight in 
the Greek War of Independence. One such American 
was Samuel Gridley Howe, a physician from boston 
who set sail for the peloponnese in 1824 and soon 
became the chief surgeon of the Greek navy. He 
later recorded the reaction of Greeks upon receiv-
ing diplomatic and unofficial military aid from the 
United States: “thousands put up their prayers to 
God for their benefactors, and the children learned 
first to lisp the name of America, with a blessing.”61 

During and after the revolution, Howe and other pri-
vate American citizens raised funds and worked to 

establish schools and hospitals and to rebuild towns 
for Greek refugees.

Observing these expressions of public support 
for Greek independence, Webster asked, “What is 
the soul, the informing spirit of our own institutions, 
of our entire system of government?” His answer: 

“public opinion. While this acts with intensity and 
moves in the right direction the country must ever 
be safe—let us direct the force, the vast moral force, 
of this engine to the aid of others.” even when the 
U.S. government does not intervene militarily, the 
support of the American people for those who seek 
liberty is a valuable aid to their cause. the “great-
est enemy of tyranny” is this republican spirit of 
self-government.62

by 1827, the Greek War of Independence had 
turned into an intercontinental conflict involving 
britain, Russia, France, the Ottoman empire, and 
egypt. In the end, the Greeks gained their indepen-
dence but were coerced into establishing a monar-
chy by their military allies—the british, Russian, 
and French empires. American military aid might 
have been tactically helpful, but it would not have 
been politically decisive.

American Support for Hungarian 
independence. the intensity of American support 
for the Hungarian Revolution of 1848–1849 prompt-
ed a diplomatic confrontation and sparked a heated 
exchange between Austrian Ambassador Johann 
Georg Hülsemann and U.S. Secretary of State Daniel 
Webster in 1850–1852. American actions during 
this episode served to illuminate the enduring idea 
of America’s role in advancing liberty and revealed 
how the American Navy, built to protect U.S. inter-
ests, could advance the cause of freedom abroad. 
Significantly, the U.S. continued to encourage 
Hungarian freedom even at the risk of undermining 
American diplomatic and commercial interests in 
the short term.

In 1848, Hungarian revolutionaries erupted in 
open conflict against the Austrian empire in order 
to “establish political freedom.”63 Amidst Hungary’s 
attempts to establish an independent government, 
president Zachary taylor and many other U.S. offi-
cials publicly supported Hungarian independence, 
while many private individuals supported the 
Hungarians financially and some even enlisted in 
arms.

the Hungarian Revolution was quickly sup-
pressed by Austrian and Russian forces, making 
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the question of American recognition of Hungary 
irrelevant, but the United States rescued Hungarian 
refugees,64 including Hungarian Revolutionary 
leader Lajos Kossuth, and took the opportunity to 
announce to the world that America stood for liberty 
everywhere. Upon arriving in the United States and 
being welcomed by an outpouring of public goodwill, 
Kossuth proclaimed: “Your generous part in my lib-
eration is taken by the world for the revelation of the 
fact, that the United States are resolved not to allow 
the despots of the world to trample on oppressed 
humanity.”65 In his annual message to Congress in 
1849, president taylor said that he “deeply sympa-
thized with the magyar [Hungarian] patriots” and 
publicly lamented that “the powerful intervention of 
Russia in the contest extinguished the hopes of the 
struggling magyars.”66

American diplomacy, in whatever 
form, could not be wholly divorced 
from the state of the U.S. military. 
The interrelated aspects of 
American statecraft advanced the 
goals of American diplomacy and 
fundamentally differed from the 
modern foreign policy approach called 
non-interventionism.

America’s moral support for magyar indepen-
dence and material aid to Hungarian political ref-
ugees even after the failed revolution was ended 
greatly strained diplomatic relations and trade 
with both the Austrian and Russian empires. this 
was hardly trivial for the security and economic 
well-being of the United States. When the Austrian 
government contended that America’s support for 
the Hungarians had violated American neutral-
ity, Secretary of State Webster presented America’s 
guiding foreign policy principles and noted that 
Americans cannot “fail to cherish, always, a lively 
interest in the fortunes of Nations, struggling for 
institutions like their own.”67 In such cases, Webster 
noted, the United States could not “remain wholly 
indifferent spectators.”68

When Austria threatened armed retribution 
against America for interfering and refusing to 

apologize, Webster replied that despite “any possi-
ble acts of retaliation which Austria might conceiv-
ably undertake against the United States,” nothing 

“will deter either the government or the people of the 
United States from exercising, at their own discre-
tion, the rights belonging to them as an independent 
nation, and of forming and expressing their own opi-
nions, freely and at all times, upon the great political 
events which may transpire” among foreign nations. 
Webster went on to explain that America’s institu-
tions are based on universal and fundamental laws 
of liberty that are “eminently favorable” to the hap-
piness and prosperity of nations.69

the American people—not just U.S. diplomats—
were committed to advancing liberty abroad. One 
vital and truly exceptional element of American 
diplomacy was the activity of private U.S. citizens 
abroad. the U.S. government was often able either 
to facilitate or to build upon the private endeav-
ors of American citizens who were engaged in reli-
gious, charitable, commercial, or political activities 
around the world. these unofficial ambassadors 
of American society played an important role in 
extending the reach of American ideas and interests 
to the far corners of the globe.

even these purely private endeavors, however, 
required a certain level of military preparedness to 
deter retaliation by foreign powers. American diplo-
macy, in whatever form, could not be wholly divorced 
from the state of the U.S. military. the interrelated 
aspects of American statecraft advanced the goals 
of American diplomacy and fundamentally differed 
from the modern foreign policy approach called 
non-interventionism.

Encouraging and Sustaining Freedom
the most important goal of diplomacy 

remained defending the independence of the 
United States so that America could govern itself 
according to its principles and pursue its national 
interests, which prominently included efforts to 
encourage and extend respect for the basic tenets 
of economic, political, and religious freedom 
abroad. the United States sought to do so peaceful-
ly in order to maintain a stable climate conducive 
to international commerce and to expand friendly 
trade relations with nations around the world but it 
did not shy away from exercising force.70 On numer-
ous occasions in its early history, America’s state-
craft endeavored to shield the flickering liberties of 



22

THE MYTH OF AMERICAN ISOLATIONISM: 
COMMERCE, DIPLOMACY, AND MILITARY AFFAIRS IN THE EARLY REPUBLIC

foreign people from the hostile winds of despotism 
and oppression.

Although it may seem unimpressive by today’s 
standards, the actions of American officials and the 
policies of the U.S. were very supportive of liberty 
at the time. this was true when the United States 
was the first established nation to recognize the 
independence of Argentina, peru, Chile, Colombia, 
and mexico in 1822, as well as when America dip-
lomatically supported the Greeks and Hungarians 
in their wars for independence. When compared 
to the actions of other nations, and considering 
the high price of taking such positions, America’s 
diplomacy was a powerful example of its commit-
ment to the cause of liberty and makes clear that 
the Founders’ diplomatic approach was resolutely 

neither isolationist in character nor non-interven-
tionist in practice.

the Founders understood that the U.S. could 
not predetermine where liberty would spring forth, 
but when the demonstrated desire for republican 
self-government does emerge, the cause of liberty 
should be supported. the debate over the appropri-
ate means depended on the circumstances and was 
guided by prudence. American statesmen never lost 
sight of the fact that there is sometimes a great gap 
between a people’s natural right to liberty and their 
capacity for self-government. the Founders con-
tended, however, and their foreign policy demon-
strated that when this problem could be overcome, 
the United States should acknowledge, encourage, 
and sometimes sustain freedom.
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Section II: Trade

by the 1780s, european empires were beginning 
to view the United States as a rival power. Alexander 
Hamilton noted that “the adventurous spirit, which 
distinguishes the commercial character of America, 
has already excited uneasy sensations in several of 
the maritime powers of europe.”71 Foreign powers 
were challenging America’s fragile standing abroad 
and endangering its commerce. As a result, the 
Founders recognized that America’s growing mari-
time trade, not just its territory, would have to be 
defended.

Peaceful and Free Commerce  
the World Over

the Founders hoped that the Constitution 
and newly established government would not only 
restore foreign commerce, which had been disrupt-
ed by the War for Independence, but also unleash the 
spirit of enterprise to bring Americans greater pros-
perity. there was wide agreement in the Founding 
era on basic economic principles, such as the need 
for strong private property rights, free markets, and 
stable money.72 Yet America’s first two political par-
ties often disagreed over what type of economic 
system to promote at home: the mostly southern, 
and later western, agrarian Republicans favored a 
rural and agriculturally based economy, while the 
Federalists along the east Coast favored a more 
industrial system.

both visions ultimately depended heavily on for-
eign trade. Consequently, there was wide recogni-
tion among the Founders that promoting commerce 
was a central goal of American statecraft.

In the vein of David Hume’s and Adam Smith’s 
understanding of economics, the Founders empha-
sized the merits of free and open international trade. 
For his part, Alexander Hamilton was convinced 
that Americans were particularly suited to com-
mercial success: America’s “inexhaustible mine of 
national wealth,” he believed, stemmed from “that 
unequaled spirit of enterprise” and “the genius of 
the American merchants and navigators.”73 peaceful 
and free commerce, not imperialism or protection-
ism, was to be America’s path to national success. 
According to George Washington, this approach was 

“recommended by policy, humanity, and interest.”74

While there was broad agreement among the 
Founders on the value of promoting commerce, 

some at first disputed how to promote it. particularly 
challenging was the question of how to protect 
America’s rapidly growing trade. the productiv-
ity of American craftsmen and farmers at home, as 
well as the expanding range of merchants and trad-
ers abroad, far outpaced the growth of an American 
navy—which was then nonexistent, thereby making 
U.S. maritime commerce a defenseless and wealthy 
target of plunder. Since American commerce could 
yield fruit only if U.S. citizens were able to travel 
and trade safely on the high seas, this vulnerability 
forced America to confront the nature of its national 
interests and how to best protect them. America’s 
future prosperity was a possibility, not a foregone 
conclusion.

Peaceful and free commerce, not 
imperialism or protectionism, was to 
be America’s path to national success. 
According to George Washington, this 
approach was “recommended by policy, 
humanity, and interest.”

