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HEGEMONY IS THE ability to set the rules of international involvement, and to create order among states by enforcing those rules.1 Most replacements of hegemonic powers in the international order occur by violence—nearly all, in fact. Dominant states hold their position by force for as long as possible, and are eventually defeated by challengers in the form of a fresh rising power or a collection of lesser powers working together. The exception to that pattern—and there is only one—is the transition that occurred from the mid-nineteenth century to the early twentieth as dominance in the international order shifted from Great Britain to the United States.2
What was it about Great Britain and the United States, or the way the international order itself was changing, that made the passage of hegemonic power between the two nations peaceful? What might that illuminate about future hegemonic transitions? To answer those questions, this book focuses on nine moments in time: the establishment of the Monroe Doctrine; the Oregon Boundary Dispute; the recognition of the Confederacy; America’s westward expansion; the Venezuelan debt crises; the Spanish-American War; World War I; the 1922 Washington Naval Treaties; and World War II. They are each inflection points, events that demonstrate a changing understanding by one or the other government of the power and intentions of the other. As the only peaceful transition between global hegemons since the nation-state came into being, the peculiar nature of the transition from British to American hegemony may illuminate specific characteristics that make for pacific passage among rising and declining powers or may suggest ways the international order itself changed.
The transition from Britain to America was peaceful because at that crucial time, America became an empire and Britain became a democracy. As a result, both states came to view themselves as akin to each other and different from others. As challenges arose in the form of diminished fluidity of continental balancing by European powers, emergence of reliable land transportation eroding the value of sea control, Germany becoming unified and economically dynamic, and the British public inwardly focused on the social and political consequences of industrialization, Britain made a fundamental choice that its interests were so closely aligned with America’s that it could encourage an activist American foreign policy—that, in effect, American power could be harnessed to British interests. Their power relative to each other became less important than their cumulative power relative to other states.
Britain’s gamble on a rising America succeeded spectacularly in the short term for solving Britain’s strategic dilemma in underwriting its commitments—most importantly in providing the margin for victory in World War I. Yet once America became the hegemon, it was no longer willing to accept the rules of order that Great Britain had established. A dominant America envisioned an international order that would be a macrocosm of its domestic ideology and arrangements.3 In the American order, Great Britain would not retain the unique status it held in transition, because empires would end and Britain would no longer be the only democratic American ally. America would establish new rules and impose them on Great Britain.
America now faces challengers to the international order of its making—in particular, the rise of China. The experience of the passage from British to American hegemony suggests that a peaceful transition from American to Chinese hegemony is highly unlikely. The passage was testy and contingent even between two countries with many more commonalities. If this earlier transition is illustrative, hegemony with Chinese characteristics will not hew to the rules of order established by the United States. Instead, should it become the hegemon, China will project onto the international order its own domestic ideology, just as America has.
At the inception of the hegemonic transition, Britain viewed itself as a liberal government and the United States as reckless usurper, an irritant and danger to the rules-based order Britain had established. It neither sought nor would welcome a strong America activist in the international arena. And the United States viewed Britain with an especial hostility, having fought it twice and defined its sense of itself as a nation in contravention to Britain.4
Over the course of a century—almost exactly a century—both nations and their perceptions of each other changed. The debate within Britain about political liberalization revolved around the American experience, both as hope and as cautionary tale.5 The industrial revolution was changing the country profoundly, increasing pressure for political inclusion and requiring the British government to take public attitudes into account in foreign policy.6 That accounting dramatically favored the United States because of its political creed and because immigration positioned America uniquely to affect its domestic political debate. Britain also began to feel the weight of its international commitments, and Henry John Temple, Third Viscount Palmerston’s summation of Britain as having no permanent friends, only permanent interests, while ideally suited to a maritime power, was called into question as continental European powers began aligning. Recognition of its isolation led Britain to actively seek sharing its burden through American involvement in the western hemisphere, the Pacific region, and eventually Europe itself.7
Britain’s search for partners occurred just as the United States began uncharacteristically behaving as a traditional great power.8 America had always loudly championed its republican principles and insisted that this made the nation exceptionally virtuous, even as it fought wars to acquire land in every direction there was contiguous territory to that inhabited by immigrant Americans. But the United States had refrained from international involvement, considering itself unlike other nations and principally consumed with consolidating its domestic empire. With the advance of industrialization and closing of the American west, the United States began looking abroad.9 America was in some cases a reluctant colonizer (Cuba), and in others an enthusiastic one (Hawaii), but it had given cause enough for the British government to believe America’s desire for influence and need for open markets could dovetail with Britain’s interests.
And those interests did dovetail for the crucial years of passage from Britain leading the international order to America replacing Britain in that role. A more democratic Britain and a more internationally engaged America felt similar to each other and different from other states. More than an alignment of interests, there also grew an affectionate regard between the governments and between the publics of Britain and America, a giving of the benefit of the doubt to each other that was not granted other states. Charles Campbell notes that “if a more democratic Britain had greater appeal for the ordinary American, the United States no longer seemed a subversive rabble-rousing republic to upper-class Britons.”10 Their national identities, if not collective, overlapped to a much greater extent than either perceived they did with other countries. Britain materially assisted America’s defeat of Spain in 1898 and supported American expansion across the Pacific. America became the enforcer of Britain’s interests in the Caribbean and reinforcer of Britain’s side in World War I. Ostensibly neutral, Britain and the United States were considered by their adversaries to be allied.
The international order also changed, but only after the transition in hegemony. While the affectionate relationship between Britain and the United States has survived, the belief of being uniquely alike diluted once the United States became the dominant power. America proved itself not to be a traditional great power after all, episodically advocating and assisting self-determination across the international order—changing the rules in consonance with its domestic political values. The spread of American domestic political ideals internationally presaged the breakup of Britain’s empire and resulted in Britain being only one among many democracies for America to have common cause with.11 America turned out not to behave as Britain had when dominating the international order, and Britain turned out not to be the only country sharing American domestic political values. The changes in the international order toward increased acceptance of the political values Americans proclaim to be universal diminished Britain’s unique claim on American cooperation.
A peaceful outcome of the transition in hegemony from Britain to the United States was by no means inevitable. In fact, it was exceedingly unlikely for a hegemon and a rising power to recognize commonality in each other and work to common purpose internationally. Peaceful transition was a highly contingent outcome, even between two countries with significant commonalities in history, philosophy, and language. It depended on the convergence of their foreign and domestic practices, the timing of domestic change, the alliance of continental European countries, technological innovation disrupting military advantage, the occurrence of international crises, and a lack of democratization in other countries. None of these variables could be controlled for, and they strongly suggest the unlikelihood of future hegemonic transitions remaining peaceful.
The complexity of this case suggests that for future hegemonic transitions to be peaceful, the hegemon being displaced would need to have a strong belief that the rising power shared both its interests and its values. Such similarity might allow the rising power’s effort to be considered additive to the hegemon’s rather than a challenge. Only if the relative power of both states becomes less important in this way, as did happen between Britain and the United States, would the hegemon permit the rising power to replace it uncontested.
It also merits noting that even with the two nations’ wide cultural similarities and overlapping interests, Britain was disappointed in the end. A hegemonic America did not prove a faithful guardian of the order Britain bequeathed; rather, it proved to be a revolutionary power that would change the rules so that its domestic order became the basis for the international order. Perhaps that is the most worrisome lesson for America as it contemplates other rising powers: future hegemons, no matter how much commonality they exhibit through the passage of power from one state to another, will eventually seek to remake the international order in their own image, just as the United States has.
Inflection Points
The transition from British to American hegemony was a relatively slow process, encompassing nearly a century. Mostly it occurred unnoticed, as small tremors along the fault lines redistributing pressure rather than a major earthquake. But patterns accrue and are revealed as government choices. In between the rise of America as a major force in the international order and its regnancy as the hegemon of that order, several of those events form the core of this book. It is in these nine moments of decision that the supplanting of Britain by the United States is most visible, the agency of both governments most active, and the consequences of their choices determinative of their future trajectories.
The particular snapshots selected for this case study in hegemonic transition demand some explanation. A conventional telling of the relationship might begin at several alternative points: the inception, American’s identification of its differences from England during the process of independence; that last of the cousin’s wars, the War of 1812, in which Britain sought to contest America’s rise; or the immediacy of America surpassing Britain, which might be clocked either in the late 1870s, when America’s economy surpassed that of Britain, the First World War, when Britain became America’s debtor, or the Second World War, when American geopolitical dominance became undeniably evident. For the purposes of this story, the American Revolution is too early, and even the 1870s is too late.
In attempting to pin down the explanation of why the hegemonic transition between Britain and the United States was peaceful, the important moments are when the rising power attempted to change the established rules. The American Revolution began not with usurpation of the established rules but with colonial Americans seeking their full participation in the established order as British citizens. The inability of continental Britons to secure the equal application of British law, political practice, and economic practice set in motion what would become a different political order in America.
Likewise, in its main allegations justifying the War of 1812, Americans were not contesting rules of the international order Britain had set; Americans were demanding that Britain heed the very rules it had established and enforced through control of the seas. As with the revolution, Americans were laying claim to rights Britain had fostered a belief they were entitled to. The War of 1812 was about preserving an international order Britain had established, not overthrowing that order.12
The War of 1812 also posed no real challenge to Britain’s existing order. The objections Americans made to trade restrictions and impressment of sailors were, for Britain, economies and war measures necessitated by the exigencies of fighting against a genuine peer and threat to Britain’s empire—namely, Napoleon’s France. The trade restrictions were also cancelled before America declared war. It is truer to the experience of Britain to conclude that an upstart America took advantage of the Napoleonic Wars to become an irritant; having burned the nation’s capital and prevented attempts to annex Canada, Great Britain returned its focus to the main event.
The year 1823 is relevant precisely because the United States challenged the existing order, claiming the nature of a government’s relationship to its subjects as relevant in international relations, and that did pose a threat to Britain’s dominance. The Monroe Doctrine propounded a different set of rules, one that uniquely advantaged American interests. That is the reason to begin tracking the story of hegemonic transition in 1823.
The Monroe Doctrine. In 1823, long in advance of Britain seeing its power wane and America’s wax, the British government proposed to the United States joint action to prevent the western hemisphere—then in the throes of independence movements—from further colonization by European countries.13 The administration of President James Monroe was strongly inclined to make common cause with Britain, provided the British would recognize the independence of Spain’s American colonies.14 Foreign Minister George Canning instead forestalled Holy Alliance intervention through agreement with France; knowing only that Britain had pulled back, the United States proceeded unilaterally on the principles that had been proposed by Britain. The American motive was not ideological; it was only in the declaration of Monroe’s policy that strident republicanism was coupled to the effort of preventing further European colonies in the Americas.15 And, for most of the nineteenth century, America was too weak to enforce the doctrine. The result was an irritating free rider problem: Britain was left carrying out America’s brazen claims because it could not otherwise ensure its interests in free trade and navigation.
The Oregon Boundary Dispute. James Polk campaigned for the presidency in 1844 on extending American territory: admitting Texas to the Union, and taking the Southwest from Mexico and the Northwest from Britain. Polk’s claims to Oregon were dangerously revisionist, intended to establish international precedent unique to America: a nullification of the rights of nondemocratic governments. British superiority in arms and diplomatic finesse resulted in a border along the forty-ninth parallel, but the Oregon crisis reaffirmed for Britain the unsoundness of democratic governance and the alarming precedent of America willing to become a law unto itself, tempered only by force. Within Britain, America posed a new kind of threat: the ability for a revolutionary power to mobilize British subjects against their own government. British reformists questioned the legitimacy of their nation’s international claims and the nature of governance within Britain itself, causing the government to curtail its Oregon claims. America was becoming a foreign policy threat, and also a domestic one.
Recognizing the Confederacy. Before 1863, when the North embraced the abolition of slavery as a war aim, strategic arguments aligned in favor of Britain recognizing the Confederacy: it would devastate America as a rising power, better preserve the British dominion Canada, and advantage British industry. But the British government worried that supporting the South would make more difficult control of Ireland and Scotland due to familial links with the North, and also that a Southern tilt would increase pressure for expanding voting participation within Britain, since public attitudes were running in favor of the North in Britain’s burgeoning industrial cities, which had little political representation. So Britain chose instead to reinforce rules of international order that might constrain a rising United States as it grew stronger, declaring its neutrality and upholding the Union blockade. Both the immigrant constituency and (for its time) broad voting participation that were fundamental to America proved unexpected capital advantages in foreign policy: they restrained a stronger power from acting on the logic of its interests out of concern for the domestic repercussions the United States was uniquely in a position to engender.
Defining Themselves. The conquest of the West became the mythic narrative symbolizing America. Politics and culture in Britain were consumed with the acts and consequences of electoral reform. The parallel seeking for identities were independent, but in a similar time frame they consolidated both countries’ modern sense of themselves. For America that storytelling was politically emboldening and economically expansionist. For Britain, it emphasized stability and restraint, setting the context for a shedding, or at least sharing, of global responsibilities. As Britain became democratic and America pushed out into the world, they began to look similar to each other.
The Venezuelan Debt Crises. Venezuela’s relations with European states twice brought the United States near war at the turn of the twentieth century. It is during the 1895 Venezuelan crisis that Britain took the measure of American power and chose to no longer contest it as it had previously. Confronted with the serious prospect of war, Britain conciliated. That was the moment of anagnorisis, Aristotle’s term for the change from ignorance to knowledge of true identity.16 The second crisis over Venezuela precipitated American enforcement of debt payments by Venezuela to Europeans.
In both Venezuelan crises, the United States took on much greater responsibility, dramatically expanding the writ of the Monroe Doctrine to a sweeping carte blanche for American actions—not just against European interlopers but, by 1903, to enforce those European claims against countries of the western hemisphere.17 America had become a traditional power, more concerned with the balance of great power influence than with its republican creed—just as Great Britain had gambled it would.
The War with Spain. In popular history, the Spanish-American War is represented as a debutante’s ball of America rising, with Theodore Roosevelt and William Randolph Hearst stampeding the country to war and empire.18 That caricature is inaccurate; Spanish atrocities in Cuba drove an American initiative for arbitration that eventually pulled the United States into the ongoing conflict.19 The American claim was again revolutionary: that governments that violate the fundamental rights of their subjects lose their legitimacy to govern, and the United States would intervene to protect individuals from oppressive governments. Britain might have been expected to support a government’s sovereign rights, especially where colonial uprisings were at issue. Instead, Britain risked war with both Spain and Germany cementing its isolation from Europe by supporting the United States. The British expected that an America taking on greater international responsibility would become a “normal” power, by which they meant taking on colonies and shedding its revolutionary creed; in this Britain proved right, at least for a while. America’s alignment as a traditional great power was, however, fleeting.
World War I. Prior to the Great War, Britain could treat the United States as a regional partner but exclude it from calculations about relations among the major (that is, European) powers. But the magnitude of resources—credit, supplies, and soldiers—the United States would add to the Allied ledger crucially influenced the Central Powers’ strategy for winning the war and ultimately determined the outcome of a grinding war of attrition in which both sides were nearing exhaustion. America became a European power with World War I, when its strength proved essential for Britain to turn the tide of the war.
America reinforced Britain during the Great War, making special dispensation for its interests. In essence, Great Britain had special drawing rights on American power. But Britain’s dependence was so great and the policies of the two nations at such variance that in December 1916 the British conducted a government-wide assessment of whether President Woodrow Wilson could force British compliance with the American approach. Their conclusion: “if he desired to put a stop to the war, and was prepared to pay the price for doing so, such an achievement is in his power.”20
Both in establishing the terms for American involvement and in the war’s aftermath, Wilson attempted to introduce a different kind of peace, a revolutionary kind of international order. As Adam Tooze argues, “the new order had three major facets—moral authority backed by military power and economic supremacy.”21 What Britain had imagined exclusive to the Anglo-American relationship, the United States was ambitious to establish for the entire international order.
Wilson proved unable to persuade his fellow Americans that the world merited their continued involvement, but he had found the key that would eventually become the basis for American hegemony: remaking the international order into a values-drenched simulacrum of the United States. Only when the political principles by which Americans purported to live could be universalized would American power be harnessed toward establishing order.
The Washington Naval Treaties. The damaging idealism (to British eyes) of Wilson at Versailles was more effectually practiced by his successor, Warren Harding, who became ambitious to limit military power among “all states with an interest in the Pacific.” The Washington Naval Treaties promulgated restrictions on the tonnage, armaments, ship types, and shore fortifications for the navies of Britain, France, Italy, Japan, and the United States. As the dominant maritime power, Britain was disproportionately affected. Attentiveness to Britain’s strategic and political concerns that had characterized compromise at Versailles was no longer operative; in fact, Britain was the country least able to affect change in the accord proposals. France and Japan both managed to exclude from the treaties elements central to their military plans. The British government achieved a more favorable balance of power than it could have achieved by building ships; but the Washington Naval Treaties represented an America grown so strong that Britain’s interests were an afterthought in its greater concerns, and thus the United States made no special allowances for Britain.
At Washington in 1921–1922, the United States dominated the proceedings: it conceived the prospect of reducing the risk of war by limiting armaments among the great powers, conceptualized a series of interlocked treaties to contain great power competition in East Asia, convened the negotiations, produced policy proposals to set their terms, and used its power to broker the deals.22 It became the moment when Britain could no longer deliver American power to British interests.
World War II. If the signs of an American-dominated international order were coming into focus at the Washington Naval Conference, they were writ large in the Second World War. A reluctant America had to be courted for years before becoming willing to commit its power to restoration of a European order, and in the Pacific it was willing to threaten Britain with stoking colonial insurrection in order to prevent “play with Japan.”23 That America could fight a two-front war in theaters half the world apart was itself an incredible statement of the breadth of its power. The resources America enjoyed, even coming off a decade of economic depression, also contrast starkly with British penury. Repayment of World War I debt, America taking over British bases in the western hemisphere in deals to provide war material to Britain, American insistence that the 1941 Atlantic Charter speak to the right of all peoples for self-determination, and military commands were all sources of friction, requiring British accommodation to the demands of a now much stronger power.
Indeed, the greatest threat to Britain after 1941 was the very real possibility that the United States would put the bulk of its effort toward the war in the Pacific. As late as July 1942, General George Marshall informed President Franklin Delano Roosevelt that “my object, is again to force the British into acceptance of a concentrated effort against Germany, and if this proves impossible, to turn immediately to the Pacific with strong forces for a decision against Japan.”24
Both during and after the war, the “special association” of Britain to America became diplomatic strategy to deliver American power.25 Prime Minister Winston Churchill would claim “there never has been anything like it between two allies,” while many on the American side opposed any Anglo-American alliance as inhibiting wider international cooperation.26 Churchill best summarized the change in dimensions of power, saying of Britain at the Yalta Conference, “a small lion was talking between a huge Russian bear and a great American elephant.”27 By the time of the Tehran Conference in November 1943, President Roosevelt was privately discussing with Soviet premier Joseph Stalin ideas for Indian independence from Britain.28 And in the war’s aftermath, the intensive interweaving of Britain and America proved impossible because of ideological differences over colonialism.
Sic Transit Gloria Mundi
American foreign policy had always been grounded in the belief that the behavior of traditional great powers was both morally and practically insufficient for American interests. What began to change as American power grew relative to other states in the international order was confidence that the order itself could be transformed and the behavior of states brought into alignment with American interests by changing the domestic composition of those states.29 The drivers of American domestic policy also became drivers of its foreign policy.30 America at the zenith of its power attempted to recreate the international order in its image, to project as universal its domestic political values.
Rapprochement with Britain was the experience that generated American confidence that the international order could be transformed. The caution in George Washington’s farewell address against alliances needs to be read in the context of its time; when he worried about America mistaking its permanent interests in the form of permanent allies, there were no other countries like the United States, politically, culturally, and economically. Democratic Britain suggested states similarly constituted could have enduring similarity of interests. Great Britain and the United States were uniquely aligned before others shared their domestic political values. It became possible to treat Britain just like other states only because other states were becoming like America and Britain.31
The expansion of representative government throughout the world has facilitated American power and given justification to Americans for caring about far-flung events. Moreover, democracies have proven slow to organize but durable in their commitments. The nature of the state has become a major factor in judgments about committing to treaties and making alliances: democratic states treat each other differently from how they treat states constituted without the consent of the governed.32 Shared values have become the basis for enduring alliance, expanding now even beyond governance to social values.
The United States went from demanding equal treatment (in the American Revolution and the War of 1812), to exultantly propounding its domestic rights as universally applicable (in the Oregon Boundary Dispute and the Spanish-American War), to allowing Britain into the rules Americans arrogated to themselves (in the Venezuela debt crises, and in preserving Britain’s colonial holdings at Versailles), to treating Britain as any other country (in the Washington Naval Treaties) and, finally, to condemning Britain’s imperial policies (in World War II). The arc was ultimately descending for Britain, but its shrewd bet on American ascendency preserved British policies and influence long beyond when Britain’s own strength could have.
Just how long the special relationship extends Britain’s reach is debatable, but if one were to affix the zenith of British power at the defeat of Napoleon, the fillip of defanging American hostility and cajoling an international partner to share the burdens of preserving and extending Britain’s international order would clock in at well over a century, making it one of history’s most cost-efficient strategies.
Lessons as Others Rise
What does all this mean for America as other powers rise in the twenty-first century? Foremost, it reinforces skepticism that future transitions will be peaceful. Britain and America had so much in common, yet the peaceful transition depended on the timing of their mutual recognition of those commonalities, belief that their relative power mattered less than their cumulative power for achieving each nation’s objectives, and the paucity of other countries with significant commonalities.
That the mutual belief in Anglo-American power as cumulative and its affectionate connection unique was so fleeting suggests that if American power had been attained earlier, before the government of Robert Arthur Talbot Gascoyne-Cecil, Third Marquess of Salisbury came to power, Britain might have worked to prevent America rising instead of adopting a cooperative approach. If other options had supplied the necessary heft, Britain might not have ever cultivated a special relationship with the United States. For all the genuine sympathy between the two countries, Britain did seek alliances elsewhere: with Japan, with Russia, and even with Germany. The first resulted in a limited mutual defense treaty. The second proved intractable. And the third foundered during the second Venezuela crisis.
The peaceful transition was a highly contingent outcome, unlikely to be replicable. The probability is very small of stars aligning such that both the rising and relatively declining power each possesses and recognizes in the other similarities, considers them distinguishing from all others, and fosters unique trust that enables a shifting of power without violence.
The British to American transition also cautions against optimism that a rising power will become a “responsible stakeholder.” Washington’s hopefulness that it can find a formula for a powerful and prosperous China probably underestimates just how much at variance with America’s notions of responsibility China’s notions of responsibility are, or to whom the Chinese government considers itself responsible. Great Britain was the society most like America in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, sharing related populations, common history, similar language, political philosophies that emerged from the European enlightenment, and cultures easily accessible to the broad population. America is likely to be far more different from potential hegemonic challengers than it was different from Britain, and even with these commonalities, America became a different kind of great power than was Great Britain.
Once in power, America changed the rules, and should expect that other rising powers will do the same in the time of their hegemony. States may be cautious while negotiating the transition, probing carefully for responses without risking too much. Established hegemons are likelier to assert their prerogatives, which will almost certainly differ from America’s own because of cultural proclivities, historical experience, and myriad other specific factors.
In the American case, domestic politics was destiny: the United States reshaped the international order to advantage states adopting its form of political organization. It rewarded those states with market access, institutional creation and participation, and political and military allegiance that broke with its history of nonalignment. The truths Americans hold to be self-evident they also claim to be universal, and they worked to make them so. Rather than savor the specialness of Anglo-American commonality, a hegemonic America took those commonalities as the basis for reshaping the international order. In very many senses, the cooperation between Britain and the United States taught America how to be a hegemon.
Perhaps Americans underestimate the extent to which other states have acknowledged American power by adopting the pretense of its values; many are the states that hold sham elections or put “Democratic” in their names. If a hegemon arises with different set of domestic values to spread through the international order, it may likewise consider its values universal, giving priority in foreign relations to states that share its domestic arrangements and precipitating imitators. If the transition from British to American hegemony is illustrative, the domestic character of a state looks to be the most reliable guide to how a state will behave unrestrained in the international order.
THIS IS NOT a book of international relations theory. It does not seek to redefine or even refine the conceptualization of hegemony. It does not seek to establish a comprehensive data set of hegemonic transitions or join the debate about which interstate engagements ought to be coded as hegemonic. This book seeks to explore in detail one case study of hegemonic transition because that one transition is distinctive in its peacefulness.
This is a book about state choices during hegemonic transition—specifically, that from British to American dominance of the international order. What made that transition, unique among hegemonic transitions, peaceful? This book seeks to answer the question by examining in detail the case of potential conflict between Great Britain and the United States from 1823 to 1923. It commences with the declaration of the Monroe Doctrine and concludes with World War II. It is a history told not continuously but focusing on potential conflicts as they emerged between the two states. The cases illustrate inflection points as Britain and the United States gauged each other’s powers and sparred over their competing interests.
The snapshots on display in this book all deal in one way or another with warfare. The practice of writing history has trended away from wars in recent decades, partly from the deeply admirable motive of filling in all the white space of people’s life experiences that had been rushed past in the traditional focus on the warfare and statecraft that defined the international order; partly in another deeply admirable motive of not allowing only history’s powerful to control the narrative but instead democratizing it to show many different perspectives on a common experience; and partly from the understandable motive of historians seeking fresh subjects and stories to tell.
Yet the question of how the international order reacted to a country growing in strength and activism that challenged the prevailing rules of the established order cannot be answered without relying heavily on the force of arms and its related foreign policy choices. As Geoffrey Blainey argues in The Causes of War, warfare is how states determine their relative strength.1 It is how “order” is established in the international order. So this book is heavily weighted toward analysis of military determinants of state power and the choices governments make about that power.
But the argument hinges on analysis of the cultural determinants of state power. The nature of the state is central to understanding why America was different from the established order at the time of its ascendency, the new type of threat it posed to states constituted less democratically, why Britain and America found the basis for cooperation, and ultimately why America did not hew to the special relationship it had with Britain but sought to transform international relations by urging adoption more generally of its form of domestic governance.
Hegemony. The international order connotes the patterns of behavior and relations among states.2 The international order, in a state of nature, isn’t orderly. Thucydides summed up the nature of the international order as “the strong do as they will, and the weak suffer what they must.” Relations among states have three modes: anarchy, in which no order exists; balance, in which states form either transient or enduring alliances to prevent one becoming dominant; and hegemony, where one state is powerful enough to establish order. In Man, the State, and War, Kenneth Waltz characterizes the international system as fundamentally anarchic, having no order without enforcement by a strong state compelling adherence to rules of that state’s determination.3
Joseph Nye colloquially describes hegemony as “holding the high cards in the international poker game.”4 Hegemony is not determinant of any given outcome but provides an array of advantages. This is conceptually wrong, because a hegemon gets to determine what game card players are engaged in.
At its most basic, hegemony is the ability to set the rules of international order. It occurs when a state has a predominance of power and can impose its will on other states to create and enforce behavior. An asymmetry of power combines with the ambition to impose terms on weaker societies.5 Powerful states contest for the ability to establish rules that advantage them, enforcing the rules while they are able through military might and incentives for cooperation.6 When that state’s power abates, challengers arise.7
Military strength is a necessary condition for hegemony. A hegemon must have the ability to enforce the rules of order, and in international relations, military force is the final arbiter of terms. Whether that military strength needs to be superior to the strength of every other state, or combinations of potential adversaries, depends on the degree to which military force alone is the means by which the hegemon exercises control.
A superiority of material conditions is insufficient to defining hegemony.8 The supplementary tools of economic strength—trade, capital movement, currency, and a managed international monetary system—are valuable to a hegemon, diversifying the means by which it can coerce or incentivize behavior.9 But they are inadequate to produce hegemony.
Culture, too, can be a means of setting and enforcing the rules of international order. Patrick O’Brien and G. A. Pigman argue that during its primacy, Britain shaped other states’ attitudes in favor of the free trade that provided Britain’s prosperity.10 Shared ideology, like other incentives for cooperation, drive down the cost of establishing and sustaining hegemony. Robert Cox argues that ideas, material capabilities, and institutions are necessary for hegemony.11
But control alone is adequate to define hegemony. The amount of force hegemony requires is a useful measure of sustainment, but not definitional.12 It may be despotism, and an inferior model to Rome’s more efficient imperium of making subjects out of the conquered, or a Pax Americana of consensual association, but control is sufficient for establishing and enforcing the rules of international order.13
Some of the most interesting international relations theorists have attempted to go beyond this minimalist definition of hegemony, to festoon it with more liberal trappings. Richard Ned Lebow and Robert Kelly make a distinction between legitimated leadership and control—and even steal realists’ favorite historian, Thucydides, in support of the argument that justice as perceived by weaker states is an essential component of a hegemon’s authority.14
Ian Clark goes even further into consensual definitional territory, arguing that hegemony is “an institutionalized practice of special rights and responsibilities conferred on a state with the resources to lead.”15 That very European approach would shift hegemony from something wrested by the strongest to something given approvingly by lesser powers with a shared normative framework.
Arthur Stein goes further still, arguing that voluntary association defines hegemony.16 This conflates existence with cost-efficient practice of the form. Yet an “empire by invitation” would be less expensive than tyranny to enforce, and could benefit from network effects, growing and self-propagating with time.17
Daniel Deudney and G. John Ikenberry argue that American hegemony has unique attributes that perpetuate it through consensual practices and make it less onerous to countries than have been previous hegemonic orders. They argue that the United States has established a liberal international order characterized by “co-binding security institutions, penetrated American hegemony, semi-sovereign great powers, economic openness, and civic identity.”18 The practices of American hegemony, then, made the United States a different kind of dominant power.
Martha Finnemore also explores how rules and institutions give participants in the order overlapping interests. She argues that those practices lead to fundamental shifts in state identity in which the distribution of power is replaced by a structure of common values that create a collective identity.19 American hegemony could thus become self-sustaining, as the idea of collective identity becomes internalized by states.
The durability of hegemony is, however, different from its existence. All that is necessary for hegemony is that a state exists that is willing and able to set and enforce rules of order among nations.
Hegemony is also not potential. Prerequisites for hegemony are the willingness and ability to impose and enforce order, and no amount of wealth or power can serve as a substitute. Transition cannot be said to occur until a state demonstrates the ability to change the rules of existing order—by war or other means.
International Order? States seek to set the rules of international order to advance their interests. Why else would a government divert resources from its domestic occupations? Paramount among interests for any state is the preservation of national sovereignty: control over territory it claims, governance over populations that constitute the nation, preservation and practice of national traditions. Producing domestic prosperity is typically also high on the agenda of states engaging in international relations: attaining natural resources and creating access to new markets. In order to attain those interests, states interact. And that’s where the trouble begins.
States tend not to acquire greater power and remain satisfied with their previous influence and prosperity. They begin to define their goals beyond the physical security of their territory, seeking wider latitude of activity and challenging constraints imposed on them by existing patterns of interstate relations and economic interaction.20 These changing power relationships are typically associated with wars as states determine their respective strengths relative to each other.
Establishing international order is purposeful for a hegemonic state. Foremost among its purposes is sustaining its own security. With warfare being destructive of the wealth of nations, a hegemon typically seeks to establish rules of order that prevent it constantly having to enforce that order. Its dominant power provides the means to forestall challengers, keeping potential adversaries weak and strengthening potential allied states. Advantages can be offered to allies and exclusion to adversaries in ways that change the power dynamic between them over time.
Hegemony also allows the state to set the rules to its advantage; these rules typically include domestic prosperity and international freedom of action. So Britain and, later, the United States advocated free trade not as an abstract principle but because they, as early industrializers and major maritime powers, had advantages in low-cost production and transport. The freedom of action to impose “open-door” trading policies brought economic benefits.
As hegemons cease to be dominant powers, other states acquire the means to chip away at order and impose greater costs, either economic or political, that are advantageous to the rising powers and detrimental to the hegemon. Setting the rules matters to a hegemon’s security and its prosperity.
The Mechanism. What information do we need to predict and explain state choices in the international order? Realists and neorealists posit that the distribution of power is sufficient. States have interests, and they use their power in service of those interests. Knowing a state’s military strength determines its ability to preserve its sovereignty and expand its influence. Yet the richest countries do not always dominate, the strongest militaries do not always derive from the most prosperous economies, armed forces prove more brittle than anticipated in combat (and adversaries more determined), and wars won do not always translate into increased power or autonomy. As Geoffrey Blainey succinctly puts it, “history is chancy.”21 Perhaps most important for conceptualizing the international order is that the distribution of power alone does not explain why states do not fight. Why do strong powers permit the rise of rivals, and what triggers decisions to fight? If interests are immutable, why are states not perpetually in conflict?
Alexander Wendt posits the distribution of power approach as “undersocialized”—that is, it treats the social science of international relations theory as though it were a natural science of immutable laws.22 It presumes state behavior is dictated according to enduring interests and the material conditions needed to advance them. Realism thus becomes “a self-fulfilling prophecy.”23 Wendt relaxes realism’s iron fist of determinism, instead positing national identity as socially constructed and therefore malleable.24 Social structures and arrangements can be formed on the basis of identities and those affect both the definition of national interests and the identification and creation of means to secure those interests.25 So what might have caused war between, say, Britain and Germany in one epoch would not in another because how those states view their interests and each other’s behavior would have changed.