From the beginning, both Washington and 
Hamilton agreed that the U.S. must be prepared to 
use military force to protect commerce. Hamilton 
specifically feared that if the U.S. lacked a navy 
capable of resisting foreign coercion, America’s com-
merce “would be stifled and lost, and poverty and 
disgrace would overspread a country which, with 
wisdom, might make herself the admiration and 
envy of the world.”75 Likewise, Washington believed 
that offensive naval power was vital to American 
statecraft because it helped ensure stable commerce, 
which in turn “assures us of a further increase of the 
national respectability and credit.”76

In contrast to Washington and Hamilton, 
Jefferson at first wondered whether, in the interest 
of avoiding war, “it might be better for us to abandon 
the ocean altogether.” but despite his personal pref-
erence for a self-contained yeoman republic and his 
aversion to war, Jefferson understood the centrality 
of trade even to agriculture, commerce being “the 
only means of disposing of its produce.”77 Jefferson 
came to recognize that an isolationist alternative 
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was impractical, for it would isolate American for-
eign policy “precisely on the footing of China.” 
Commercial isolationism and its attendant dimin-
ished risk of international conflict “is theory only, 
and a theory which the servants of America are not 
at liberty to follow.”78

Rather than isolate itself, Jefferson recommend-
ed, the U.S. should assure prosperity by throwing 

“open all the doors of commerce and knocking off its 
shackles.”79 Indeed, as president, Jefferson would go 
to war with the barbary States to stop their corsairs 
from attacking and impeding the trade of American 
merchants. In one important episode, howev-
er, Jefferson’s commitment to trade was weighed 
against his desire to prevent war in an ill-fated pol-
icy of economic withdrawal. With the failure of the 
1807 embargo, he soundly rejected his own isola-
tionist experiment.

thus, through both general principle and par-
ticular experience, the Founders came to agree that 
America’s system of trade should generally favor 
freer international commerce and must be protect-
ed from foreign interference.80 this would require 
both a strong navy capable of defending American 
trade abroad and diplomatic efforts to extend free 
trade agreements with foreign countries in an effort 
to open foreign markets.

American Commerce Abroad
the United States was a commercial repub-

lic from the beginning. the extent and growth of 
America’s foreign trade, the flows of foreign capital, 
and the movement of people make it clear that the 
American economy was, as a matter of fact, never iso-
lated despite its geographical distance from europe. 
As Alexis de tocqueville remarked, America’s com-
merce made neighbors of all of its trading partners, 
though they were an ocean away. the private trade of 
U.S. citizens quickly extended the reach of American 
ideas and interests to the far corners of the globe 
(see map 1) and was an integral part of the economy. 
American diplomatic efforts sought to expand com-
merce through treaties that reduced preferential 
trade policies, creating a freer and more competitive 
international economy.

As soon as the U.S. gained independence, 
American merchants resumed trade with england, 
France, and many other Northern european 
and Caribbean ports. During Washington’s 
Administration, American merchants absorbed 
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almost all of the Caribbean “carrying trade” (trans-
porting foreign goods on U.S. ships to foreign ports) 
with england, France, and the Dutch Low Countries. 
America’s burgeoning merchant fleets quickly 
extended european trade routes to new ports in the 
eastern mediterranean and the black Sea.

by 1796, American ships had arrived in China 
(Amoy and Canton), the philippines (manila), 
Indonesia, and numerous island ports in the South 
pacific to establish trade routes that would gradually 
grow over time. by 1800, American ships had reached 
the Asian subcontinent, and by 1805, the volume of 
American trade with India was greater than that of 
any european nation’s trade with India. by 1806, for-
eign trade accounted for one-fourth of U.S. GDp.

From 1790 through 1860, U.S. merchandise 
trade—the most transportation-intensive, geo-
graphically expansive, and vulnerable element of 
American commerce—grew steadily, except when 

interrupted by diplomatic conflict, trade restric-
tions, or war. (See Chart 4.) American cotton, tobac-
co, flour, rice, and furs comprised more than 60 
percent of U.S. exports. Among the most popular 
imports were finished and manufactured goods 
from europe, exotic foods and raw materials, wine 
and spirits, spices, tea, and silk.81

trade was also the primary source of revenue 
for the national government in the form of tariffs, 
but rather than raising tariffs, U.S. trade policies 
aimed to foster growth in trade and thereby expand 
the revenue base. Generally low tariffs and very few 
trade restrictions early on made maritime com-
merce a very rewarding business, although regional 
and partisan politics occasionally gave rise to waves 
of higher tariffs, which peaked in the 1820s and 
began to diminish steadily in the 1830s.82

It was not only U.S. trade policy that general-
ly encouraged foreign trade. American diplomacy 
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played an important role in opening up foreign mar-
kets and promoting commercial freedom. Unlike 
the great powers of europe, however, which spon-
sored trading companies, conquered foreign terri-
tory, and sought to enforce mercantilism, American 
diplomats sought only to secure treaties that legal-
ly extended commercial freedoms and equal pro-
tections. Jefferson summed up the approach in his 
often misunderstood “peace, commerce, and hon-
est friendship with all nations—entangling alliances 
with none.”83

While wishing to avoid the permanent politi-
cal alliances that divided europe, the United States 
pushed vigorously for free and open markets every-
where by negotiating treaties, commonly called 
Treaties of Amity and Commerce. these foreign 
agreements normally included provisions such as 
removing discriminatory restrictions and exclusive 
preferences while establishing mutual protection of 
navigation rights, protection of ships in port, legal 
protections for citizens, and rights to station consuls, 
trade agents, and commissaries in foreign port cities. 
the first such treaty was with France in 1778, and 
the State Department negotiated many similar trea-
ties with other nations in following years (see table 
1), although not all negotiations became legally bind-
ing treaties due to rejection by the U.S. president or 
Senate or by the foreign party.

many early foreign policy debates centered on 
America’s dependence on britain, which—despite 
decades of tense diplomatic relations, border dis-
putes with british Canada, and the three-year-long 
War of 1812—remained America’s largest trading 
partner throughout early U.S. history. (See Chart 
2.) britain also held the largest amount of U.S. debt, 
and Americans were heavily dependent on british 
capital. most new enterprises in the U.S. relied on 
british banks and financiers throughout the 19th 
century. Nevertheless, the United States, though it 
often chose to act under the protection of the british 
Royal Navy, did not lie low or follow the example of 
other countries of similar size that often chose to 
hide behind powerful allies.

American diplomats tirelessly harassed Great 
britain, the world’s most powerful nation at the time, 
to abandon its mercantilist preferences, which, for 
example, restricted the U.S. from trading with many 
colonies of the expanding british empire. American 
diplomats also sought to extend trade to less open 
countries, convincing Russia, for example, to sign 

its first free trade and mutual commerce agreement 
in 1832. Contact by traders usually preceded official 
diplomatic trade relations, but such treaties served 
to facilitate freer trade conditions and legally pro-
tect U.S. citizens and property abroad.

technological developments also served to 
make the world relatively smaller and spurred 
international commerce even more. the American-
designed “Clipper,” a fast topsail schooner, gave mer-
chants an edge for time-sensitive or seasonal goods 
in the early 1800s. by 1817, American merchant 
companies such as the New York-based black ball 
Line began to run “packet ships,” which operated 
on a regular shipping schedule especially suited for 
passengers and mail. Such developments helped to 
accelerate and regularize international trade, travel, 
and communication.

Alexis de tocqueville arrived to America in 1831 
aboard one such packet ship and had occasion to 
observe the American spirit (“enterprising, adven-
turous, above all an innovator”). He concluded that it 
was “this same spirit applied to maritime commerce 
that makes the American sail more quickly and more 
cheaply than all the merchants of the world.” because 
of their competitive edge as well as their “politi-
cal laws,” tocqueville predicted, “one day they will 
become the premier maritime power of the globe.”84

With the arrival of steamships in the 1840s, the 
regularity of maritime transportation was further 
improved. Not only were Americans trading in every 
ocean of the globe, but they were taking advan-
tage of easier transatlantic travel; there were more 
U.S. tourists abroad throughout the 1850s than for-
eign visitors in America.85 Far from isolated, the 
American people and economy were inextricably 
and nearly everywhere linked to foreign markets 
and, therefore, international politics.

by 1860, the annual value of American foreign 
trade was $12 billion in 2005 dollars—more than 20 
times that of 1790. (See Chart 4.) Due to expanding 
trade as well as immigration and domestic industrial 
and agricultural growth, the United States became 
the world’s largest economy only 30 years later. Yet, 
as Hamilton noted in 1787, American prosperity was 
not inevitable.86 Americans were indeed particu-
larly suited to commerce, but the institutions of U.S. 
foreign policy would have to facilitate and protect 
foreign trade. During the country’s first 70 years, 
U.S. diplomacy expanded and secured better trade 
opportunities, and the U.S. Navy protected them.
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The Franco–American War (1798–1800): 
A Strong Navy as a Prerequisite for 
Prosperity

America’s commerce could yield fruit only if 
American citizens were able to travel and trade 
safely abroad. the Law of Nations concept known 
as the Freedom of the Seas (the right of neutral 
ships to engage in maritime commerce and navi-
gation unmolested by warring parties) was thus 
fundamental to the future success of American 
statecraft.

When U.S. sovereignty was violated by French 
attacks on American commercial interests and 
diplomacy failed to resolve the matter, president 
John Adams called for a naval war against France 
to restore American respectability and protect 
trade. the Franco–American war of 1798–1800, also 
known as the Quasi-War, demonstrates that active 
threats to America’s sovereign independence and 
vital interest in commerce could justify war even 
in the absence of a direct military threat to the 
American homeland.

When Adams was elected president in 1796, the 
U.S. had only three frigates, and these were out of 
service—a consequence of congressional funding 
cuts in president Washington’s naval program.87 

Despite reaching a peace settlement with Algiers 
(one of the barbary States) in 1796, Washington had 
implored Congress to continue the naval program in 
order to provide security against future threats and 
not risk “derangement in the whole system.”88 but 
Congress cut the naval program by more than half, 
influenced by partisan politics and unconvinced 
that the expense of maintaining a peacetime naval 
program was worth the cost. As Washington had 
predicted, Congress’s refusal to provide a navy for 
the common defense allowed America to become 
weak and to be exploited by foreign powers.

In the wake of increasingly tense relations and 
as the French Revolution continued its radical and 
violent course, the Revolutionary French Directory 
issued a decree in early 1797 directing its warships 
to target American vessels. France argued that 
America had violated its treaty obligations by sign-
ing a separate peace treaty with england in 1794 
and by continuing its policy of neutrality in France’s 
war against england.89 the Senate had ratified 
Jay’s treaty, which among other provisions facili-
tated freer trade between the U.S. and britain, in 
order to maintain both U.S. creditworthiness and 

stable trade with America’s largest trading partner, 
but French minister of Foreign Affairs talleyrand 
hoped that France could coerce America to aban-
don its neutrality policy and join the ongoing war in 
europe on the side of her former ally.

The Franco–American war of 1798–
1800, also known as the Quasi-War, 
demonstrates that active threats to 
America’s sovereign independence 
and vital interest in commerce could 
justify war even in the absence of a 
direct military threat to the American 
homeland.

Just as reports of French attacks on American 
merchants began arriving in philadelphia, president 
Adams learned that France also had refused to 
receive America’s new minister to France, Charles 
Cotesworth pinckney. Not only was the United 
States unprepared to fight a naval war, but it now 
could not even conduct the basic elements of success-
ful diplomacy. Naval weakness had made America 
contemptible.

As French attacks continued, maritime insur-
ance rates skyrocketed, and America’s foreign trade 
plummeted. (See Chart 4.) because Americans could 
not consent “to be the miserable instruments of for-
eign influence,” president Adams called for “vigor-
ous preparations for war.”90 Secretary of War James 
mcHenry specified new ships of the line and other 
naval ships, more cannon, and more coastal forts. 
Without them, mcHenry believed, America would 
exhibit to the world “a sad spectacle of national deg-
radation and imbecility.”91

Some Republican Congressmen allied with 
Jefferson were acrimoniously intent on opposing 
anything the Federalist Adams proposed. politics 
did not stop at the water’s edge. Others were moved 
by the words of Republican Congressman Albert 
Gallatin of pennsylvania, who argued that “com-
merce can be protected without a navy, whilst a 
nation preserves its neutrality,” seemingly oblivious 
to the possibility that a navy might be necessary to 
uphold American neutrality.92 moved by partisan-
ship and naïve miscalculations, Congress refused 
to build more ships and voted merely to equip and 
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man Washington’s three existing frigates, which had 
remained docked and inactive.

the british ambassador reported back to 
London that “every measure of warlike preparation 
or internal defence has been adopted with an excess 
of caution, and provided for with a niggardly hand.”93 
this perception of naval weakness fueled French 
hopes of intimidating America. Some in Congress 
recommended relying first on diplomacy and then 
on Letters of marque and Reprisal (official licenses 
granting private merchants the ability to arm them-
selves and attack enemy ships), but such policies 
proved wholly inadequate. Congress would learn the 
hard way that America needed a stronger navy.

With no other alternative, Adams sent another 
delegation to France. the American diplomats—
Charles Cotesworth pinckney, John marshall, and 
elbridge Gerry—found political conditions erratic 
and corrupt in paris. the French government once 
again refused to negotiate with the Americans, and 
talleyrand’s anonymous agents (messieurs X, Y, 
and Z) demanded loans, bribes, and a presiden-
tial apology from America in return for respecting 
U.S. neutrality. Insulted and without recourse, the 
Americans sailed home. Despite America’s stated 
commitment to an honorable and just diplomacy, a 
weak U.S. had no other options.

When president Adams released to Congress 
the so-called XYZ dispatches, thereby making pub-
lic France’s efforts at intimidation and coercion, the 
popular response from Georgia to New Hampshire 
was clear: “millions for defense, but not one cent 
for tribute.”94 most Americans were eager to defend 
America’s honor when faced with a choice of with-
draw or fight.

In the new atmosphere of national alarm and 
indignation, Congress approved a robust naval pro-
gram that included provisions for harbor and coast-
al fortifications, troops, and more warships. (See 
Chart 5.) It also created the Department of the Navy. 
From 1798–1799, Congress authorized the construc-
tion or purchase of 46 warships, including the con-
struction of six 74-gun ships of the line (the best 
warships of the day). In July 1798, Congress passed 

“An Act for the establishing and organizing a marine 
Corps,” thereby making possible amphibious mili-
tary deployments—a requirement for projecting 
American force to foreign shores.

the expanded navy needed adequate man-
power, but unlike the british navy, which relied on 

impressment, America’s would be an all-volunteer 
force.95 the volunteer sailors of the new U.S. Navy 
fought well against French ships and forts in the for-
eign waters of the French Caribbean, where most 
of the fighting took place. the French soon found it 
difficult to protect their colonies and trade against 
attacks by both American and british ships. by 1800, 
the government of Napoleon bonaparte, realizing 
that France had gained nothing by making an enemy 
of America, a vigorous nation with growing military 
strength, promptly sued for peace.96

After several misguided policies, Americans 
were compelled by the realities of international 
affairs to build up the Navy. trade, a necessary 
engine of American prosperity, could not protect 
itself.

Failed Embargo: Foreign Trade  
and the Limits of Peaceful Coercion

In contrast to Adams’s approach during the 
(1798–1800) crisis with France, which was resolved 
by war and had a minimal effect on overall American 
trade, president Jefferson’s response to a similar cri-
sis with britain (1806–1809) had a disastrous effect 
on U.S. trade. (See Chart 2.) the 1807 embargo, 
which nearly cut off all commerce, produced high 
inflation, precipitated the nation’s first depression, 
and made war with england all but inevitable. the 
embargo and its attendant policies revealed the 
imprudence of a policy that had America isolate 
itself from the world rather than defend its national 
interests.

most Republicans, most of the time, were just 
as committed as Federalists to the notion of free 
and open international trade and recognized its 
beneficial effects for Americans, but the Federalist 
emphasis on naval power as the means to protect 
commerce was by no means universally accepted. 
powerful forces were against expanding the Navy, 
which was viewed as a pet project of the Federalists. 
Also, many in the Republican party still held to a 
belief in the possibility of avoiding war and sustain-
ing peace without the aid of military strength and 
feared that a strong navy would encourage foreign 
conquest. these factors combined once again to cut 
U.S. military spending following peace with France.

Succeeding Adams as president in 1801, Jefferson 
saw defense spending fall to an all-time low, despite 
his requests for increasing the Navy. Ironically, this 
was the same period in which Jefferson launched a 
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four-year war against the barbary States of North 
Africa to end their piratical raids on U.S. shipping.97 
In dealing with the “more enlightened” european 
nations, by contrast, Jefferson believed that he could 
peacefully coerce “the interested nations of europe 
to treat us with justice” by threatening to withdraw 
U.S. commerce.98

by the beginning of Jefferson’s second term 
in 1805, britain had intensified its practice of seiz-
ing neutral ships and impressing American sailors 
at sea. britain, as part of its overall strategy in the 
Napoleonic Wars that had broken out in 1803, was 
seizing American commerce and violating the rights 
of American citizens by impressing U.S. sailors to 
serve in the Royal Navy, even in U.S. waters. “We 
cannot be respected,” said Jefferson, “if we do not 
take effectual measures to support, at every risk, our 
authority in our own harbors.”99

In response to britain’s actions, Jefferson and 
Secretary of State James madison chose to cur-
tail American commerce in order to punish britain 
and protect American ships. In Jefferson’s words, it 
was a “candid and liberal experiment” in “peaceful 
coercion.” madison thought it was “the most like-
ly means of obtaining our objects without war,”100 

since the british would “feel the want of necessities” 
and change their policy.101 the entire strategy, how-
ever, rested on the erroneous assumption that for-
eign commerce could be wholly separated from mili-
tary affairs. Jefferson hoped that economic pressure 
and trade incentives could take the place of military 
force abroad and thereby achieve targeted foreign 
policy results without violence.

the anticipated costs of diminished trade were 
acceptable to most Republicans at the time because 
they believed it would be a very short-lived policy. 
thus, the Republican-dominated Congress passed a 
series of acts restricting American trade.102 the most 
significant of these, the 1807 embargo Act, prohibit-
ed all American exports to england and France and 
restricted American ships from leaving U.S. ports; 
foreign ships were allowed to deliver only certain 
imports. Cumulatively, the acts cut off all American 
exports and nearly all imports. (See Chart 4.) As 
intended, the embargo primarily affected trade 
with england. (See Chart 3.)

though Congress was acting on its constitu-
tional power to “regulate commerce with foreign 
nations,”103 the embargo Act was antithetical to 
the republican ideals of free and open trade, a point 

not lost on Jefferson or his Cabinet. Secretary of 
the treasury Albert Gallatin cautioned fidelity to 
economic freedom: “governmental prohibitions do 
always more mischief than had been calculated; and 
it is not without much hesitation that a statesman 
should hazard to regulate the concerns of individu-
als as if he could do it better than themselves.”104

the embargo Act was passed despite Federalist 
and some Republican opposition. the policy impe-
tus stemmed from arguments of economy, ideology, 
or prudence, but especially an adamant aversion 
to war. It was also true, however, that America was 
weak militarily due to Congress’s refusal to replen-
ish and expand the Navy. by 1807, war with britain 
was an especially unsatisfactory choice. Jefferson 
was largely compelled to choose a policy of with-
drawal in the form of embargo, “war, embargo, or 
nothing” being the only three options available. the 
congressional Republicans’ refusal to maintain the 
Navy and their erroneous assumption that their 
military choices would not negatively affect com-
merce defined America’s options in the face of public 
danger.

Despite the philosophical justifications or antic-
ipated results, the immediate effect was commer-
cial isolation.105 “the great objects of the embargo 
are to keep our ships and seamen out of harm’s way,” 
said Jefferson.106 Congressman John Randolph of 
Virginia aptly described the “liberal experiment” 
as a tortoise retreating into his shell, “withdrawing 
from every contest, quitting the arena, flying the 
pit.”107 He rejected the reasoning of the embargo as 
an alternative to war.

Although Jefferson for the moment was stead-
fast in his preference for the embargo as a means 
of averting war, he was certainly no pacifist or com-
mitted isolationist. He intended to act aggressively if 
war proved unavoidable by taking the Floridas from 
britain’s new ally Spain, invading british Canada, 
and perhaps even annexing Cuba.108 moreover, 
Jefferson had already begun to worry, along with 
madison, that the Republicans’ aversion to the cost 
and bloodshed of war was fostering a perception in 
europe that would jeopardize the future safety of 
the country:

the love of peace which we sincerely feel and pro-
fess, has begun to produce an opinion in europe 
that our government is entirely in Quaker prin-
ciples, and will turn the left cheek when the right 
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has been smitten. this opinion must be corrected 
when just occasion arises, or we shall become the 
plunder of all nations. the moral duties make no 
part of the political system of those governments 
of europe which are habitually belligerent.109

even as his Administration enforced the 
embargo Act, Jefferson was preparing for a defen-
sive war. He signaled a shift in his defense policy and 
attempted to convince the Republican-dominated 
Congress of the need for greater military spending. 
He requested funds for coastal fortifications, defen-
sive gunboats, and offensive ships of the line.

While Jefferson believed that “our 
interests soundly calculated, will ever 
be found inseparable from our moral 
duties,” the U.S. would only be “taken 
on its word, when recourse is had to 
armaments and wars to bridle others.”