Wendt outlines a “constructivist” theory of international relations in which the zero-sum power politics of realist theory is an institution of one kind of international order, not an essential feature of all kinds of international order.26 He argues that “the structures of human association are determined primarily by shared ideas rather than material forces, and that the identities and interests of purposive actors are constructed by these shared ideas rather than given by nature,”27 and notes that states “act differently toward enemies than they do toward friends because enemies are threatening and friends are not. Anarchy and the distribution of power are insufficient to tell us which is which.”28 Changes in interaction between states can produce more or less stability in the international system and security for states.29
The trajectory of relations between Great Britain and the United States from 1923 through the transition of hegemony and into the post–World War II era illustrate how profoundly constructivism’s description has contributed to understanding state behavior in the international order. In the British-U.S. transition, material conditions mattered; America would not have been of interest had it not thundered to prosperity and sought an international role. But ideas also mattered.
Shifting national perceptions really did occur in both Great Britain and the United States between 1823 and 1923. Britain in 1823 considered itself a fundamentally liberal state, economically and politically, contrasting that good governance with the often illiberal democracy of America. The United States considered itself virtuously superior while practicing slavery and belligerently confiscating territory. As voting reforms democratized Britain in the mid-nineteenth century, conquest of the West gave America an imperial cast of mind, and exigencies of early industrialization pushed both economies out into the world, the two countries began looking alike to each other.
The sense of sameness was not just racial, although it certainly had some racial characteristics.30 But, crucially, the sense of sameness precedes its congealment into a racialized Anglo-Saxonism. The sameness owes as much to the end of slavery in America; the hard realities of administering control over foreign territories (in the U.S. case, Cuba and the Philippines, and in the British case, its empire); the peaceful expansion of franchise in Britain and settling into lawfulness in the United States; patterns of transoceanic investment and capital intensive infrastructure; and trading advantages to early industrializing economies (which both Britain and the United States were). What began as wariness in mutual perception became a celebration of characteristics the two countries considered themselves to uniquely share.
The exclusive nature of the convergence between Britain and the United States evaporated relatively quickly, by 1920 or so, precipitated by American involvement in World War I. President Woodrow Wilson’s “peace to end all war” looked ridiculously naive to British statesmen, but it accurately illustrated the only terms on which Americans could be persuaded to commit their country’s dominant power to international involvement. Americans quickly became disaffected by European squabbling to preserve an international order (either in its endoskeleton of European wars or exoskeleton of colonial subjugation) that they didn’t consider deserving of preservation. With immigrants to America having in many cases fled the wars of their native countries and benefiting from placable neighbors and oceans as buffers against much of what states fight over, convincing the American people to enforce order proved impossible, even before economic collapse gave an urgent domestic focus to government effort.
The asymmetry in British-American relations was made manifest in the 1923 Washington Naval Treaties, a set of interlocking treaties to limit naval armaments among states with interests in the Pacific region. As Adam Tooze has argued, “the train of crises that reached their nadir in 1923 ended Lloyd George’s tenure as Prime Minister and exposed for all to see the limits of Britain’s hegemonic capacity. There was only one power, if any, that could fill this role—a new role, one that no nation had ever seriously attempted before—the United States.”31
It was only after the cataclysm of the Second World War that America committed to establishing and enforcing order in the international system. When in 1945 the United States did become the hegemon of the international order, it consciously constructed an order of cooperative security among states that shared its domestic political principles. Britain sought to, and to some extent did, sustain a privileged partnership with the United States.
More important from a systemic perspective is that the Anglo-American relationship became the model for the international system, a convergence of values shifting the security landscape from competition to cooperation among like-minded states. Britain’s choices as a declining hegemon faced with a rising power created the model by which the United States shifted the paradigm of international order after 1945. The Anglo-American peace is thus key to understanding the constitution of the contemporary international system. Because the absence of centralized political authority did not force states to play competitive power politics, as realists would have us believe.32
Precursors
Much of the literature about U.S. history, especially that written by Americans, emphasizes the exceptional nature of the American body politic and the American experience as an international actor.33 The United States’ denomination of rights belonging inherently to individuals, and the opportunities America presented for individual initiative, did create a uniquely dynamic culture. But whether that translated into a different kind of great power is the question at issue;34 liberals in political science and history argue that it did; political science realists and revisionist historians argue that it did not.
There is no doubt that America’s domestic political creed has wide international appeal. There is also no doubt that America has frequently failed to live up to its ideals both domestically and internationally. A central challenge in recounting the American experience is creating a unified narrative that acknowledges both the breathtaking potential and the often disgraceful performance of our country. Walt Whitman captures the difficulty of summarizing American society in Song of Myself: “Do I contradict myself? / Very well then I contradict myself, / (I am large, I contain multitudes.)”35 As a fingerprint of the culture, it sings; as explanation, it is unsatisfying.
Hegemons of the international order so far have all been empires: the taking and controlling of foreign territory for political or economic gain has been a constituent element of their power. The United States is no exception. Yet the term empire is a fraught and ignoble one in the American context.36
While the two are often conflated, hegemony is not synonymous with empire.37 Adam Watson clarifies the difference being that “empire is the ‘direct administration of different communities from an imperial centre,’ and hegemony as the ability of some power or authority in a system to ‘lay down the law’ about external relations between states in the international system, while leaving them domestically independent.”38 By the very definition of the term, though, America has been an empire: it has taken territory to establish the state, incorporated territories by conquest, and even held suzerainty over territories not populated by its own citizens.
The scholarly literature on state power and hegemonic transition mostly averts its eyes from the messy subject of political culture.39 Not only is culture difficult to quantify and weigh as an objective factor but, as Turkish writer Orhan Pamuk (himself a great practitioner of the art) has cautioned, “even the most intelligent thinker will, if he talks too long about cultures and civilizations, begin to spout nonsense.”40 Still, the political cultures of both Great Britain and the United States are undeniably important in why and how the transition of hegemony occurs. Analysis of other factors does not adequately explain why this transition, alone among all such transitions, was peaceful.
Direct comparisons of Britain and America at their zeniths of international power are surprisingly rare. Patrick Karl O’Brien and Armand Clesse’s Two Hegemonies: Britain 1846–1914 and the United States 1941–2001 explores the respective breadth of British and American politico-economic power. Virtually all of the contributors to Two Hegemonies also conclude that while significant differences existed in the breadth and type of power Britain and the United States had amassed at their zenith, their international behavior was similar.41 But in seeking to compare the two countries’ behavior at their respective heights of hegemony, the approach has only limited insight into the transition between British and American hegemony.42
Paul Kennedy’s The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers is the canonical history of state choices as power waxed and waned; the United States figures prominently only in the least convincing part of the book, however. Kennedy makes a powerful argument about the economic determinants of state power and the parlous consequences of overextending international obligations; but spending patterns of America in its dominance show a dramatically decreased role for defense and international obligations as a state priority. Indeed, it could more easily be proven that the international order’s most powerful contemporary states have allowed their international obligations to be crowded out by domestic spending.
Charles Kupchan’s How Enemies Become Friends, like Kennedy’s Great Powers, is a book that speaks to broad questions of state power. Kupchan’s argument relies heavily on Anglo-American rapprochement to make his case, and is therefore doubly important for situating the present study. He argues that Britain did not perceive America rising as a threat to Britain’s interests, but that perception unrelated to the type of regime in either country. Yet he fails to explain why the detailed signaling of pacific intent on which his argument rests succeeded—or was even attempted—with America and not with other states. He also overstates the degree of enmity between the two countries (describing them as “implacable rivals for well over a century”) and considers rapprochement between the two countries to have begun as an elite phenomenon that perked into public attitudes, and this seems to me exactly backwards.43 His effort to demonstrate that political culture was irrelevant to rapprochement seems rather to prove just how important the similarities are between Great Britain and the United States that developed in the nineteenth century, and how much less consequential they seemed in the twentieth century when their common regime type became more prevalent in the international order.
Even though it has little to do with the United States, the most directly relevant book about the transition from British to American hegemony is Aaron Friedberg’s The Weary Titan, which explores the realization and associated policy decisions by Britain of its declining relative power at the turn of the twentieth century. It is difficult to overpraise Friedberg’s book; it is the definitive account of British retrenchment in the period from 1895 to 1905, rich with original sourcing and elegant in understanding.44
The account strongly supports Kennedy’s thesis of imperial overstretch. Friedberg shows that while economists might predict expansion of the franchise would have resulted in greater welfare spending, what occurred instead was that, as Britain democratized, “the absolute bulk of the growth in spending was due to mounting defense costs.”45 Unlike those who pose realpolitik arguments, however, Friedberg brings in the cultural and political influences that shaped how British governments understood their decisions. Those influences suggest an almost maudlin wallowing in perceived weakness.46
They also demonstrate the extent to which Britain’s decline relative to the United States had nothing to do with the United States. The two factors with greatest salience for Britain’s overextension were technological progress that “reduced the effectiveness of Britain’s winning naval weapon while exposing the previously secure part of its empire to attack on the ground”; and domestic choice to accept “virtual” limits on British power, such as opposition to conscription and a foreign policy that antagonized continental European states.47 According to Friedberg, lacking the domestic discipline to develop internal consensus, to agree on and implement appropriate responses, the British chose to deceive themselves about the nature and magnitude of threats they were facing.
Yet by choosing so compressed a time frame, The Weary Titan misses earlier instances of behavior Friedberg ascribes to the British government as a means of managing hegemonic decline.48 Extending the time frame of examination for British policies suggests many of the attributes were enduring features of British policy, not newly emergent responses to relative decline. In particular, concern about the costs of its policies, compromise to avert war, and seeking tactical alliances to resource specific problems are consistent elements of Britain’s approach well before their power was challenged.49
In a way, the Anglo-American alliance could be seen to be the ultimate success of Britain’s management of geopolitical position. The failures Britain experienced as other countries improved their relative position could be seen as conditioning Britain to bring about an American alliance that actually did cement Britain’s dominant position. If Friedberg had extended the time frame of his study some, he could have captured Britain achieving the holy grail that had bedeviled its war planning from 1895 to 1905: manpower sufficient for their land war with European powers. Britain’s leaders would not compel full conscription from the British population, feared too great a reliance on colonial reinforcements, and sought in vain for additional soldiers from alliance with Japan. Collusion with the United States eventually provided the men and money needed.
Two other books, straight histories, greatly informed the potential conflicts assessed in this study: Dexter Perkins’s A History of the Monroe Doctrine and Bertha Ann Reuter’s Anglo-American Relations during the Spanish-American War. Both books are detailed accounts of the diplomatic record, delightful reads, and essential guides to other source works. Their fine-grained examinations are important to understanding the choices two states made across an extended period of time in which one was the dominant power of the international order and the other a potential—and, in the end, successful—usurper.
Context
One challenge of utilizing crises rather than a continuous and unfolding narrative of history is ensuring that the crises are not taken out of context—selecting examples that are illustrative of the contextual pattern and not giving the crises too much emphasis relative to the evolving trends.50 Crises more often simply punctuate changes rather than cause them. Not being a historian of the nineteenth century, I have felt those risks keenly and have included in this book a chapter based on the decades-long unfolding of national narratives, without which the convergence of British and American foreign policy perspectives is not persuasive. What follows are other detailed books relied upon for context.
Daniel Walker Howe’s What Hath God Wrought is particularly important, serving as a gigantic tapestry into which all the various threads woven can be seen both in their specificity and in contributing to a complex pattern.51 For the writing of the present book, Howe was the essential reference. His magisterial command of the vast expanse of early nineteenth century American history has helped me to keep in perspective what I believed I was seeing.
Kevin Phillips’s The Cousins’ Wars charts the many ways in which America created its sense of itself as a political culture in reaction to Britain, even though that country was its closest approximation. Phillips concludes his account with the American Civil War, when British political reformers believed liberalization in their own country depended on the success of Union arms—a telling reversal of aspiration from the American revolutionaries seeking their full rights as British citizens.52 But that dramatic conclusion has Phillips stopping well before the United States surpassed Britain as a force in the international order. The Cousins’ Wars also focuses predominantly on the challenge American revolutionary sentiments posed for Britain, and concludes that Britain brought itself to be more like America. The present study seeks also to understand the flip side: whether by taking on a larger role in the world—becoming an empire—American also became like Britain.
In God and Gold, Walter Russell Mead rollickingly provides an intellectual history of the common beliefs and practices transmitted from Britain to the United States.53 He casts a much wider net than most historians, fishing in the murky waters of culture—and not just political culture—to ascertain the commonalities of Anglo-Saxon societies that have proven so successful in producing prosperity and power. God and Gold helps to calibrate the degree of similarity between the two societies even as the relative rates of change in economics and politics differed.
Mead projects forward that the qualities transmitted from Britain to the United States will continue to propel them ahead of challengers. This reconnects specific Anglo-American history to the broader lines of inquiry that instigated this search for an explanation of the only peaceful transition of hegemonic power in the history of the state system.
A peaceful transition from Great Britain to the United States would almost surely have been contested by violence without the cultural similarities the two countries shared in the nineteenth century. Yet it very nearly was violent in several instances even with those similarities, so the outcome is more contingent than a direct connection of political culture.
Safe passage required the mutual adaptation of the rising and dominant power to a common set of governing principles for their own societies and their international behavior. Their domestic principles set them apart from the rest of the international order and gave them common cause for the interlude of transition. Their power relative to each other mattered less than the cumulative power they exercised together. Once established as the hegemon, the United States became ambitious for systemic adoption of its domestic principles, something that separated its foreign policies from Britain; and as those principles became adopted, they reduced the incentive for a special relationship between Great Britain and the United States.
Theft on the High Seas: Monroe’s Doctrine
The Monroe Doctrine
September 1821 Russia declares exclusive economic zone surrounding its Pacific holdings (including Bodega Bay and Sitka); the United States rejects it on the basis that “the American continents are no longer subjects for any new colonial establishments.”
Summer 1823 Britain proposes joint action with the United States to prevent continental European powers from subjugating Spain’s former colonies in the western hemisphere.
September 1823 The United States asks diplomatic recognition by Britain of newly independent Latin American states.
September 1823 British foreign minister George Canning secures reassurance from France that it will not reassert Spain’s colonial claims.
December 1823 President James Monroe announces that the “American continents are … not to be considered as subjects for future colonization by any European powers.”
1824 Russia withdraws its exclusive zone claims; Britain replies it “cannot acknowledge the right of any power to proclaim such a principle; much less to bind other countries to the observance of it.”
1824–1898 The British Royal Navy enforces exclusion of other European powers from the western hemisphere.
The time immediately following the Napoleonic Wars has been described as “the most wretched, difficult, and dangerous in modern English history.”1 The end of wartime trading restrictions (which forced competition for British goods), reductions in military rolls, and advancing industrialization resulted in large numbers of unemployed for whom no provision was made by a political system responsive only to the interests of the most advantaged. The government continued wartime taxation levels and protected food producers with the 1815 Corn Laws, keeping prices high.
Yet amid this deep domestic discord, Britain was becoming the dominant power in the international order. Britain had emerged from the Napoleonic Wars strengthened relative to its continental European competitors, the other great powers of the international order. The threat of French invasion that had dominated British security concerns for the previous twenty years receded, leaving Britain with a national identity forged under arms and the lion’s share of credit for diplomatic and military success.2 The populist threat of the French Revolution had been beaten back by establishment powers on the battlefield and in the corridors of diplomacy. Britain cooperated with Austria and Bourbon France in balancing power among European states at the Congress of Vienna, in the process gaining colonial possessions valuable as naval bases and cementing its global trading advantages. The mobilization of business, finance, and society that had made Britain’s success possible could now stop subsidizing allies and turn toward prosperity.3 Countries that had been conquests of Napoleon were reconstructing their domestic political order and repairing the damage to their territories. As a matter of political economy, Britain was the dominant power, able to set the rules of international commerce, by 1840; as early as 1823, Britain was able to constrain the international objectives of other powerful states and reach agreements that laid a firm foundation for even greater success.
Prior to 1823, American foreign policy consisted almost wholly of attempting to ensure that the rules of established powers were extended to the United States. The country’s preoccupations were domestic in the sense of annexing or purchasing and dispensing land, subjugating native populations, struggling with the political and moral consequences of legal slavery, and establishing the respective powers of its branches and levels of government. Where the United States became involved internationally, its purpose was to prevent predations from entities that considered the country too weak to defend its interests: British trade restrictions and impressment of sailors from American flagged vessels during the Napoleonic Wars, and Barbary pirates’ seizure of American ships.
The foreign policy announced by President James Monroe to the Congress in December 1823 therefore represents an enormous departure from prior practice. It also represents the squandering of an early opportunity for Anglo-American cooperation in foreign policy, an opportunity proposed by Britain well before that country had any foreboding of its relative power diminishing, and well before America showed itself a great power.
A joint declaration with the United States opposing European recolonization of Spain’s former holdings in the western hemisphere and committing to prevent interference with those territories would open them up for British commerce and restrain the alliance of Austria, Prussia, and Russia. Reaching westward across the Atlantic also held another advantage for Britain, as recalled by Foreign Minister George Canning in 1825: “the great danger of the time, a danger which the policy of the European System would have fostered, was a division of the World into European and American, Republican and Monarchical; a league of worn-out Govts. on the one hand, and of youthful and strong Nations, with the U. States at their head, on the other.”4 While not yet a threat to Britain, the United States represented the energetic future and held a political appeal for emergent states that the monarchies of Europe could not match. In proposing cooperation with the United States, Britain was looking to narrow the Atlantic divide and widen the channel between itself and continental Europe.
The American government seriously considered aligning itself with Britain right up until the president delivered his seventh annual message to Congress announcing what would become known as the Monroe Doctrine. America alone had recognized the independence of states emerging from Spain’s collapsing empire and wanted British support—both diplomatic recognition and military force—because America’s heft amounted to little on either count.5 Time seemed of the essence in 1823: both Britain and America feared France supporting the Holy Alliance to regain Spain’s American colonies. British reticence to openly recognize Latin American countries, rather than any compunction about associating with an undemocratic government, caused the Monroe administration to proceed unilaterally.
In announcing the policy, however, President Monroe gave full sail to a mixture of democratic ideology and national interest, asserting that “the American continents, by the free and independent condition which they have assumed and maintain, are henceforth not to be considered as subjects for future colonization by any European powers.”6 In its sweep and bravado, the Monroe Doctrine has few equals, especially since it was promulgated by a country that was not the peer of the states—Britain, France, and Spain—whose activity it sought to curtail.
Monroe’s message marked a shift in American policy from a conception of itself as an extension of the European Enlightenment to something more fully belonging to the Americas. Daniel Walker Howe considers the Monroe Doctrine “the moment when Americans no longer faced eastward across the Atlantic and turned to face westward across the continent.”7 With Canning’s offer, Britain enticed the United States to join the fellowship of European states, to tone down its revolutionary zeal and cooperate to balance the influence of competing European powers. With Monroe’s proclamation, the United States declared it would not be a European-style power, but instead cast its lot with other revolutionary regimes, even going so far as to claim America’s security reliant on their success. Catching the spirit of the president’s message, Dexter Perkins titled a chapter in his canonical history of the policy “Monroe Hurls Defiance at Europe.”8
One cannot help but sympathize with British exasperation with the United States in 1823. Having made a momentous offer, in terms incredibly generous to American pretentions, Canning was forced to watch as the Monroe government gained the political credit of Britain’s policy while relying on Britain’s common interest in Latin American independence and the Royal Navy’s might to enforce America’s sphere of influence.
Overtures
As early as 1815, during the presidency of James Madison, Secretary of State Monroe instructed the U.S. ambassador to Britain, John Quincy Adams, to ascertain the attitude of the British government toward Latin American independence. When president in 1818, Madison sought his cabinet’s advice on cooperative action with Britain in Latin America.9 But these overtures need to be seen in the context of a relatively weak America navigating its way among much stronger powers, concerned principally with consolidating and expanding its continental domain. American foreign policy except toward Indian nations was primarily defensive in character before the Monroe Doctrine was promulgated. Spain’s empire was collapsing; it was natural that the United States should be canvassing opinion about how countries would respond.
Nor was the United States flintily opposed to foreign entanglements.10 As a member of Congress in 1785–1786, Monroe had supported an alliance with Spain to ensure free navigation of the Mississippi River.11 Even Thomas Jefferson thought that if France controlled New Orleans, “we must marry ourselves to the British fleet and nation.”12
The more relevant precursor to the Monroe Doctrine, the crisis that shaped attitudes of American government officials, was a dispute with Russia in the Pacific Northwest. In September 1821 the Russian emperor issued a proclamation forbidding foreign ships from approaching within 115 miles of Russian claims, declaring unilaterally an exclusive economic zone.13 Russia not only had a trading outpost at Sitka but others as far south as Bodega Bay in the Mexican territory of Alta California, well south of the British and American shared sovereignty over the Oregon Territory. In rejecting the assertion Adams, now secretary of state, informed the Russian government “the American continents are no longer subjects for any new colonial establishments.”14
European states encroaching on the Americas was not solely a Caribbean problem; Europeans were seen as competing for territory American settlers were already advancing into, and the U.S. government avariciously eyeing its own. European settlements were also seen as a longer-term demographic problem for the United States, complicating the country’s political culture, as was evidenced during Congressional deliberations over the Louisiana Purchase.15
Reconquista
The American government had been solicitous of Europe’s good opinion in 1819 because it was in the midst of negotiations with Spain for the purchase of Florida. Spain’s decay and the advance of indigenous liberation movements in Latin America had both progressed so far by 1822 that the United States recognized the independence of several Latin American countries. It was alone in so doing, however, and was left exposed as continental Europe banded together to repress revolutionary activity in its own countries and throughout Europe. Even Britain had been party to the 1820 Troppau agreement to stamp out dissent by force. America was viewed with general hostility by those European governments because, as Dexter Perkins puts it, “the buoyant republicanism and the democratic faith of the people of the United States were a vast dissolvent which threatened destruction to the existing order.”16
George Herring considers the prospect of the Holy Alliance’s reconquest of Spain’s colonies “the most serious threat to face the United States since the war of 1812.”17 Whether the British and American governments were right to fear incursions into the western hemisphere by the Holy Alliance, they clearly did in the summer of 1823.18 France was on the march into Spain and had restored the Spanish king to power, which was seen by both Britain and the United States as a precursor to Spain, with Austrian, French, Prussian, and Russian backing, attempting to restore its American colonies. President Monroe envisioned the Holy Alliance starting in Latin America and progressing to the United States. In an early invocation of the domino theory, Monroe wrote to Thomas Jefferson that “we would view an interference on the part of the European powers … as an attack on ourselves, presuming that, if they succeeded with them, they would extend it to us.”19 Adams described President Monroe as alarmed about the threat “far beyond anything that I could have conceived possible.”20
Relations between Britain and the United States had been warming since the 1818 agreement on joint sovereignty over the Oregon Territory. Secretary of State Adams had told the British he would welcome “to compare their ideas and purposes together, with a view to the accommodation of great interests upon which they had heretofore differed.”21 Britain unquestionably had an economic interest in preventing the exclusionary trade practices of other European imperial powers regaining hold in Latin America. And the United States, as the only country to have diplomatic relations with the newly independent countries of the western hemisphere and the only country in proximity to them, could be a valuable ally.
Belief that an imminent assault on Spain’s former American colonies was being arranged by united continental powers was also the impetus for Foreign Minister Canning’s overtures to the United States. He initiated discussion of joint action over the western hemisphere as France invaded Spain in August 1823 to overthrow the constitutional government, and repeatedly pressured the American ambassador for a reply because of the necessity of action.22 When Canning could not get an agreement with the United States by mid-September 1823, he resolved the problem from Britain’s perspective by negotiating a reassurance from France that it would not support any incursions to reassert Spain’s claims in the western hemisphere.23 When subsequently questioned by the American ambassador about Britain’s sudden silence on joint action, Canning claimed to have defused the problem of Holy Alliance intervention, replying, “I flatter myself that neither you nor we shall have to lift our voice against any of the designs which were apprehended a few months ago.”24
The Proffer
Thus, both the British and American governments clearly understood the problem of reconquest as urgent in the summer of 1823. The British government’s concern about Holy Alliance action in Latin America can be measured by the extent to which it indulged American vanity in Canning’s entreaties for common action. An August 16 conversation encouraging a joint declaration opposing intervention in Latin America can only be described as buttering up American ambassador Richard Rush:
fully believing that the simple fact of our two countries … hold the same opinions, would, by its moral effect, put down the intention on the part of France, if she entertained it. This belief was founded … upon the large share of the maritime power of the world which Great Britain and the United States held, and the consequent influence which the knowledge of their common policy, on a question involving such important maritime interests, present and future, could not fail to produce every where.25
That Canning was overstating America’s moral, martial, and material influence in the world would have been obvious even to an American. Canning was, in fact, illuminating America with the ambient glow of Britain’s power.
Canning went even further in stoking American pretensions in discussion with Ambassador Rush on September 18:
Was it possible [del] they could see with indifference their fate decided upon by Europe? … Were the great political and commercial interests which hung upon the destinies of the new continent, to be canvassed and adjusted in this hemisphere, without the cooperation or even knowledge of the United States? Were they to be canvassed and adjusted … without some proper understanding between the United States and Great Britain, as the two chief commercial and maritime States of both worlds?26
And Canning laid claim to a unique affinity between Great Britain and the United States: “Why then should the United States, whose institutions resembled those of Great Britain more than they did those of the other Powers of Europe, and whose policy upon this occasion was closely approximated to hers, hesitate to act with her to promote a common object, approved alike by both, and achieve a common good, estimated alike by both?”27 It was an extraordinarily generous offer and an unusually generous estimate of America’s potential role in the world—as a responsible stakeholder, if you will, a partner in interests and values to the hegemon of the international order.
Canning’s flattery did not produce the agreement he proposed, however. The British government was willing to put in writing the shared principles of policy over Latin America, but hesitated to recognize the independence of Latin American states from Spain.28 Recognition had become more problematic for Britain once France succeeded in reestablishing the Spanish monarchy.29 But without Britain extending diplomatic recognition—formally and publicly breaking from the policy of the Holy Alliance—the American government feared Britain would not durably commit to a common approach.30 It was a suspicion that turned out to have merit.
President Monroe and Secretary of War John C. Calhoun were inclined to take the British offer anyway. Adams was the cabinet member most concerned about British gambits; he alone continued to oppose the deal, because he feared the purpose of Canning’s overtures was to get the United States to deny it had colonial interests in Latin America.31 Adams, Monroe, and Rush were unaware of Canning’s negotiations with France, but did rightly identify that Canning’s urgency had abated, and they suspected they were being abandoned.32
Canning’s pivot to France was the kind of shrewdness for which British diplomacy is justly famous. The American government was leveraging time for a commitment by Britain to recognize the independence of Latin American states, and such recognition would have been costly to Britain’s relations with continental Europeans. Canning found an alternative solution to removing the urgency of decision by securing France’s commitment not to intervene, sealed with the threat that Britain would recognize the new countries’ independence if France used force to subjugate them or if Spain interfered with trade in the western hemisphere.33 It was an elegant and low-cost solution; Canning was justified in crowing about it.
Although perhaps Canning ought not to have crowed to Ambassador Rush, since the exchange of diplomatic notes with France left the United States wholly alone in recognition of Latin American states and feeling it had been double-crossed by Britain. But the American government, too, was concealing its play. As late as November 1823, when the British ambassador pressed Secretary Adams for an answer to Canning’s proposals, Adams claimed the American government needed more time because of the “paramount consequence.”
Adams was not just dissembling: the Monroe government really did consider Canning’s offer to be a monumental realignment of America’s international role. Adams described the importance of the partnership Great Britain was offering as “a more permanent and harmonious concert of public policy and community of purpose between our two countries has never yet existed since the period of our independence,” and “of such magnitude, such paramount consequence, as involving the whole future policy of the United States.”34
President Monroe believed the formal alignment of the United States with Great Britain so important that he sought the counsel (and thereby to ensure the support) of former presidents Jefferson and Madison.35 Jefferson’s surprising advice merits quoting in full:
Great Britain is the nation which can do us the most harm of any one, or all on earth; and with her on our side we need not fear the whole world.… Not that I would purchase even her amity at the price of taking part in her wars. But the war in which the present proposition might engage us, should that be its consequence, is not her war, but ours. Its object is to introduce and establish the American system, of keeping out of our land all foreign powers, of never permitting those of Europe to intermeddle with the affairs of our nations. It is to maintain our principle, not to depart from it.36
Jefferson assessed that Britain was offering to underwrite the power and position of the United States in the western hemisphere, and recommended Monroe take the deal. Madison was likewise supportive, believing the alliance would deter challenges to American interests and noting that “there ought not to be any backwardness in meeting her in the way she has proposed. Our co-operation is due to ourselves and to the world; and whilst it must ensure success in the event of an appeal to force, it doubles the chance of success without that appeal.”37
The Declaration
Secretary Adams continued to assert that without diplomatic recognition of at least one Latin American country by Britain, “we can see no foundation upon which the concurrent action of the two Governments can be harmonized,” and he persuaded the president.38 But the Monroe government undervalued the risks Britain perceived itself running in aligning with the republicanism anathema to all other powerful states.39 In effect, the United States was asking Britain to not only denounce the countries whose international actions it had most to worry about but also to endorse colonial rebellion.
When Britain continued to finesse the issue, the United States acted unilaterally, using Canning’s statement of principles for common action as the basis for President Monroe’s statement of policy. But while the policy was Canning’s, the language was Monroe’s own, and so defamatory of European governments that Adams considered it “a summons to arms—to arms against all Europe, and for objects of policy exclusively European—Greece and Spain. It would be as new … in our policy as it would be surprising.”40 Adams’s counsel almost surely resulted in Monroe dialing back from universal to regional application, asserting spheres of influence for Europe and the United States in the Old and New Worlds, respectively.
The other interesting objection to the declaration was raised by Attorney General William Wirt, who questioned whether the president actually had the backing of the American people to threaten war with all the great powers of Europe. Adams trumped the domestic political concern with one of foreign policy: “Suppose the Holy Allies should attack South America, and Great Britain should resist them alone and without our cooperation. I thought this not an improbable contingency, and I believed in such a struggle the allies would be defeated and Great Britain would be victorious, by her command of the sea. But, as the independence of the South Americans would them be only protected by the guarantee of Great Britain, it would throw them completely into her arms, and in the result make them her Colonies instead of those of Spain. My opinion was, therefore, that we must act promptly and decisively.”41 Fear of Britain cajoling allegiance from the weak and newly independent states of the western hemisphere was worth risking war with the strong and allied states of Europe.
President Monroe’s seventh annual message to Congress is best remembered for the succinct policy statement “the American continents, by the free and independent condition which they have assumed and maintain, are henceforth not to be considered as subjects for future colonization by any European powers.”
Monroe’s declaration was more than a statement of support for fellow revolutionary governments, though; it also asserted that by the very nature of their governments, European states were a threat to America:
The political system of the allied powers is essentially different in this respect from that of America. This difference proceeds from that which exists in their respective Governments; and to the defense of our own, which has been achieved by the loss of so much blood and treasure, and matured by the wisdom of their most enlightened citizens, and under which we have enjoyed unexampled felicity, this whole nation is devoted. We owe it, therefore, to candor and to the amicable relations existing between the United States and those powers to declare that we should consider any attempt on their part to extend their system to any portion of this hemisphere as dangerous to our peace and safety.42
The message also stated, “we could not view any interposition for the purpose of oppressing them, or controlling in any other manner their destiny, by any European power in any other light than as the manifestation of an unfriendly disposition toward the United States.” A threat to any state in the Americas by any European state would therefore be considered a direct threat to the United States.
Responses
As late as December 1, 1823—the day before Monroe’s message was conveyed to the Congress—Adams continued to mislead the British to believe cooperative action was still being contemplated. He told the British charge in Washington that “the United States would show by acts how cordially they concurred in the line of policy proposed to be pursued by Great Britain.”43 So it must have been a rude surprise in London to read the thunder of Monroe’s denunciation, and of his relegation of Britain to the “old world” of Europe.
The most acidulous reaction was from Austrian chancellor Klemens von Metternich, who described the Monroe policy statement as something that “astonished Europe by a new act of revolt, more unprovoked, fully as audacious, and no less dangerous than the former [the American Revolution].”44 His assessment of the threat posed by America claiming a vast geography for republican governance was that “if this flood of evil doctrines and pernicious examples should extend over the whole of America, what would become of our religious and political institutions, of the moral force of our governments, and of that conservative system which has saved Europe from complete dissolution?”45 As befits a statesman of Metternich’s reputation, he also saw opportunity: that American arrogance could bring Britain around to support Holy Alliance intervention in the Americas. In this Metternich was disappointed.
The Russian government, which had provoked the United States into developing a policy on European incursions into the Americas, was even more insulted. The Russian emperor instructed his ambassador “the document in question enunciates views and pretensions so exaggerated, it establishes principles so contrary to the rights of the European powers, that it merits only the most profound contempt. His Majesty therefore invites you to preserve the passive attitude which you have deemed proper to adopt, and to continue to maintain the silence which you have imposed upon yourself.”46 Russia did make some noises about challenging the doctrine, yet Monroe’s declaration succeeded in attaining concessions from the Russians: the emperor withdrew his edict, acknowledged American territory commencing with the latitude lines of 54' 40" (which Britain would contest for another two decades), opened its ports and coastlines to American vessels, and committed not to impede American settlers.47
Adams was gentler in his reply to Foreign Minister Canning, noting that “for the effectual accomplishment of the object common to both governments, a perfect understanding with regard to it being established between them, it will be most advisable that they should act separately.”48 But this came after Canning already had news of Monroe’s announcement.