Despite his attempts to “cultivate the friend-
ship of all nations,” conflict had become unavoidable. 
While Jefferson believed that “our interests soundly 
calculated, will ever be found inseparable from our 
moral duties,” the U.S. would only be “taken on its 
word, when recourse is had to armaments and wars to 
bridle others.”110 even while maintaining his ill-fated 

“liberal experiment,” Jefferson was leading the coun-
try in war preparations as federal defense spending 
doubled during his second term. (See Chart 5.)

by 1809, the embargo Act, having effectively cut 
off America’s foreign trade, was widely denounced 
as a failed policy, and the country was in an uproar. 
many thousands of sailors and dockyard workers 
were without jobs. the people of massachusetts, a 
Federalist stronghold, declared they would “not will-
ingly become the victims of fruitless experiment.”111 
Similarly, people in the Republican stronghold of the 
mississippi territory complained to Congress that 
they deplored the “severe and destructive effects of 
the embargo,” which left their agricultural produce 

“unsold and unsaleable in our barns.”112

Congress repealed the embargo Act in march 
1809. “I feel extreme regret that an effort, made on 
motives which all mankind must approve, has failed 
in an object so much desired. I spared nothing to 

promote it,”113 Jefferson wrote. U.S. Senator Wilson 
Cary Nicholas of Virginia summed up the situation 
vis-à-vis britain: “We have exhausted every means 
in our power to preserve peace. We have tried nego-
tiations until it is disgraceful to think of renewing 
it, and commercial restrictions have operated to our 
own injury. War or submission alone remain.”114

three years after the embargo ended, the 
United States, with a Republican Congress and a 
Republican president (James madison) in the White 
House, declared war on Great britain. the “liberal 
experiment” had failed; a misguided policy con-
sistent with isolationism had harmed the country. 
madison directed the war against britain and anoth-
er war against Algiers. At the conclusion of these 
wars in 1815, madison proclaimed a newly agreed-
upon “settled policy” for the United States: “as peace 
is better than war, so war is better than tribute.”115

madison’s policy finally signaled a consensus 
between Republicans and Federalists regarding the 
necessity of military preparedness in preserving 
peace. the lesson, learned the hard way, was that 
commerce was to be protected, not brandished in 
the place of military power. In the decades that fol-
lowed, not only did average defense spending remain 
significantly higher, but the volume of U.S. trade also 
grew dramatically. (See Charts 4 and 5.)

Protecting Trade and Commerce
by the time he arrived in the United States in 

1831, tocqueville was able to observe America’s gen-
eral commitment to protecting its commerce:

Reason shows and experience proves that no 
commercial greatness is lasting if it cannot be 
combined as needed with military power. this 
truth is as well understood in the United States 
as anywhere else. the Americans are already in 
the position of making their flag respected; soon 
they will be able to make it feared.116

American tradesmen, merchants, and farmers 
alike depended on international trade in order to 
gain from commerce. American prosperity (agri-
culture, industry, and trade) was recognized, even 
by Jefferson, to be a matter of the nation’s safety: “as 
necessary to our independence as to our comfort.”117 
Foreign attacks on America’s trade routes forced 
Adams and then Jefferson to decide the best means 
by which to protect vital U.S. interests abroad.
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With the Franco–American war, U.S. com-
merce and sovereignty were successfully protected 
through military force. In contrast, the embargo 
Act and the insufficient military preparedness that 
attended its false hopes represent the single biggest 
foreign policy blunder in the first 70 years of the 
Republic. this experiment proved early in our histo-
ry that commerce must be protected, if necessary, by 

force. this short-lived and failed isolationist policy 
proved the rule and established the Founders’ con-
sensus foreign policy approach in both principle and 
practice. It also demonstrated how easily an aver-
sion to the use of military force and an attendant 
reticence to maintain a strong navy can lead not only 
to unintended commercial isolationism, but also to 
unnecessary military conflict.
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Section III: Military Affairs

the claim that the Founders were non-interven-
tionists stands at odds with the guiding principles 
and experience of early U.S. foreign policy. In con-
trast to an isolationist military strategy that seeks 
to preserve peace through disinterest, withdrawal, 
and a purely defensive military force, the Founders 
arrived at a settled policy that emphasized military 
preparedness in order to preserve peace and pro-
tect commerce and sometimes even included foreign 
military interventions.

Although the Founders agreed in principle about 
the necessity of military strength as an indispens-
able element of U.S. statecraft, there was early par-
tisan opposition to these policies in Congress. by 
1815, however, experience had produced a consen-
sus opinion that America must not only defend U.S. 
territory from foreign attacks, but also work to shift 
the balance of power in international affairs—how-
ever great or small—in favor of freedom, beginning 
in the Western Hemisphere. this “settled policy,” as 
madison called it, necessitated a rejection of poten-
tially isolationist or strictly non-interventionist 
foreign policies and emphasized the interrelated 
nature of America’s military, economic, and diplo-
matic policies.

As the Founders anticipated, the growing 
strength and respectability of U.S. statecraft proved 
beneficial both for America’s material interests and 
for the cause of liberty around the world.

Military Strength: The Prerequisite  
for Peace and Prosperity

Drawing from classical history and contempo-
rary episodes in international affairs, the Founders 
understood that the preservation of America’s sov-
ereign independence and national interests would 
require a policy of peace through strength. their 
goal for America’s military was not only to protect 
America in the actual event of an attack, but also to 
win foreign respect. this meant that America’s mili-
tary forces would have to be capable of force projec-
tion abroad, not just territorial defense. before dis-
cussing specific examples, however, we must first 
recover the Founders’ constitutional understanding 
of the “common defense” and national interests at 
the core of U.S. statecraft.

the primary purpose of America’s military is to 
defend the country’s sovereign independence and 

the common interests of the American people. the 
Declaration of Independence—America’s first state-
ment of foreign policy—proclaimed to the world 
America’s resolute intention to “assume among the 
powers of the earth, the separate and equal station 
to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God 
entitle them.” maintaining and strengthening that 
independent “station” in the face of foreign coercion 
was a fundamental purpose of the national govern-
ment established by the Constitution. According to 
James madison, “Security against foreign danger 
is…an avowed and essential object of the American 
Union.”118 madison asserted a “great principle of self-
preservation” that rested on “the transcendent law 
of nature and of nature’s God.”119 beyond this basic 
goal of survival, the Founders also employed the mil-
itary to support more broadly conceived elements of 
the “common defense” and the national interest.

the Founders approached foreign policy with a 
realistic assessment of human nature and the nature 
of international relations. madison highlighted the 
obvious problem with those few arguments against 
a peacetime army and navy in the early days of the 
Republic: “How could a readiness for war in time of 
peace be safely prohibited, unless we could prohib-
it, in like manner, the preparations and establish-
ments of every hostile nation?”120 Without an ade-
quate degree of military strength, America could not 
remain secure or maintain the independence neces-
sary to conduct its own foreign policy.

The Founders approached foreign 
policy with a realistic assessment 
of human nature and the nature of 
international relations. Without an 
adequate degree of military strength, 
America could not remain secure or 
maintain the independence necessary 
to conduct its own foreign policy.

Although the Founders of America’s constitu-
tional order agreed in principle about the broad-
er understanding of the common defense and the 
necessity of peace through strength, there were 
dissenting minority views in the form of pacifist 
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and isolationist thought. In 1776, for example, the 
Society of Friends (Quakers) in philadelphia banned 
members from holding government offices related to 
the war.121

that same year, thomas paine, himself raised a 
Quaker, challenged religious pacifism in his widely 
read and extremely influential pamphlet “Common 
Sense.” He advised America’s religious pacifists to 
defend their liberty or risk losing it.122 many patriot-
ic Quakers did precisely that. Nathaniel Greene who 
decided to be a “fighting Quaker” at the beginning of 
the Revolutionary War, for example, became a bril-
liant military strategist and one of Washington’s 
most trusted commanders. It was also the Quaker 
shipmaster, Joshua Humphreys, who designed and 
built the U.S. Navy’s first warships beginning in 1794.

pacifist sentiment of a different but ultimately 
more influential sort emanated from the radical ideas 
of the european enlightenment, which held that it 
was possible to abolish international conflict and, 
with intentional effort, establish perpetual peace in 
the world. these ideas were expounded not only by 
philosophers. In December 1815, the Reverend Noah 
Worcester founded the massachusetts peace Society 
to promote international arbitration of conflict and 
a “confederacy of nations” to prevent wars from 
occurring. the society counted among its members 
the massachusetts governor and lieutenant gover-
nor, two judges, and Harvard’s president and faculty 
members.123

the Founders knew better. Alexander Hamilton 
described those who held these views as “visionary 
or designing men, who stand ready to advocate the 
paradox of perpetual peace.” to base the country’s 
future security on their unrealistic notions would be 
to “calculate on the weaker springs of human char-
acter.”124 Nevertheless, civic groups were formed 
throughout the United States based on these uto-
pian ideas. And their continued influence prompted 
James madison to note gravely: “A universal peace, it 
is to be feared, is in the catalogue of events, which 
will never exist but in the imaginations of vision-
ary philosophers, or in the breasts of benevolent 
enthusiasts.”125

With the exception of a few pacifists, Americans 
were committed to the defense of their liberties 
through force if necessary. their recognition that 
the use of force could accomplish noble ends was 
demonstrated by personal contributions of blood 
and treasure in the war of independence and by the 

constitutional republic made possible by victory 
in that struggle. Despite this fact, however, there 
was disagreement about the appropriate role of a 
military in a self-governing republic, especially in 
peacetime.

there were those who, while not pacifists, exhib-
ited a narrow view of American interests. mostly 
Anti-Federalists, these individuals were against a 
standing army and navy and objected to the diplo-
matic and war-making powers given to the president 
in the Constitution. the temptation to think the 
country could be safe without a ready military was 
alluring. Revolutionary firebrand and later governor 
of Virginia patrick Henry represented this point of 
view eloquently. Henry claimed that the Federalists 
were attempting to “terrify” Americans into estab-
lishing an army and navy. “Happily for us,” he said, 

“there is no real danger from europe.” Severely mis-
calculating the number and nature of threats that 
would engage America in the coming years, Henry 
declared: “You may sleep in safety forever from 
them.” And if there were attacks? “I would recur to 
the American spirit to defend us.”126

The Framers believed that they 
had provided an adequate military 
structure that reflected America’s 
republican principles and was capable 
of building itself into a respectable 
military power, not only to ensure the 
Republic’s material survival, but also 
to strengthen overall U.S. statecraft by 
enhancing America’s standing abroad.

the Anti-Federalists lost the debate, and the 
Constitution was ratified. the common defense of the 
nation became a shared responsibility of the elected 
branches of the government. the Constitution gave 
Congress the power to “declare War, grant Letters of 
marque and Reprisal, and make Rules concerning 
Captures on Land and Water…to raise and support 
Armies…to provide and maintain a Navy…[and] to 
make Rules for the Government and Regulation of 
the land and naval Forces.” the civilian president 
was to direct the military as “Commander in Chief 
of the Army and Navy of the United States, and of 
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the militia of the several States, when called into the 
actual Service of the United States.”

Since the military would be commanded under 
civil authority, subject to the limits of constitutional 
government, Hamilton noted that an “army under 
such circumstances may usefully aid the magis-
trate to suppress a small faction, or an occasional 
mob, or insurrection; but it will be unable to enforce 
encroachments against the united efforts of the 
great body of the people.”127

According to the preamble, a primary purpose 
of the Constitution is to “provide for the common 
defense.” the Framers believed that they had pro-
vided an adequate military structure that reflected 
America’s republican principles and was capable of 
building itself into a respectable military power, not 
only to ensure the Republic’s material survival, but 
also to strengthen overall U.S. statecraft by enhanc-
ing America’s standing abroad.

In defending the Constitution, madison argued 
that it was impossible to separate the liberty and 
safety of the American people from respect abroad. 
A military strong enough to inspire respect for 
American sovereignty was the prerequisite for peace 
and, in time, prosperity. “If we be free and happy at 
home,” madison firmly stated, “we shall be respect-
able abroad.”128 When the Founders spoke of being 

“respectable abroad,” they meant, in the parlance 
of the day, an American policy backed by enough 
strength to make it respectable. even the “rights 
of neutrality will only be respected when they are 
defended by an adequate power,” Hamilton said. “A 
nation, despicable by its weakness, forfeits even the 
privilege of being neutral.”129

thus, a key element of defending America’s inde-
pendent statecraft was deterrence resulting from 
military power. As Jefferson noted, “it should ever be 
held in mind that insult and war are the consequenc-
es of a want of respectability in the national charac-
ter.”130 George Washington likewise firmly believed 
that perceived weakness would invite attacks:

there is a rank due to the United States among 
nations which will be withheld, if not absolutely 
lost, by the reputation of weakness. If we desire 
to avoid insult, we must be able to repel it; if we 
desire to secure peace, one of the most powerful 
instruments of our rising prosperity, it must be 
known that we are at all times ready for war.131

military strength consequently backed up 
America’s diplomatic efforts and helped to ensure 
the protection of U.S. commerce. As commander in 
chief, Washington immediately provided leadership 
to shore up America’s defenses. In his first annual 
address to Congress in 1790, he cautioned the peo-
ple’s representatives in an early formulation of the 
modern policy of “peace through strength”:

Among the many interesting objects which will 
engage your attention, that of providing for the 
common defence will merit particular regard. 
To be prepared for war is one of the most effectual 
means of preserving peace. A free people ought not 
only to be armed but disciplined; to which end a 
uniform and well digested plan is requisite.132

both Republican and Federalist Founders 
agreed with this understanding in principle, but 
implementing it as policy required careful states-
manship in order to counteract Congress’s early 
tendency to treat the “common defense” as a parti-
san issue. Although Congress at first funded mili-
tary buildups and demanded drawdowns as foreign 
threats waxed and waned, it was the War of 1812 
that affected a sea change on the issue of military 
spending. by 1815, Washington’s prudential “peace 
through strength” strategy of 1790 had become the 
generally accepted policy of the United States.

American Military Power Abroad
In stark contrast to what a rigid military policy 

of non-interventionism would permit, the early U.S. 
military invaded or intervened in foreign countries 
with a clear goal of addressing a threat to America’s 
vital national interests. the U.S. Navy was often 
deployed to protect American maritime commerce 
or the lives and property of U.S. citizens in foreign 
countries, usually in the wake of insurrections or 
public violence in a foreign land. the military simi-
larly intervened when opportunities arose to advance 
respect for religious, political, and economic free-
dom overseas. Despite much international coopera-
tion, including coordinated military operations, the 
Founders refused to surrender even a modicum of U.S. 
national sovereignty and participated only in tempo-
rary military alliances that were directly related to 
the defense of America’s national interests.

U.S. military actions abroad between 1789 and 
1860 fall into three functional categories: wars, 
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ongoing military operations, and brief hostilities. 
(See maps 2–5.) In the country’s first 70 years, the 
U.S. fought six wars, only two of which were actual-
ly declared by Congress. (See Chart 5.) these wars 
were fought to protect or extend U.S. territory or 
American commerce abroad, were limited in scope, 
and were deemed to be directly related to the coun-
try’s vital national interests.

In terms of ongoing military operations, which 
often occasioned small-scale hostilities, the U.S. 
Navy operated Anti-Slave trade patrols in for-
eign waters in order to enforce Congress’s inter-
pretation of the Law of Nations, which, according 
to the Constitution, it has the power to define and 
enforce.133 In 1807, Congress voted to outlaw the 
importation of slaves into the United States. In 
the following decades, the U.S. military sought to 
enforce U.S. restrictions on the slave trade, increas-
ingly understood to be an immoral feature of the 
international system, although it did not threaten 
the country’s immediate security or commercial 
interests. the U.S. Navy, in cooperation with britain, 
which had already abolished the slave trade, con-
ducted operations in the Caribbean to enforce the 
abolition upon pirates and slave traders (1814–1825); 
with the Navy’s African Slave trade patrol in the 
waters of West Africa, the Caribbean, and South 
America (1820–1823); and Commodore matthew 
perry’s patrol off the Ivory Coast (1843–1845).

Despite its foreign policy objective 
of restricting the slave trade, the 
United States refused to surrender 
its sovereignty. The United States 
would safeguard its political 
independence and accomplish its goals 
through autonomous military force, 
cooperating with foreign countries 
when useful.

Despite its foreign policy objective of restricting 
the slave trade, the United States refused to surren-
der its sovereignty. the United States, for example, 
declined to join an 1821 british proposal to estab-
lish an International Slave trade tribunal to erad-
icate the slave trade because the tribunal would 

have made U.S. citizens potentially subject to extra-
constitutional judicial proceedings. John Quincy 
Adams, Secretary of State at the time and a staunch 
abolitionist, believed the proposal to be “irresponsi-
ble to the supreme authorities of the United States”—
the U.S. Constitution and the American people.134 

Instead, the United States would safeguard its polit-
ical independence and accomplish its goals through 
autonomous military force, cooperating with for-
eign countries when useful.

In addition to wars and ongoing military opera-
tions to accomplish a specific goal, America’s mili-
tary engaged in dozens of brief hostilities and for-
eign landings abroad. (See Chart 5 and maps 2–5.) 
these short-term actions were often ordered by 
the president or directed by a military officer at the 
moment of decision at sea or in the field. they includ-
ed retaliatory or preemptive attacks (understood to 
deter future aggression); temporary troop landings 
in foreign territory to maintain order (and protect 
U.S. citizens or property during an insurrection 
or public violence in a foreign country); and efforts 
to promote America’s understanding of the Law of 
Nations (e.g., rescuing foreign political refugees).

Retaliatory or preemptive attacks for territo-
rial defense purposes were intended to neutral-
ize or deter the root of a manifest threat. these 
actions were most common after 1815 and reflected 
a decided American preference for fighting on enemy 
ground rather than within American territory—for 
example, when the United States sent troops into 
Spanish mexican territory in 1806 and Spanish 
Florida beginning in 1810 to stop cross-border 
attacks into the United States proper. Due to border 
disputes and continued cross-border attacks from 
mexico (an independent country since 1821), the U.S. 
launched several brief forays into mexico’s territory. 
As U.S.–mexico diplomacy continued to falter, these 
attacks increased: in 1836, in defense of the texans 
who were U.S. citizens; in 1842 when the Navy briefly 
occupied monterrey; and finally a full U.S. invasion 
and capture of mexico City as part of the mexican–
American War (1846–1848).

At sea, the U.S. Navy carried out more broad-
ly conceived defensive actions to protect the free-
dom and safety of America’s foreign commerce. In 
keeping with the example set by the tripolitan War 
(1801–1805), dozens of similar operations were car-
ried out in the following decades by the U.S. Navy 
against pirates and foreign countries that attacked 
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American trade. Such operations were often retal-
iatory and meant to deter future aggression while 
enhancing the general respectability of the United 
States abroad. this was true for a series of naval 
operations, which included sea battles, bombard-
ments, and brief landing attacks, against French 
and Spanish privateers in the Gulf of mexico (1806–
1810); against pirates in the waters surrounding 
Cuba (1822–1825); against pirate stations among 
Greek islands in the Aegean Sea (1827); in the 
Falkland Islands (1832); in Sumatra (1838–1839) 
and Fiji (1840); in madagascar (1851); in Nicaragua 
(1853); and against Chinese pirates (1855).

In none of these instances was U.S. territorial 
security in danger. these actions were meant to pre-
vent attacks on American commerce in europe, Asia, 
Africa, and the Americas so that U.S. merchants 
could trade safely and American prosperity would 
not be subject to the whims of foreign attacks, coer-
cion, and demands for tribute.

In addition to maritime trade, the U.S. Navy 
sought to protect the rights of American citizens 

abroad. For example, the ships of the mediterranean 
Squadron (established by president Jefferson in 1801 
and indefinitely stationed in the mediterranean by 
president madison in 1815) sailed to the Holy Land 
in 1858 to ensure justice for Walter Dickson and 
his family, who were American missionaries in the 
Ottoman-held city of Jaffa. Amidst tense relations 
with certain local muslims, Dickson and his fam-
ily had been brutally attacked. the incident took 
on an unmistakably anti-American, anti-Christian 
dimension when the Ottoman authorities revealed 
their intent to be lenient on the Dicksons’ attack-
ers.135 In response, the commanding officer of the U.S. 
mediterranean Squadron entered the port of Jaffa, 
hoping that American force would have a “salutary 
effect” on the Ottoman officials. As anticipated, local 
officials then carried out an appropriate punishment 
on the Dicksons’ attackers, signaling that American 
citizens would not be helpless victims of lawlessness 
in that city.

Often, the Navy went further and actually 
landed troops in foreign territory where American 
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U.S. Military Engagements in the Americas, 1789–1860
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property or U.S. citizens were threatened by intimi-
dation, public violence, or an open revolt. Such was 
the case in british-held Oregon territory (1818); in 
buenos Aires (1833); in several Chinese ports (1835–
1860), in peru (1835–1836); in Ottoman territory in 
what is modern-day Israel (1851); again in buenos 
Aires (1852–1853); in Nicaragua (1853); along China’s 
Yangtze river (1854); in Uruguay (1855); in panama 

following an 1856 insurrection; again in Uruguay 
(1858); in Colombia in response to an 1860 insurrec-
tion; and in Angola to protect American property 
in 1860. the majority of these small-scale landings 
were in Central and South America and the islands 
of the Caribbean.