Adams’s response to Canning seems calculated to try and keep open the option of joint action in the future. He closed the note explaining that “should an emergency occur in which a joint manifestation of opinion by the two Governments may tend to influence the Councils of the European Allies, either in the aspect of persuasion or of admonition you will make it known to us without delay, and we shall according to the principles of our Government and in the forms prescribed by our Constitution, cheerfully join in any act, by which we may contribute to support the cause of human freedom and the Independence of the South American Nations.”49 But it is noteworthy that he speaks only of Britain and the United States working together to limit other Europeans, not working jointly in the Americas.
British Foreign Minister Canning’s official reply was that Britain “cannot acknowledge the right of any power to proclaim such a principle; much less to bind other countries to the observance of it.”50 In Parliament, Canning boasted “I called the New World into existence to redress the balance of the Old” and purported that Britain’s agreement with France ensured the independence of new states in Latin America, but it was not given much credence.51 Monroe’s statement did harness American political liberalism to the interests of British commerce, perhaps making their enactment more palatable to the countries of Latin America.52
Yet as Dexter Perkins concludes, “in its effects on the attitude of Canning, it stimulated rather than prevented a course of action inimical to the interests of the United States.”53 Not only were other offers of cooperation not forthcoming from Britain, but the British government began sowing questions with Latin American governments about American motives and cautioning other European leaders about the “ambition and ascendancy” of the United States.54 Canning’s actions in the aftermath of the Monroe declaration mark the first indication that Britain saw the United States as a rising power and its rise as a cause for concern and active prevention strategies.55
What assistance was actually entailed by the American declaration was unclear, and an issue of especial importance to the countries seemingly most affected by them: those of Latin America. When the Colombian ambassador asked for clarification, Secretary Adams said aid would be forthcoming only if “deliberate and concerted system of the Allied Powers to exercise force” were in evidence and there was “a previous understanding with those European Powers, whose interests and whose principles would secure from them an active and efficient cooperation.”56 Thus, America would carry out its aggressive proclamation only with the assistance of the British government.
That the success of Monroe’s policy depended on Britain was true not only at the political level, but also—and even more fundamentally—in military terms. Britain’s navy was the equal to those of all the other powers combined. Even with the advantages of propinquity, the American military was of such quality in 1823 as to cause doubt of successful operations beyond its own territory when confronted with the armies and navies of even one of the European powers. Paul Kennedy rightly concludes that “the cordon sanitaire which the Royal Navy (rather than the Monroe Doctrine) imposed to separate the Old World from the New, meant that the only threat to the United States’ future prosperity could come from Britain itself.”57
Britain’s interest in free trade and navigation in the western hemisphere created the security within which the United States became a great power. Kennedy notes that “instead of having to divert financial resources into large-scale defense expenditures, therefore, a strategically secure United States could concentrate its own (and British) funds upon developing its vast economic potential.58
It is less clear that the American government advanced its interests by making such a grand statement about the superiority of republican governing institutions. The statement reinforced the resentments of European governments. Most of the new governments in Latin America were not successful, and Monroe’s declaration incurred obligations future presidents struggled to limit American exposure to. Monroe could have construed the doctrine narrowly, applying it only to those territories contiguous to settled American territory or into which American settlers were moving. America would still have had the advantages of Britain’s defense of the western hemisphere without having outlined an American doctrine. Indeed, the Monroe declaration may well have prevented the United States from having even greater support from the reigning hegemon of the international order.
In making such a bold statement, the Monroe administration showcased what America would become as a powerful state. It would assert the universality of its values and advocate the adoption of its domestic political arrangements. Monroe’s declaration, then, can be seen as a regional claim to principles that would become universal as American power itself became universal.59
Adams congratulated himself, asserting that “my reliance upon the co-operation of Great Britain rested not upon her principles, but upon her interests.”60 And indeed, Britain’s interests were so closely aligned with those of the United States in the western hemisphere that Britain upheld the Monroe Doctrine for fifty years with almost no contribution from the United States. Foreign policy interests were by 1823 beginning to push the United States and Britain into cooperation. But as the negotiations over what became the Monroe Doctrine demonstrate, that cooperation was transactional. And Monroe’s declaration would make cooperation between Britain and the United States more difficult. If Great Britain could have found a way to achieve its interests without helping the United States after the Monroe declaration, it likely would have.
Parallel Latitudes: Oregon’s Boundaries
The Oregon Boundary Dispute
December 1845 President Polk invokes the Monroe Doctrine, seeks congressional authorization to annul the 1818 Anglo-American Treaty of joint occupation over the Oregon Territory.
Spring 1846 Britain dispatches thirty ships to the Caribbean, prepares for war in Canada.
Spring 1846 The Mexican-American War begins.
April 1846 Congress allows abrogation of the Anglo-American Treaty, but opposes war with Britain.
May 1846 President Polk offers compromise of boundary at the forty-ninth parallel.
The principles Monroe’s declaration ringingly espoused were largely neglected in the foreign policy of the U.S. government. As secretary of state and then president, John Quincy Adams declaimed any responsibility for America toward the governments of the western hemisphere.1 The challenge Monroe’s declaration ostensibly posed to British hegemony was ignored, resulting in Britain involving itself freely in the hemisphere without repercussion—indeed, with encouragement—from the U.S. government.2
Even within the narrower confines of North America, Monroe’s declaration was inoperative. When the doctrine was floated during 1824 negotiations over the Oregon boundary, the British government’s response was a categorical rejection. Britain “considered the unoccupied parts of America just as much open as heretofore to colonization by Great Britain, as well as by other European Powers” and “the United States would have no right whatever to take umbrage at the establishment of new colonies from Europe in any such parts of the American continent.”3
The subject didn’t come up again for over twenty years, until James Polk campaigned for president, agitating for incorporating Oregon and large swathes of Mexico into the United States. In 1845, President Polk invoked Monroe’s doctrine in challenging the rights of both Mexico and Great Britain to territory into which American settlers were steadily moving.4 While demography would have solidified American control over those territories in a relatively short period of time anyway, Polk provoked war with Mexico and a near miss with Great Britain.5
Polk insisted that the Mexican government’s inability to control the territory (in particular, to prevent depredations by the Comanche) amounted to a surrender of legitimacy. In the parallel case of the Oregon Territory (which included what is now the state of Oregon as well as Idaho, Washington, and parts of Montana and Wyoming), Polk argued that Britain, which long had trading outposts and settlers in the Pacific Northwest, was attempting to establish a new colony in violation of the Monroe doctrine. The United States made the first defense of its sphere of influence against Britain, rather than Spain or any of the Holy Alliance countries, in attempting to enforce the exclusion of European colonies in the western hemisphere.
Polk’s challenge in Oregon resuscitated Monroe’s sphere of influence but also its ideological underpinning: that people had a fundamental right to be governed democratically. Great Britain’s leaders made a distinction between liberal government, which they considered they provided to their country, and democratic government, which they viewed as dangerously volatile and illiberal, the result of American “demagogues and non-entities.”6 Henry John Temple, Third Viscount Palmerston satisfied himself that “republics, where masses govern, are far more quarrelsome and more addicted to fighting, than monarchies, which are governed by comparatively fewer people.”7 Settlement policies by the U.S. government reinforced the concerns British governments had long held about expanding the franchise: the unprincipled land grabs and debasement of law through populist pressure and threats of violence were incompatible with the rules-based order Britain had established domestically and throughout its empire. The London Times considered Polk’s challenge in Oregon “the clearest causa belli which has ever yet arisen between Great Britain and the American Union.”8
By actually enforcing the Monroe declaration, the Polk administration sought to recant American adherence to the existing rules of the international order and assert a new standard that uniquely prejudiced claims in America’s favor. If American policy toward consolidation of its “domestic” territories were to become American foreign policy, a rising America would be a serious challenge to British interests in North America, the Caribbean, and even the Pacific. An international order in which representative government was allowed to trump claims of prior sovereignty, nationalism, or possession would be an American world order—if, in fact, it was order at all.
The long border dispute between the Oregon Territory and Canada was settled comparatively swiftly and without violence, though, in contrast to fifty years of American revisionist efforts along the Canadian border in the east. Smart diplomacy on the part of the British government strung the crisis along until America was already at war with Mexico, forcing the U.S. government into the strategic trap America had imposed on Britain in the War of 1812: pursuing claims in Oregon would entail fighting a two-front war. Britain’s dispatch of thirty ships of the line to the Caribbean and preparations in Canada for war provided a timely reminder to the American government of the disparity in power between the two countries. America posed a demographic threat to Britain’s claim, but Britain posed a military threat to America’s.
Democratic politics in both the United States and Britain also tamped down the crisis. While Polk’s assertion was widely popular during the election, discomfort of many of Manifest Destiny’s ideologues with forcible accession, war with Mexico, and friction between North and South over slavery sapped support for sustaining a hard line over Oregon. With the overthrow of France’s Bourbon Restoration fresh in their minds, British leaders had begun responding to pressures for greater political inclusion with the 1832 electoral reform; urbanization, the shift to industrial jobs, and crop failures focused attention domestically as worried politicians negotiated whether and how to reflect Britain’s changing society in the nation’s political structures.
The American challenge brought foreign policy ramifications into domestic policy. British reformers identified with the American creed, and hoped to incorporate elements of it as they remodeled Britain’s governance; some even went so far as to support Polk’s argument about the right to representative government for settlers in the Oregon Territory. The boundary crisis thus represented for Britain a satisfaction that its superiority of arms could easily subdue American claims, but also the unsettling demonstration that American ideology could reach into British society to affect support for Britain’s foreign policies and even the character of Britain’s domestic political arrangements.
Demagogues and Double Standards
The presidential election of 1828 is an important watershed in American history, marking as it does the passing of the founding fathers’ generation. Both candidates were from the successor generation of politicians, but John Quincy Adams, Andrew Jackson’s opponent in both the 1824 and 1828 presidential contests, was from the old school: a scion of the great founding family who was establishment bred, fed, and highly educated. He had been secretary of state for President Monroe, adroitly negotiating a weak America’s interests to advantage against European powers. Adams was set against Jackson, the hero of the War of 1812’s Battle of New Orleans, a frontiersman, and a man of the people. Jackson cast himself as the scourge of “a corrupt and abandoned aristocracy,” an insult directed not at Europe but at the American political and economic establishment.9
It is Jackson, more than any previous American politician, who embodied the apprehensions Great Britain had about America and its growing strength.10 He personified everything a rising American threatened: a bitter Anglophobe (as a child he had been imprisoned by British soldiers during the Revolutionary War), a victor in battle against British forces, and a purveyor of slaves and cotton.11 As a militia leader in the First Seminole War he invaded Florida, resulting in its detachment from Spain.
The establishment’s closing ranks around Adams decided the 1824 election, an outcome Jackson fulminated against as a corrupt bargain designed to exclude him from the electoral majority voters had delivered.12 When Jackson triumphed in 1828, disestablishment of the Second Bank of New York and compounding economic errors of his presidency exemplified the rougher, more risk-tolerant, populist tenor of this new America.13 So, too, did the unapologetic dispossession of Native American tribes as immigrant Americans pushed south and west. Other contemporaneous features of American politics, such as the increased tendency toward rioting and selective adherence to the law both by states and the federal government, also gave cause for concern to many—but not to Jackson, whose boisterous populism and territorial expansionism became the stock in trade of American politicians.14
Greed for land brought Monroe’s declaration back into vogue. That Americans moving into Indian lands was a profound violation of the country’s principles was never in doubt, even very early in the process. George Washington had been unequivocal: “Indians being the prior occupants possess the right of the soil … to dispossess them … would be a gross violation”; confiscation would “stain the character of the nation.”15 Yet even the towering respectability of Washington could not prevent settlers from doing so, and he was pulled into defending them in the Northwest Indian War. It would be an early iteration of a story repeatedly reenacted as immigrant Americans moved south and west across the continent.16
Britain, in fact, was still in possession of its thirteen American colonies when the pattern was established; after the 1763 Treaty of Paris, the British government by royal proclamation tried to prevent settlers streaming over the Appalachian Mountains and into the West. The proclamation was largely ignored, and Britain declined to prevent by force the violation of the king’s will.17
The uniquely American contribution to the cycle of Indian dispossession was to marry greed for land with religious and political rationalization. During negotiations over the 1815 Treaty of Ghent (which ended the British-American War of 1812), Britain sought to extract promises of fair treatment for their Indian allies. American negotiators reaffirmed their government’s commitment of “intending never to acquire lands from the Indians otherwise than peaceably, and with their free consent.”18 American negotiators pledged that their government “will not violate any dictate of justice or of humanity; for they will not only give to the few thousand savages scattered over that territory an ample equivalent for any right they may surrender, but will always leave them the possession of lands more than they can cultivate, and more than adequate to their subsistence, comfort, and enjoyment, by cultivation.” Even in extending this earnest promise, the American government had already changed the terms of reference from Native Americans earning their livelihood through traditional means to the American government dictating that livelihood should be the cultivation of tracts of land and determining “an ample equivalent” to their need.19
Cognizant of the weakness of American arms and that time was working against them (with the Duke of Wellington’s victory over Napoleon, Britain could now concentrate force in north America), President James Madison wanted to bring negotiations to a close.20 The British had an interest in capturing American commerce within the British economic sphere, and thus were inclined to generous terms; but having observed the American government renege on numerous treaties with the Indians, Britain wanted greater confidence the Americans would honor the terms of the treaty. American negotiators at Ghent were at pains to distinguish between claims made against Indian tribes and the higher standard that would be set for territories controlled by European governments, and they assured Britain that claims against European states would be adjudicated within the accepted rules of the international order. Well before the rush of American settlers to the Pacific Northwest, the U.S. government had made an important distinction in the rules it would consider itself bound by. Promises of the Treaty of Ghent directed American settlement into Indian lands and away from the claimed territories of European powers, Spanish Mexico (before Mexican independence in 1823) and British Canada.
Extending the Area of Freedom
Britain and the United States shared sovereignty in the Oregon Territory from 1818 until 1846, an unusual arrangement made possible—and peaceful—by the vast expanse of territory being largely uninhabited.21 Beginning in the late 1830s, ambitious Americans argued more boldly for “our Manifest Destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the free development of our yearly multiplying millions.”22 The architects of Manifest Destiny advocated an organic process of settlers voluntarily adopting American laws rather than advancing democracy by force of arms.23 But weak and decentralized government was no match for local greed and racism. Manifest Destiny’s grandiosity of purpose became a convenient rationalization for war with Mexico in 1846, netting not only Texas but also California and all of what would become the American Southwest.
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The northern boundary of the Oregon Territory lay at fifty-four degrees, forty minutes of latitude. “Fifty-four forty or fight!” became a clarion call to annex all of the British claim in the Pacific Northwest up to the boundary of Russian territory in Alaska.24 Even with a commitment to voluntary accession, Manifest Destiny would have been a threat to British holdings because of the revolutionary zeal many Americans had for advancing democracy. Mexico may have lacked the means to govern its territory, but Britain’s governance was considered inherently objectionable—it was actually in argument over Oregon that the term Manifest Destiny came into usage.
John O’Sullivan, the journalist who coined the term and was for a generation one of Manifest Destiny’s major proponents, argued for annexation of Britain’s claims in the Pacific Northwest on the basis that Britain denied its citizens democratic governance and America must hold itself to “a higher law” than the norms of behavior commonly accepted among nations.25 O’Sullivan advocated nullification of international law to advance the morally superior principles enshrined in the American domestic political compact—a very dangerous concept to Britain (and other nations).
Britain and its governance were at the center of the Oregon question for Americans. The Illinois State Register captured the animation of Manifest Destiny’s adherents, noting, “What is it but a last final decision between those great principles of Monarchy and Democracy, as which shall take the firmest, deepest, widest foothold on the long coast of the Pacific? Divide by 49 and Democracy must crouch before Monarchy forever.… Will posterity—the sons of freedom—ever forgive a policy leading to such a result at this? They never will.”26
But Manifest Destiny was not universally or uncritically accepted in American society, either; it was contentious even among those who sought a greater America.27 The major political parties, which had been aborning since conflict between Jeffersonians and Hamiltonians but really crystallized during Jackson’s political tenure, distinguished between themselves on the issue of expansion. Democrats (Andrew Jackson’s party) stridently invoked Manifest Destiny as a political and religious obligation for America to spread its unique and exceptional virtues. Whigs excoriated expansion as a betrayal of American principles. Characteristic of Whig reaction is Robert Winthrop’s ridicule of the claim to American exceptionalism that “I suppose the right of a Manifest Destiny to spread will not be admitted to exist in any nation except the universal Yankee nation.”28
Manifest Destiny exacerbated long-extant tensions over slavery by raising the prospect of its expansion into new territories. Jackson’s bold pledge that expansion was “extending the area of freedom” seemed to many self-evidently false given his support for slavery.29 So much was Manifest Destiny hostage to the slavery question, and so deeply did slavery rend American life, that even Jackson hesitated to bring Texas into the Union during his term because the issues had become so entwined.
James Polk won the presidency in 1844, overtly favoring annexing Texas and Oregon (Congress preempted to bring in Texas before he took office). His inaugural address in March 1845 outlined his principles for governing prominently, which included “my duty to assert and maintain by all Constitutional means the right of the United States to that portion of our territory which lies beyond the Rocky Mountains. Our title to the country of the Oregon is ‘clear and unquestionable,’ and already are our people preparing to perfect that title by occupying it with their wives and children.”30 When warned by his cabinet that he ought not to provoke both Mexico and Britain, Polk’s answer was that “we should do our duty towards both Mexico and Great Britain and firmly maintain our rights, and leave the rest to God and the country.”31
While Mexico was an easy mark for American territorial ambitions (Ulysses Grant considered the Mexican War “one of the most unjust ever waged by a stronger against a weaker nation”), Great Britain was not.32 Britain had both force of law and force of arms to its advantage, and believed itself operating from a position of strength with regard to Oregon. The American government in 1815 had committed itself to upholding the existing legal order where territorial claims were contested with European governments, and it entered into an 1818 treaty of joint occupation and engaged in several negotiations with Great Britain over Oregon on that basis. But the military balance in both the Atlantic and Pacific also favored Britain. America’s army had lost as many engagements as it had won against Indian tribes; its navy had been curtailed since the War of 1812 (although President John Tyler had made some improvements); and war with Mexico loomed, opening the prospect for imposing on the United States a two-front war of the kind America had forced on Britain in 1812.
America, though, had two even more practical advantages: settlers and the precedent of a straight line on a map. In 1840, only 150 Americans were residing in the Oregon; by 1845 there were five thousand Americans in the territory.33 The Oregon Trail was quickly shifting the balance of possession from Britain to America. Had Polk not pressed the case, demography would have delivered Oregon into American hands anyway. Additionally, the Anglo-American Convention of 1818 had established the border as far west as the Rocky Mountains at the forty-ninth parallel, leaving only the Oregon Territory unadjudicated.34 Having promulgated a straight border so far, the 1818 convention strongly prejudiced eventual completion of the border along the forty-ninth parallel as the negotiating saddle point.
Yet the British government repeatedly rejected that very proposal from several American administrations, emboldening American claims for annexation of British holdings along the Pacific Ocean all the way to the Russian territory of Alaska.35 The Oregon dispute between Great Britain and the United States was as much over the harbors (to the north) and the inlet to the Columbia River (to the south) as it was over the territory itself.36 For the United States, this sliver of littoral geography provided in Puget Sound the only safe harbors on the western coast of the American continent (the remainder belonging to Mexico in the south and Russia to the north of Britain’s claims).37 The Hudson’s Bay Company, Britain’s main representation in Oregon, believed (wrongly) that the Columbia River might prove navigable into the Canadian mainland, making a Pacific port important for reaching Britain’s inland holdings, and the British government was also concerned with Pacific ports facilitating trade to China.38
Radicalism at Home and Abroad
Control over Oregon precipitated a crisis that is easy to imagine as a continuation of the so-called cousins’ wars, with the British government fearing that “Canada was a hostage in American hands”;39 Britain attempting to hold a far-flung territory against an admittedly barely professional army but reinforced by militia with superior knowledge of local terrain and conditions; and settlers, seething with resentment of distant edicts, growing radicalized and melding into an American political identity. Yet the settlers along the Pacific Northwest had no political grievance against the British government, which did not exercise governance so much as endorse the activity of the Hudson’s Bay Company, and the company was (in contravention of instruction) welcoming and helpful to immigrant Americans arriving. What governance existed in the Oregon Territory grew organically out of the needs of settlers. The residents of the Oregon Territory did not see Britain as an abusive power—nor did the Indian tribes, who found the light footprint of British presence much less onerous than American acquisitiveness. Dispute over Oregon was precipitated in Washington, DC, not Washington, Oregon Territory.
The strident republicanism of America had always been an affront, but across seventy years it had evidenced little risk of catching on elsewhere. As Bertha Ann Reuter summarizes it, Americans were “people too radical either in religion or politics or both to live peaceably in their original home.”40 European states could thus export their problems to America.
In Britain there was a strong belief that democracy was “vehement, turbulent, over-bearing, and often overreaches itself.”41 Democracy was equated to rule by mob, something dreaded not only by British aristocrats but also its middle classes. Both of Britain’s major political parties considered America “a concrete example of the sort of government they were trying to stave off in their own country, one where the common man ruled. They were hostile to its republicanism, fearful of its democracy, and especially threatened by these features because of its success.”42 Even among British liberals like Palmerston the belief was prevalent that “in the present state of our general education, political morality, and starving population,” a republic was infeasible.43 “We the people” connoted narrower confines in Britain: “ ‘the People’ were respectable, rational and generally propertied males, who demonstrated their civility in debating clubs, reading societies and formal radical organizations.”44
Reform proposals were regularly rejected in the British Parliament from the 1760s onward, with restrictions on political organization and meeting being the government’s response to agitation for greater representation. Opposition to political reform cannot be disconnected from the profound discomfort on the part of aristocracy for the effects of the industrial revolution in Britain; one of the major questions was whether to extend representation to inhabitants of the newly teeming cities of Birmingham and Manchester, both population behemoths due to work provided by their factories.45 There was also a class element to the debate, with Britain’s aristocracy not surprisingly being antirepublican while its lower classes wanted to adopt the political institutions that led to greater prestige and prosperity for their American counterparts.46
By 1830, attitudes had begun to change.47 The destruction of Wellington’s government by his intransigent defense of the political status quo showed the increasing power of public pressure: even though voting was circumscribed, the political system concerned itself with seeming representative.48 That public pressure was resisted by the House of Lords, but not without public violence and agitation favoring a run on banks.49 The 1832 Reform Bill was put forward with the American example paramount by its advocates, who argued that “if universal suffrage worked in America without democratic anarchy or perpetual revolution, who could deny the feasibility of a moderate ten pound householder franchise in Britain?”50
The 1832 Reform Bill reweighted electoral boroughs to account for Britain’s burgeoning urbanization, registered voters for the first time, and substantially expanded the franchise to allow about 20 percent of English men the vote—but continued excluding participation for those without property. The effect of the reforms was thus modest, and public pressure did not abate.51 Still, Britain was becoming, fretfully and slowly, more like America.52
Britain’s foreign policy in 1845 remained principally concerned with great power relations, which meant managing the balance of influence on the European continent through the choppy waters of revolution in Belgium, the Polish uprising, the war for Greek independence, the succession crisis in Spain, and the civil war in Portugal. As Britain’s foreign secretary, Lord Palmerston capitalized on domestic change for foreign policy advantage in 1834, arguing that Britain’s natural allies were other constitutional states.53 It was not America he spoke of; the international alignment suiting Britain’s interests at that moment comprised states with legal constraints on the power of their monarch (France, Portugal, and Spain) and opposed to those without such constraints (China, Egypt, and Russia). As with the War of 1812 and the reconquest of the western hemisphere, America was an afterthought in Britain’s actions.
Still, in advertising democratic constraints on power Britain considered divinely bestowed, Palmerston advanced the American argument that the nature of a state’s domestic political arrangements was an important factor in foreign policy alignment. George Washington had cautioned his countrymen against permanent alliances because America stood alone in the world as a government of the people; Palmerston declared that the domestic political arrangements of states created natural alliances with those similarly constituted. While Britain’s foreign secretary hadn’t been speaking of America, America would be the country with which this eventually proved most profoundly true.
Compromise
Yet when President Polk provoked a crisis over the Oregon boundary in 1845, most sectors of British society opposed America’s unquenchable thirst for land and unconventional doctrines for usurping title to it. Characteristic of elite British attitudes, the London Times responded to Polk’s assertion as pretension:
We are not accustomed to hear statesmen and rulers announce new principles of public morality, to demand insulation from the universal laws and sympathies of their kind, and in their place to erect a convenient system of original and axiomatic claims.… The Old and the New World are separated by much less distances than those that divide the constituent nations of each. If America is a world of its own, then also is each of the four conventional quarters of the globe. In fact there is no more reason why America should segregate itself from the universal system and universal code than any other quarter.54
The American ambassador in London believed even the British people were strongly opposed to Polk’s aggressiveness over Mexico and Oregon, reporting back to Washington, “The newspapers, which I send by this opportunity, will convince you, if indeed any intelligent American Statesman at this time of day, needed such proof to convince him of that fact, that in this country, all the sympathies, both public & private are, on this occasion, and will be on any other, against the U.S.”55 America’s example had a powerful hold on the imagination of reformers in Britain, though; for many radicals and Chartists, ideological solidarity superseded nationalism and they supported American claims to Oregon in order to advance democracy.56
An important economic argument was also beginning to be had in Britain about the costs of empire, with free traders arguing that colonies were a cost-inefficient economic undertaking.57 Taxation and unproductive expenditure of empire were beginning to be considered in the balance against simply sustaining trade.58 Britain and America had wide and deep trade and economic entanglement stemming from the Treaty of Paris (which ended America’s Revolutionary War in 1783). Britain’s economic interest in Oregon was predominantly trade—fur trade, specifically—and it was moving northward. Neither the Hudson’s Bay Company nor, with one exception, British political leaders agitated for retaining Britain’s long-standing position in negotiations over Oregon.
That exception, however, was Lord Palmerston (formidable in opposition), who had characterized the 1842 Webster-Ashburton Treaty that resolved several British-American boundary issues as “one of the worst and most disgraceful treaties that England ever concluded.”59 Refusing concession over Oregon became a point of honor difficult for either British political party to advocate as a result of Palmerston, who wrote of Polk’s offer, “Their notion of the way of saving the honor of the party with whom they are dealing is as if the gentleman on the road after taking the traveller’s purse should keep the sovereigns to satisfy his own claims and give back a shilling or two to save the wounded honor of the person with whom he was thus making an equitable distribution of the matter in dispute.”60
The British government was more restrained than either Palmerston or Polk, not doubting its ability to succeed by arms but playing for time as the United States committed to war against Mexico.61 Prime Minister Robert Peel encouraged third party mediation, which Polk refused on the basis that no monarchial arbitrator (and there were no other democratic governments to arbitrate) could possibly be fair to republican arguments.62
President Polk, like Monroe before him, ably used the public theater of democratic governing institutions to his advantage.63 He countered the British slow roll by going again to Congress in December 1845 seeking authorization to withdraw from the 1818 Anglo-American Convention. He again paralleled the cases of the southern and northern borders, lyricizing the accession of Texas and outlining in great detail the history of negotiations with Britain over Oregon.64 Polk declared that the joint occupation agreement would be “entirely annulled and abrogated” because “the extraordinary and wholly inadmissible demands of the British Government afford satisfactory evidence that no compromise which the United States ought to accept can be effected.”
He invoked the Monroe Doctrine in outlining his policy:
The American continents, by the free and independent condition which they have assumed and maintain, are henceforth not to be considered as subjects for colonization by any European powers. This principle will apply with greatly increased force should any European power attempt to establish any new colony in North America. In the existing circumstances of the world the present is deemed a proper occasion to reiterate and reaffirm the principle avowed by Mr. Monroe and to state my cordial concurrence in its wisdom and sound policy.65
In asserting its claims in Oregon, Britain was not establishing “any new colony in North America.” Oregon was an established British territory, and America had validated the claim with joint jurisdiction between the two countries with the Anglo-American Convention. Polk was making a sweeping assertion that America’s interests negated Britain’s.
Polk’s proposal to Congress narrowed the geographic aperture of the Monroe Doctrine from the entire western hemisphere to territory Americans sought for settlement. But Polk expanded significantly the European activity over which the United States demanded a veto, going beyond Monroe’s exclusion of new colonies to encompass any European “intrigue,” a euphemism for efforts to capitalize on Mexico’s cession of California. Dexter Perkins concludes that Polk’s policy “out-Monroes Monroe.”66
Polk congratulated himself, noting that “the civilized world will see in these proceedings a spirit of liberal concession on the part of the United States, and this Government will be relieved from all responsibility which may follow the failure to settle the controversy.” He assured the Congress that extending American law to the Oregon Territory, fortifying the Oregon Trail, and “an adequate force of mounted riflemen be raised to guard and protect” immigrants to Oregon were all permissible within the treaty and should be undertaken. He closed by cautioning that “the national rights in Oregon must either be abandoned or firmly maintained. That they can not be abandoned without a sacrifice of both national honor and interest is too clear to admit of doubt.”67
The Congress took a much more conciliatory view. John C. Calhoun, then in the Senate, had been Monroe’s secretary of war and denounced Polk’s use of the Monroe Doctrine in the Oregon negotiations, claiming President Monroe had not issued a general prohibition, but only one specific to the threat of Holy Alliance involvement in South America.68 In any event, Calhoun argued, Monroe’s policy had had no practical effect and should not be resurrected.69 The Congress did eventually—four months later, in late April 1846—approve the president’s request, but only a much watered-down version and with assurances to Britain of the United States’ desire that the countries should not come to war over Oregon.
President Polk was finding his position on Oregon less popular in government than it had been on the campaign trail, however—and becoming even less so once war with Mexico loomed. Not only would war in Oregon mean fighting in two places separated by thousands of miles—necessitating two separate armies and navies for the campaigns—but war in Oregon would give Great Britain reason to aid Mexico and to organize other European governments to intervene.70 If that were to occur, Polk’s invocation of Monroe would have failed, both in the immediate instance of Oregon and as a general guide for American foreign policy going forward. Perhaps most important, associating Oregon with the admission of Texas conjoined expansion with the centrifugal issue of slavery in American domestic politics.
The redoubtable newspaperman Horace Greeley editorialized that “all the gas of the Message about ‘the balance of power’ on the Continent, and our resistance to further European conquest and colonization is the paltriest fishing for thoughtless huzzas, worthy of a candidate for constable rather than of a President of the United States.”71 This coming from one of the most ardent disciples of westward expansion illustrates that the Manifest Destiny movement backed away from Oregon. Albert Gallatin, who had negotiated most of the relevant treaties with Britain, wrote a seventy-five-page essay opposing war over Oregon.72
While Polk talked tough, he made no military preparations for a conflict in Oregon.73 Great Britain did, dispatching thirty ships and readying campaign plans for “offensive operations.”74 British military planners concluded that localized operations in Oregon were inadequate, since they left populated Canada at risk of American attack, and therefore advocated engaging American naval forces along the Atlantic seaboard and proceeding to a ground force campaign.75 Report of Britain’s preparations by the American ambassador reined Polk in; he fumed that the British government had “not altogether so pacific a character as the accounts given in the English newspapers had led me to believe.”76
The denouement was great success for British coercive diplomacy: Polk acknowledged the legal bindings of 1815 and 1818, offered the British the compromise of delineation at the forty-ninth parallel, ceding them Vancouver Island and navigation of the Columbia River until expiration of the Hudson’s Bay Charter, and a settlement was reached.77 Polk sagaciously submitted the proposed treaty to the Senate for its consent in advance of his signature, reversing the normal order of business, so that he could claim to have acceded to the legislature’s wishes rather than be seen to walk so far back from so strident a policy.
Intimations of Liberal Internationalism
In contrast to the 1823 announcement of the Monroe Doctrine, the crisis over the doctrine’s rejuvenation in 1845 during the Oregon boundary negotiation was a satisfying victory for Britain over the arrogance and assertion of a rising America. Establishment British commentators exalted at the success, noting that “the prestige with which America and her institutions once undoubtedly enjoyed in many parts of Europe is rapidly fading away, as each successive post brings fresh evidence of her vices and her follies.”78 It was a moment to be savored: Britain’s territorial claims had been sustained, America was put in its place, and the critique of democratic governance was validated.
Great Britain policing the Caribbean and Central and South America as free trading areas perhaps led the American government to overestimate its power in 1845; but it took just thirty British warships dispatched to the Americas to cause a recalibration, on the American side, of the two countries’ relative power. Missouri senator Thomas Hart Benton, like many western Democrats unreconciled to the compromise over Oregon, bemoaned the essential truth: “why not march up to ‘Fifty-four Forty’ as courageously as we march upon the Rio Grande? Because Great Britain is powerful, and Mexico is weak.”79
America’s growing power indeed showed to better effect in the resounding victory over Mexico. Britain’s government rightly commended itself for making a good deal at an opportune time: coming off the victory in Mexico, Polk might well have tried for all of British Columbia. By forcing surrender of all of Mexico’s territories in Alta California and Santa Fe de Nuevo Mexico (what would become the states of Arizona, California, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming), Polk’s war with Mexico cemented success of America’s Manifest Destiny: those territories prised from Mexico would soon dramatically reshape the American West and give further jolt to America’s rise.
America’s burgeoning power showed also in the concerns that pushed the British government toward a negotiated solution over Oregon. During the Oregon Boundary Dispute, America had argued its national interests on the basis of a liberal—or at least liberalizing—international order wherein the claims of individuals superseded the rights of states. Britain suffocated that argument with a show of force in the Americas, but the growing appeal of individual liberties started to become visible in the policies the British government adopted and the justifications they made for those policies. Lord Palmerston, the most uncompromising British opponent of Polk’s policy, repudiated his prior criticism and welcomed the agreement, claiming that “in every quarter it will be learned with entire satisfaction that the unfortunate differences between this country and the United States have been brought to a termination which, as far as we can at present judge, seems equally favourable to both parties.”80 Palmerston’s approval had less to do with the terms of the agreement than realization by his party that threats of war with the United States were bad politics, especially during a food shortage and with rising pressure from the disenfranchised for political influence.81 The British prime minister announced the Oregon compromise, emphasizing both its democratic underpinnings and commonality across the Atlantic: “the majority of the people of the United States, and the majority of the people in this kingdom, wishing heartily all peace, the respective governments would be able to arrange this without going to war.”82
British foreign policy would soon be consumed with the European revolutions of 1848, which Palmerston (though not Queen Victoria) celebrated as advancing the cause of constitutional governance and therefore potentially expanding the number of Britain’s natural allies in Europe. The contradictions of British government attitudes about liberalization policy would be evident there, as well, with Palmerston opposing expansion of the franchise or extending to Ireland the political freedoms he advocated for Hungary, Italy, and other countries in Europe.
Britain’s government was not, of course, wholly insensitive to public sentiment, although in the mid-nineteenth century it still lacked the feedback mechanisms for democratic governance, universal suffrage, and free media. But even as the British government lacked concrete information on public attitudes, those attitudes began to loom large in governing concerns.83 In the early stages of the Oregon crisis, concern about public reaction prevented compromise, but as the British wrestled with domestic problems accommodation became more attractive.84 Likewise, in the United States an aggressive policy was initially supported by the public but abandoned as tensions increased. The Oregon compromise actually undercut the argument of Britain’s ruling establishment that democracy resulted in illiberal and erratic policies: in both Great Britain and the United States, the influence of public attitudes fostered compromise in 1845 rather than fomenting a push toward war.
In 1845 a rising America continued the effrontery that had exasperated Britain’s government since the time of the American Revolution. Unlike earlier challenges in 1776, 1812, and 1823, however, by 1845 the United States was coming to be considered threatening by the British government. It was not that Britain lacked the diplomatic and military means to beat back America’s challenges, but as the Oregon crisis gave tell, the United States portended danger for Great Britain less by the force of its arms than by the appeal of its ideology in British domestic policy debates.
Paul Cook concludes that, by 1848, “the United States came close to rivaling France and Russia as an object of British suspicion … [because] its political morals were not based on European values as understood by aristocratic diplomatists.”85 Like no other power in the international order, a rising United States could turn foreign policy into domestic challenge; and a democratizing Britain was more susceptible to that influence than were more repressive states.
Domestic Threat: America’s Civil War
The American Civil War
April 1861 Union blockade of Confederate ports.
May 1861 Britain declares its neutrality; Cassius Marcellus Clay’s mission to London threatens to foment revolt in Britain.
November 1861 Union Navy confiscates the British ship Trent with Confederate envoys on board; the British foreign minister advocates declaring war.
December 1861 British and American governments both conclude that law supports the other’s position; British prime minister Henry John Temple, Third Viscount Palmerston believes U.S. president Abraham Lincoln unable to compromise because of public opposition.
January 1862 U.S. government disavows responsibility for Trent seizure, releases envoys.
Autumn 1862 Britain diplomatic recognition of the Confederacy forestalled by inability of Europeans to cooperate, Union victories, and the Emancipation Proclamation.
As America became economically and politically stronger, other countries had opportunities to impede its rise. From 1861 to 1865 the United States was profoundly vulnerable to meddling from outside powers as the Union fought secession by the Southern states. The window of time from 1861 to 1863 was especially propitious for intervention, since Union armies were losing most engagements, and the North had not yet embraced slavery’s abolition or become the industrial juggernaut it would as a consequence of the war effort.1 In the space of two years at the start of the American Civil War, Britain had three ripe opportunities to intrude: an initial decision responding to the Union blockade, dispute over Union taking Confederates prisoner off the British ship Trent, and mediating a potential settlement between the North and South.
The British government clearly saw the possibilities of working against the United States in its time of crisis. In 1860 Britain was unquestionably the strongest state in the international order, holding 68 percent of the wealthiest continent’s riches and a dominant military.2 Britain had not only the means but also the motive. Prime Minister Palmerston noted that “if the North and South are definitively disunited and … at the same time Mexico could be turned into a prosperous monarchy, I do not know any arrangement that would be more advantageous to us.”3
The confluence of British interests in favor of recognizing the Confederacy was strong: appreciation by elites of the threat a rising America posed for Britain, politically and economically; economic complementarity of cotton-producing Southern plantations with British industry; direct competition from Northern industries with British manufacturers and traders; a cultural attraction to the South on the part of British aristocrats; virulent anti-Americanism on the part of key political actors, as well as a broad cultural anti-Americanism among elites; and the savory delight of watching the United States rend itself asunder by the very argument Britain’s North American colonies utilized in breaking from the British Empire.4
It would not have taken much in the early years of the American Civil War for Britain to tip the balance toward Confederate victory, either. Several options were available that incurred little risk of war or damage to Britain’s strategic interests. Extending diplomatic recognition might by itself have been enough to definitively disunite America. The Union even gave the British government several legitimating opportunities in the way it crafted the blockade proclamation, the provocation of prisoners from the British ship Trent, and Union battlefield failures.
Yet Britain largely stayed out of the Civil War, declining to administer that devastating blow to American power and potential. The British government resisted not because it was intimidated by Union threats of war in retaliation, feared putting Canada at risk, thought the South would lose the war, was concerned with higher priority foreign policy problems, or could not—this early in the war—countenance aligning itself with a slaveholding Confederacy given abolitionist sentiment within Britain. It instead gave priority in its policy to preserving the international rules it had established involving intervention. Upholding the conventions that Britain as a hegemon had established and profited from created a strong incentive not to recognize the Confederacy until the secessionist states had established the fact of their independence and to abide by the Union blockade in the meantime. As the international order’s major maritime and trading state, Britain wanted to preserve the tool of the blockade for its own future use. As Peter Thompson has argued, it was more concerned with supporting international practices that would regulate the use of power than it was with the international distribution of power among states. In doing so, it was explicitly anticipating a time when the United States would become a great power.5
Britain’s restraint was furthered by concern about the domestic repercussions of its foreign policy choices with regard to the United States. Historian Ephraim Douglass Adams posits that “the great crisis in America was almost equally a crisis in the domestic history of Great Britain itself.”6 Aligning Britain with the Confederacy risked aggravating two worrisome issues for the British government domestically: disaffection among urban workers still without political representation in Britain, and the deepening hostility of British immigrants in America. On both these counts, the United States was uniquely able to reach into Britain’s domestic debate, and during the Civil War it actively did so.
In 1861 democratization in Britain had not much progressed since the 1832 reforms. The government feared stoking resentment among residents of major urban centers, since property requirements still prevented them voting—only one in twenty-four Britons were enfranchised.7 Industrial workers, the newly urbanized and economically productive lower classes, were not among them.8 British prime minister Palmerston considered affiliation of an aristocratic British ruling class with a plantation protoaristocracy in the American South to risk imperiling his ability to prevail in Britain’s own domestic debate about political participation—a delegitimation by association. He feared domestic pressures not for a change of government between political parties but for a change in type of government from a narrowly construed franchise of landed gentry to a more expansive participation by aspiring political forces—or worse, a revolution of the kind continental European powers had been forced to suppress in 1848.9 Acting against the Union required weighing foreign policy advantage against risk of domestic damage, a calculation that America—because of its more participatory form of government—was uniquely able to impose.
The American government posed the threat of domestic insurrection in a second way, as well: secession by Ireland and Scotland. Secretary of State William Seward’s “spread eagle nationalism” was unrestrained in seeking ways to inflate the cost to Britain of intervening.10 Palmerston was concerned about the effect of “the exiled Irishmen” making impossible cooperation between Britain and the United States.11 At the height of tensions between the two nations, an American diplomatic envoy publicly alleged that British support for the Confederacy could be matched by the United States with actions internal to Britain.12
While many states harbored political and religious exiles, America’s policy of citizenship and broad political representation gave British émigrés direct influence in government policies not replicated by other powerful countries. Immigration patterns created a strong affiliation by family as well as ideology between Britain’s working class and the industrial American North. Kevin Phillips estimates that, by 1860, 90 percent of migration from England, Ireland, Scotland, and Wales was to the American North.13 This represented a significant shift from the earlier immigration flow to the culturally more familiar South. Irish Catholics were more sympathetic to the Southern cause, but large numbers of them also served in the Union Army, often comprising whole units. (One reason for hostility to the North was the high casualty rate those Irish units suffered.) English, Welsh, and Scottish immigrants were staunch Union backers, like their German counterparts. All of these communities might become conveyor belts of insurrection back to home countries—if the United States were able to “weaponize” them.
Involving itself in the severing of a state would set an inherently dangerous precedent for an empire, and the British government excelled at avoiding precedential trouble. Severing a state to which so many disaffected Britons had emigrated for political, religious, and economic opportunity amplified the possibility of negative repercussion: failure in America might convince the disaffected to force change at home rather than move to where change was occurring. Playing a weak hand rather well, the government of President Abraham Lincoln, at arm’s length, threatened it would promote secessionist movements in Ireland and Scotland if Great Britain made any diplomatic or military move supportive of the Confederate States. Support for insurrection in Ireland and Scotland was nothing new—the French made a habit of it with Scotland—but the immigrant composition of the United States reduced the stain of foreign support because it contained such strong linkages to the domestic.
The Civil War was the point at which American power came to be perceived as more than an abstract threat to the existing political order. The political liberties and economic opportunities afforded European immigrants in the United States turned out to be a powerful and unique foreign policy advantage: who the United States was as a domestic political culture served in 1861 to constrain the foreign policy choices of the hegemon of the international order.
A Plenitude of Reasons to Act
In 1861 Britain’s rulers had considerable discomfort with America as a revolutionary power—not because America was at that time exporting its revolution but simply because of the ideology America represented: it was the rabble of every other country empowered by the franchise. Americans broadly understood and celebrated themselves in the same terms. As the New York Times crowed in 1862, “our friends—and there could be no grander tribute paid to the genius of the republic—are the dumb masses.”14
A huge part of the story, both of American rambunctious pride and European concern, was the result of immigration. As Kevin Phillips nicely states it, immigration to America “made the British Isles safe for England.” They could export their disaffected, and “Receiving much of this dispersal made the United States a notably different English-speaking, great world power: more democratic in its politics, more egalitarian in its culture, and more revivalist rather than traditionalist in worship. The new republic became a mecca for discontented populations from Catholic as well as Protestant Europe.15 The flip side of exporting troublemakers was that Britain’s American cousins did not have much stake in the status quo back in Britain—those who did would not have emigrated. Predictably, British attitudes toward America also cleaved along class lines. As described by the U.S. minister to Britain, Charles Francis Adams, “the great body of the aristocracy and the commercial classes are anxious to see the United States go to pieces. The middle and lower class sympathize with us.”16
Palmerston, Britain’s prime minister, exemplified this disdain for America in all its political, economic, and cultural dimensions.17 The archive holding Palmerston’s papers explains that “the widely held contemporary image of him was of the staunch defender of Britain, who would uphold old England’s glorious fame and would use any means to achieve this.”18 Palmerston’s hostility toward the United States was deep and of long standing: he had been defense minister during the War of 1812, advocated the shelling of Baltimore and the burning of Washington, DC. He ruminated with satisfaction in 1855 that “a British force landed in the Southern part of the Union, proclaiming freedom to the blacks would shake many of the stars from their banner.”19
Palmerston also argued for policies that slowed the geographic and economic growth of the United States so that it didn’t become a rival.20 Intimations of an inclination to disrupt America’s rise are frequent in Palmerston’s correspondence. Indeed, if the measure of America’s growing prominence is an increasing preoccupation with it on the part of British policy makers, Palmerston’s correspondence suggests that the United States had arrived in 1861, when Palmerston assured Queen Victoria that “Great Britain is in a better state than at any former time to inflict a severe blow upon and to read a lesson to the United States which will not soon be forgotten.”21 America was not yet a genuine challenger to Great Britain’s military prowess, economic productivity, or diplomatic reach, but it was no longer an afterthought in British strategic thinking.
Prime Minister Palmerston may have been exceptionally wary of America, but his attitude was by no means unusual in Britain’s ruling class. Members of Palmerston’s cabinet were also advocates of intervening in the American Civil War: William Ewart Gladstone, the up and coming man in liberal politics, overtly advocated for it, and Palmerston’s government had lots of company in cheering progress by the U.S. South. By 1860 there was a general sense of America as an emerging rival and concern about retaining Britain’s advantages over it. British reformer Richard Cobden estimated that three-fourths of the British House of Commons would vote in favor of actions by Britain to “dismember” the United States.22
For mid-nineteenth-century Britain’s rulers, America represented the threat of universal white male suffrage. The boisterous sea of liberty (as Thomas Jefferson nostalgically termed it in 1820) may have suited the rough, frontier character of a nation in thrall to Jacksonian democracy, but it was seen as threatening to established societies and powerful governments in the international order. America’s founding fathers had started out as British citizens and in many ways aspired to full citizenship and acceptance by British law and society. American democracy had early on been so tightly circumscribed, and the social mores so close to those of Britain, that America’s rulers were perhaps more similar than different from their British counterparts.23 Radicalization of the “moderates” among the founding fathers (John Adams and George Washington are illustrative) was the result of the American realization that Britain would not accept equality under British law for its colonists.
With the passing of the founding fathers from the political scene, America’s policies became more assertive. America’s leaders considered the War of 1812 fraught with danger; within a decade, John Adams’s son was declaiming the Monroe Doctrine as a caution against British incursion into America’s sphere of influence. The rise of the Jacksonian tide in the late 1820s looked very much to British eyes (at least the eyes of the ruling class) like the mob coming to power. By and large, the British viewed America as “an empire-seeking nation of hypocrites and elevated the South as the last bastion of a preindustrial paradise.”24 The hope by political leaders in the North that expanding the franchise and admitting new states to the Union would dilute the political power of the slaveholding South was perceived not as smart attenuation of the central problem in American democracy but as allowing the unfit to govern.
And by the 1850s, mob rule was also what Britain’s rulers considered their central domestic political challenge. The country was in the crush of social and economic change engendered by its industrial revolution; political leaders were debating the extent to which the great migration of population from the countryside to cities should be absorbed into political representation. Britain’s aristocracy had argued its case to be the ruling class as the producer of economic value. Newly urbanized Britons understood themselves in those same terms and agitated for the vote.
Palmerston and much of the British political establishment disapproved of expanding the voting franchise, and the United States was frequently held up as the threat it would unleash. Gladstone, Palmerston’s treasury secretary, justified his exclusionary view of the franchise on the basis that “the natural condition of a healthy society is that governing functions should be discharged in the main by the leisured class.”25 In an 1862 speech Gladstone contrasted Britain’s “improving class relations” in their political system to the breakdown of “what may be called American democracy.”26 As Bertha Reuter sums up, “those who dreaded the approach of democracy were quick to see in the American war a proof of its weakness and futility.”27
Palmerston believed that “in the present state of our general education, political morality, and starving population” a republic was infeasible.28 Britain’s opposition to democracy was not simply political; it also had a pessimistic economic basis. In the words of sympathetic biographer E. D. Steele, “Palmerston did not think it possible for government and society to better significantly the lot of those in the lower reaches of the working class,” requiring social hierarchy to prevent anarchy.29
Animosity among the British ruling class toward America was not merely confined to aristocrats and politicians but also had deep cultural roots. Charles Dickens was representative of literary Britain in considering America “more barbaric than the native cultures it subjugated.”30 His hostility toward America was part outrage at its pretensions to political liberty while countenancing slavery, and part fear of revolution at home: the protests represented in Dickens’s novels typically have no political motive for their violence and are instead “products of a mindless, bestial mob manipulated by evil conspirators and psychological misfits, all actuated by personal grievances.”31 The commonality among Britain’s political and cultural elite was its disdain for American enfranchisement of those mobs.
Even the beneficiaries of economic mobility, Britain’s new economic elites from the industrial revolution, granted the vote in 1832, had reason to oppose the Union.32 The Northern economic model was a threat to British industry, representing as it did direct competition in manufactures. As the United States industrialized (with important contributions from theft of British companies’ intellectual capital), it chipped away at Britain’s advantage in factory-produced goods domestically and exported to markets lagging in the advantages of mass production.33
The economic case for British intervention is often overstated, however. During the 1840s and 1850s, the British and American economies were complementary: British investments fueled trade between the two countries, increasing incomes through both the magnitude of activity and economic specialization. Union tariffs and blockage of Confederate ports did impose enormous economic hardship in 1860, when one in five British jobs were directly attributable to cotton.34 But the British economy had a stroke of luck with good harvests, adapted quickly to increase manufacturing of woolens and linens, and benefited from reduction of American merchant shipping and increases in production of coal and war munitions. Peter Thompson shows that during the American Civil War, British per capita income rose 14.1 percent, and the price of bread decreased 14.3 percent.35 Palmerston did not consider the economic motive sufficient, writing of intervention that “the want of cotton would not justify such a proceeding.”36
Foreign policy in the time of Great Britain’s hegemony tended toward accommodation rather than warfare, as Paul Kennedy has emphasized,37 and that tendency resulted partly from leaders’ shrewd accounting of warfare’s costs and partly from the restraint imposed by only partial democratization of Britain’s domestic political structures. John Clark concludes that this held back an otherwise interventionist British government in most instances because “whatever the benefit of war to the merchant classes, the politically predominant landowners were required to foot the bill as taxpayers.”38 But the attitudes of both merchants and landowners aligned with respect to the American Civil War: both favored recognition of the Confederacy, and both supported the Palmerston government, thereby giving a strong impetus to intervention.
The Possibilities
Britain had a choice of several potential means to advance its interests at America’s expense. The British government could have directly intervened to assist one side or the other, rendered ineffective the Northern blockade by refusing to comply with it, armed the combatants, taken advantage of American preoccupation to redraw the boundaries of British Columbia, or encouraged Indian tribes to rebel along America’s frontiers.
It is, however, important not to overstate Britain’s willingness to involve itself in the American Civil War. Overt intervention without provocation would have been a pricey and unpopular undertaking so soon after the Crimean War and the Sepoy Mutiny had humbled the ruling class and cast some doubt on the force of British arms. The magnitude of the American Civil War was daunting, too: the 23,000 casualties during the single day of the Battle of Antietam were more than the entirety for Britain during the Crimean War. Foreign Minister William Russell, addressing the American issue in Parliament to give the Palmerston government’s first statement as hostilities commenced, allayed concern that Britain would involve itself overmuch, claiming that “we have not been involved in any way in that contest by any act or giving any advice in the matter, and, for God’s sake, let us if possible keep out of it.”39
No consideration was given to military challenge from Canada requiring the Union to fight a multivariate war, with an offensive campaign of preventing secession on one front and a defensive campaign protecting itself from invasion on the other. Even talk of reinforcing Canada was thought unnecessary in Britain, with Secretary of State for War George Cornewell Lewis batting down Palmerston’s suggestion to that effect in early 1861 by pointing out that “the Washington government is violent and unscrupulous, but it is not insane, and with the ‘belligerent’ in the South to deal with I can hardly think that they will wish to make an enemy of the principle maritime power in the world.”40
Low-risk and low-cost means would need to be available for influencing the war’s outcome in the direction of British preferences if the nation were to intervene. Several possibilities were extant: Britain might have refused to legitimate the Union tactic of blockading Southern ports. It had naval power sufficient to the task; at a minimum, it could have easily driven up the cost to the Union of maintaining the blockade. British commercial vessels did brisk trade running the blockade from the West Indies, but involvement on the part of the Royal Navy to protect ships flying a British flag would have been an insurmountable obstacle to maintaining the blockade and justified both privateers and navies following suit. This option was unattractive to the British government because of the concern that it might set a precedent that could be used to the detriment of its own far-flung possessions.41 Britain’s long-standing advocacy of maritime blockades played to its own strength; calling the legality of a blockade into question could then be utilized handily by Russia and others against Britain’s holdings, increasing the muscle required to sustain them. Having ennobled its own interests in law (an approach America would mimic greatly to its advantage later), Palmerston’s government was loath to undercut that law by breaking the Northern blockade.
An Internal Affair
Much less straining on the public purse, and not precedential, would have been to tip the scales against the Union without actually becoming involved in the war. There, too, Britain had opportunities, the ripest being simple recognition of the Confederacy. All that was required was a government declaration; the government could even savor the satisfaction of pointing out that the Southern states argued for their independence on the same grounds the thirteen colonies that originally constituted the United States had made against a benevolent ruling power. While Secretary of State Seward insisted that America would declare war in those circumstances, Secretary of State for War Lewis had rightly assessed the limitations of Union arms to fight simultaneously the Southern insurrection and the hegemon of the international order.
Two other lesser diplomatic gambits were also available that could confer legitimacy on the Southern cause: meeting with Confederate envoys, and offering to mediate between the warring parties. Where the rule setter of the international order saw fit, other nations would follow, so Britain’s choices were particularly important to the Union cause. Great Britain flirted with all of these means—recognition, unofficial support, and mediation—in 1861–1862 as it determined its policy course.
Neutrality. Secession of Southern states after Lincoln’s election in 1860, and imposition of a Northern naval blockade of Southern ports in April 1861, necessitated a decision by the British government whether to accord diplomatic recognition to the Confederacy. Under the maritime laws Britain had established internationally, nations at war imposing a blockade had the right to search ships thought to be in violation. The United States—which was now piously calling on all nations to honor this right to search—had been the main opponent of multilateral treaties according the practice.42
The Lincoln administration, like so many American presidential administrations before and since, was trying to simultaneously achieve contradictory objectives: to impose a blockade that required acknowledgment of the Confederate States as belligerents and to deny political recognition to the Confederate States. The choice of a blockade opened the door to recognition, because technically countries “closed” their own ports but “blockaded” foreign ports. The language of the blockade proclamation was also problematic, since Lincoln’s description of the Confederate States as belligerents (rather than insurrectionists) also conferred eligibility for international acknowledgment.43
If Britain recognized the confederacy, it could have found itself at war with the Union. Affording diplomatic recognition to the Confederacy would not necessarily have made Britain a party to the conflict, though. Both Palmerston’s cabinet and the British Parliament steeply discounted the risk of a Union attack on Canada in retaliation.44 Recognition would not have complicated Britain’s relations with continental European powers, most of which were either indifferent to the conflict or antagonistic toward the North. It would have dented Northern manufactures, kept Southern cotton available, and kept shipping busy—all things that were advantageous to Britain’s economy. The support of abolitionists in Britain had been compromised by the American president disavowing slavery as the cause for war (and the continuing presence of slave states among the Union).45 Recognition would have certainly prolonged and very likely decided the war’s outcome on Britain’s terms by keeping the South economically viable, a substantial diplomatic accomplishment.
If Britain declared its neutrality, it would be consenting to restricted commerce with the South and also granting the North the right to stop and search British vessels. These were big concessions from the hegemon of the international order, especially given the reliance of British industries on cotton imports from the Southern states. Neutrality had three advantages, however. First, it reinforced the legitimacy of blockades as a tool of warfare, something Britain often resorted to and wanted to build international support for the right of in order to reduce the requirement for enforcement. Second, it satisfyingly turned back on the United States at least the sting of interference, which the United States had irritated Britain with during the Canadian insurrections of 1837.46 Third, it permitted Great Britain to continue its commerce with the Union, from which Britain imported 40 percent of its wheat.47
And Great Britain did choose neutrality. The Queen issued a straightforward injunction, stating, “We do hereby strictly charge and command all our loving subjects to observe a strict neutrality in and during the aforesaid hostilities, and to abstain from violating or contravening either the laws and statutes of the realm in this behalf or the law of nations in relation thereto, as they will answer to the contrary at their peril.” The proclamation did not establish equivalence between the warring parties, describing secessionists as “certain States styling themselves the Confederate States of America.” In practice, the neutrality declaration would prevent British citizens from overtly assisting the South and dramatically strengthen the Northern embargo.48 Yet Americans in both the North and South considered the British proclamation of neutrality advantageous to the Confederacy.49 The New York Herald called for retaliation against Canada; Secretary Seward threatened that any further action would precipitate an American declaration of war.50
Showing the political proficiency that had made him a successful New York politician, Seward gave both the Lincoln administration and the U.S. ambassador in London distance from the most dramatic and public threat made in response: that the American government would foster revolution in Britain.51 The American ambassador to Russia, Cassius Marcellus Clay, set off a tirade of anti-American sentiment in London by ominously challenging, “Is England so secure in the future against home revolt or foreign ambition as to venture, now in our need, to plant the seeds of revenge?”52
Crisis. The United States pressed even more arrogantly six months later at sea, exercising the embargo’s right to search the British mail ship Trent. Finding Confederate envoys to Britain and France on board, the American captain took them prisoner in an unprecedented interpretation of people as dispatches (that is, mail).53 As a strictly legal matter, the British government determined the Americans had grounds, with Palmerston writing that
much to my regret, it appeared that, according to the principles of international law laid down in our courts by Lord Stowell, and practised and enforced by us, a belligerent has a right to stop and search any neutral not being a ship of war, and being found on the high seas and being suspected of carrying enemy’s despatches; and that consequently this American cruiser might, by our own principles of international law, stop the West Indian packet, search her, and if the Southern men and their despatches and credentials were found on board, either take them out, or seize the packet and carry her back to New York for trial.54
The Trent crisis was, however, not principally a legal matter, but a political one, and public attitudes were enflamed in both Great Britain and the United States by seizure of the Confederate envoys.55 Britain demanded the envoys’ release, reparations, and an apology from the American government.
War was considered likely (and privately threatened) by both countries.56 General Winfield Scott, the hero of the Mexican-American War who had retired to Paris, returned home to offer his services for war against Britain.57 The British government rushed reinforcements to Canada and the fleet in preparation of an anticipated attack by up to fifty thousand Union soldiers.58 In Britain, Foreign Minister Russell cautioned Prime Minister Palmerston that Americans were “very dangerous people to run away from” and twice advocated calling Parliament together for the announcement of war.59
The Lincoln administration said nothing publicly of the crisis—not as jubilation spread across the North, nor when Congress commended the naval captain, nor in response to the British, nor even in the president’s annual message to the Congress. Privately, in the weeks before the British government could get word to Washington officially demanding the prisoners’ release, Lincoln considered two options: proposing arbitration or trading the prisoners for British acknowledgment of this precedent governing all future cases (bringing British maritime practice into line with standing American policy). But he discarded both; in his judgment, law was on the British side.60
Palmerston understood Lincoln was, to a greater degree than other nations’ leaders, at the public’s mercy: “It is difficult not to come to the conclusion that the robust hatred of England which animates … almost all the Northern newspapers will make it impossible … to grant our demands.”61 Union attorney general Edward Bates attested to Lincoln’s reluctance even in late December “to acknowledge these obvious truths … the main fear I believe, was the displeasure of our own people—lest they should accuse us of timidly truckling to the power of England.”62
Public attitudes in Britain were shifting toward accommodation, however. Charles Francis Adams, a man not unacquainted with the volatility of public sentiment, considered it extraordinary that “the current which ran against us with such extreme violence six weeks ago now seems to be going with equal fury in our favour.”63 Lord Russell’s wife confided that “whatever may have been the first natural burst of indignation in this country, I believe it would be ready to execrate the Ministry if all right and honourable means were not taken to prevent so fearful a calamity.”64 As Lord Russell himself conveyed to Palmerston in mid-December, “I do not think the country would approve an immediate declaration of war. But I think we must abide by our demand of a restoration of the prisoners.”65 Instructions issued to the ambassador in Washington were each more palliative than the previous.66 Palmerston even professed a willingness to settle along the lines Lincoln had considered too disadvantageous to Britain: “I should be very glad to make a treaty with the U.S., giving up our pretensions of 1812 and securing immunity to persons not in arms on board neutral vessels or to persons going bona fide from one neutral port to another. This would be a triumph to the U.S. in principle while the particular case would be decided in our favour.”67 The crisis was resolved in January 1862, with U.S. minister to Britain Adams informing British foreign minister Russell that the captain had acted without instructions, which Russell accepted as adequate in lieu of an apology, and the envoys were released to Britain.68
Holding out so long and refusing to apologize was a strikingly flinty Union position, given the risks acknowledged “to go to war with England now is to abandon all hope of suppressing the rebellion.”69 Seward’s official response brazenly claimed the prisoners would be “cheerfully liberated” since “we are asked to do to the British nation just what we have always insisted all nations ought to do to us.”70
Public attitudes were an asymmetric American advantage in the negotiation, understood by the British to constrain Lincoln’s ability to compromise while weakening intransigence by Palmerston. Adams ascribed the changed British position to the weight of “the quiet and religious citizens of the middle classes” coming to bear on the government, and wrote to Seward, “I am inclined to believe that the happening of the affair of the Trent just when it did, with just the issue that it had, was rather opportune than otherwise.”71 By bringing pro-American public opinion into play with the British government, the Trent made more difficult any recognition of the Confederacy. Confederate agents in London also came to the conclusion that “the Trent affair has done us incalculable injury.”72 The British press retrospectively considered the effort “about the most worthless booty it would be possible to extract from the jaws of the American lion.”73
Mediation. Lincoln’s government had been optimistic it could capitalize on British public sentiment to occasion reconsideration of Britain’s neutrality policy, but within six months the confluence of economic duress in cities dependent on cotton, and agitation by Southern sympathizers in Parliament, instead forced the Palmerston government to beat back legislation advocating mediation between the North and South. Worse for the Union, subsequent Confederate successes on the battlefield and European politics tempted the Palmerston government to reconsider mediation in autumn of 1862. Diplomatic historian Ephraim Douglass Adams considers this “the most critical period in the entire course of British attitude toward the Civil War.”74
Britain’s government had never believed the Union could succeed in suppressing the rebellion. When in February of 1862 the Union outlawed the slave trade, the British ambassador thought President Lincoln was shoring up Republican sentiment in advance of concessions to the South; at other times Union victories were interpreted as giving Lincoln enough success to allow the fact of Southern independence to be acknowledged.
The only Union war efforts that gave Britain pause were the government’s ability to raise so large an army, and the development of iron-sided warships. The ships did not prompt revision of estimates about the war’s outcome (the Union Monitor and Confederate Merrimack fought to a near draw), but they portended “the commencement of a new era in warfare, and that Great Britain must consent to begin over again.”75 Prime Minister Palmerston worried about this potential in the context of a rising United States: “Only think of our position if in case of the Yankees turning upon us they should by means of iron ships renew the triumphs they achieved in 1812–13 by means of superior size and weight of metal.”76
Union war efforts, though, were mostly failing in the eastern theater, giving impetus to European mischief and encouragement to Confederate envoys.77 The Confederates stressed they were seeking neither aid nor intervention but simply factual recognition that they had met the international legal standard of having maintained their independence.78 Foreign Minister Russell stalled by questioning the permanence of Southern independence (Britain had never recognized a revolution while it was underway), from which the Confederates concluded that Britain “desires an indefinite prolongation of the war, until the North shall be entirely exhausted and broken down.”79
In fact, however, Palmerston, Russell, and Gladstone favored mediation, which would have the consequence of according the South diplomatic recognition. As Russell wrote to Palmerston in mid-September 1862, “I agree with you that the time is come for offering mediation to the United States Government, with a view to the recognition of the independence of the Confederates. I agree further that, in case of failure, we ought ourselves to recognize the Southern States as an independent State.”80 Russell developed a proposal for armistice between the North and South: cessation of the blockade, accepting separation between the two sides as the basis for mediated negotiation for peace.81 France and Russia would be approached to act in unison. Timing, not policy, was at issue, with Russell noting that “we must allow the President to spend his second batch of 600,000 men before we can hope that he and his democracy will listen to reason.”82
The European angle made manageable Palmerston’s concern about war with the Union; he noted in a letter to Russell that “if the acknowledgment were made at one and the same time by England, France and some other Powers, the Yankees would probably not seek a quarrel with us alone, and would not like one against a European Confederation. Such a quarrel would render certain and permanent that Southern Independence the acknowledgment of which would have caused it.”83
Lincoln’s administration tried unsuccessfully to forestall the British offer by hinting that a proclamation of slave emancipation was forthcoming, something that would unite British public opinion in supporting the Union. The British government considered the limited terms of emancipation offered to be of slight importance other than as proof of the irreconcilable bitterness between North and South.84
The Union was saved by the inability of Europeans to cooperate. Neither Russia nor France shared Britain’s urgency about lifting the blockade, and Britain could not sustain their focus. Britain had hoped its support for France in Mexico would be repaid with support regarding America; instead, success in Mexico had made France ambitious to conquer the entirety of that country. France offered a mediation plan different from Britain’s, and Russia declined to participate.