America’s respectability (i.e., global reputation) 
enhanced U.S. statecraft and made U.S. foreign 
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interests more secure. In light of such coordinat-
ed military actions in defense of America’s com-
merce, diplomacy, and citizens, it is little wonder 
that American commerce and the private activities 
of Americans abroad increased rapidly. Foreign—
including potentially hostile—governments under-
stood that America would not suffer its citizens to be 
harmed. While the U.S. military was not constitu-
tionally obligated to protect American citizens and 
property abroad, the Founders and early U.S. states-
men understood that doing so was desirable and 
benefitted overall U.S. foreign policy.

there was also another role for the military in 
keeping with America’s objective of advancing the 
cause of liberty. While it was primarily through 

diplomacy that the U.S. sought to extend respect for 
political, economic, and religious freedoms abroad, 
there was a keenly felt awareness that America’s 
military success was not a matter of national inter-
est alone. Writing from paris during the American 
Revolution, benjamin Franklin had noted that due 
to America’s military struggle for independence and 
establishment of a free nation, european monarchs 
might “relax and allow more liberty to their people.” 
Hence, Franklin observed, “it is a common observa-
tion here that our cause is the cause of all mankind, 
and that we are fighting for their liberty in defending 
our own.”136 this sentiment was in keeping with the 
idea of America as a model that provides an example 
of liberty to other peoples around the world.
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even though the United States’ assertive policy 
toward Spain in the 1810s served a direct U.S. inter-
est, it also played an important role in strength-
ening the relative position of the rebelling Latin 
American countries. American military incursions 
into Spanish imperial territory and demands that 
Spain cede territory to the U.S. directly constrained 
Spain’s military and political options in the Western 
Hemisphere. this angle was certainly not lost on 
American statesmen as they worked diplomatically 
to secure Latin American independence. the con-
fluence of Spain’s political dissimilarity and mate-
rial threat to America was a compound cause for 
U.S. resolve, a point regularly emphasized by John 
Quincy Adams in his diplomatic communications.

In another important episode, the military 
played a more direct role in advancing the cause of 
liberty overseas. Following Hungary’s failed 1848 
revolution against the Austrian empire, the U.S. 
Navy rescued dozens of Hungarian political refu-
gees in the mediterranean. In 1853, for example, 
the USS St. Louis (part of the U.S. mediterranean 
Squadron) threatened to open fire on an Austrian 
ship in order to rescue Hungarian refugee martin 
Koszta, who had announced his intention to become 
an American citizen. America’s defense of its vital 
national interests abroad occasioned opportunities 
to take particular actions that advanced liberty.

Washington, Adams, Jefferson, and 
Madison well understood that U.S. 
independence and successful statecraft 
were directly related to America’s 
ability to project military force abroad 
in order to protect U.S. interests and 
advance America’s strategic objectives.

Despite disagreements over specific foreign pol-
icies between Federalists and Republicans early on, 
there was unity on the philosophical approach to 
war and peace and the overarching principles that 
should guide American foreign policy. Washington, 
Adams, Jefferson, and madison all agreed that the 

“common defense” encompassed much more than 
territorial defense in the face of immediate dan-
gers. they well understood that U.S. independence 
and successful statecraft were directly related to 

America’s ability to project military force abroad 
in order to protect U.S. interests (e.g., commerce or 
American citizens) and advance America’s strategic 
objectives (e.g., restrictions on and the eventual abo-
lition of the slave trade).

the above actions fit into a broader understand-
ing of the national interest: namely, that the spread 
of free markets and growing respect for the prin-
ciples of liberty abroad enhance America’s secu-
rity and are in keeping with the aims of American 
government. Agreed upon in principle and refined 
in practice, this prudential grand strategy of peace 
through strength was based on the Founders’ real-
ization of the necessity for military preparedness 
even in peacetime, the preeminence of strategic 
independence, the appropriateness of limited mili-
tary intervention, and a rejection of isolationism 
in all its forms. two early foreign policy crises in 
particular shaped America’s settled foreign policy 
tradition.

To the Shores of Tripoli:  
America’s First intervention

Although the Founders understood the impor-
tance of a navy for protecting U.S. commerce, 
Congress in 1801 was locked in the throes of partisan 
wrangling. After multiple attempts at failed diplo-
macy with the barbary States of morocco, tunis, 
Algiers, and tripoli (semi-autonomous protector-
ates of the Ottoman empire in present-day morocco, 
tunisia, Algeria, and Libya) and in the face of con-
tinued attacks, it became clear that stronger action 
was required.137 president Jefferson sent a small but 
effective naval force to tripoli, the most intransi-
gent of the barbary States along the North African 
coast, which had been attacking American ships and 
demanding tribute for peace. through the experi-
ence of the tripolitan War of 1801–1805 (also called 
the First barbary War), the Founders learned that 
America’s interests and principles were better pro-
tected by expanding America’s area of military oper-
ations than they were by diminishing its commercial 
activity overseas or acquiescing to foreign demands.

American merchants were trading in every cor-
ner of the globe by 1801, but the U.S. Navy remained 
close to America’s shores in a purely territori-
ally defensive posture. At the end of the Franco–
American war in 1800, despite president John 
Adams’s appeals, Congress had halted progress 
on many of the naval vessels under construction. 
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America’s inability to protect its trade in the 
mediterranean Sea predictably inspired renewed 
attacks on American commerce.

the reality of America’s new vulnerability 
struck home when barbary corsairs began to attack 
American merchant ships sailing for ports in the 
mediterranean and black Seas. previously, british 
tribute and agreements with the barbary States 
had protected the American colonists’ ships sail-
ing under the british flag. After 1776, American 
ships flying their new national colors were an easy 
target for pirate sailors from the barbary States. It 
was understood that tripoli’s demands for trib-
ute, long tolerated by european powers and even by 
America under the Articles of Confederation, not 
only materially threatened U.S. commerce in the 
mediterranean, but also violated American sov-
ereignty and threatened America’s standing with 
other nations. protecting the United States required 
a much broader “vindication of the national honor,” 
as madison put it.138

In 1801, America faced hard choices: give up the 
mediterranean trade and isolate itself economi-
cally; pay tribute, as had been done when America 
lacked a capable navy; or exert military force. From a 
short-term fiscal perspective, the benefits of tribute 
appeared obvious. Secretary of the treasury Albert 
Gallatin considered the issue a mere “calculation 
whether the purchase of peace is not cheaper than 
the expense of a war.”139 because of similar concerns 
in Congress, Jefferson was uncertain whether he 
could convince his party in Congress to declare war 
on tripoli, which was now demanding a payment of 
$225,000 to halt its attacks on American ships.140

On this occasion Jefferson’s Administration 
refused to pay the tribute and also rejected the idea 
of withdrawing U.S. trade in order to protect it: i.e., 
the prospect of isolationism. Washington, Adams, 
Jefferson, madison, and others had all condemned 
the offensive acts of the barbary States on moral 
grounds; adopting a policy of “tribute for peace” 
would discredit America’s commitment to its own 
principles. Jefferson, himself heavily influenced by 
an earlier encounter with barbary diplomats in 1785, 
decided on military force, hoping that tripoli’s mili-
tary defeat would set an example and deter the other 
barbary States from further violence.

Ignoring tripoli’s deadline for payment, and 
consistent with his understanding of constitutional 
authority,141 Jefferson dispatched a naval squadron to 

the mediterranean without consulting Congress—a 
calculated move that avoided the possibility of 
congressional opposition. Jefferson explained his 
decision to Congress later that year: “the style of 
[tripoli’s] demand admitted but one answer. I sent 
a small squadron of frigates into the mediterranean, 
with assurances to that power of our sincere desire 
to remain in peace, but with orders to protect our 
commerce against the threatened attack.”142

Angered by Jefferson’s refusal to pay but con-
fident that America would soon acquiesce to his 
demands, the pasha of tripoli, Yusuf Karamanli, 
declared war on the United States. Shortly there-
after, morocco also declared war, and tunis bel-
ligerently increased its demands for tribute. After 
several indecisive naval battles in tripoli’s waters, 
Congress authorized funds for the prosecution of 
the tripolitan War (but did not formally declare 
war). the next year, Congress decided to give the 
president “a free hand” in prosecuting the war 
instead of specifically authorizing funds for every 
ship or each military expense, which had been stan-
dard practice until that time.143

American policy depended on the ability of the 
U.S. to defeat the barbary States and neutralize the 
threat to U.S. commerce. After several failed naval 
attacks on tripoli, it was clear to the U.S. Consul in 
tunis, William eaton, that unless America attacked 
the source of the problem, it would fight a long, los-
ing war. He advised Jefferson and then Secretary of 
State James madison that it was possible to inter-
vene in tripoli’s internal politics in order to end the 
conflict. eaton proposed to overthrow the pasha 
through an American-led land invasion and after-
ward allow Yusuf Karamanli’s brother Hamid to 
assume power with his assurances of respect for U.S. 
sovereignty.

In considering eaton’s plan for such an interven-
tion, madison balanced America’s respect for the 
sovereignty of other nations with its long-term stra-
tegic goals:

Although it does not accord with the general sen-
timents or views of the United States to inter-
meddle in the domestic contests of other coun-
tries, it cannot be unfair, in the prosecution of a 
just war, or the accomplishment of a reasonable 
peace, to turn to their advantage, the enmity and 
pretensions of others against a common foe.144
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tAbLe 4

List of U.S. Military Engagements Abroad, 1789–1860

Source: Heritage Foundation research. See Appendix for details. SR 134 heritage.org