Public attitudes had not much played in the mediation, it being an internal government debate. Gladstone’s pressure on his colleagues in the cabinet to recognize the confederacy and his public speech commending Jefferson Davis for creating a new nation were not popular, despite partiality for the South.85 Public hostility was widespread as details of the government’s mediation proposal became apparent, the London Times asserting in an editorial that “we do not see our duty or our interest in going blindfold into an adventure such as this.”86
Frames of Reference
Five main explanations are generally advanced for why Britain did not intervene in the American Civil War: the need to protect Canada, strength of abolitionist sentiment in Britain making an alliance with the South unacceptable, preoccupation with empire, public war-weariness, and concern about allying itself with the losing side. None gives a persuasive explanation for the British government’s decisions in the years 1861–1862.
One could argue—and British prime minister Palmerston did—that any conflict with the Union put Canada at risk. In 1861 Palmerston advocated dramatically strengthening the garrisons in Canada and the Atlantic coastal fleet, the commanders having concluded that Canada was not defensible against American assault.87 The prospect was steeply discounted within his own cabinet; typical of attitudes was Secretary of State for War Lewis considering it “incredible that any Government of ordinary prudence should at a moment of civil war gratuitously increase the number of its enemies, and, moreover, incur the hostility of so formidable a power as England.”88 Parliament refused Palmerston’s request for reinforcements to Canada in 1861.
The prime minister also worried that failing to keep the Confederate States in the Union, the North might attack Canada.89 For this he had sound basis, as Secretary of State Seward had privately advocated the Union engaging in a foreign war to stimulate patriotic unity.90 The provocation of the Trent affair raised a real prospect for war between Britain and the Union—not because the British were concerned that America would declare war, but because Britain itself would need to provoke war on a point of honor. The Trent affair won Palmerston support for reinforcements to Canada and the squadron along North America’s Atlantic seaboard, but British war plans hinged on naval bombardment of Union port cities rather than defense of Canada. The affair left a residue of resentment in the British government that gave rise to subsequent mediation proposals; concern about Canada, however, had subsided.
The strength of abolitionist sentiment in Britain is often accorded wide sway in explanations of why Britain refrained from an act it otherwise manifestly considered in its national interests. British political sentiment had become increasingly internationalist in the nineteenth century, taking interest in injustices occurring outside its own borders. Britain had led the world in outlawing the slave trade at the turn of the century, the first among Western nations to do so, and abolished slavery throughout most of the British Empire in 1833, the holdings of the East India Company being subjected a decade later. It was a justifiable source of pride among Britons.91 And Britain had been the motive force behind the Declaration of Paris, which outlined the responsibility and rights of belligerents. There was enough inconsistency in application, however, for the policy to be “opportune and strategic” rather than strictly principled.92
Recognizing the Confederacy need not have required Britain to support the South’s “peculiar institution,” either. As the debate over mediation shows, even with the Emancipation Proclamation being developed in the fall of 1862, the British government did not consider slavery to be squarely in the center of Union war aims. Diplomats made the case that the proclamation was an exigency of war, designed to aid Northern arms rather than a full embrace of slaves’ freedom. And before 1863 President Lincoln himself had been limber in trying to keep abolition of slavery from being perceived as a central Union war aim; corralling Northerners behind the aim of national union was difficult enough without the divisions slavery stoked among them. Lincoln tried unsuccessfully in 1862 to use the prospect of emancipation to forestall mediation; the British government was not dissuaded. The confederacy’s British advocates argued that even if Britain were complicit in the creation of a slave state, it could condition its relations to necessitate eventual emancipation. Howard Jones considers that “the move both for and away from intervention had little to do with moral sentiments about slavery.”93
The third argument advanced for not intervening in the American Civil War is that of higher priorities: Britain had an empire to maintain, was already consumed with those challenges, and could not divert political attention or build support for even a welcome opportunity. The Palmerston government was operating in the shadow of Indian mutiny; busy occupying Canton and Peking; evincing an understandably greater concern about French land power and invasion of Lebanon precipitating the collapse of the Ottoman Empire; and enmeshed in effecting the war of unification in Italy, Russia suppressing Polish rebellion, and Germany taking Schleswig and Holstein from Denmark. In terms of effect on the international order, Britain was understandably more concerned about developments in its imperial holdings and on the European continent than those within the United States.94 The number of international concerns were evident in August 1861, as Palmerston’s secretary of state for war appraised him, “I do not like the look of things in Hungary. I am more afraid of mischief from that quarter than from America.”95
But if the press of other business was dispositive, why should Britain concern itself at all with the American war? Britain could have declared its neutrality and been done with the subject; instead it concerned itself intensively in developing mediation proposals, debating bills in Parliament, and assessing the prospects of lifting the Union blockade. The Palmerston government also did not lack appreciation for how much recognizing the confederacy would aid Britain’s hand in dealing with those imperial issues. It thought it had traded support for France in Mexico for French support of mediation to end the blockade. Both Palmerston and Gladstone acknowledged that recognizing the Confederacy would give Britain and France common cause, denting the unification movement in Italy and Germany’s designs on the continent—not a bad take for a small wager.
The fourth argument, war-weariness, does injustice to the British public. The long shadow of the Crimean War colored attitudes, of course, but public attitudes during the initial recognition debate and especially the Trent crisis demonstrate a judicious public moved to martial action but then reconsidering.96 The British—and even the American—public showed during the crisis commendable judgment as the press of issues turned their attention to the prospects of war. Palmerston gave more than he took in understanding the greater relative pressure a fully democratic American leadership was subject to than was a partially democratic Britain. The Palmerston government fretted that public pressure on Lincoln would be too great for any compromise, yet Lincoln was able to concede on the Trent, even though the taking of Confederate envoys was the only sliver of success in the war effort. After the Trent affair Palmerston was able to prevent the 1862 Parliament bill from passage that would have required his government to mediate between the North and South, even as British cities suffered from the economic effects of the Union blockade.97 In fact, debate over whether to intervene in the American Civil War demonstrated the fallacy of British elites’ belief that the public could not be trusted with the maintenance of liberal policies.
Finally, decisions about whether to recognize the confederacy in 1861–1862 were in no way freighted with concern that association with the South would tie Great Britain to a losing party in the conflict. Quite the contrary; at no point did the Palmerston government believe the North could prevail in the war. Just before the North’s victory at Antietam, Palmerston recorded his view that it was “in the highest degree unlikely” that the North could suppress the rebellion.98 Secretary of State for War Lewis shared that view as he weighed concern about Canada:
It is clear that the Northern states are bent upon giving the Southerners a severe lesson, even if they cannot subjugate them, and make them submissive members of the Union. They leave vigour by two defeats, one serious and disgraceful, and they will now use all their efforts to repair their losses, and to attain some successes. Their eyes will be turned southward, not northward, but they are reckless and unscrupulous, and it would be most unwise of us to tempt them to hostilities by the appearance of unguardedness.99
At the time Britain considered mediation, Robert E. Lee’s Confederates were running rings around the Union capital and carrying every engagement. The parade of ineffectual generals commanding the Army of the Potomac—the theater of war most closely watched by audiences both domestic and foreign—would continue until 1864 when Lincoln nominated Ulysses S. Grant to overall command of the Union Armies. Palmerston and his cabinet believed the South would wrest its independence by force of arms from the North, and that sentiment prevailed in the British government well after the Gettysburg campaign in July 1863.
Upholding the rules of Britain’s hegemonic order was a primary concern: reserving intervention to beat back revolution, expanding the reach of the Declaration of Paris and reinforcing belligerent rights weighed at crucial times in British policy.100 In determining neutrality and handling the Trent dispute, the precedent Britain’s choices would set heavily influenced policy to bring practice into line with the rule it wanted binding on the United States. With the declaration of neutrality, Britain sustained its policy of not recognizing belligerents that had not materially established their independence and forestalled any retributive acts that might encourage insurrection in Canada, Ireland, Scotland, or Wales. In the Trent dispute, Britain sought to bring the United States into alignment with practices of the Declaration of Paris on behavior toward belligerent nations. Both cases illustrate how Britain, now securely the strongest power of the international order, sought to translate its military and commercial power into rules that, consistently followed by the major powers, would make the sustainment of British power less costly and likely of longer duration as other countries, like the United States, became more powerful.
But international order is seldom the sole concern—even of great powers. Domestic politics were the crucial factor in Palmerston’s considerations about whether to involve Great Britain in the American Civil War. America was unique as a foreign policy problem because choices about it could resonate back to Britain’s own politics. The collapse of the Ottoman Empire might create headaches (and opportunities) for Britain’s foreign policy, but there was little risk of the British public demanding to be governed as Ottoman sultanates governed or dispensing with their British citizenship to become Ottoman—with nationality being conjoined with ethnicity, such a thing was hardly even understood as a concept. The success of America could result in more Britons choosing to become American, furthering the United States’ rise as a challenger and increasing its animosity toward Britain. The collapse of America would be felt with resentment by British subjects in England, Ireland, Scotland, and Wales as the end of their democratic aspirations—and not just abstractly, but concretely, with immediate effects on their own families.
The affinities of the newly urbanized industrial workforce in Britain had a cultural attraction to the dynamism, opportunity, and political enfranchisement of an industrializing American North. Attitudes were mixed early in the war, but they solidified after canny encouragement from the Lincoln administration, which sent ships of food for relief of unemployed British workers.101 President Lincoln also wrote to workers’ organizations encouraging common cause. As a result, even textile workers in Manchester—those most economically affected by the embargo—were staunchly opposed to the Confederacy by 1864. Lincoln’s fostering of that sentiment capitalized on Palmerston’s fear that his foreign policy choices regarding intervention in the American Civil War would reverberate back inside Britain.
As U.S. minister to Britain, Adams repeatedly characterized the American war as an internal insurrection, something Britain itself was concerned with because of the possibility for parallels with British subjugation of Ireland, Scotland and Wales. The furor over Ambassador Clay’s threat that America would stoke rebellion within Britain shows the resonance that policy toward America could have in complicating Britain’s hold over those territories. Debates over whether to become involved in the American Civil War show the first glint that the composition of another nation’s people had the ability to affect Britain’s governance of its own. The predominance of bloodline in determining nationality for other countries of the international order gave the United States a unique advantage, one that was coming to salience in building and sustaining American power as a dominant force in the international order.
In other words, what the United States was as a political culture effectively limited the foreign policy choices of the hegemon of the international order in the 1860s. America’s immigration policy, social mobility, and inclusive political rules prevented the British government from making a choice that would have been disastrous to the Union.
Denouement
The social upheaval both Britain and the United States were experiencing in the nineteenth century brought democratizing pressures into both political systems. The economics progressed faster in Britain with its pioneering of the industrial revolution, but class structure and settled territory limited social mobility. Politics galloped ahead in the American circumstance, with the passing of the generation of founding fathers, the opening of the West, and wishful efforts on the part of Northerners that admitting new states could diffuse the political power of the South and put slavery on a path to extinction. Slavery not only discredited America’s claim to a higher creed than other countries not constituted as democracies but also deformed the economic progress of the United States, incentivizing plantation cotton in the South.
The Civil War smashed that degraded and degrading model, freeing up more productive uses of land, people, and capital in ways that catapulted the United States into prosperity and international prominence. As Bruce Porter concludes in War and the Rise of the State, “Appomattox thus represented not only the defeat of the South but the defeat of the whole Southern economic and political system, and the triumph of a state-fostered industrial and financial complex in the North.”102
More fully living up to its values of political and economic liberty served America’s interests. As Palmerston declining to recognize the Confederacy demonstrates, America’s values served to constrain the choices of its international adversaries by using the aspirations of their own citizens against them. Palmerston’s decision not to intervene in the American Civil War by recognizing the Confederacy, and that Confederacy’s subsequent loss in its bid for independence, permitted the Union—the United States—to continue rising.
That Southern economic and political system was close in spirit and organization to Britain’s landed aristocracy; its failure to defend itself against the more roiling representative political organization and efficient industrialization marshaled by the Union was portentous of America’s surging potential. The South’s loss was, in a way, representative of the limits of Britain’s political and economic model when placed in direct competition with that of the United States.
Lincoln had also demonstrated an incipient ability to reach into British domestic affairs. It is often thought that the composition of the American body politic, consisting as it does of immigrants from so many lands, is a vulnerability in foreign policy—that, for example, German immigrants would harbor affinities for their land of origin and become disloyal during the world wars. The argument was taken to shameful extreme with the internment of Japanese Americans after Pearl Harbor. What has received less attention is the extent to which America’s immigrant fabric is a threat to other countries because of familial connections. That is what Palmerston feared, and what Lincoln stoked, and the result was an important inhibition on the most powerful state of the international order.
Palmerston’s decision had important domestic consequences internal to Britain as well. One of the major concerns restraining the prime minister’s temptation to intervene in the Civil War was that association with the Confederacy would increase domestic support in Britain for expanding the electoral franchise. He did not anticipate that the success of the Union would have a corresponding effect, but it did. As Kevin Phillips argues in The Cousins’ Wars, “instead of Americans circa 1775 seeking the rights and liberties of Englishmen, the interaction had come full circle: Englishmen were looking to the cousins’ wars to secure them the rights and liberties of Americans.”103 H. C. Allen emphasizes that “there is no doubt that the Northern victory greatly facilitated the passage of the reform bill of 1867.”104 Change in electoral law made Britain more like the United States in political participation and eventually in spirit, contributing significantly to the convergence of political attitudes between the two countries in the coming thirty years.
The British novelist Anthony Trollope, who was traveling in America at the time, offered one epitaph of the tensions during America’s Civil War:
These people speak our language, use our prayers, read our books, are ruled by our laws, dress themselves in our image, are warm with our blood. They have all our virtues; and their vices are our own too, loudly as we call out against them. They are our sons and our daughters, the source of our greatest pride, and as we grow old they should be the staff of our age. Such a war as we should now wage with the States would be an unloosing of hell upon all that is best upon the world’s surface.105
The sense of Great Britain and the United States being like each other, countries whose people and whose fates were intertwined, had begun taking root.
Ironically, given his concern about the further democratization America represented, Palmerston would come to be seen as the politician that brought Britain into the democratic era. Upon his death, the Times of London described his solicitousness of public opinion: “Lord Palmerston bowed to this deity, recognized its power, and used it as he could.”106
Manifesting Destiny: Defining the Nation
THIS CHAPTER DIFFERS from others in this volume because it does not focus on a singular event or crisis between Great Britain and the United States but instead attempts to grasp the two societies’ sense of themselves as they underwent hugely disruptive political, social, and economic changes. Governments make snap decisions; they have the capacity to change directions swiftly and need to make choices when events present themselves. But societies typically do not; their reconsiderations are unspooled hand over hand, slowly, as ideas take hold and become part of a collective consciousness. Understanding that process is tricky. It is also important. Societies’ communal understanding shape their reactions to events, and in societies with representative governments, it defines the government’s range of choice.
In 1870 the reversal of station between Great Britain and the United States was still some distance in the future, but the perceptual shift between hegemons was already taking place.1 Henry Adams wrote of the time that “the revolution since 1861 was nearly complete, and for the first time in history the American felt himself almost as strong as an Englishman. He had thirty years to wait before he should feel himself stronger.”2 America grew stronger, bigger, and flintier, hardened by the Civil War and wresting land from Indian tribes. Britain became pervasively pessimistic about its economy, less persuaded of the benefits of empire, more attentive to the improvement of its domestic possibilities.3 Occurring independently but nearly simultaneously, the changes made America an empire and Great Britain a democracy.
The Union’s grim determination to prevent Southern secession and ennoblement of that effort in abolishing slavery removed a principal disparagement tarnishing America’s republican ideology. British elites continued to have a (mostly justified) sense of cultural superiority over America, but in the 1870s, those elites begin to realize the consequences of American dynamism: the United States as a rising power, one that would challenge Britain’s dominance. G. Lowes Dickinson, traveling in America at the time, typified British anxieties in concluding “the two things rubbed into me in this country are (1) that the future of the world lies with America, (2) that radically and essentially America is a barbarous country.”4 The British political leaders likewise felt America rising; Benjamin Disraeli commented in 1872 that America was “throwing lengthening shades over the Atlantic,” creating “vast and novel elements in the distribution of power.”5
Electoral reforms were transforming Britain in the same time frame, the debate marked by conscious rejection of American modes. Even those who favored expanded political participation in Britain feared democracy portended instability, corruption, and “public passion”; those who wanted to preserve a narrow, elite franchise viewed democracy as a threat to liberal governance. The slow pace of political change and strong preservationist sentiment in Britain contrasted sharply with American risk tolerance and innovation, attitudes prevalent in economic as well as political debates. The two societies did not consider themselves congruent in the 1870s; the sense of sameness that would develop during the Great Rapprochement lay more than a decade in the future.
What the 1870s did encompass was Great Britain and the United States developing the defining mythologies of their political cultures. The United States would begin to overcome the schism between the North and South by adopting the conquest and settlement of the American West as its sense of itself. Great Britain soothed economic disruption and engendered patience among the disenfranchised by fostering a cultural veneration of continuity (that, conveniently for elites, preserved class distinctions). The national narratives contrasted starkly—American conquest, British contentment—and were by no means representative of all that was occurring in either society. But they were also compatible, allowing each country to lionize itself without challenging the other’s sense of itself, and thus facilitated British acceptance of a rising America.
The Rush
The settlement of the American West was essential to the United States becoming a hegemonic power. Without the consolidation of territorial control under American governance, it is unlikely that America could have accrued the productive national wealth; the broad distribution of that wealth among its citizenry; the magnitude of economic resources in gold, coal, oil, land, and minerals to fuel industrialization; or the security that comes from stable borders and social cohesion to produce the behemoth of political and economic power that America would become in the twentieth century.
Before the Civil War, westward expansion was central to the hope of a more perfect union, both in terms of the direct abolition of slavery and in breaking Southern dominance of the Congress (perversely ensured by the counting of slaves as three-fifths of a person for apportioning legislative representation). The weight of the South in the legislature foreclosed remanding the problem in law at the federal level, but the incorporation of new states from the West portended a diluting of the Southern chokehold that might make the problem amenable to solution. That it would be achieved by wronging Native Americans was, to the extent such considerations were weighed in the moral balance, a lesser evil.
In the mid-nineteenth century, America struck gold, both literally and figuratively. Westward migration that had taken on the respectability of a national cause with Manifest Destiny became a stampede with gold strikes in California and the Dakotas and silver in Nevada. The westward rush was fueled and reinforced by government policies and public-private partnerships to create transportation infrastructure and encourage settlement. In the aftermath of the Civil War, another wave of migration ensued as former slaves and free blacks fled violence and the failure of Reconstruction, whites fled Reconstruction’s partial successes, and others fled economic failure of businesses profitable only with slave labor or simply wanted fresh starts.6 The westward expansion reinforced America’s sense of itself as a country where anyone could make his or her way and find fortune.7 It gave the country a new and unifying national narrative after the Civil War.
The reunited United States came roaring out of the war with large-scale transfer of capital from the plantation South to more productive applications; an even more mobile labor force; and industries developed from wartime innovation, primed from wartime production, and fueled with bountiful natural resources. A million veteran soldiers returning to the labor force had won a war using railroads, steamships, and telegraphs, their leaders able to move and coordinate great armies. Now an industrial primacy of arsenals, engineering works, and logistics would be freed up for civilian use. Innovation in weaponry had burgeoned: rifles, metal cartridge bullets, iron-clad ships, and torpedoes. The U.S. Navy expanded sixfold to 671 ships at war’s end, 237 of them steam powered, and forty of them iron-clad.
Winston Churchill, in his History of the English Speaking Peoples, acknowledged the economic importance of a changing America but was dismissive of the political importance of the movement west, writing that “from the end of Reconstruction until the closing decade of the century American politics lacked interest.”8 He was mistaken. Not only was the economy primed, but the state itself had changed as a result of the war and had put the changes to use in the West. America was transformed from a loose confederation into a nation-state, with politicians seeing the opportunity war presented for social change: homestead legislation, land grant colleges, the transcontinental railroad, admission of new states, empowered industrial capitalism, capital itself redistributed from the South to the North and West, re-creation of a national banking system, and finally, an end to the divisive political problem of slavery.9
America had never been more dynamic, and the country unquestionably saw itself in grander terms after the Civil War. Having passed through the fiery trial, there was a religiosity in America’s vision of itself tracing forward into settlement of the West. Walt Whitman declared America “a new empire, grander than any before.”10 Herman Melville imagined the country had “empire in her eyes.”11 The empire America conquered would be that of its native inhabitants in what would come to be considered its domestic lands.
Many of the apostles of American expansionism attribute the country’s growing strength to becoming a major sea power and eschewing land wars.12 In this characterization of shrewd choice, America is seen to model Britain’s maritime strategy. The assessment seems brazenly at odds with the actual experience of America (and of Britain, for that matter).13 Looking back on the nineteenth century Alfred Thayer Mahan may have seen a maritime nation, but from the French and Indian War in 1754, what would become the U.S. Army was fighting Indians, and Americans were consumed with questions of territorial security from Indian threats. Sea power may be an inherently better strategic choice for preserving and extending a state’s resources, but it is only possible as strategy when territorial security allows the luxury of focusing on sea power. For America, that territorial security came about by forcing Indian tribes off their lands.
President Andrew Jackson’s aggressive dispossession of land from Indians in the 1830s had coincided with the rise of populism in American politics. It also traced the fault line between those Americans living in safety and those settling the frontier: the removal policy was deeply unpopular in New England, supported where people were exposed to Indians.14 And the political power of the frontier was rising with the admission of new states, federal need for the metals and minerals being mined, and continued settler expansion.
The separation of federal and state powers further aggravated the schism between presidential policies and local attitudes, as very often federal treaties promised land that states refused to hand over to Indian control.15 The policy cleaved along another uniquely American fault line during the Jackson administration, with the president declining to enforce the Supreme Court’s decision that Georgia must comply with federal treaties governing relations with the Cherokee.16 Thus, part of the explanation for how a republic so constituted could persist in such flagrant violation of its beliefs across such an expanse of time comes from the separation of powers in the American system of government, a jealousy and conflict unique to its design of preventing government tyranny.
After Jackson, though, the previous policy equilibrium was restored, in part because the attention of the nation was riven by conflict over slavery and the gathering storm of the Civil War. Secession of the Southern states removed federal troops from the West and increased competition for skilled soldiers and militia.17 Before the Civil War, the professional army was spread across the states and territories; with the advent of war, troops were recalled east, and localities were required to raise volunteers to protect emigrant trails and mail delivery. America’s best soldiers were fighting each other, not Indians. The diluting of talented soldiery was especially felt in the Southwest, where plains tribes pushed the frontier back more than a hundred miles. After the war the federal government refused to allow former Confederate states to raise militia, even in response to brutal raiding by the Apache and Comanche. In 1871 the line of settlement had not yet returned as far west as before Southern secession.18
The toughness and resourcefulness of the Americans who settled the West would come to embody how America mythologized itself; illustrative is General George A. Forsyth’s description of laundresses who worked on army posts as “good, honest, industrious wives, usually well on in years, minutely familiar with their rights, which they dared to maintain with acrimonious volubility.”19 Reading diaries and letters from those settlers, it is amazing to witness the hardships they endured, the near constant peril they found themselves in from starvation, attack, and exposure to the elements. Unlike the pilgrims who sailed for Plymouth confident their God would provide, the Americans who moved westward knew providence could well be indifferent to their fate—“Indian country” is emblematic for danger.
Despite the danger (or for some, because of it), the magnetism of opportunity in the West proved compelling. And the magnitude of westward migration is staggering. In 1848 there were roughly 157,000 people in the California territory: 150,000 Native Americans, 6,500 people of Spanish or Mexican descent (known as Californios), and 7,500 or so nonnative Americans; within two years, an additional one hundred thousand Americans came.20 And not only Americans; by the mid-1850s, more than one-third of Californians were foreigners.21
It is, however, a mistake to believe that Americans ebbed steadily west, encroaching on an expanding propinquity of land. Before President James Polk brandished California gold during his fourth annual message to Congress in 1848, traders transited the plains and there existed a rind of American population along the Pacific coast also slowly moving eastward to fill in the middle of the country. In addition to prospecting for gold, missionary avocation, flight from violence over slavery in the border states or from civil war military service, the desire of Mormons to be beyond the reach of American government, the chance to start anew unknown, and later parceling of land free for settlement all contributed to the strength of the current, pulling prairie schooners across the plains.22
War Paths
Indian resistance to these incursions was constant. From 1768 through 1889, the American army fought “943 actions in twelve separate campaigns and numerous local incidents” against the continent’s prior inhabitants.23 As Fairfax Downey notes, “from 1866 to 1892 there was not a year, and hardly a three months, in which there was not some expedition against the Indians in the vast regions west of the Mississippi, and between the Canadian and Mexican borders.”24
The American government and its army were less supportive of the settlers than one might imagine given how much government policies encouraged settlement. Buffalo Bill Cody, awarded the Medal of Honor for his scouting with the army, said “every Indian outbreak that I have ever known has resulted from broken promises and broken treaties by the government.”25 Many in the professional army agreed with that view; more often than not, they blamed settlers for causing massacres. The federal army was throughout the Indian Wars generally critical of the policies of state and territorial governments and hesitant to enforce them or cooperate with militia engaged in them.26 General William Tecumseh Sherman, commander of the army, rejected settler demands for protection on the Texas frontier in 1871, commenting that “they expose women and children singly on the road and in cabins far off from others, as though they were safe in Illinois … such actions are more significant than words.”27 His meaning: that settlers were reckless, responsible for their own trouble.28
While weapons technology advanced significantly during that time period, the fiercest of the Indians also had access to some of the best weapons—in many instances they were better armed than the American soldiers they were fighting.29 Soldiers were provided with single-shot muskets, mostly front-loading, making nearly impossible any reloading while on horseback (a distinct disadvantage in Indian country). As an economy measure, soldiers were also not issued ammunition for practice firing. The army was often simply outgunned. It was also largely untrained for this kind of war—George Custer’s Seventh Cavalry was famous for its hunting expeditions, yet its soldiers were barely proficient, and certainly not the peers of their native opponents. American Indians, as S. C. Gwynne notes, “were warlike by nature, and they were warlike for centuries before Columbus stumbled upon them.”30 This was particularly true of the tribes on the western plains, who had so elegantly mastered the military technology of the time before industrialization and knew of the baleful experience other tribes had had with Americans.
It is an essential, and essentially American, truth that the federal government was too far removed from local concerns to craft workable solutions. Throughout the Indian Wars there was an enormous gap between the policy of the American government and the views of those Americans living in Indian country. The War Department was continually hobbled for funds and chose policies for efficiency rather than effectiveness; it long held the belief that “if the Indians could be induced to keep the peace, forts and war would be unnecessary.”31 The policy foundered time and again when it was settlers, not Indians, who refused to keep the peace.
The federal government was finally pushed into “solving the Indian problem” in President Ulysses S. Grant’s second administration.32 That solution was an overt renunciation of peace policies, development of a more proficient Indian fighting army, relentless prosecution of a military campaign against the tribes, and decimation of Indian livelihood.
President Grant had initially supported what we would now describe as a culturally sensitive approach to the problem of violence between Native Americans and immigrant settlers. He sought to minimize conflict, supporting “any course toward them [Native Americans] which tends to their civilization and ultimate citizenship,” ordering military commanders to prevent settler incursions onto Indian land, accepting responsibility for Indian welfare on reservations, establishing educational and medical programs—even symbolizing the policy by appointment of the first Native American commissioner of Indian affairs. Military commanders were subordinated to “Indian agents,” government civilians purportedly caring for Indian interests. What in contemporary parlance we call “whole of government operations” were in vogue for managing the Indian problem: departments to work in seamless coordination, each contributing its bureaucratic strengths and sharing the burden of a well-modulated and adaptive policy.
The more nuanced strategy did not, however, reduce spectacular incidents of violence that hardened public attitudes even in the cosseted east. The Modoc War on the California-Oregon border resulted in the killing (during peace negotiations, no less) of the only general officer during a hundred years of Indian warring. The Sioux at Little Big Horn massacred Custer’s Seventh Cavalry; Grant considered this to be Custer’s own fault, but the public would not be assuaged.
The peace policy was discredited as much by failure of the Indian agencies as by violence. The magnitude of corruption experienced throughout the Indian agencies has seldom been equaled; its revelation was devastating to liberal reformers’ hopes for a humane resettlement of Native Americans. From the nation’s capital, the government had crafted a grand strategy it was incapable of implementing. Faced with the collapse of more sophisticated strategies than enforcing compliance, and the public outcry after Custer’s massacre, Grant changed course, subordinating the Indian agencies under military control and ordering the military “to subdue all Indians who offered resistance.”33
This instruction finally got the Army serious about the Indian Wars. The change from dashing romanticism of the frontier to its conquest is epitomized by the transition from Custer, with his long golden hair and fringed buckskins, writing memoirs for publication about life on the plains, to Ranald Slidell Mackenzie, a severe, unpopular commander who defeated the Apache, Cheyenne, Comanche, Kiowa, Sioux, and Ute, and who had a fearsome mix of intellect, adaptability, and the brutal arithmetic of industrial age warfare.34
In the end, though, it was less the American army than American society that destroyed the Indian tribes. As Mackenzie’s boss, General Philip Sheridan, testified in 1873 when hunters were killing buffalo by the million,
These men have done more in the last two years, and will do more in the next year, to settle the vexed Indian question, than the entire regular army has done in the last forty years. They are destroying the Indians’ commissary. And it is a well known fact that an army losing its base of supplies is placed at a great disadvantage. Send them powder and lead, if you will; but for a lasting peace, let them kill, skin, and sell until the buffaloes are exterminated.35
And they did. U.S. Indian policy was directly a function of its democracy; America was not only a government that was illiberal in the nineteenth century but Americans were an illiberal people. The West became American only with the decimation of Indian ways of life. Population tables tell the story most dramatically: white settlement in Wise County, Texas, dropped from 3,160 in 1860 to 1,450 in 1870 as Indians took advantage of the removal of troops for the Civil War and prohibition of militia during Reconstruction to drive settlers out of the territory; but in 1880, five years after the end of the Indian Wars in the area, it had surged more than tenfold, to 16,601.36
The large-scale destruction practiced by Americans as they moved their domestic frontier westward to the Pacific Ocean and filled in the middle of the continent with immigrant Americans is even more brutal than colonial practices by the British in India (even in the aftermath of the 1858 rebellion), Europeans throughout Africa, the Portuguese and Spanish in South America, and all of the above in Asia. For Europeans, the purpose of empire was to harness indigenous inhabitants for the economic gain and political control of an external power. What is exceptional about the closing of the American West is that the policy was not merely conquest of indigenous inhabitants but their extermination or deportation to free the land up for settlement by immigrant Americans. What comes to be the defining mythology of America is more closely akin to British and Dutch settlement in South Africa; the central difference is that American settlers working their own smallholdings could subsist independent of indigenous labor, whereas those working the gold and diamond mines and large plantations of Europeans in Africa could not.
How, then, did the settlement of the West become an overwhelmingly positive cultural mythology for Americans?
Illiberal Democracy
Every American president from George Washington forward until the decimation of Indian freedom sought to find some solution that did not affront the collective national conscience; none succeeded. As Robert Remini explains, “by shunting them off to the wilderness where they would no longer threaten the safety of the United States or hinder its westward and southern expansion, Americans felt they could resolve the problem of the Indian presence in a humanitarian manner that would not conflict with their Christian conscience or moral sensibility.”37 America developed a conscience-easing policy of resettlement and turned its eyes from the actual effects.
The rush to the West was not inevitable or natural in the sense of it occurring freely in nature without recourse to human action. Westward expansion was the product of explicit and intentional government policies: the distribution of government lands at no cost to the public provided they domiciled on and made productive use of the dispensation for at least two years; public-private partnerships incentivized (again with free land, but also bond issuances and enabling legislation) to create transportation and communication infrastructure; federal statute conveying to the title holder of property the mineral rights to the land (one reason America had a gold rush but other countries didn’t is that mineral rights remained with the government in other states); and the establishment of land grant colleges to foster and disseminate scientific knowledge of agriculture to newly agrarian citizens. As Walter Russell Mead amusingly points out, westward expansion is proof that “Americans have always wanted their government to give them free stuff.”38 The expansion of America across the continent from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific was the result of government action that rewarded individual initiative.
Government policy was also a central element in the failures that characterize America’s westward expansion and in explaining how a society so dedicated to the universality of its values could fail so miserably to accord them to the country’s original inhabitants. No American government favored outright extermination. But as Dan Elbert Clark argues, because of “the confusion of attitudes, prerogatives and interests among those who sought to formulate and execute that policy, the results were as disastrous and unjust to the Indians as would have been a deliberate and acknowledged program of conquest and extermination.”39
This glaring inconsistency of government policy therefore necessitates explanation for a country that believes itself called to and emblematic of a higher moral standard. How could so important an endeavor be allowed to go so far wrong for such an extended period of time?
After Abraham Lincoln’s death, policies for occupation and reconstruction of the American South became much more punitive, and the failures of those policies further hardened attitudes in both the North and South. With so much still entangled in the unfinished business of forcing the Union back together, depredations against Indians never received the attention in their time that slavery has in the American imagination. African slaves were held in physical bondage, forced to labor under close supervision, beaten and killed for underperforming, and sold as property irrespective of the bonds of matrimony and parentage; their suffering is unique in the American experience and much to be lamented. But Native Americans, too, suffered horrifically at the hands of both the American government and American citizens, and the taking of their lives, livelihood, and freedom nearly as completely did not at the time—and does not in our time—receive the attention those sins deserve. Native Americans were dispossessed and suffered forced indenture and the taking of children from their parents as a matter of policy well after the Civil War had settled the immorality of those practices against African Americans; they persisted against Native Americans into the twentieth century in California.40 Perhaps Americans look differently upon the Indian experience because Indians offered armed resistance, whereas America had little experience of slave revolts.41 Moreover, slaves were purchased as property and therefore subjugated from the start, whereas tribes had to be brought under control.
Americans view themselves as members of a frontier society, individuals braving all manner of difficulty for the opportunity to have something of their own: pioneers carving wealth out of wilderness; people banding together in citizen militia for protection the government could not provide, and decisively defeating worthy adversaries on the battlefield; and bringers of law, community, and religious faith to lands that had not known any of those blessings.42 Manifest Destiny, the doctrine that claimed Americans had a sacred responsibility to spread their values across the vastness of the West, would become not only the nation’s domestic policy but would also form the basis also for America’s engagement with the world.
Native Americans are objects rather than subjects of that victor’s narrative, however. The land was vast, but inhabited by hundreds of thousands of people organized into political communities. In some instances those communities were malevolent, in some benevolent, but in nearly all cases they were as democratic as the American body politic, and in some cases much more so.43 The American West was inhabited by cultures reverent of nature and a creator “great spirit,” some practiced rituals of communion, generally believed themselves in possession of a religion, rather than in need of one.44 Their religions were in the main categorizable as deist, putting them within the spectrum of the American founders’ beliefs. Their economies were hunting and gathering the abundance around them, farming where necessary, and trading for manufactures, much as the economies of most Americans on the frontiers.
That the American and Native American societies became incompatible is a tragedy, but it was not an inevitability, which makes the choices that produced such an outcome all the more tragic and important, especially for a political culture that lays claim to universal principles of human dignity and political representation. Even more so that the decisions were not made in haste, but taken seriatum and with forethought across decades. The repeated pattern was settlers rushing to homestead up to and beyond the perimeter of (scant) government-provided security, settlements made on land deeded to Indian tribes by treaty, raids by Indians intended to drive settlers off and reclaim their lands, settlers howling for government protection, and eventually the government acceding. The decisions that were taken to move Indians off their traditional lands and, eventually, make them wards of the state were forced by restive American settler populations on the federal government.45 Theodore Roosevelt gave a typically clear-eyed summary of the Indian Wars in his book The Winning of the West:
The frontier was pushed westward, not because the leading statesmen of America, or the bulk of the American people, foresaw the continental greatness of this country or strove for such greatness; but because the bordermen of the West, and the adventurous land-speculators of the East, were personally interested in acquiring new territory, and because, against their will, the governmental representatives of the nation were finally forced to make the interests of the Westerners their own.46
The government was complicit in bad outcomes because it consistently formulated policies that were unworkable and aggravated the likelihood of violence, whether by sending insufficient military forces to police the roads and settlements, not restraining new settlements, or allowing gross corruption in the Indian agencies to despoil tribal communities and collapse Indian confidence in the American government upholding its word.
Where Indian policy was concerned, America was an illiberal democracy well into the twentieth century. Between 1789 and 1838 (and therefore only accounting for the move geographically through the Midwest and in time through the administration of Martin van Buren) more than 81,000 Native Americans were forcibly relocated from their land; the American people largely supported those removals.47 American political culture throughout the period was characterized by government acting on the will of the majority; the maturing of American democracy to fully embody the protection of minority rights lay well in the future.
Westward expansion provided a turning of the American kaleidoscope, bringing into view both momentousness of the country’s potential power and the momentum to attain it. The constituent colors and shapes of America took on a new pattern with the conquest of the territorial west. The Wild West was a place of limitless horizon and pervasive risk; embracing that risk would be the defining choice of American political culture. Hundreds of thousands of people ran those risks for nothing more than opportunity. From the distance of contemporary safety, it is genuinely shocking how much Americans put at stake to attain what was, for most of them, very little.
An accurate portrait of America rising needs to come to terms not only with what was gained by American settlement of the West but also with what was lost. Gained was a country of continental expanse, social and economic mobility, breathtaking tolerance for turbulence and risk, wealth creation on a scale not previously imagined, an abiding belief in the necessity and righteousness of armed force, ennoblement of the individual crafting his or her own fate in a harsh wilderness, urbanization of the industrial revolution balanced by rural landowners, and the genius of the founders’ political structures accommodating both in the respective houses of Congress.
What was lost—if indeed, it was ever truly possessed by immigrants in America—was the upholding of the political creed that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their creator with certain inalienable rights, and that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. These truths were not self-evident to many Americans that flooded into the West in the second half of the nineteenth century. Nor was it true to their experience once there. The majoritarian democracy practiced in America since the rise of Andrew Jackson would migrate west where force was law. Justice was a luxury that for immigrant Americans typically followed far in the wake of settlement, and hasn’t ever really followed for Native Americans. By dispossessing Indian tribes in the rush westward, America became an imperial power at home, fighting wars that consolidated the country’s territory under control of immigrant Americans.
A Land of Settled Government
Both Britain and America were consumed with domestic upheaval in the second half of the nineteenth century: America with Reconstruction and the westward expansion, Britain with urbanization and demands for greater political representation.48 In both America and Britain, the mythology adopted into political culture was at dramatic odds with practice. For Americans, the incongruity was between a republican creed newly burnished by abolition of slavery and the decimation of Indian tribes. For the British, the incongruity was between the rapidly modernizing economic and technological powerhouse of their society and a political system dominated by the least dynamic elements of that society. Both societies made virtues of societal choice on these issues in crafting their national stories.
The American and British experiences of the 1870s were not wholly unconnected, either. The Union’s Civil War victory and bitter experience of Reconstruction in the South accentuated the need for a defining national narrative in binding the country back together, and America found that narrative in westward expansion. For Britons, the Union victory increased pressure for electoral reform, industrialization and its associated urbanization generated new wealth the class hierarchy struggled to accommodate, and decisions about how far to proceed with democracy—how much to emulate or differentiate from America—were crucial in shaping British national identity.49
The 1832 Reform Act had still excluded 85 percent of adult men because of property requirements. Proposing an expansion of the electorate to include skilled workers brought down the government of Prime Minister John Russell in 1866, yet the strength of momentum toward reform is reflected in the conservative government that replaced Russell quickly introducing an even more reformist bill.50 The Representation of the People Act 1867 doubled the electorate by including heads of household and townspeople (although not in proportion to their numbers), enfranchising an additional million Britons but retaining an absolute majority of aristocracy and gentry in the House of Commons.51
The political disruption of economic change weighed much more heavily in Britain than in America. Arnold Toynbee has described the industrial revolution as “a period as disastrous and as terrible as any through which a nation has ever passed.”52 Political and cultural elites recoiled from the dislocation of urbanization chosen by so many to gain the material advantages that tenant rural life did not offer them. British aristocrats not generally being men of industry, they lacked faith the economy could genuinely improve the lot of the working class, even as that lot was dramatically being improved.53
In Britain’s defense, the social upheaval of the nation’s industrialization drawing hundreds of thousands of people off the land and into squalid tenements was a daunting social challenge, even before mixing in the stultifying effect of class privilege. British political theorists worried the public had a natural tendency toward radicalism, society thus in need of a “safety valve” like that which available land in an expanding western frontier provided America.54 Charles Dickens’s novels provide a window into Britain’s societal upheaval, and also capture its “typically Victorian middle class dread of democracy.”55
There were also serious concerns, even among British reformers, about whether expansion of the franchise would produce democracy—and the American example featured prominently as illustration of Britons’ fears about corruption, especially in urban locales where the expanding national franchise would net the largest pool of voters. British elites defended political exclusion—an illiberal political structure—on the argument that it alone permitted liberal governance, by which they meant a farsighted international policy and prevention of corruption domestically.
In coming to terms with the social upheaval caused by economic change, Britain was seeking to be “untouched by the baser tendencies of the time,” in contrast to American enthusiasm for progress in all its vulgarity and unruliness. America represented what aristocrats and intellectuals feared Britain becoming: “a giant, unrestrained replica of the nineteenth century English middle class.”56 The makers of manners were not only repelled by the grasping materialism on display in America but also considered it politically dangerous.57
British elites understood that the status quo was unsustainable, however: it was simply too unrepresentative, revolution all too imaginable a consequence. The consuming political question in Britain throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century was how to accommodate a rapidly changing society. The argument for expanding the franchise was explicitly to stave off revolution.58 This British elites did as slowly as possible, carefully attenuating the excesses they perceived occurring in America, France, and other unruly societies.
Politicians were assisted in the effort by a culture likewise in thrall to a past in which the ravages of mass production and urbanization had not scarred consciousness. America celebrated social mobility; class hierarchy in Britain consciously sought to prevent it. Martin Wiener persuasively taps out the drumbeat of cultural rejection of modernity in Britain, from the arts and crafts movement hallowing the handmade to the Gothic revival in architecture and Pre-Raphaelite art, Alfred, Lord Tennyson and the “squirearchical romanticism” in poetry, Thomas Hardy’s pastoral novels, colleges’ emphasis on gentlemanly rather than scientific education, and economists and politicians shifting their frame of interest from material advancement and economic growth. The argument for consumerism—the availability to many of what previously was the prerogative of the wealthy few—was lived in Britain but not made there.
But if, as Wiener argues, a “pastoral retreatism” took hold among British elites in this time frame, the effect was outrun by democratization.59 The Third Reform Act in 1884 would propel Britain even further toward commonality with the United States, allowing 60 percent of adult British males to vote.60 Social strictures would prevent Britain being wholly democratic until after the First World War, but the effects begin to be felt in the 1870s: elites recoiled from the new world dawning, but could not restrain the growing demands for representation.
Condescension by British elites toward American “culture” (for they determined overwhelmingly that America lacked its essential ingredients) was ubiquitous in the 1870s.61 The dominant cultural myth formulating in America with the settlement of the West was an egalitarian republicanism. The inward focus of both societies in the 1870s would prevent the United States from attempting to reach into Britain’s domestic politics for foreign policy advantage, as the American government had in the Oregon Boundary Dispute and during the Civil War.62 But America was now central in British thinking: it had become the glaring symbol of the modernity that British elites were defining themselves in opposition to.
Where Americans cultural icons noticed, they often agreed with British descriptions of the country as greedy and grasping. Mark Twain perfectly captured the criticism recast as pride in his Roughing It:
It was a splendid population—for all the slow, sleepy, sluggish-brained sloths staid at home—you never find that sort of people among pioneers—you cannot build pioneers out of that sort of material. It was that population that gave to California a name for getting up astounding enterprises and rushing them through with a magnificent dash and daring and a recklessness of cost or consequences, which she bears unto this day—and when she projects a new surprise, the grave world smiles as usual, and says “Well, that is California all over.”63
America’s natural allies were those Britons agitating for greater opportunity, and they were growing in number and importance across the late nineteenth century. What British elites had long feared of America as a revolutionary power proved true—not because of America’s actions so much as the universality of its ideals.
The Weight of Empire
Political change in Britain was intimately intertwined with economic performance: if there had been greater confidence in the economy, British elites would have felt much less pressure to expand political participation. The 1870s were an especially fraught time economically in Britain, termed “the great depression” until devastation of the 1930s overtook that title. Britain’s economy remained strong in the absolute sense: standards of living continued to rise, productivity continued increasing, and exports continued a strong showing.64 Relative to the United States and Germany, though, Britain’s economy slowed.65 The innovator’s advantage of early industrialization was dimming; with development of new industries occurring elsewhere and asymmetric advantages of trade protection and public financing accrued to others, domestic capital investment diminished.66
More noticeable to Britons, the economy slowed compared to the galloping pace of its improvement in the years 1850–1870. Britain began importing more in goods and services than it exported. The political effect of this change to the balance of trade was to collapse support for free trade.67 Its economic effect was to reinforce patterns of trade within the British Empire (where tariff-free trade existed) and foster urgency to open new, unprotected, markets for British goods.68 Yet even as trade patterns were strengthening within the empire and new colonies were eagerly sought, the costs of sustaining empire were called into question.
Parsing out when concerns about sustainability of empire become a dominant strain of argument in Britain is difficult. Great Britain in its hegemony seems always to have been concerned with its military vulnerabilities, the frailty of its diplomatic position, the possibility of others allying against it, and the risks attendant on its economy. Affordability was a constant preoccupation—Henry John Temple, Third Viscount Palmerston’s treasury secretary had “pleaded for recognition of ‘overextended responsibilities’ ” in the colonies and diversion of spending to social programs that would buffer the process of urbanization.69 As Barry Supple argues, Britain has “a long tradition with the politics of national catastrophe.”70
Perhaps British reconsideration of its empire began with the Indian Rebellion of 1857, and the increased state role in enforcement of commerce that resulted. The Sepoy uprising against the East India Company shocked British sensibilities and dissolved that canonical government-supported corporation the following year. What had been only a quasi-governmental outgrowth in India became fully imperial, and with time nineteenth-century economists and statesmen questioned the costs of so direct a governmental role.71
The 1870s do appear to be a turning point, however, when economists in Britain began to argue that the colonies were net losses and trade was no longer Britain’s capital asset. As C. K. Harley and D. N. McCloskey characterize the debate, “from 1820 to 1870 the questions asked by the historian of British trade are variants of ‘How did foreign trade make us rich?’ From 1870 to 1914, they are variants of ‘How did foreign trade make us poor?’ ”72 Part of the answer is that social and political structures in Britain prejudiced economics toward food and raw materials by inhibiting spending on durable goods for consumers.73 Britain’s political and social choices interacted with its economic dimensions in ways that gave even greater impetus to political change.
Another important input into the debate about affordability of empire in the 1870s was the changing geostrategic balance. Not only was the numerator of the imperial equation (economic gain) diminishing but the denominator of the equation (cost to sustain) was increasing. Without an isthmian connection between the Atlantic and Pacific oceans, the span of Britain’s imperial commitments required a costly three-ocean navy. While the Suez Canal opening in 1869 facilitated transit to India and set off a scramble by European powers for colonies in Africa, it also granted enormous advantage to whoever controlled its access, deepening British obligations in Egypt.74 Railroads began to create reliable land transportation for the first time, portending a reduction in relative value of Britain’s unmatched sea power to interdict transit and raising the cost of defending far-flung imperial possessions other countries could more quickly rush military forces to by rail.75 Weakness of Islamic states from the Balkans eastward gave Russia opportunities to press British interests throughout the Middle East and South Asia while Britain also became reliant on Russia to check a unifying Germany’s advances in Europe.
The same economic anxiety that fueled fears of revolution and reconsideration of empire in the 1870s also constrained British foreign policy more generally. A public perceived to be dangerously restive, a faltering economy aggravating that restiveness, and a political system only slowly responsive to demands for inclusiveness “did not”—in the words of the foreign minister, Edward Stanley, Fifteenth Earl of Derby—“lend themselves to a ‘spirited’ foreign policy.”76 He outlined a passive British foreign policy to Parliament in 1866, asserting that “it is the duty of the Government of this country, placed as it is with regard to geographical position, to keep itself upon terms of goodwill with all surrounding nations, but not to entangle itself with any single or monopolising alliance with any one of them; above all to endeavour not to interfere needlessly and vexatiously with the internal affairs of any foreign country.”77 When pressed by France for assistance countering Germany in 1874, Derby believed “nothing is so unpopular in England: and reasonably so”; the balance of power on the Continent, he added, “may not in the slightest degree concern our interests.”78 The British government would make a virtue of its domestic and economic bindings, celebrating a policy that kept aloof from the machinations of other great powers.
Trajectories
In the second half of the nineteenth century, Britain and America refined their sense of self in reaction to change, taking up descriptive versions of their national stories that became widely accepted; both countries adopted defining narratives that would carry well into the future. America accepted an imperial mind-set, and Britain a (cautiously) democratic one. And although their attitudes toward each other were antagonistic, America was becoming more like Britain internationally, and Britain more like the United States domestically.
Whereas America manufactured its first sense of itself during the American Revolution in opposition to Britain, its Civil War and westward expansion turned the nation’s attention inward for definition. Britain, too, turned inward in the late nineteenth century; its chosen mythology became a reaction to America. American illiberalism reinforced British concern about democratic governance; the corruption spectacularly on display in the politics and business of westward expansion practices of the time were a potent argument for opponents of greater enfranchisement in Britain. Political elites in Britain sought, and achieved, a slow-moving democratization without the corruption or majoritarian tendencies of America.79
American illiberalism also reassured the British government that Americans were not so politically exceptional; they, too, differentiated between “subjects of the crown” and “colonials.”80 The distinction was crucial in determining whether the United States would be a continued force for disruption internationally, the position congruent with its political creed and prior behavior, or a potential partner for Britain as America ventured out into the world. The British government also perceived emerging similarities of perspective: America was becoming economically advanced enough that its industries would push, as British industries did, for an open-door policy on trade.81 The force of American power might be harnessed to British interests. The trajectories of America and Britain were thus set to intersect in the late nineteenth century, a rising America adopting the cast of mind of an empire as Britain looked to share the obligations of upholding one.
Mission Creep: The Venezuelan Crises
The Venezuelan Debt Crises
1894 Venezuela appeals to the United States for protection against Britain under the Monroe Doctrine; President Grover Cleveland advocates arbitration.
March 1895 British ultimatum to Venezuela for debt repayment; Britain occupies the Venezuelan port of Corinto to collect customs.
June 1895 Cleveland determines that the Monroe Doctrine prevents only colonies, not conflict.
June 1895 British prime minister Robert Arthur Talbot Gascoyne-Cecil, Third Marquess of Salisbury refuses arbitration; the United States responds with a furious rebuttal, “Olney’s twenty-inch gun,” asserting the right to dictate terms of European involvement in the western hemisphere.
December 1895 President Cleveland receives unanimous congressional support to enforce the Monroe Doctrine; Britain agrees to American arbitration and offers a general Anglo-American treaty.
1897 Congress rejects the Anglo-American treaty.
1899 An arbitration commission endorses British claims.
1901 Britain eliminates U.S. threat from its military plans, withdraws forces.
1901 President Theodore Roosevelt affirms the United States will not object to European uses of force in the western hemisphere, provided European states do not acquire territory.
1902 Venezuela defaults; Britain, Germany, and Italy blockade Venezuelan ports after consultations with the United States.
December 1902 Venezuela arrests British and German nationals; Britain and Germany evacuate their citizens, fire on Venezuelan forts; the United States begins Caribbean naval maneuvers.
December 11, 1902 The United States delivers Venezuelan arbitration offer, rejected by Germany.
December 19, 1902 Germany accepts arbitration; both Britain and Germany continue blockade of Venezuelan ports.
January 1903 Germany bombards Venezuelan civilian targets; Britain disavows, European powers agree to generous debt forgiveness and repayment terms.
Spring 1903 Court of Arbitration allows preferential repayment to countries that had used military force.
December 1904 The Roosevelt Corollary commits the United States to “exercise of an international police power” for collection of European debts in the western hemisphere.
Twice within the space of a decade, falling on either side of the Spanish-American War, Venezuela attempted to call in America’s marker to prevent colonial predation from European countries. In 1895 the government of Venezuela was subjected to aggrandizement by Britain that would have closed it off from the mouth of the Orinoco River. In 1902 the government was punitively assaulted by Britain and Germany, its ports blockaded for remuneration of debt. In both instances Venezuela appealed to America for protection under the Monroe Doctrine. And in both instances, the American government aligned itself with Great Britain against a country American policy had been designed to harbor.
The 1895 Venezuelan debt crisis has been obscured in popular history, overshadowed by the bombast of the Spanish-American War only three years later. Yet it represents anagnorisis for a rising America, that moment when the country realized and asserted its power. It also represents anagnorisis for Great Britain, when the hegemon of the international order reassessed its strategy toward a rising America.
The Venezuela crisis was a diplomatic dispute in which America had little interest and a settled, passive policy. As events unfolded, the dispute took on totemic significance, resulting in a dramatic expansion of American claims and subsequently its international obligations. Nelson Blake asks, “How did it happen that caution so abruptly became rashness?”1 It happened because the event gave cause for a rising America to reconsider its relative power and confidently assert itself. Fearful about the economy’s ability to generate jobs after the closing of the American West and anxious for an isthmian canal to connect its continental expanse, the United States took an increasing interest in Latin America. Dismissiveness from the Salisbury government provoked President Cleveland away from his inclination to “to avoid a doctrine which I knew to be troublesome” and instead invoke and expand James Monroe’s proclamation, demanding an American right to dictate the outcome of any dispute between European and Latin American governments.2 The crisis was the direct result of a rising power and an established power navigating their changing heft relative to each other.
More surprising than the American assertion of its newfound strength is Great Britain’s acquiescence to—indeed, even embrace of—it.3 Whereas Prime Minister Salisbury began the 1895 crisis flatly denying the United States had any superior claim in the western hemisphere, less than a year later he announced in the House of Commons that “we are entire advocates of the Monroe Doctrine … you will not find any more convinced supporters of it as a rule of policy than we are.”4 The ground had shifted in Anglo-American relations.
Great Britain ceded the sovereign right to exercise its political, economic, and military power in the western hemisphere, acknowledging an American sphere of influence along its periphery. Britain acquired several assets in the exchange, however. It was in 1895 dealing with not just one upstart rival, but three: America, Germany, and Russia. The Americans undertook to prevent all European powers from closing off enterprise in Latin America, a useful shifting of responsibility from the British perspective. The blithe confidence with which America had risked military conflict with the hegemon demonstrated it would see off lesser powers, and thereby protect British interests in commercial access.
There emerged in between the two Venezuelan debt crises a sense of solidarity for Britain and America not evident earlier.5 The two crises therefore illustrate in sharp relief how much changed between 1895 and 1902. In 1895, Britain’s choices were the result of strategic and diplomatic readjustment rather than accession to public sentiment or enthusiasm for an American partner in the world.6 There were similarities of circumstance, to be sure: the two countries’ economies both felt pinched, and both were at a stage of industrialization that underscored the perceived importance of international trade and investment. But as Christopher Layne concludes, “the British did not welcome the rapid expansion of American power; rather, they reconciled themselves to something they could not prevent.”7
The two countries acknowledged in resolving the 1895 crisis that their interests in shaping the international order dovetailed. In 1895, the two countries reached a common understanding on the structure and content of the international economy outside the British Empire (although Britain’s practice of preferential trading among its colonies would continue to rankle the United States). Negotiations over Venezuela produced concordance between British and American views on the issues of diplomacy, military intervention, political economy, and also segued into a general arbitration agreement between the United States and Britain. The two countries disavowed military force as a means for resolving their disputes and established a mutually agreed-upon institutionalized process of settlement, a profoundly unusual restraint between a hegemon and a rising power.
By 1902 the British and American governments showed themselves friendly to each other, hostile to Germany, and indifferent to the rights of lesser countries like Venezuela. Just how much had changed in the Anglo-American relationship since 1895 is evident in the very different treatment accorded by Washington to Great Britain and Germany in their joint assault on Venezuela for debt default. Britain partnered with Germany, was responsible for the choice to impose a military rather than pacific blockade, and even commanded the naval forces of both countries, but easily managed to dissociate itself from actions that provoked American concern. Britain routinely informed Washington on Germany’s actions and intentions, taking credit for Germany’s willingness to consult Washington in advance of military operations and eventually for agreeing to arbitration of the dispute. Britain received inordinate credit from Washington for accepting arbitration a few mere days in advance of Germany. Roosevelt’s December 1902 ultimatum was specific to Germany, not to the joint command. The president would write Alfred Thayer Mahan, “I feel very differently toward England from the way I feel toward Germany.”8
While the Anglo-American relationship would retrospectively be explained as the inevitable product of a common cultural heritage, and even race, in real time Germany would be essential in demonstrating the two countries’ likeness to each other. As Henry Adams credited it, “the sudden appearance of Germany is the grizzly terror which in twenty years effected what Adamses had tried for two hundred years in vain—frightened England into America’s arms.”9
The closing of the 1902 dispute would catalyze a further expansion of American claims under the Monroe Doctrine. When the Court of Arbitration verdict accorded preferential payment of debts to countries that had brought force to bear, Roosevelt feared it would incentivize European military adventurism in the western hemisphere. He committed the United States instead to provide “international policing” with the Roosevelt Corollary. Prime Minister Salisbury, in his 1895 rebuttal of Richard Olney’s treatise, had presciently argued that to accept the American formulation of the Monroe Doctrine “would have imposed upon the United States the duty of answering for the conduct of these states, and consequently the responsibility of controlling [them].”10 That was exactly the result of the 1902 Venezuelan crisis.
Declinists
Economic pessimism came to America in the 1880s. As had been the case in Britain during the 1870s, the idea gained traction that the domestic economy could no longer produce work sufficient to the population. Westward expansion being complete, it could no longer serve the safety valve function of siphoning off excess labor; Walter LaFeber even argues that labor unrest in the east “highly dramatized the fact that the great American frontier no longer attracted, but even repelled the discontented of the nation.”11 Debates over trade and monetary policy became central in American national politics, defining the political parties: Democrats favored free trade, Republicans stridently opposed it.
So central was trade that in 1887 President Grover Cleveland, a Democrat, spent his entire third annual message to Congress advocating tariff reductions. He argued the government was building excessive surpluses by its tax on imports, thereby creating “a hoarding place for money needlessly withdrawn from trade and the people’s use, thus crippling our national energies, suspending our country’s development, preventing investment in productive enterprise, threatening financial disturbance, and inviting schemes of public plunder.”12 Cleveland argued that American industries were strong enough to bear competition, wages could be sustained, and tariffs hurt consumers.
It was a remarkable education in economics. It was also a political disaster. In the 1888 election Democrats lost control of both houses of Congress, and Republican Benjamin Harrison gained the presidency, building a coalition of industrialists and factory workers and proclaiming a mandate for continued tariffs. The Tariff Act of 1890 (called the McKinley Tariff for its progenitor in the Congress) established rates as high as 50 percent across thousands of products.13
Public disaffection with the economy flipped the Congress back into Democratic hands that same year, with Republicans losing fully half their seats in the House; by 1892, in an election fought almost entirely over tariffs, Republicans also lost the presidency (again to Grover Cleveland).14 Although the 1893 congressional hearings were a veritable parade of manufacturers’ appeals for continued protection, by 1894, Congress was dismantling tariffs—only to see Republicans sweep back to control of the federal government in 1896 with the architect of the 1890 tariffs as president.15 The seesawing of political power in America in the 1890s illustrates the deep public disaffection with economic stagnation. Political ground shifted from tariffs to monetary policy in 1896 (whether to challenge the gold standard with silver, which was being mined in great supply in the United States), but the fight was still over how to pull the American economy into greater prosperity.
Foreign and economic policy were fundamentally conjoined; concern took hold that American farmers and manufacturers produced more than the nation could consume, and therefore foreign markets were increasingly necessary for economic and political reasons. The United States was also becoming a source of foreign investment to other countries, especially lesser-developed countries. As in Britain, the “proponents of empire were economic nationalists,” seeking to maintain protection of domestic markets while forcing open markets abroad.16 These similarities of economic condition began to bring British and American foreign economic policies into alignment.
Great Britain figured prominently both as villain and model in American economic debates. Success of the Cobdenite movement to repeal Britain’s Corn Laws in the 1840s had made that country the international order’s leading advocate and practitioner of free trade. The United States, while an avid consumer of British investment to fuel its economic development, stringently protected its domestic industries. As the U.S. economy matured, the two economies came into direct competition.
Richard Cobden’s argument that free trade and nonintervention would create both peace and domestic prosperity had its American counterpart in the policies of the Cleveland administration, whereas for Republicans in the 1880s and 1890s Cobdenite policies were seen as a British conspiracy to stunt American economic development and prevent it becoming an international competitor.17 What Republicans saw to emulate in the British example was coercively opening underindustrialized markets to manufactured goods and investment.18 But tariff barriers to U.S. market access and increased competition from America in foreign markets made a strong case for preferential access to British goods within its empire in order to capitalize on the advantage of political control.19 Britain favored an open-door trading policy outside its empire, advantageous terms of trade within it; but Britain’s policy of imperial preference gave the United States an economic as well as an ideological opposition to Britain’s empire.
What Africa and China were experiencing of Europe’s intrusions the western hemisphere seemed also destined for in the 1890s. Skirmishes between European and American commercial interests had been occurring for several years before the Venezuelan debt crisis, with the United States helping Brazil fend off a French-supported monarchist coup and countering British commercial interests in Nicaragua. Central America was of particular interest to the United States because of its utility as a canal site.
Fiat Law
Britain’s 1895 dispute with Venezuela began with a little privateering: in 1839 an explorer commissioned by the Royal Geographic Society drew a map delineating the border between Venezuela’s 1830 Spanish inheritance and Britain’s 1814 Dutch bequest of Guyana. On neither side of the demarcation was a claim buttressed by the traditional means of population, but the Orinoco was Venezuela’s riverine highway, the disputed territory was mineral rich, and Britain laid claim to both. Contestation in 1844 by Venezuela produced a British offer to cede the Orinoco headwaters, but that offer was not taken up (a failure important to understand in the context of Venezuela only beginning to coalesce into a state, its capacity for governance limited and practice often sporadic). Agreement in 1850 for neither side to encroach on the disputed territories settled the matter for nearly forty years.
Britain’s reassertion in 1886 of its right to the whole sweep of the surveyor’s map precipitated Venezuela breaking off relations, freezing the conflict diplomatically for another seven years while both sides moved to fortify their claims.20 It was in this context that Venezuela first appealed to the United States for support.21
President Cleveland favored free trade and arbitration of international disputes, and so opposed imperialism that he had refused to proceed with his predecessor’s annexation of Hawaii.22 It was his policy not to interfere in commercial disputes. With regard to the Monroe Doctrine, he described himself as “quite willing if possible within the limits of inexorable duty, to escape its serious contemplation.”23 Domestic opponents, including Henry Cabot Lodge in the Senate, were caustic about the passivity of his foreign policy; Cleveland seemed indifferent to their criticism.24 In December 1894 he advocated arbitration of the Venezuelan dispute, his influence sufficient to produce a congressional resolution of support in February 1895. And there the matter might have rested, an ineffectual appeal by a disinterested third party, had the Salisbury government not landed marines to occupy the Venezuelan port of Corinto.
Great Britain had issued Venezuela an ultimatum in March 1895, which went unanswered, determining the Salisbury government to take by force customs receipts to satisfy its claims. While consistent with British practice elsewhere, American commentators rushed to alarm about British “encirclement” of the United States.25 Lodge thundered, “If Great Britain is to be permitted to occupy the ports of Nicaragua and, still worse, take the territory of Venezuela, there is nothing to prevent her taking the whole of Venezuela or any other South American state. If Great Britain can do this with impunity, France and Germany will do it also … the American people are not ready to abandon the Monroe doctrine, or give up their rightful supremacy in the Western Hemisphere. On the contrary, they are as ready now to fight to maintain both, as they were when they forced the French out of Mexico. They are not now, and never will be willing to have South America, and the islands adjacent to the United States, seized by European powers. They are resolved that the Nicaraguan canal shall be built and absolutely controlled by the United States … The supremacy of the Monroe Doctrine must be established and at once—peaceably if we can, forcibly if we must.”26 The Venezuelan government appealed for support, but Cleveland held to a narrow interpretation of the Monroe Doctrine that only prevented colonies, not punitive action.27 Prime Minister Salisbury (newly returned to power) reversed course and refused third-party adjudication, prompting Secretary of State Richard Olney to defend a policy both the president and the Congress had endorsed.
“Olney’s twenty-inch gun,” as he called the démarche, was a twelve-thousand-word assertion of the legal right for the United States to dictate the terms of settlement in any disputes between European and Latin American powers.28 Olney described the Monroe Doctrine as settled international law (which it was not), and went much further to claim that “the United States is practically sovereign on this continent, and its fiat is law upon the subjects to which it confines its interposition.”29
Where the Monroe Doctrine had been specific in limiting American interest to the establishment of European colonies, Olney and therefore Cleveland expanded the application to any involvement of a European state in the western hemisphere. Not only were Europeans not free to colonize the western hemisphere, but they could undertake no involvement without American approval.
From a British perspective, Cleveland’s expansive interpretation was clearly unacceptable, just the latest in the string going back to the Oregon Boundary Dispute in 1845 of unilateral U.S. attempts to create new rules for the international order prejudiced to American advantage. As Joseph Chamberlain pointed out, “Great Britain is an American Power with a territorial area greater than the United States themselves.”30
Moreover, it had to be exasperating for Britain to have America arrogantly, after fifty years of the Royal Navy preventing European establishment of colonies in the Americas, make Britain out to be the arriviste power. As a measure of just how much more powerful Great Britain still was compared to the United States, Britain’s Naval Defense Act of 1889 committed to a major military buildup in order to meet the “two power standard” that the Royal Navy must remain at least equal to the forces of the next two navies combined.31
The British government didn’t even bother replying to Olney’s exhaustive treatise. Instead, Salisbury ratcheted up demands on Venezuela and dispatched more guns in reinforcement. Reports swirled in the American press of military preparations by Britain to take over Nicaragua.