1 W Northwest Indian War, 1785–1795

2 W Franco-American War, 1798–1800

3 W Tripolitan War (First Barbary War), 1801–1805

4 H Captain Zebulon Pike invades Mexico at the Rio Grande, 
1806

5 O Naval operations against French and Spanish privateers 
in the Gulf of Mexico, 1806–1810

6 H Governor of Orleans Territory William Claiborne, 
occupies Spanish West Florida on orders of James 
Madison, 1810

7 H General George Matthews occupies Amelia Island and 
east Florida, 1812

8 W War of 1812 against Britain, 1812–1815

9 H General James Wilkinson seizes Mobile Bay with 600 
soldiers, 1813

10 O Captain David Porter establishes fort and occupies 
Nuku Hiva island in Pacifi c, 1813–1814

11 O Anti-piracy naval operations in the Caribbean, 
1814–1825

12 W Algerine War (Second Barbary War), 1815

13 H General Edmund Pendleton Gaines attacks Fort Nicholls 
in Spanish Florida, 1816

14 H Naval attack on Amelia Island, anti-piracy, 1817

15 H Navy takes possession of Oregon, 1818

16 O Navy’s African Slave Trade Patrol, in waters of West 
Africa, Caribbean, and South America, 1820–1823

17 H Navy landing on Cuba, anti-piracy, 1822

18 H Simultaneous Navy landings around Cuba, 1823

19 H Navy landing in Matanzas (Cuba), 1824

20 H Commodore David Porter lands with 200 men and 
attacks Fajardo (Puerto Rico), 1824 

21 H U.S.-British joint capture of pirates at Sagua la Grande 
(Cuba), 1825

22 H Navy attacks pirate stations in Greece, 1827. 

23 H Navy destroys Port Louis in the Falkland Islands, 1832

24 H Navy attack in Sumatra, 1832

25 H Navy landing in Buenos Aires, 1833

26 O U.S. Navy’s East India Squadron patrol in Chinese and 
Japanese waters, 1835–1860

27 O Marine presence in Peru following revolution to protect 
U.S. interests, 1835–1836

28 H General Edmund Pendleton Gaines occupies Texas in 
support of the Texan Independence from Mexico, 1836

29 O Second Sumatran Expedition, retaliatory, 1838–1839

30 H Navy landing on Fiji, 1840

31 H Navy landing on Drummond Island (modern-day 
Tabiteuea), 1841

32 H Navy landing on Samoa, 1841

33 H Commodore Thomas Jones invades, occupies 
Monterrey, Mexico, 1842

34 O Additional anti-piracy squadron led by Commodore 
Matthew C. Perry off  the Ivory Coast, 1843–1845

35 O Navy diplomatic escort, show of force to China, 1844

36 O Navy diplomatic escort, show of force to Japan, 1846

37 W Mexican-American War, 1846–1848

38 O Navy diplomatic escort, show of force to Japan, 1849

39 O Naval show of force in Ottoman waters in reaction to 
violence against Americans, 1851

40 H Naval attack on Johanna Island (Madagascar), 1851

41 O Marine operation to protect U.S. interests in Buenos 
Aires, 1852–1853

42 O Naval rescues of Hungarian refugees in Mediterranean 
Sea, 1851–1853

43 H Navy landing in Nicaragua, 1853

44 O Commodore Matthew C. Perry’s naval expedition to 
Japan, 1852–1854

45 O U.S. naval patrols on China’s Yangtze River, 1854

46 H Navy attack on Greytown, Nicaragua, 1854

47 H U.S.-British attack on Chinese pirates, 1855

48 H Navy landing and attack in Fiji, 1855

49 H Naval landing in Uruguay, 1855

50 H U.S. occupation of Panama after insurrection, 1856

51 H Naval attack on Chinese forts near Canton, 1856

52 H Naval intervention in Nicaragua against U.S. expat, 1857

53 H Naval landing in Uruguay, 1858

54 O Second naval show of force in Ottoman waters in 
reaction to violence against Americans, 1858

55 O 19–ship squadron to Paraguay, 1859

56 H So-called First Cortina War in the Rio Grande Valley 
along the U.S.-Mexican border, 1859

57 H Naval landing in modern day Angola, 1860

58 H Naval landing in Colombia in wake of insurrection, 1860

W—War or sustained military confl ict O—Foreign U.S. miliary operation H—Brief hostilities

Engagment numbers in this list correspond to numbers shown on Maps 3–5.
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In communicating Jefferson’s endorsement 
of the plan to eaton, madison clearly stated that 
in the event of a peace treaty, the interests of 
Hamid Karamanli were to be favorably negotiated 
by American diplomats along with U.S. interests. 
madison thought it important to honor commit-
ments to America’s friends in order to give the U.S. a 
reputation as a desirable ally.

With presidential—though not congressional—
authorization, eaton landed in egypt with a detach-
ment of seven marines and began to recruit an army. 
Outnumbered but supported by American frigates, 
eaton conquered the city of Derna, tripoli’s other 
important port city. When eaton’s force entered 
Derna, the American flag was hoisted over territory 
outside North America for the first time.

Upon learning of Derna’s capture, pasha 
Yusuf Karamanli sued for peace. As Jefferson him-
self recognized, eaton’s invasion—a bold show of 
strength and determination—made peace possible 
on American terms. In June 1805, tripoli agreed to 
the immediate release of American captives and an 
absolute end to tribute. American diplomats sailed 
to tunis and negotiated a similar agreement in sight 
of American guns anchored offshore. the decision of 
Jefferson and madison to wage a foreign war, though 
small by modern standards, and attempt to depose 
a foreign leader in order to protect U.S. commerce 
make it abundantly clear that they were not guided 
by a doctrine of non-interventionism when it came 
to American interests and security.

With the intervention in Tripoli, 
America’s material interests and 
political principles aligned, and 
Jefferson’s Administration seized 
the moment to exercise American 
leadership.

With the intervention in tripoli, America’s 
material interests and political principles aligned, 
and Jefferson’s Administration seized the moment 
to exercise American leadership. the United States 
was primarily protecting its commerce and its 
respectable standing abroad, but at the same time, 
it was providing international leadership and pun-
ishing violations against the Law of Nations (i.e., 

freedom of the seas). It would not be the first time 
that America’s commitment to protect its national 
interests also served to advance respect for princi-
ples of freedom and justice abroad.

the tripolitan War is an example of a policy of 
foreign military intervention for purposes other 
than preventing an imminent territorial attack on 
the United States. It is important to note, however, 
that this approach did not lead to colonization. Years 
later, North Africa would be invaded and divided up 
by european powers eager to expand their empires. 
Jefferson and madison, by contrast, understood that 
America’s interests and principles were served by 
safeguarding U.S. independence and peaceful com-
merce, not by embracing european forms of imperi-
alism in violation of American principles.

The War of 1812
Shortly after the First barbary War, the United 

States confronted another form of foreign coercion 
as britain intensified its policy of impressment, 
the practice of compelling Americans to serve in 
the Royal Navy against their will. the Royal Navy 
had begun seizing American ships of commerce 
and impressing U.S. sailors during Jefferson’s 
Administration as part of its wartime policy against 
France. From the british perspective, impressment 
was necessary in order to keep the undermanned 
Royal Navy afloat during the Napoleonic Wars. In 
england and throughout britain’s colonies, the 
Royal Navy dispatched “press gangs” to round up 
likely sailors. At sea, british ships would come along-
side American vessels and seize whomever they 
deemed to be subjects of the crown.

America viewed britain’s continued policy of 
impressment as a violation of the rights of its citi-
zens and a threat to U.S. sovereignty. many british 
citizens who came to the United States after the 
Revolution became American citizens and were 
welcomed as such. british sailors, who abandoned 
their ships in American ports and struck off for the 
frontier, were no different. According to the british 
empire, however, his majesty’s subjects had no 
right to abandon their obligation to king and coun-
try. Impressment was england’s way of reclaiming 
former british subjects—especially former british 
sailors and citizens sailing on American ships—and 
obliging them to serve as sailors in the Royal Navy.

the british also maintained the right to restrict 
American trade with the european continent as part 
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of britain’s efforts to weaken France and accelerate 
Napoleon’s defeat in the ongoing wars against the 
French empire. the Royal Navy detained dozens of 
U.S. ships and seized thousands of dollars’ worth of 
American commerce. One british journalist aptly 
characterized the british position of dominance: 

“Our power upon the waves enables us to dictate the 
terms, upon which ships of all nations shall navi-
gate…. Not a sail should be hoisted, except by stealth, 
without paying a tribute.”145 As with the payments 
demanded by the barbary States, tribute was synon-
ymous with submission and so threatened America’s 
sovereign independence.

With this more powerful and—many hoped—
more enlightened nation, Jefferson first attempted 
diplomacy and then curtailed its trade. As a result 
of years of pitiful defense spending, failed diploma-
cy, and a disastrous embargo, however, America had 
few options. president madison’s Secretary of State, 
James monroe, summed up the situation: “We have 
been so long dealing in the small way of embargoes, 
non-intercourse, and non-importation, with men-
aces of war, &c., that the british government has not 
believed us. We must actually get to war before the 
intention to make [war] will be credited either here 
or abroad.”146

After several explosive incidents between 
british and American ships in the spring of 1812 in 
which U.S. citizens were killed or captured aboard 
American ships in U.S. waters, Congress formally 
declared war. the words “Free trade and Sailors’ 
Rights” emblazoned on banners fluttered above 
American ships, but the decision to declare war did 
not rectify America’s sorry state of unpreparedness. 
Years of inadequate defense spending had left the 
United States ill-prepared to fight a full-fledged war. 
by 1812, the U.S. Navy was composed of 16 vessels. 
the Royal Navy consisted of over 600 ships.

During the first two years, Americans fought 
britain to a stalemate, but when U.S. troops invad-
ed Canada, they were quickly repulsed, revealing 
that U.S. land forces were insufficient as well. As 
britain began to win the contest against Napoleon 
in europe, it shifted its forces to North America. In 
August 1814, a british army landed on the shores 
of maryland, eager to conquer the American capi-
tal. the purely defensive American gunboats and 
undisciplined militia provided by Congress under 
Jefferson’s Administration provided no defense at 
all, and within 11 days, the british had captured the 

nation’s capital. peace through means other than 
strength was proving to be very expensive indeed.

After burning Congress, the White House, and 
the Library of Congress, the british withdrew to 
their ships and attempted to capture baltimore. 
blocking the Royal Navy’s path into baltimore har-
bor was Fort mcHenry, one of the peacetime defen-
sive coastal fortifications authorized by Congress 
under Washington’s Administration 20 years earlier. 
the Royal Navy attacked, but the defenders of Fort 
mcHenry stood firm for over 24 hours (Francis Scott 
Key wrote the “Star Spangled banner” in the midst 
of the bombardment). this victory and several key 
American naval victories against the british were 
directly attributable to earlier congressional appro-
priations for forts, frigates, and officer training.

The War of 1812 gave the young nation 
a lasting appreciation for the role of 
military strength in preserving the 
liberty of America’s citizens and the 
safety of its commerce.

though Great britain and America soon negoti-
ated a peace, the ultimate cost of the war was much 
more expensive than earlier military preparations 
would have been. Despite hopes to the contrary, the 
military disasters of this war made it clear that the 
U.S. could rely neither on its geography nor on strict-
ly defensive armaments and military units; America 
would have to maintain an increased standing army 
and construct an ocean-going navy capable of both 
offensive and defensive action on a large scale. the 
issue of impressment was not resolved by the peace 
treaty, but with the end of the Napoleonic Wars, 
the british largely ceased the practice as acquir-
ing sailors was no longer a necessity. Nevertheless, 
Americans had maintained their independence and 
enhanced their respectability abroad.

On the high seas, earlier investments in the Navy 
also paid off. the few frigates that existed were able 
to carry the war to the enemy. U.S. ships had defeated 
several british ships in sea combat. American ships 
sailed the Caribbean, the Atlantic sea lanes, and even 
along the coast of Ireland to impede british trade. 
these offensive naval actions were the most effec-
tive defense America possessed during the war, and 
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the british Naval Chronicle acknowledged America’s 
naval prowess: “It must be allowed the Americans 
have fought us bravely at sea, they have almost in 
every instance been successful; and there cannot be 
a doubt they will speedily become a respectable, and 
ere long, truly formidable naval power.”147

In an attempt to prevent Congress from disman-
tling its military as it had done following past wars, 
president madison highlighted “important consider-
ations which forbid a sudden and general revocation 
of the measures that have been produced by the war.” 
Indeed, madison requested that Congress authorize 
long-term defense programs, noting that “a certain 
degree of preparation for war is not only indispens-
able to avert disasters in the onset, but affords also 
security for the continuance of the peace.”148 peace 
depended on respect, which ultimately depended on 
the ability of the United States military to fight and 
win wars, if necessary, on enemy territory.

the War of 1812 gave the young nation a last-
ing appreciation for the role of military strength 
in preserving the liberty of America’s citizens and 
the safety of its commerce. this conclusion was 
in keeping with the Founders’ understanding that 
Americans would prefer to fight their wars on enemy 
territory rather than their own. Americans recog-
nized this fact and committed themselves to a stron-
ger military.

America’s “Settled Policy”
In 1795, around the time that he voted in Congress 

against Washington’s naval frigates, James madison 
summed up the feelings of most Americans on the 
subject of war: “Of all the enemies to public liber-
ty war is, perhaps, the most to be dreaded, because 
it comprises and develops the germ” of more war, 
debts, taxes, fraud, and the degeneracy of manners 
and morals. because of this, madison considered it 
a “truth” that “no nation could preserve its freedom 
in the midst of continual warfare.”149 this aversion 
to war had influenced madison and Jefferson to test 
the limits of peaceful coercion. As Secretary of State 
and then as president, however, madison renewed 
in practice his principled commitment to military 
strength in order to ensure peace and prosperity.

In march 1815, soon after the War of 1812 ended, 
Congress authorized and president madison direct-
ed a naval force to attack Algiers, which had taken 
advantage of America’s preoccupation with britain 
and was again attacking U.S. commerce, demanding 

renewed tribute. At the same time, madison pro-
claimed a policy that reflected the new consensus 
of American statecraft: “the United States while 
they wish for war with no nation, will buy peace 
with none, it being a principle incorporated into 
the settled policy of America, that as peace is better 
than war, so war is better than tribute.”150 madison 
backed up this statement by directing the U.S. 
Navy, because of continued barbary intransigence, 
to maintain a permanent squadron off the North 
African coast. madison’s “settled policy” and perma-
nent overseas military force followed Washington’s 
timeless counsel to preserve America’s indepen-
dence so that America could have “command of its 
own fortunes.”151

American statecraft as practiced by the 
Founders involved the strengthening 
of coordinated diplomatic, economic, 
and military efforts around the world 
both to protect American interests and 
to advance, when possible, America’s 
dearly held political principles.

madison was guided by several principles, but 
non-interventionism was not among them. As with the 
tripolitan War during the Jefferson Administration, 
the Founders believed it sometimes was prudent to 
intervene in a country’s domestic politics in order to 
defend American interests and principles in the long 
run. Certainly, there was no doctrine of non-inter-
ventionism that precluded this policy when circum-
stances demanded it. even though the Founders pre-
ferred peaceful relations with other countries, this 
was not a rule that negated either strategic necessities 
or the dictates of prudence.

the ability to choose war or peace as prudence 
counseled required an ample level of military pre-
paredness. As the United States could be threatened 
by events next door or on the other side of the world, 
the “common defense” implied not only defensive 
armaments, but also the use of offensive force and 
sometimes military interventions abroad.

It is often said today—and it was true in the 
18th and 19th centuries as well—that nations go to 
war with the army they have. presidents then, as 
now, depended largely on the military preparedness 
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of their predecessors. Adams largely fought the 
Franco–American war with ships procured under 
Washington’s Administration. Jefferson went to 
war against tripoli with the Navy that Washington 
and Adams had built. Just so, the War of 1812 proves 
the wisdom of Washington’s and Adams’s mili-
tary procurements, but it also reveals the insuffi-
cient spending by Congress during Jefferson’s first 
Administration and an imprudent reliance on purely 
defensive gunboats and militia forces.

American statecraft as practiced by the 
Founders involved the strengthening of coordinated 

diplomatic, economic, and military efforts around 
the world, the goal of which was both to protect 
American interests and to advance, when possi-
ble, America’s dearly held political principles. In 
contrast to european imperialism, John Quincy 
Adams called this strategic view the “American sys-
tem.” America’s military strength was a key tool in 
bolstering the effectiveness of America’s diplomacy, 
protecting its commerce, and protecting its higher 
interest in promoting liberty in the world.
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Conclusion: Changing Policies, Permanent Principles

It would be both historically inaccurate and 
a potentially dangerous mistake to reduce the 
Founders’ principled foreign policy to a simplis-
tic doctrine of non-interventionism, let alone a 
grand strategy of isolationism. Unambiguously, 
the Founders and America’s early statesmen 
made clear to the world that the United States was 
an independent nation committed to the cause 
of freedom. When attacked, the U.S. vigorously 
defended its territory and its interests, wherever 
they existed. moreover, the U.S. did not shy away 
from the opportunity when possible to advance 
liberty abroad—even at times by using its military 
power as leverage, always careful not to jeopardize 
America’s security.

the common defense, U.S. commercial inter-
ests, and the American understanding of the Law of 
Nations were intertwined in the wars against France, 
england, and the barbary States of tripoli and 
Algiers. Likewise, as a result of championing repub-
lican ideas in Latin America, the monroe Doctrine 
of 1823 also protected America’s strategic interests 
while presenting to the world the principles of con-
stitutional self-government.

In the 1800s, as the british Royal Navy became 
less prevalent in the Caribbean and less interested 
in providing security for the region, America found 
itself responsible for regional stability. American 
ships and troops hunted down pirates, policed for-
eign port towns, and restored order after riots or 
insurrections numerous times throughout Latin 
America and the Caribbean. America’s increased 
capabilities and responsibility in the region prompt-
ed president James monroe and Secretary of State 
John Quincy Adams to proclaim to the world, as a 
formal doctrine, the emerging practice of early U.S. 
foreign policy: that America’s commercial interests 
and political principles were vital national interests 
and that the United States would not allow hostile 
powers or political systems to replace American 
influence where the U.S. could maintain or encour-
age a balance of power in favor of freedom.

In keeping with the Founders’ examples, 
American statesmen throughout the 19th century 
also spoke up for those around the world who were 
attempting to gain their political liberty and estab-
lish governments based on the consent of the gov-
erned. the American people are not required to risk 

their blood and treasure in defense of other peoples’ 
liberty. Nevertheless, because America is defined by 
the principles of liberty, independence, and self-gov-
ernment, its interests must be defined and shaped by 
those ideas.

America’s constitutional principles do not 
demand isolationism, and the Founders did not prac-
tice a non-interventionist foreign policy. Regrettably, 
however, such misconceptions of America’s early 
statecraft have become popular at a time when many 
Americans are rethinking and even beginning to lose 
confidence in America’s role in the world. the idea of 
American withdrawal and the likelihood of prosperity 
and peace without military preparedness have gained 
credence in the midst of understandable war-weari-
ness and monumental federal budget constraints.

In a similar moment at the end of the Cold War, 
Ronald Reagan attempted to correct this perilous 
perspective:

these new isolationists claim that the American 
people don’t care about how or why we prevailed 
in the great defining struggle of our age—the vic-
tory of liberty over our adversaries. they insist 
that our triumph is yesterday’s news, part of a 
past that holds no lessons for the future.152

Americans today must not embrace an isola-
tionist grand strategy or seek to apply the unwork-
able doctrine of non-interventionism. Such an 
imprudent commitment to remaining disen-
gaged threatens America’s security and weakens 
America’s ability to exercise its power in defense of 
U.S. commerce and in support of a remarkably free 
and stable international system—an “American 
system” that has been hard won with the sacri-
fices of many generations of Americans. to reject 
the Founders’ “settled policy” of peace through 
strength in a world that remains uncertain and 
dangerous would not only be imprudent, but would 
clearly stand at odds with both the principles and 
practice of early U.S. statecraft.

the idea of America as pronounced by the 
Founders gives the United States a perpetual pur-
pose. the story of early U.S. foreign policy reminds 
us that the American love of liberty has inspired a 
commitment to protect it at all costs at home and a 
desire to see it flourish throughout the world.
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Charts 1–2 and Tables 1–3
William m. malloy, ed., Treaties, Conventions, 

International Acts, Protocols and Agreements Between 
the United States of America and Other Powers, 1776–
1909, Vols. I–II (Washington: U.S. Government 
printing Office, 1910).
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press, 1999).
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1778 to 1837 (Washington: Langtree and O’Sullivan, 
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(New York: Cambridge University press, 2006). 
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in 1996 dollars to 2005 dollars using the beA implicit 
price Deflator for Gross Domestic product. One 1996 
dollar is $1.203 (rounded) 2005 dollars. See http://
www.bea.gov/itable/itable.cfm?ReqID=9&step=1.

“Letter from the Secretary of the treasury 
transmitting a Report from the Register of the 
treasury of the Commerce and Navigation of the 
United States,” in The New American State Papers: 
Commerce and Navigation, Vols. I–II, ed. Walter 

Lowrie and matthew St. Clair Clarke (Washington: 
Gales and Seaton, 1832–1834).

J. Smith Homans, Jr., An Historical and Statistical 
Account of the Foreign Commerce of the United States 
(New York: G. p. putnam & Co., 1857).

Joseph Nimmo, Jr., Report to the Secretary of 
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the United States and the Practical Workings of Our 
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Government printing Office, 1871).

United States Register of the treasury, 
“Statistical View of the Commerce of the United States, 
exhibiting the Values of exports to and Imports 
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American and Foreign Vessels Arriving from and 
Departing to each Foreign Country,” in Commerce 
and Navigation of the United States (Washington: 
U.S. Department of the treasury, 1821–1860).

J. Smith Homans and J. Smith Homans, Jr., A 
Cyclopedia of Commerce and Commercial Navigation 
(New York: Harper & brothers publishers, 1859).

U.S. Department of the treasury, bureau 
of Statistics, Statistical Tables Exhibiting the 
Commerce of the U.S. with European Countries, 
1790–1890 (Washington: U.S. Government printing 
Office, 1893), http://www.archive.org/stream/
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History, Vol. I (Washington: U.S. Government 
printing Office, 2005).
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