Just how much the dispute had become about America’s stature is evident in Secretary of State Olney’s follow-up to Salisbury, where he noted that
the seeming if not intentional contumely with which the statement of our position on the Venezuelan boundary question was received by the British Foreign Office … seemed to be explicable only on the theory that we had no policy such as we claimed to have; or if we had it, that we had no right to it; or if we had, that we had neither the spirit nor the ability to defend it.32
The Salisbury government belatedly and curtly replied that “the Government of the United States is not entitled to affirm as a universal proposition, with reference to a number of independent States for whose conduct it assumes no responsibility, that its interests are necessarily concerned in whatever may befall those States, simply because they are situated in the Western Hemisphere.” Salisbury flatly denied the United States had claims superior to Britain’s in the Americas.
Salisbury’s brush-off provoked President Cleveland to put in play the unique American foreign policy advantage of public support.33 In December 1895 Cleveland requested congressional authorization to “resist by every means in its power as a willful aggression upon its rights and interests the appropriation by Great Britain of any lands or exercise of governmental jurisdiction over any territory which after investigation we have determined of right belongs to Venezuela.”34
Cleveland’s message to the Congress made a sweeping case that enforcement of the Monroe Doctrine was actually “important to our peace and safety as a nation, and is essential to the integrity of our free institutions and the tranquil maintenance of our distinctive form of government.” He compared the doctrine to balance-of-power politics tended so carefully by Europeans on their continent, asserting an American right to establish a balance of power favoring itself in the Americas. He replied to Salisbury’s charge that the Monroe Doctrine was not “founded on the general consent of nations” by asserting it didn’t need to be—that principles which have “peculiar if not exclusive relation to the United States” were adequate justification for America to act.35 The United States would not be bound by the laws Britain had established in the international order; it would be a law unto itself.
It was a claim so outrageous that Britain’s chancellor of the exchequer confidently proclaimed that when the “case of Great Britain … was laid before the people, either on this side of the Atlantic or on the other, the result would be happy, peaceful, and honorable to both parties.”36 He was mistaken. Legislation supporting Cleveland passed without a dissenting vote in either house of Congress.37 American newspapers shrieked threats of war. Nor was baying for confrontation the unique province of newspapermen and the public; America’s leading political figures engaged in it with gusto. Theodore Roosevelt described himself as “having fun making jingo speeches,” and seemingly half the politicians in America were publishing aggressive tracts trying to capture patriotism as the exclusive province of their political party. American generals were quoted estimating that with ten days’ preparation Canada could be taken from Britain.38
The American ambassador in London was so surprised by the dramatic change in policy that he asked the president for clarification. Cleveland indicated a complete reversal of his earlier view:
I am entirely clear that the doctrine is not obsolete, and it should be defended and maintained for its value and importance to our government and welfare, and that its defense and maintenance involve its application when a state of facts arises requiring it. In this state of mind I am positive that I can never be made to see why the extension of European systems, territory, and jurisdiction, on our continent, may not be effected as surely and as unwarrantably under the guise of boundary claims as by invasion or any other means.39
And Cleveland ascribed his change of position to Britain’s “intensely disappointing” response to American calls for arbitration.
There are no indications from within the Cleveland administration or in the frothy public commentary of any concern about war with Britain. Cleveland sounds at ease confronting the world’s strongest military power:
Instead of threatening war for nor arbitrating, we simply say inasmuch as Great Britain will not aid us in fixing the facts, we will not go to war but do the best we can to discover the true state of facts for ourselves, with all the facilities at our command. When with all this, we become as certain as we can be, in default of Great Britain’s co-operation, that she has seized the territory and superseded the jurisdiction of Venezuela—that is a different matter.40
There was concern on the part of the British, however. Britain’s commerce, navy, and attention had been pulled away from the Caribbean and toward Asia and now, in weighing whether to run the risk of confrontation with the United States, preservation of Canada was by far the main British interest in the Americas.41 Whether the Monroe Doctrine permitted a continuing British colonial hold in Canada was much debated in the American press. Whereas in 1861 the British government could dismiss out of hand an American threat to Canada, by 1895 the British government was seriously concerned about the balance of military power in North America, fearing an assault on Canada or a stalemate that would play to America’s economic strengths in undercutting Canada.42
The British military was concerned that America’s large internal market and autonomy from foreign trade “rendered it virtually immune from even the most complete naval blockade,” rendering irrelevant Britain’s main military advantage.43 Still, the British military concluded its existing garrisons and naval power were adequate for North America—and “small local squadrons” sufficient to deal with an American attack.44
Salisbury’s effort to put America in its place backfired: rather than intimidate the rising power, his condescension precipitated Cleveland committing to a much more assertive policy. The British government appears to have been shocked by the virulence of American reaction.45 Arthur Balfour, Tory leader in the House of Commons, described American hostility as “simply incredible.”46
Salisbury’s strong approach also smoked out the existence of a much fonder attitude about America than had previously been apparent. Britain’s continued democratic reforms in 1884–1885 were making public sentiment a more prominent element in policy calculations. An American newspaper appealing for peace messages from Britain received hundreds—including one from the Prince of Wales saying that “we earnestly trust, and cannot but believe, that the present crisis will be arranged in a manner satisfactory to both countries, and will be succeeded by the same warm feeling of friendship which has existed between them for so many years.”47 Three hundred fifty four members of the British House of Commons signed and sent to their American legislative counterparts an appeal for a general treaty of arbitration.48 Americans were left with the impression that Britain considered war between the two democracies to be fratricide.49
Cleveland had undertaken no military preparations for war with Britain in conjunction with his brazen announcement, and he had no time to subsequently: the British government quickly acceded not just to arbitration but to American arbitration. Salisbury had entered into the argument with Olney believing American threats were not serious; after Cleveland’s address to Congress, he reconsidered.50 Salisbury remained personally opposed to negotiations over Venezuela, but “the hard-headed realism of the school of professional politicians and strategists headed by Salisbury” surmounted his objections.51
The London Times bemoaned that by agreeing to arbitration, Britain “has set up a precedent which may in future be quoted with great effect against herself, and she has greatly strengthened the hands of the United States Government.”52 It was, however, unquestionably a popular move. In February 1896 Salisbury reported to cheers in the House of Commons that “all danger of a rupture of relations between the two nations be entirely removed.”53
The arbitration tribunal produced twenty-three volumes of evidence and testimony, concluding in 1899 with a boundary dramatically favoring British interests.54 The commission’s findings were surprising—especially to the Venezuelan government, which had enlisted American political help and had reason to believe based on Cleveland’s message to Congress and the unanimous passage of legislation forcing creation of the commission that Americans had taken its side of the argument. While Venezuela was hard done by, getting only terms Britain had offered in 1844, both the British and Americans considered the agreement a great success.55
Concurrent with accepting arbitration over Venezuela in January 1896, the Salisbury government proposed a broader bilateral treaty of dispute arbitration enshrining the practices of British-American cooperation. The Venezuela crisis caused Britain to understand arbitration as a shield against the volatility of American public attitudes and policy; the British sought to constrain by legal proceeding and international tribunal the enthusiasms to be feared where democracy ruled.56 The Olney-Pauncefote Treaty of 1897—brought to conclusion two years faster than the Venezuela negotiations—was lauded by both governments as a new dawn of like-minded internationalism.
The Congress, however, did not agree, refusing its consent to ratification.57 British strategy toward America had shifted, and with democratization in Britain so had public attitudes, but American public attitudes did not yet align. Anglo-America was yet awhile in the future. But the Pauncefote treaties (first with Richard Olney, and then John Hay) were a defining moment in the hegemonic transition, because Britain surrendered a claim to the Panama Canal and with it a major role in the Caribbean.
Even before American attitudes shifted, the British government reconfigured its defense plans to eliminate the United States as a potential foe.58 In 1901 the British government determined its military requirements had become unaffordable. As part of a major military reorientation, Britain excluded the United States from those countries whose navies Britain must match with its “two power” standard and withdrew its squadrons assigned to North America, the South Atlantic, and the West Indies.59 Reconsideration of America in British military planning was both a recognition of the closer political bonds between the two countries and an acknowledgment that the United States had become too powerful for Britain to contain. Britain’s first lord of the admiralty described the defense of Canada as “absolutely hopeless.” His recommendation to the government if confronted by America was to “use all possible means to avoid such a war … it seems an utter waste of time to prepare for it.”60
Default
Venezuela figured a second time as British-American relations were being reconfigured at the turn of the twentieth century. This time Britain would be caught between the blossoming opportunities of a new kind of relationship with America and the obligations attendant on its continental and commercial policies. It would, again, play a weakening hand extraordinarily adroitly. Britain not only sustained its cooperation with Germany but also maneuvered Theodore Roosevelt’s America into becoming paymaster of debts by countries of the western hemisphere to European businesses. And all this while basking in the growing affection of the American public.
Britain achieved by diplomatic elegance a repudiation of the meaning of the Monroe Doctrine.61 The doctrine had sought to shield the western hemisphere from the commercial activity and political structures European colonies would impose. Roosevelt’s Corollary instead subsumed responsibility for political order and commercial predictability from Europe to the United States. In order to prevent European military actions in the western hemisphere, America would conduct them in Europe’s stead.
The achievement was only possible on the basis of a fundamental shift in attitudes on the part of the American government. Whereas previously it had presupposed European influence to be a hindrance in development of societies and states in the western hemisphere, the experience of liberation movements caused hopes for democratic governance in newly independent former colonies—that is, all of Central and South America—to founder. The American experience governing Cuba brought to light how thin the veneer of educated elites was and how thick the needs in newly independent countries for basic building blocks that created and sustained free societies. Low literacy levels, weak institutions, inexperience by indigenous leaders at governance, underdeveloped civil societies, class structures ingrained by European colonies, predatory capitalism, resource-rich territories, and civil wars had the predictable result of caudillo governments in much of the region.62
The Monroe Doctrine when operationally taken up by the United States created a problem of moral hazard by shielding those caudillos from the consequences of their international behavior. Before President Cleveland wielded his expanded Monroe Doctrine in 1895, countries of the western hemisphere were at constant risk of bombardment and occupation by European powers. Britain and France, in particular, were militarily superior and able to enforce their political and commercial will (as Mexico found to its sorrow in both 1838 and 1861–1863).
Theodore Roosevelt had expressed concern that hemispheric countries would use Monroe as a shield behind which to behave commercially irresponsibly—while vice president he memorably wrote that European countries should “spank them” for it and stated flatly in his 1901 presidential message to Congress that “we do not guarantee any state against punishment if it misconducts itself, provided that punishment does not take the form of the acquisition of territory by any non-American power.”63 That this was contradictory to his Mahanian advocacy of American dominance of the Caribbean and Central America does not appear to have troubled Roosevelt.
It is doubtful that the caudillo governments in Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Paraguay, Peru, and Venezuela were actually encouraged to reckless commercial behavior on the basis of a thinly effectuated promise by an unproven American guarantee, especially after Roosevelt’s message to Congress. Nonetheless, it was potentially a useful argument for those governments.
And it was taken up by Cipriano Castro, the caudillo of Venezuela, in 1902. Seizing control of the government amid a civil war, Castro argued the European firms were owed by the deposed government, not his, and ignored, by British count, seventeen separate government entreaties for reparation. As was the international practice of the time, governments did the gunboat bidding of their prominent commercial houses. Britain and Germany (with Italy chasing the parade) issued an ultimatum to Venezuela demanding it accept arbitration of its debt; receiving no reply, they joined forces to blockade the Venezuelan ports until their companies received satisfaction.
Britain and Germany did respect the standard President Cleveland had established for the Monroe Doctrine in 1895: they consulted with America in advance and assured the Roosevelt government they were only interested in debt payment, not extending their political or economic influence into Venezuela. Great Britain and Germany acknowledging the need for American approval satisfied President Roosevelt as consistent with Monroe; he reiterated his opposition to any territorial claim but was otherwise encouraging of the European action.
Gunboat Diplomacy
Roosevelt credited himself with a canny insurance policy: a big stick to back up the parameters he established for European action. He would write of the crisis, “I assembled our battle fleet under Admiral Dewey near Porto Rico for ‘maneuvers’ with instructions that the fleet should be kept in hand and in fighting trim and should be ready to sail at an hour’s notice.”64 Admiral George Dewey, having stared down the German fleet in Manila Bay a few years earlier, would have made a pointed statement to both Britain and Germany.65
The 1902 Venezuela crisis was less over Britain and Germany’s initial blockade than Germany’s subsequent belligerence.66 A squadron of eight British and four German ships operating jointly under British command made short work of Venezuela’s navy and were in command of the harbor. Venezuelan leader Castro retaliated by arresting two hundred British and German citizens in country. Both countries landed forces to evacuate their nationals, then bombarded Venezuelan fortifications.
That same day the American government forwarded to Britain and Germany the government of Venezuela’s offer to submit some of the contested debts to arbitration. Both Britain and Germany considered the Venezuelan offer unsatisfactory, but Britain agreed in principle to arbitration, while Germany initially did not. Although the lapse between British acquiescence and German was only a few days, the British government played the difference to great advantage.
It was in the temporal space between Venezuela’s December 11 proposal for arbitration and Germany’s December 19 acceptance that Roosevelt’s threat of war is said to have occurred. Roosevelt claimed to have issued an ultimatum to the German ambassador, threatening war if Germany did not accept arbitration within ten days.67 Whether or not Roosevelt was personally involved, or threatened war, his administration did certainly encourage the European powers to desist hostilities against Venezuela and accept arbitration.68
On December 18, the administration announced that Dewey’s fleet would remain in the Caribbean. Secretary of State John Hay warned Germany’s ambassador the Congress might direct the president to enforce the Monroe Doctrine.69 Hay’s feint would have been obvious to anyone knowledgeable of American politics, as Roosevelt was very much in command of both his party and the Congress on foreign policy. The German government was, however, not adept at gauging democratic politics in America, and uncomfortably exposed by Britain, so it consented to arbitration.
Both Britain and Germany continued their blockade while negotiations were underway with Venezuela, an understandable precaution to ensure enforceability of any decision given Venezuela’s previous inattention to British and German entreaties. In late January an incident between Germany and Venezuela escalated, with Germany bombarding Maracaibo’s fort and nearby settlements, killing a score of civilians.70 The British government quickly assured Washington it had been done in contravention of British instructions to the joint fleet’s commander.
Public reaction in both America and Britain was swift, loud, and negative—Britons questioned why their government was allied with Germany, and Americans called for enforcement of the Monroe Doctrine. Britain’s King Edward VII, who had brokered the Anglo-German agreement (with his cousin, Kaiser Wilhelm II) even questioned judgment of the secretary of state for foreign affairs, Henry Petty-Fitzmaurice, Fifth Marquess of Landsdowne in having entered into it. Britain and Germany (and also Italy) quickly folded, agreeing to generous debt forgiveness and repayment terms negotiated by America’s ambassador in Caracas, and the blockade was lifted.
The crisis says as much about mutual distrust by Britain and America of a rising Germany beginning to operate aggressively in the western hemisphere as it does about the changing nature of relations between Britain and America. Roosevelt’s recollection of the crisis was that “the United States was on the verge of war with Germany,”71 but not with Britain—even though Britain comprised the majority of the striking force, was acknowledged to be in command of operations, and had seized an island at the mouth of Venezuela’s Orinoco River, making it guiltier of violating the Monroe Doctrine than was Germany. It was Britain that insisted on a military blockade of Venezuela’s harbor; Germany agitated for a pacific blockade that would permit Venezuela to retain its navy.72 Yet in the crisis, Roosevelt asked, “[D]on’t they [the Germans] know that they are inflaming public opinion more and more here? Don’t they know that they will be left alone without England?”73
And England did abandon Germany. In Parliament, the government promised its actions were “in no way an infraction of the Monroe Doctrine … and that no nation in the world had been more anxious than England to assist them in maintaining that doctrine.”74 Prime Minister Balfour stated British policy unequivocally and publicly: “We welcome any increase of the influence of the United States of America in the Western Hemisphere. We desire no colonization, we desire no alteration in the balance of power, we desire no acquisition of territory. We have not the slightest intention of interfering with the mode of government in any portion of that continent. The Monroe Doctrine, therefore, is not really in question at all.”75
Roosevelt and Secretary of State Hay certainly received information from the British about friction within the coalition and Britain’s greater willingness to accept arbitration: Foreign Secretary Landsdowne was telegraphing that Britain was willing to accept arbitration but Germany was not. Doubtless British officials were painting Germany with excess; but while Britain would certainly have had reasons to exaggerate its differences with Germany and blame any actions Americans disliked on their coalition partner, Germany did enough on its own to further American suspicions.76
The American government would have well remembered and still resented the German challenge during the Spanish-American war only three years earlier. Germany’s “temporary” occupation of Kiachow Bay in China was looking permanent. A year before the crisis, Germany had sent a warship off Venezuela’s coast and threatened “temporary occupation of our part of different Venezuelan harbor places and the levying of duty in those places.”77 Germany was also active elsewhere in the Caribbean, firing on Haitian rebel craft and drawing a rebuke from the U.S. State Department. And the German ambassador in Caracas talked loudly and often of the benefits of a German naval base in Venezuela. German attitudes were dismissive of the Monroe Doctrine as a “non-binding monologue,” and even after the Spanish-American War, Germany’s government seemed not to recognize just how much American military power had increased.
Roosevelt clearly believed the Germans only agreed to arbitration and restraint because of the looming presence of Dewey’s fleet. Admiral Dewey also believed the naval maneuvers were consequential, recording with satisfaction in his journal that their effect “on foreign powers, particularly at the present moment of the demonstration against Venezuela of so powerful and mobile a fleet in the Caribbean it can only be considered as a work redounding immensely to our naval and national prestige.”78 Britain was perceived as acting in friendly concert with the United States, and Germany only complying at threat of military force.
The Inversion
The Venezuelan crisis dropped one more shoe in the spring of 1903. The Court of Arbitration (that the American government had insisted the parties refer the conflict to) decided that those countries that had used military force to extract Venezuelan agreement deserved to be the creditors of first resort.79 Preferential payment to countries engaged in hostilities seeming to incentivize that behavior, the Roosevelt administration worried the decision portended much more active gunboat diplomacy from European powers. It is in this context that Roosevelt’s corollary to the Monroe Doctrine came into being, with the president acknowledging to his secretary of state Elihu Root “to say ‘Hands Off’ to the powers of Europe … sooner or later we must keep order ourselves.”80 In order to prevent Europeans taking military initiative in commercial disputes in the western hemisphere, the United States committed to taking preventative military action on behalf of jilted creditors.81
In Roosevelt’s casting, “the adherence of the United States to the Monroe Doctrine may force the United States, however reluctantly, in flagrant cases of such wrongdoing or impotence, to the exercise of an international police power.” Since the war, Roosevelt had used Cuba as an exemplar of progress the rest of the western hemisphere ought to emulate. He also attempted to construe the corollary as a limited warrant: “We would interfere with them only in the last resort, and then only if it became evident that their inability or unwillingness to do justice at home and abroad had violated the rights of the United States or had invited foreign aggression to the detriment of the entire body of American nations.”82
Roosevelt imagined the cases necessitating American military forces “necessarily few,” and his examples were all drawn from humanitarian exigencies: Spanish atrocities in Cuba, massacre of Jews in Kishenef (modern-day Moldova, then part of the Russian Empire). His standard for intervention was “crimes committed on so vast a scale and of such peculiar horror as to make us doubt whether it is not our manifest duty to at least show our disapproval of the deed and our sympathy with those who have suffered by it.”
The language Roosevelt used to express his limited warrant flies in the face of his stated presumption of limited application. He lived in the age of Manifest Destiny—his own life illustrated it—and to suggest a “manifest duty” was to make a sweeping claim. Americans of the day would have heard “manifest duty” as the international parallel of the domestic Manifest Destiny, a sacred obligation to bring places into religious and political light as Americans defined them.
That Roosevelt included in his listing a pogrom from Russia’s empire also calls into question the limited warrant he claimed to be establishing. Bessarabia was far afield of the western hemisphere, yet the president of the United States considered intervention to punish violence against Jews in Kishenef among his limiting cases. Roosevelt contradicted himself about the breadth of application, seeming to embrace a worldwide application of humanitarian activism even while claiming to be limiting the principle.
In practice, American might was brought to bear not on the side of “principles of civil and religious liberty,” as Roosevelt described, but on the side of European and American commercial interests.83 America invaded the Dominican Republic the following year, administering its customs houses to the benefit of European creditors—the first of many American usurpations of sovereignty in the western hemisphere. Roosevelt’s ostensible corollary actually inverted the principle established by the Monroe Doctrine: instead of shielding the western hemisphere from European involvement, Roosevelt extended American muscle to enforce European claims against the countries of the region.84 It would be extended further by Roosevelt’s successor, William Howard Taft, as “dollar diplomacy,” a complete subjugation of republican ideals to powerful states’ business interests.
The question arises whether Roosevelt’s America was eager for that role—whether European actions gave a newly powerful America rationalization for what it sought to do.85 That Roosevelt couched his dramatic expansion of American claims over the western hemisphere in humanitarian terms suggests a public hesitance to support the policy on other terms. Roosevelt was a canny politician, much given to jingoism, as his letters and speeches during the 1895 Venezuelan crisis attest. In announcing a major policy in his own presidential administration, he restrained those impulses, instead appealing to the universal values of protecting people from predatory governments, whether their own or foreign.
At the time of the 1902 Venezuelan debt crisis, Americans already had some experience of an activist foreign policy ostensibly based on advancing its values in the world: in between the two Venezuelan crises, the United States had liberated Cuba and the Philippines from Spanish rule. That experience was proving difficult and unsatisfying. Roosevelt’s first message to Congress in 1901 had described the challenges of governance in each of the protectorates taken with the Spanish-American War. In reviewing the Philippines for the Congress, Roosevelt sounded plaintive: “We are extremely anxious that the natives shall show the power of governing themselves. We are anxious, first for their sakes, and next, because it relieves us of a great burden. There need not be the slightest fear of our not continuing to give them all the liberty for which they are fit.”86
Three years later—in the same context, his annual message to the Congress, but now describing his corollary—Roosevelt sounded much more like his domestic political opposition than the advocate of an imperial America: “We have plenty of sins of our own to war against, and under ordinary circumstances we can do more for the general uplifting of humanity by striving with heart and soul to put a stop to civic corruption, to brutal lawlessness and violent race prejudices here at home than by passing resolutions and wrongdoing elsewhere.”87
Moreover, Roosevelt’s actions during the 1902 crisis were not the grandstanding he is often caricatured with (and, it must be admitted, his own words often give sail to). The breezy recklessness from the Spanish-American War was nowhere in evidence once he was responsible for war. In the previous Venezuelan crisis, Roosevelt had written to Henry Cabot Lodge that America should “let the fight come if it must; I don’t care whether our sea coast cities are bombarded or not; we would take Canada.”88 As president, his choices were more cautious than those of Cleveland and Olney in 1895.89
Roosevelt did not make public pronouncements that raised the temperature of the crisis or undertake provocative acts that foreclosed exit ramps by either the Europeans or the government of Venezuela. What threat he or his administration made was made privately, with a window for German government consideration and leaving them an exit with dignity. He encouraged arbitration, condemned the gunboat diplomacy of both Britain and Germany, and used American military power to impose limitations on the stronger even while acknowledging the weaker party to be substantively at fault. Moreover, his political objectives in the crisis were conservative, setting boundaries of acceptable damage for what he considered justifiable European military force against a defaulting debtor—his threat against Germany was to restrain Germany.
Roosevelt undertook sensible precautions and military preparations to both signal American intent and position its fleet, utilizing the maneuvers to have a striking force within range should the Germans overstep agreed boundaries. But he did not brandish the fleet or provoke the British and German naval squadron. His demonstrative use of military force was not isolated from its intended use, but constituent for its potential use. The Caribbean maneuvers are actions more in line with the “quiet military measures” of Dwight D. Eisenhower during the 1958 Berlin Crisis than the fulminating Roosevelt of political cartoons and newsreels. In fact, Roosevelt’s choices in 1902–1903 are the quintessence of speaking softly and carrying a big stick. Whatever Roosevelt may have said and written when not in a position of responsibility for taking the nation to war, whatever his reckless enthusiasm for war as sport, as chief executive he had a restraint and a delicacy of touch on international strategy where great powers were concerned.
This was less the case with less powerful states: the United States would exercise dominion over the Philippines for another half century; America would intervene thirty-three times in countries of the western hemisphere before another Roosevelt, Franklin, would pivot to his Good Neighbor policy during World War II. The trap expanding Monroe’s Doctrine set for a rising America was establishing as America’s responsibility the fitness of other countries to govern themselves. Lacking the building blocks of functional democracy, newly decolonized states in the late nineteenth century fell victim to domestic despots and ineffectual reformers. America was unwilling to let them loose until they were stable enough to prevent their resubjugation by European states. An external hand was not America’s only option; it had prospered earlier with squalor in the western hemisphere and again with widespread European involvement in the western hemisphere. What had changed by Roosevelt’s time was the American frame of reference: European involvement came to be seen as a greater threat than indigenous squalor.
Europeans were not more rapacious in their colonial and commercial quasi-colonial involvements than previously. Consciousness was changing in some European countries, though—and particularly in Britain, where campaigns against slavery and the barbarism of Belgian colonization in the Congo pioneered international activism. The 1902 Venezuelan crisis is partly of interest because Britain’s sympathies lay with American attitudes but its commercial interests lay with Germany. Britain aligned itself uncomfortably with Germany, something the Salisbury government had a difficult time explaining to both king and country.
As Britain was becoming more democratic in its outlook, Roosevelt’s America had become imperial in its outlook toward lesser-developed countries. The stridency of republican ideology that Britain so feared becoming the hallmark of American international policies had evaporated by the turn of the twentieth century. While Roosevelt professed a continued belief that countries should be democratically governed, he indulged the European condescension that countries that could not govern themselves to America’s standard would be subject to U.S. military intervention. It seems not to have occurred to him that the Philippine insurrection was a natural, nationalistic reaction to American control; he dismissed the groundswell of violence to “local banditti and marauders.”
Roosevelt understood economic opportunity to be essential for both pacification and political development in the Philippines. And he sought means of incentivizing businesses for “throwing them open to industrial development.” His solution—a surprising one for a domestic campaigner against corruption and the untrammeled power of big business—was legislation granting preferential franchises to American businesses. The dynamic that would culminate in dollar diplomacy had its roots in Roosevelt’s own advocacy.
In outlining his strategy for countering challenges to American control, Roosevelt explicitly used the devastation of America’s Indian wars as his model, telling the Congress,
Exactly as our aim is to give to the Indian who remains peaceful the fullest and amplest consideration, but to have it understood that we will show no weakness if he goes on the warpath, so we must make it evident, unless we are false to our own traditions and to the demands of civilization and humanity, that while we will do everything in our power for the Filipino who is peaceful, we will take the sternest measures with the Filipino who follows the path of the insurrecto and the ladrone.
Roosevelt took the worst of American instinct in domestic policy and made it the basis of American foreign policy toward the western hemisphere and the Philippines. The key to understanding this malignant use of “our own traditions” is that both with regard to native Americans and the peoples of countries Americans prised from Spanish rule, Roosevelt’s attitude was the prevailing European attitude of the day: these were inferior races and cultures that must be forced to compliance with our superior standard. He delineated two categories of conflict: those between “civilized powers,” which he considered diminishing in number, and “wars with barbarous or semi-barbarous peoples come in an entirely different category, being merely a most regrettable but necessary international police duty which must be performed for the sake of the welfare of mankind.”
The legacy of the Monroe Doctrine was to align America with Europe and against those countries emerging as America had from colonial rule. Roosevelt set America up as judge for when countries could govern themselves. In so doing he made America into what it began its international involvement condemning. America had become a European power in foreign affairs, just as Britain had bet it would. At the very moment Salisbury’s Britain was becoming dour about the costs and obligations of empire, Roosevelt’s America relieved them in Latin America.
European Powers
The 1895 negotiations represent the beginning of an attitudinal change on the part of America’s governmental establishment, the leading edge of the Great Rapprochement that would culminate in an intensely affectionate special relationship between Britain and the United States. In consenting to American arbitration, Great Britain conceded the principle of American primacy in the western hemisphere, and the American government quickly showed itself willing to support any solution that acknowledged the Monroe Doctrine.90 If Britain did not welcome American power, it nonetheless turned it to incredible advantage. What Britain compromised in principle, it was compensated for in practice: utilizing soft power with an elegance seldom achieved by governments then or now, the British commissioners secured greater gains than they had been willing to settle for with Venezuela.
By taking American aspirations for an international role seriously, the British granted America that stature a rising power craved. In return, Britain got some measure of devotion from America. Britain had turned the trick of palliative agreement with the rising power, trading principle to achieve practical gain.91 So successful was this British policy that Theodore Roosevelt would later describe his 1902 judgment, “I speedily became convinced that Germany was the leader, and the really formidable party in the transaction; and that England was merely following Germany’s lead in rather half-hearted fashion. I became convinced that England would not back Germany in the event of a clash over the matter between Germany and the United States, but would remain neutral; I did not desire that she should do more than remain neutral.”92
The British government saw the opportunity to shed its expensive maintenance of international order onto receptive American shoulders, hedging its bets against an assertive Germany, Japan, and Russia through the cultivation of an activist America. The rising power demanded stature and acknowledgment; once the hegemon granted that, broader cooperation became possible. An America with stars in its eyes wanted to be what Britain wanted it to be. And Britain manipulated that desire with admirable shrewdness and subtlety, an effective—and cost-effective—diplomacy for the record books on the management of a rising power. Britain luring America into commonality of interest internationally sustained British power and a preferred British order far beyond the expanse of time that Britain’s unilateral efforts could have.
Venezuela’s 1895 and 1905 appeals were the first real tests of the Monroe Doctrine. The doctrine’s intended effect, of shielding Latin America from European influence, backfired spectacularly. In the first instance, in 1895, the Cleveland administration traded Venezuela’s territorial claims to secure Britain’s adherence to the principle of United States supremacy in the Americas. In the second instance, in 1902, the Roosevelt administration undertook to underwrite European financial claims against Latin American states, dramatically expanding the writ of American intervention. The Roosevelt Corollary turned the United States into the enforcer of European investment in the fledgling states struggling into being in the western hemisphere. A stronger America showed its foreign relations indistinguishable from the British empire.
The crises notably served to establish new rules of order between Britain and the United States. The threat of war in 1895 changed British policy toward America, and with the change in policy came diplomatic opportunities to lock in a different kind of relationship. Arbitration over Venezuela also led to a broader agreement between Britain and the United States to resolve future disputes by arbitration. In committing not to resort to military force, the two nations established rules of international order unique to their relationship. These defanged for Britain the risk that a strengthening America would use its burgeoning military power to coerce British policy or economic concessions (provided, of course, that America honored its treaty obligations). While the Senate forced negating amendments on the canal treaty and rejected outright the arbitration treaty, the American government had elected a different kind of relationship with Britain than it had with any other country.
America becoming an empire was by itself not enough for the convergence between Great Britain and the United States as the hegemonic transition occurred. Britain’s own continued democratization—in particular, in the reform bills of 1884–1885—was important in cementing the sense of sameness. Because while America became an empire, it never was comfortably so; the rhetoric of democratic societies was important in justifying policies, even for the outsize imperialism of Theodore Roosevelt. A democratizing Britain surely acted strategically, but also understood the opportunity—the comparative advantage it held over other countries—in creating a sense of commonality with a rising America. As H. C. Allen emphasizes, “Britons deliberately, persistently, energetically and even with a sense of urgency, set out to win the friendship of the United States.”93
The effect is most visible in relief—in contrast to the German-American experience of the same time. The German government still seethed in 1902 that the Monroe Doctrine was “a species of arrogance peculiarly American and inexcusable.”94 Secretary of State John Hay thought “the jealousy and animosity felt toward us in Germany is something which can scarcely be exaggerated.… the Vaterland is all on fire with greed and terror of us.”95 Otto von Bismarck (who mostly ignored America in his policies as peripheral to Europe’s machinations) expressed mystification at the bonds emergent between Britain and the United States that great power politics could not account for. It was the alignment of the United States with Great Britain that caused Bismarck to conclude that “the colonization of North America has been the decisive fact of the modern world.”96 The balance of power in Europe, so carefully manipulated by statesmen for centuries, had been upended by what looked to Bismarck to be a sentimental attachment that had no explanation and no place in the decisions of statecraft.
The change in American attitudes toward Britain is illustrated by the change in attitude of Richard Olney, author of the “twenty-inch gun” that brought the Monroe Doctrine into practice in 1895. Only three years later Olney would write,
Nothing can be more obvious, therefore, than that the conditions for which Washington made his rule [of isolation] no longer exist.… There is a patriotism of race as well as of country—and the Anglo-American is as little likely to be indifferent to the one as to the other … that they would be found standing together against any alien foe by whom either was menaced with destruction or irreparable calamity, it is not permissible to doubt. Nothing less could be expected of the close community between them in origin, speech, thought, literature, institutions, ideals and in the kind and degree of the civilization enjoyed by both.”97
Us versus Them: The Spanish-American War
The Spanish-American War
1896 Spanish removal of Cubans to concentration camps begins, eventually resulting in the death of over one-fourth of Cuba’s population.
December 1897 President William McKinley denounces Spanish extermination of Cubans but declares American annexation of Cuba would be “criminal aggression.”
January 1898 Cuban riots against Spanish barbarity; McKinley sends USS Maine for potential evacuation of American citizens.
February 15, 1898 USS Maine sinks in Havana Harbor, 266 American casualties.
February 1898 Congress appropriates $50 million in defense spending; McKinley offers to buy Cuba from Spain, proposes arbitrated settlement.
April 1898 Peace initiative by Austria-Hungary, Britain, France, Germany, Italy and Russia rejected by McKinley.
April 1898 Congress passes the Teller Amendment precluding annexation or colonial control of Cuba.
April 25, 1898 McKinley declares war on Spain, Spanish forces in Cuba and the Philippines quickly defeated; although Britain is formally neutral, it provides material support to U.S. forces.
May–August 1898 Confrontation between U.S. and German naval forces in Manila.
1901 Congress passes the Platt Amendment, giving the United States unlimited political and economic authorities in Cuba.
What occurs between the first and second Venezuelan debt crises is, of course, the Spanish-American War. During that conflict the last essential element of a uniquely close British-American relationship fell into place: reciprocation of British affection by Americans. The sensing of sameness between Great Britain and America that began with the 1895 Venezuelan debt negotiations came to full flower as America ventured to fight the Spanish Empire and take imperial possessions of its own. Great Britain encouraged the expansion of American obligations beyond America’s borders, firmly believing that American and British interests aligned. An America taking the training wheels off its engagement with the world was grateful for the encouragement.
The alignment of action by governments was enabled and buttressed by a reciprocal public sympathy. What was strategy for governments was sentiment for publics. Similarities of language, culture, and—notably—civil society made sympathetic portrayals accessible to broad publics. American and British publics for the first time gave each other’s governments an assumption of righteousness not extended to others. Before the first Venezuela crisis and Spanish-American War, Britain and the United States jealously assessed each other’s relative power; with the war came the erasure of those evaluations by the governments and the broad publics of both societies.
The two countries saw themselves as the two democracies advancing humanitarian rights and commercial openness throughout the world. Whether or not that is what Great Britain and the United States were, it is what they looked like and professed to each other. As the New York Times declared in the fall of 1898, “they and we are the joint representatives and guardians of a principle of government that no other nation even fully understands—the principle of orderly freedom which is the hope of the race.”1 The collective power of Great Britain and the United States perked into political culture in both countries as Anglo-America.
Storming San Juan Hill?
James A. Field argues that the worst chapter in almost any book on American history is the one covering the 1890s: simplistic readings of Alfred Thayer Mahan of an argument for a fleet to police the Caribbean once the Panama Canal had become a major thoroughfare then expounded into a grandiloquent justification for imposing American power everywhere, and an American public enthusiastic for empire, whipped into a frenzy by a sensationalist press.2 And a caricature of America as Theodore Roosevelt: eager for adventure once the West was no longer wild, bombastically assured, imperialist by means of commerce and war.3 The war with Spain, initiated by America despite no threat to America itself and resulting in acquisition of colonies both actual (Guam, the Philippines, and Puerto Rico) and virtual (Cuba) is, in this telling, a rising America’s debutante ball. It is where America seized on the opportunity provided by a corroding Spanish Empire to introduce itself to the great powers of Europe and Asia as a force to be reckoned with.
And while there is some truth in the characterization, taking it as the dominant story line does injustice to both the hesitance with which Americans undertook imperial action in 1898 and to the humanitarian concerns that motivated so many in America and beyond in opposition to Spain’s policies in Cuba.4 What would come to be known as the Spanish-American War was not a war America instigated; it was an ongoing insurrection in which the United States reluctantly intervened to assist the success of indigenous people against colonial rule.5 The American intervention in Cuba’s war for independence was precipitated not by a frothy aspiration for global power but by public outrage over continuing depredations by Spain against the Cuban people and an act of sabotage believed committed by Spain.
Yellow journalism plays a central role in the rush-to-empire narrative, with William Randolph Hearst’s apocryphal telegram about supplying the war making a star turn. While Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer’s newspapers were unquestionably agitating for American involvement, there is scant evidence their efforts moved public opinion.6 Nor was the American Congress seething for empire. As it had with earlier efforts to establish protectorates, Congress had declined to provide its consent for President McKinley’s proposal to annex Hawaii.7
Relief for Cuba unquestionably had popular appeal in the United States. In 1896 Congress passed a resolution of support for the Cuban people (ignored by President Grover Cleveland), and both political parties included Cuba in their platforms during the 1896 election, but the subject had not figured prominently. The contest between William McKinley and William Jennings Bryan was fought out on policies for economic recovery: tariffs and establishing silver as an alternative to the gold standard (“bimetallism”). McKinley considered talk of annexing Cuba “criminal aggression.”
In Cuba, Spain faced what we now call an insurgency. In countering that insurgency its methods aggravated the problem by giving little attention to the legitimate grievances and desire for political representation—understood then and now to be essential to any enduring solution.8 In an effort to restrict insurgent activity, the Spanish forcibly relocated Cubans from their farms and towns to densely populated internment camps, burning crops and decimating livelihoods in order to dry up political support and material assistance for rebel forces. Spanish war efforts were unspeakably brutal: both Washington and Madrid estimated the casualties from the reconcentrado efforts to number 400,000—a quarter of Cuba’s population.9
That President McKinley was outraged by Spanish tactics is clear: he denounced them in his first annual message to Congress as “extermination” rather than “civilized warfare.” Then, describing America’s options, he said, “There remained only: recognition of the insurgents as belligerents; recognition of the independence of Cuba; neutral intervention to end the war by imposing a rational compromise between the contestants, and intervention in favor of one or the other party. I speak not of forcible annexation, for that cannot be thought of. That, by our code of morality, would be criminal aggression.”10 What McKinley recommended was patience and aid; the Congress assented.
Far from stampeding to Cuba, McKinley took a measured approach in both process and policy. He’d sent a personal envoy to Cuba to establish the facts of Spanish and Cuban actions, consulted with European powers and used the consensus of those countries as leverage to pressure Spain, and allowed José Martí and the Cuban rebels to raise some money and buy weapons in the United States but not stage attacks from Florida, basically using them as a lever to gain Spanish compliance for reform.11 All McKinley asked for from the government of Spain was to allow the delivery of aid (in a grace note to make that assistance more acceptable, McKinley provisioned it through the Catholic Church), and some form of political autonomy for Cuba within Spain’s control.12
Giving the Cuban rebels stature as belligerents in war rather than continuing to call them insurrectionists would legitimate countries openly providing weapons and supplies and also aid in undertaking diplomatic relations with their leaders. American evangelical and protestant churches agitated for involvement to throw off the yoke of Catholic Spain, business interests that didn’t outright support an end to Spanish rule were losing confidence that Spain could restore a stable environment for commerce (Cuban-American trade estimated at $100 million per year had dropped by two-thirds), and many Americans of all denominations and professions saw parallels to America’s own revolution in the Cuba Libre movement.13 Assistance would have flowed thickly across the Florida Keys. And sources of support were not only American: the governments of Britain, France, Germany, and Russia, had all advocated recognition during the McKinley consultations.14
The Spanish government consented, not because of a change of heart but because of a change of government. The Spanish military in Cuba, however, refused to comply, and its continuing barbarity fomented riots. S. C. Gwynne nicely summarizes Spain’s colonial approach in a different context, noting that “though they were not always cruel and incompetent, they were cruel and incompetent enough of the time to cause great problems for themselves.”15 One consequence of the January 1898 riots was President McKinley dispatching an American navy vessel to Havana in case Americans living there needed to be evacuated or business interests protected.16
In conjunction with dispatch of the USS Maine, McKinley ordered American fleets gathered in Hong Kong, Lisbon, Key West and the Gulf of Mexico readied.17 At anchor in Havana Harbor on February 15, the Maine suffered a tremendous explosion and sank, with the majority of its crew, 266 sailors, going down with the ship. Even after the Maine, McKinley continued to believe the costs outweighed the benefits of involvement in Cuba; but he continued preparations for war.18 McKinley requested the Congress to provide $50 million in military spending, which it unanimously provided on the same day.19 Public attitudes were incensed when the navy concluded that a detonation outside the ship’s hull—sabotage—had sunk the Maine.20 The army, then totaling 28,000 soldiers, put out a call for volunteers, hoping to raise an additional 50,000; more than 220,000 Americans, including entire state and National Guard units, answered the call.21 A prominent senator who had traveled to Cuba gave an electrifying speech to the Congress describing Cuban suffering.22 A hundred Republican members of Congress caucused to consider joining the Democrats in an unrequested declaration of war. McKinley described the public attitude as “a perilous unrest among our own citizens.”23
McKinley offered to buy Cuba from Spain, and proposed a comprehensive political solution of armistice, an end to reconcentrado efforts, and an American arbitrated peace negotiation.24 He proposed American food and other aid to the Cubans “cooperating with the Spanish authorities, so as to afford full relief.”25 But he also gave the government of Spain only a forty-eight-hour deadline to accept, after which he would turn the matter over to the Congress—which even those inattentive to American politics would have known meant war. McKinley’s approach looks to have been a strategy of buying time for Spain to reconsider its policies, coupled with domestic measures to coalesce the American public in support of war. He seems genuinely to have believed Spain would recognize its relative weakness against a stronger American military force operating close to its home bases.
Spain instead countered with a conditional cease-fire offer—if requested by the rebels of Spain’s general in chief, who alone would determine the terms and duration—and tepid acknowledgment that Cuba’s indigenous parliament could meet to develop peace terms, “it being, however, understood that the powers reserved by the [Spanish] constitution to the central government are not lessened or diminished.” McKinley considered the Spanish proposal so vague as to the terms of settlement, and unresponsive to the humanitarian concerns about the practice of reconcentrado, as to not be serious. Austria-Hungary, France, Germany, Great Britain, Italy, and Russia undertook an eleventh-hour initiative, jointly delivering to President McKinley a letter appealing for peace. McKinley rejected their appeal.26
War Powers
President McKinley’s war message asked that Congress “authorize and empower the President to take measures to secure a full and final termination of hostilities between the government of Spain and the people of Cuba, and to ensure in the island the establishment of a stable government, capable of maintaining order and observing its international obligations, insuring peace and tranquility and the security of its citizens as well as our own.”27
The humanitarian motive was explicit and paramount in America’s rationale for war. The message claims “the dictates of humanity” as both a universal obligation and also an especial one of neighboring countries toward each other: “it is no answer to say this is all in another country, belonging to another nation, and is therefore none of our business. It is specially our duty, for it is right at our door.” Protecting American citizens and commercial interests in Cuba were acknowledged—but lesser—claims on American involvement, as were the threats posed directly to the United States by Spain, which “compel us to keep on a semi war footing with a nation with which we are at peace.”28
McKinley’s message did not sound clarion notes of American imperialism. He made no mention of the Monroe Doctrine as justification. He emphasized instead that, for American policy, the “primal maxim has been the avoidance of all foreign entanglements” and that across two presidential administrations, America had sought “an honorable adjustment of the contest between Spain and her revolted colony, on the basis of some effective scheme of self-government for Cuba under the flag and sovereignty of Spain.”29
The policy did, however, anticipate the requirement of imposing a settlement on both Spain and Cuba. The request shied away from declaring Cuba independent because in case of intervention “our conduct would be subject to the approval or disapproval of such government. We would be required to submit to its direction and to assume to it the mere relation of a friendly ally.”30 McKinley reserved to American forces the determination of necessary action, independent of the views of Cuba’s insurgents.
The declaration nonetheless sounds tender toward the aspirations of Cubans, saying, “Our people have beheld a once prosperous community reduced to comparative want, its lucrative commerce virtually paralyzed, its exceptional productiveness diminished, its fields laid waste, its mills in ruins, and its people perishing by tens of thousands from hunger and destitution.”31
Nor was McKinley entirely strident about Spain: he commended its willingness to refer the Maine sinking to arbitration and admitted his administration had not taken up the offer. He noted that Spain had suspended hostilities on April 9 and it had been the Cuban rebels rejecting armistice. An armistice would need to be imposed and the Cuban insurgents disarmed. It was hardly the speech of a committed imperialist thundering for war.
Also important to appreciating American reluctance as an imperial power is that even with extensive reporting on the horrific treatment of Cubans by Spain, 266 Americans killed in sabotage against the USS Maine, substantial loss of trade and strong presidential leadership, the Congress, and therefore the public, had reservations. Congress did not approve the president’s request outright; McKinley was only able to garner sufficient votes with an amendment precluding the American government establishing “permanent control” over Cuba by outright annexation or colonial control. The measure, titled the Teller Amendment, passed 42–35 in the Senate and 311–6 in the House of Representatives. The U.S. Congress, frenzied as it was about sabotage and Spanish perfidy, only supported war in Cuba to allow “control of the island to its people.”32
Perfidious Albion(s)
The terms on which McKinley made the American case gave Spain opportunity to consolidate European monarchies against the American claim, but, hobbled by its own domestic upheavals, Spain failed to capitalize. The Spanish considered Cuba not a colony but an actual province of Spain. Americans were asserting a universal human right superior to the sovereignty and sanctity of the state. It was, in 1898, still a radical proposition that people had rights and loaned them in limited ways to governments for agreed purposes. If the notion gained standing that governments did not have inherent rights superior to those of their subjects, such a claim could be used against any monarchy. The German government saw the nature of the challenge, fulminating, “this notoriously disreputable Republic has the assurance to pose as a censor of the morals of European monarchies.”33
Having barely concluded its domestic Indian Wars, America was in no position to make grandiose statements about governments’ treatment of indigenous populations. European and American racism of the time prevented that argument being employed; where hypocrisy was alleged against American policy, it was in pointing out that the Monroe Doctrine had pledged not to interfere with existing European colonies.34
The British government was formally neutral; it had signed a pact with Germany and Italy committing itself not to assist any side in the conflict. Having an empire on which the sun never set, Britain had a principled interest in keeping both insurrectionists and outside powers from challenging colonial control; yet the British government privately assured the American government of its support. Britain saw the republican tint of McKinley’s war message, but was less concerned—for three reasons. First, Britain rightly laid claim to the original assertion of citizen rights constraining government in the Magna Carta and championed itself since the Ministry of Henry John Temple, Third Viscount Palmerston as the natural ally of constitutional governments. Second, having passed through several iterations of expanding democratization, Britain had confidence in the resilience of its political system that the unlimited monarchies in Europe did not. Third, the government of Robert Arthur Talbot Gascoyne-Cecil, Third Marquess of Salisbury firmly believed that an internationally engaged United States would converge on British policies and be a valuable support, learning from experience that its republican principles were impractical when applied to other countries.35 As the London Times put it, “Anglo-Saxon vigor will call out latent colonial abilities in the United States.”36
Paramount among Britain’s interests was the necessity of preventing war with either European continental alliance, the nexus of France and Russia or the Triple Alliance of Austria-Hungary, Germany, and Italy. Each contained a rising power with policies of colonial and commercial expansion. Splendid isolation had left Britain alone among the great powers of Europe, and Salisbury’s aggressive new imperialism put Britain at increased risk of conflict with the continental alliances. With Germany’s triumph of unification in 1871 and Kaiser Wilhelm II forcing Otto von Bismarck into retirement, consolidation of Britain’s empire in India and conquests of Burma and Egypt, tension with Boers in the Transvaal, and Russian assertiveness in Asia and trade in that region of greater interest to British merchants, obligations elsewhere had taken precedence over the Caribbean. One possible solution to Britain’s strategic dilemma would be to draw strength from the empire, pulling the confederation closer and giving it a commonly accepted basis for mutual support; another would be alliances with rising powers not yet aligned, such as Japan and the United States. Britain sensibly chose both.
As early as the 1870s Britain had concluded that America shared enough of Britain’s international agenda to be a potential ally, that American power could be harnessed to British interests, both in the Caribbean and throughout the Pacific.37 Writing in the Atlantic Monthly, James Bryce acknowledged the fundamental shift in British attitudes: “rather than being dreaded as a fountain of democratic propaganda, America is looked upon as the champion of popular government against the great military monarchies of continental Europe.”38
The Salisbury government had actually proposed a formal alliance with America; it was rejected as contravention of George Washington’s legacy of eschewing entangling alliances. Americans did not then see Britain as enough like America for alliance to seem a natural act. Informal opportunities abounded, though.
The objectives of the two countries were perfectly aligned to advocate an open door for trade outside the British imperial holdings. The London Times viewed America’s annexation of the Philippines “with equanimity and indeed with satisfaction. We can only say that while we would welcome the Americans in the Philippines as kinfolks and allies united with us in the Far East by the most powerful bonds of common interest, we should regard very differently the acquisition of the archipelago by any other power.”39
Britain also supported expansion of American international involvement in the belief that having such obligations would attenuate U.S. commitment to its domestic political ideology as a universal creed—that is, international responsibilities would force American policies to be less doctrinarily republican and more responsible, by which Britain meant more akin to the behavior of other states. America becoming a colonial power would solve Britain’s problem of America’s revolutionary ideals making it a force favoring novel interpretations of international practice such as it had propounded with the Monroe Doctrine, during the Oregon Boundary Dispute, and during the 1895 Venezuelan debt crisis. British policy came to encourage American internationalism both to underwrite with its independent resources Britain’s policies and to defang American alternatives to the existing rules of international order.
The problem was getting Americans active. Britain had encouraged American commercial and political designs on the Hawaiian Islands, conceded the Caribbean to American prominence with the Venezuela decision in 1895, and taken without umbrage congressional rejection of the arbitration treaty. In 1896, Britain had corralled France and Germany into a joint request that Spain “accept the good offices of the United States over the Cuban rebellion.” Spain refused, and Germany pulled away to support Spain. When war broke out, Britain kept neutral and—advantageously to America—kept France and Italy likewise unengaged.
Britain made greater progress on the civic front with America than with policy. An “era of good feelings” had blossomed between the two countries as a result of the goodwill generated during negotiations over the arbitration treaty. In 1897 Britain gave the United States the Mayflower register, an American delegation honored Queen Victoria’s diamond jubilee with great fanfare, newspapers in Britain and America began routinely reprinting each others’ articles and mirroring each others’ coverage, and President McKinley began using the term “Anglo-America” in speeches. When the Maine was sunk, the London Times declared, “nowhere will the feeling be so general or profound as amongst their British and Irish kinsfolks at home and in the colonies.”40
As war approached, activity in both the civic and policy realms intensified. Newspapers in both countries were rife with rumor the British fleet would protect American coasts.41 Consultations were frequent and at high levels between the two governments in Washington; in London, Parliament was alive with questions about the extent of support to American forces.42 After the joint European peace letter, the London Times printed an assurance the government had not acted in a manner hostile to America, and the House of Commons debated whether the government had offended the United States.43 The Spectator of London confidently asserted that “if America were really attacked by a great Continental coalition, England would be at her side in twenty-four hours.”44 Americans unaccustomed to friendliness from the British press read their president’s policy described as “firmness, caution and pacific circumspection,” a reflection of the “sober and conscientious mass of the American people.”45 Praise in the British press was so fulsome of American soldiery that it prompted an envious Canadian reaction: “It seems to us that the English papers are getting altogether too sloppy in their Anglo-American-Alliance admiration of the prowess of Uncle Sam’s troops.”46
Perhaps the most important assurance British collusion provided America as it went to war with Spain was an affirmation of motive. Americans considered their war humanitarian; Britain did, too.47 Amid opprobrium from other European countries, Britain’s affirmation cemented in the public mind a sense of the two countries being alike and different from others. British poet laureate Alfred Austin captured the sentiment during the war in “A Voice from the West”:
Tis a proud free people calling loud
To a people proud and free.
A Splendid Little War
For the Spanish-American War, the fight in the West (Cuba) gets most of the attention because the war began there, ease of access allowed extensive newspaper coverage, and the volunteer army units of the Rough Riders made such good press during the American invasion. But the Caribbean theater was less strategically important than the Pacific (the Philippines) in gauging a rising America. America did not need to open a Pacific theater of operations in order to relieve Spanish depredations in Cuba. Doing so was an opportunistic choice; what was undertaken as a war measure became a strategic redirection for the country.48
The choice made tactical sense, pressing Spain’s overstretched naval forces and threatening the government with loss of possessions beyond Cuba unless American demands about Cuba were met. American war plans dating back to 1896 included a feint against Spanish forces in the Pacific just to ensure its fleet was tied down there.49 But sailing time between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans meant effectively that fleets in the two theaters were not fungible.
On April 25, 1898, President McKinley declared war on Spain, and Spanish control of Cuba was quickly overturned. Spanish control of Manila Bay fell even faster: the American navy under Commodore George Dewey defeated the Spanish fleet in a single engagement without losing a ship.50 Defeating Spain was not the end of hostilities in the Philippines, however, because Germany moved to challenge American control. Kaiser Wilhelm II demanded a cession (a share of commercial activity and location from which to conduct trade), declaring that the Americans were no match for the combined German and Spanish effort. (The Kaiser was unaware that the Spanish effort already lay on the seabed of Manila Harbor). He, too, saw commonality between Britain and the United States, proclaiming that “the United States with Monroeism is nearly as much in the way of Powers desiring to expand as Great Britain.51
Dewey’s fleet was not the peer of the German flotilla assembled in Manila Bay. The German squadron consisted of five men of war, two of which had greater displacement than any vessel in Dewey’s command; they also had aboard fourteen hundred infantrymen.52 German vessels began sounding the harbor, violated Dewey’s blockade regulations, moved to resupply Spanish forces aground, and even sought a naval base at Subic Bay.53 But American war efforts had received invaluable assistance by aligning with the Philippine independence movement: Dewey knew the harbor wasn’t mined and knew the extent of German collusion with Spain aground because of Philippine intelligence.
American war efforts received even more important assistance from Great Britain. Britain was officially neutral, but practiced “a benevolent neutrality which left no question as to which belligerent she favored.”54 British consuls in Spanish territories accepted responsibility for American nationals, even feeding them in Cuba. In Cairo, Gibraltar, and Singapore, British diplomats facilitated American efforts and inhibited those of Spain. Britain provided the negotiating intermediary for a clandestine agreement between Spain and America on terms for the surrender of Manila.55 Britain controlled the Pacific telegraph cable (out of Hong Kong) and permitted Dewey its use to communicate with Washington, allowed the American navy use of British facilities in Chinese anchorages, and looked the other way during American espionage activities conducted against Spain in Gibraltar.56 British vessels cheerfully allowed themselves to be stopped and searched, their passengers questioned.
The commander of the British squadron dispatched to Manila even more overtly assisted the American war effort. Captain Chichester of the Royal Navy loaned Dewey landing craft, allowed him to buy fuel from Royal Navy coaling ships, and then let him buy the ships outright, enlisting British crews.57 During land operations he reinforced American forces, bringing a gunboat to bear on Cebu. On several occasions during the confrontation in Manila, Chichester insisted to German commander Otto von Diederichs that he was acting under orders in support of the Americans, meaning his government would not disavow his actions.58
Chichester was pivotal in preventing conflict between the German and American forces in Manila. At the tensest moments between Dewey and Diederichs, Chichester found creative ways to reinforce American authority and raise the costs for German interference. Most notably, as Dewey prepared to fire on Manila during the ground campaign, the Germans, in an effort to prevent the Americans forcing surrender of the Spanish, refused to move out of bombardment range and trained their guns on American ships. The British squadron commander sailed between the German and American lines, thus ensuring that the Germans could not fire on the Americans without also committing an act of war against Britain. Dewey considered it material assistance in turning back the Germany challenge for Manila.59 When American forces took Manila on August 9, Chichester fired a twenty-one-gun salute, flying an American flag on his mast.60
That Britain was acting in conjunction with America despite its pledge of neutrality was widely recognized both in the United States and Europe. The New York Times editorialized that “we are fighting England’s battles in Cuba, as England is fighting our battles in the East.”61 The French government seethed, “Great Britain is the hypocritical partner of the United States. Their alliance against Spain is a disgrace; but it is just as well to have them work together now, since together they will have to render an account to international justice.”62
Imperialem Americana
Having decisively attained its war aims, why would America not allow Cubans to run Cuba? McKinley’s war declaration established temporary American control of Cuba but also outlined the aspiration for transition to Cuban control: “When it shall appear hereafter that there is within the island a government capable of performing the duties and discharging the functions of a separate nation, and having, as a matter of fact, the proper forms and attributes of nationality, such government can be promptly and readily recognized and the relations and interests of the United States with such nation adjusted.”63
This was the American expectation of its empire: affirmation of the desire of all peoples for self-governance, insistence that governments surrendered their legitimacy by harming their subjects, willingness to assist liberation movements within limited bounds that did not incur lasting obligations of foreign entanglements, acknowledgment that societies in transition from authoritarian rule to self-governance need to develop the attributes and functions of states, and acceptance that by intervening the United States had a responsibility to provide governance while indigenous governance developed.
McKinley’s explication of U.S. values and responsibilities in America’s engagement with the world is at great variance with the bombast of claims made by the United States in the previous sixty years. Gone was the stridency of Andrew Jackson and James Polk. Gone was the hypocrisy of superior claim made in expropriating British, Indian, and Mexican lands to consolidate U.S. domestic territory. McKinley’s forthright public explanations and use of principles constituent to the American republic in the conduct of its international policies now felt more situated in the realm of the founding fathers than in the belligerency of Jacksonian America.
McKinley’s statements were more than empty rhetoric; American actions were guided and constrained by those principles during the Spanish-American War. There is a sense of accountability—both to America’s domestic political principles and to international opinion—in McKinley’s policies not in evidence during the boisterousness of America’s rise. America was becoming more liberal as it was becoming more powerful.
Yet the liberal internationalism of McKinley’s policy is not the history of American involvement in Cuba, Guam, Hawaii, the Philippines, or Puerto Rico. Guam, Hawaii, and Puerto Rico were quickly annexed. The Philippines remained under American control until 1945. American influence in Cuba allowed commercial exploitation so pervasive and long-standing that it fostered support for a communist revolution. How can we explain McKinley’s pivot from so restrained an origin to acquisition of colonies not only in the Caribbean but also the Pacific?
First, McKinley emphasized (as had Ulysses S. Grant before him during the Indian Wars) that he quickly came to consider independence “impracticable.”64 He had always doubted that the Cuban insurgency “possesses beyond dispute the attributes of statehood,” believing “the real question is whether the community claiming recognition is or is not independent beyond peradventure.” And he concluded the Cuban community was not. The evaluation bears considerable similarity to the British during the American Civil War withholding recognition of new states until de facto independence had been established.
Second, McKinley was concerned about European countries taking over the newly liberated territories; the United States feared Spain—or other European states—reclaiming it. Having broken Spain’s control and experienced Germany’s clawing for influence, American policy risked opening Cuba and the Philippines up for the colonial aspirations of Germany and Russia. McKinley justifiably did not want America to be in the position of doing the liberating only to see the countries quickly subjugated by another imperial power even more able than Spain to threaten American interests.
The ease of Dewey’s success against the Spanish navy also tempted McKinley to expand the political and military aims of the war.65 Only after receiving Dewey’s report of the action in Manila Bay—with his assurance that the capital could be taken at any time if only he had soldiers to do so—did McKinley dispatch troops; the initial American plan had been narrowly to secure the port of Manila, not overturn Spanish governance on the islands. Restraint of the kind embodied in the Teller Amendment was thrown to the wind with euphoria at realizing the country’s strength. America many have been reluctant to embark on imperial pursuits, but it did not release its grasp on Cuba, Guam, Hawaii, the Philippines, or Puerto Rico once it held them. The war effort succeeding so spectacularly reinforced the illiberal tendency in American foreign policy debate: what had been necessary to persuade the American public to go to war against Spain was no longer a constraint once America was victorious.
The other Pacific possession that came into play for America in 1898 was Hawaii. Annexation of the islands had been posited by the administration of President Benjamin Harrison in its closing days, with the president saying that “it is essential that none of the other great powers shall secure these islands. Such a possession would not consist with our safety and with the peace of the world.” His successor, President Cleveland, withdrew the treaty from congressional consideration believing it did not have the support of the Hawaiian people. It did, however, have vehement support from the next elected American president; William McKinley openly advocated annexation of Hawaii, arguing that “we need Hawaii just as much and a good deal more than we did California. It is Manifest Destiny.”66
Economic arguments were an important part of McKinley’s advocacy of a Pacific perspective. Although he had come to power supporting protectionism for American industries (in the Congress, McKinley had crafted tariff legislation), as president he strongly supported an open-door policy. American industries had (as did the British, who also advocated open trade) substantial advantages in less-developed Asian markets; other Europeans with less of a jump on industrialization preferred closed markets with colonial preference.
The ease and speed with which McKinley’s restraints were eschewed justifies skepticism about how deeply rooted they actually were in American political culture. McKinley’s noble principles may have been in keeping with the American political creed, but they were by no means in keeping with American foreign policy practice, as every tribe and nationality whose territory America arrogated to itself in the making of its continental country could attest. Most of the American public gave little thought to the issues associated with America’s role in the world, considering themselves little affected by them; those who did tended to be at the sharp edge of encounters with Indian tribes or foreign possessors of coveted land, and this gave a hard, practical edge to American foreign policy.
With Congress being a bellwether of public attitudes, passage of the Platt Amendment constituent to the treaty ending war with Spain illustrates the change in American attitudes before and after the war. As America went to war in 1898, the Teller Amendment embodied the limits Congress set in approving the action: Cuba was to be liberated, not annexed or administered in perpetuity by the United States. After the rout of Spanish forces, in 1901 Congress effectively repudiated Teller’s constraints by legislating stringent terms for withdrawal of American forces from conquered Cuba, including the right for the United States to intervene unilaterally there, restrictions on Cuban foreign and commercial relations, and perpetual control of the prime naval base at Guantanamo.
The changes in McKinley’s policies are even more difficult to justify regarding the Philippines. Cuba could be considered so physically close to the United States as to merit concern for the type of government on the island; indeed, that had been part of McKinley’s argument for intervening there. There was no such case to be made for an archipelago lying seven thousand miles from America’s shores (and that necessitated other possessions as coaling stations en route). That the case for continuing involvement in the Pacific was more challenging is reflected in the split within McKinley’s cabinet on the issue. Its members were unanimous in support of forcing Spain to cede both Cuba and Puerto Rico, but they disagreed on the Philippines.67 The Congress, too, debated Pacific possessions at length, considering whether moving out of the western hemisphere violated the Monroe Doctrine. Civil society organizations also mobilized, creating the Anti-Imperialist League to advocate against accession of territories.
Public attitudes never fully or comfortably embraced America as an imperial power. As Bradford Perkins concludes, “the whiff of imperialism in 1898 failed to intoxicate Americans for long.”68 Even with euphoria over America’s success in battle, President McKinley struggled to get the Hawaiian treaty approved (and with it accession also of Guam and Wake Island). He undertook a determined public campaign to build support, giving speeches to between twenty and twenty-five thousand people a day on a ten-day barnstorm.69 McKinley had also to circumvent the regular order of business with a joint resolution of Congress instead of gaining ratification by a two-thirds majority of the Senate.70 One result of the Spanish-American War was that expansionism beyond the contiguous territory of the American continent became a major issue in American politics. In the presidential election of 1900, McKinley was opposed by William Jennings Bryan, and contesting McKinley’s imperialism was a central element of Bryan’s election platform.
Giving some ground to public wariness, McKinley established a commission to evaluate how to transition the Philippines to indigenous control. That commission determined that the Philippines must develop an American-style system of administration and public education before it would be fit for self-government. It concluded that “the Filipinos are wholly unprepared for independence … there being no Philippine nation, but only a collection of different peoples, the transition should not occur.”71 President McKinley agreed, offering the Philippines “the largest measure of local self-government consistent with peace and good order” but threatening to “send all the force necessary to suppress the insurrection if Filipino resistance continued.”72 The Philippine-American War would prove more costly to the United States than had the war against one of Europe’s great powers.
So America—a country founded by people without public education, who developed their own unique political organs for governance, a country that had not only justified its war against Spain on the argument that the peoples under Spanish rule had a right to independence but also eagerly utilized the assistance of independence movements in Cuba and the Philippines in its war efforts—had now persuaded itself other countries could not be entrusted with those same liberties. America had become an empire. And Salisbury’s bet had proven right that an America more engaged with the world would not uphold its domestic political creed.
E Duobus Unum
In the aftermath of America’s victory in Manila, Britain and America amicably resolved their last outstanding boundary dispute (over the northern boundary of Canada), and Prime Minister Salisbury bolstered McKinley to win the argument over Hawaii’s annexation. In the Hay-Pauncefote Treaty, President McKinley conceded to Britain that the United States would not fortify the Panama Canal. The Senate refused those terms, sending negotiators back to the bargaining table. What is significant is how unified the two governments were on cooperation, conceding each other so much.73 The sense of sameness had taken root, and the two countries no longer required parsimoniousness toward each other’s interests. As British foreign secretary Arthur Balfour wrote Alfred Thayer Mahan in late 1899, “It becomes more and more obvious—to me at least, as it is I think to you—that our interests, both in the narrow and in the wide use of that term, are identical. We have not only the same ideas of progress, freedom, civilization, religion, morality, but we have the same interests in peace.”74
When Queen Victoria died in 1901, the House of Representatives adjourned and President McKinley had flags lowered to half-staff, a tribute never before offered a foreign head of state.75 McKinley’s assassination later that year occasioned an outpouring of grief in Britain that again united the societies. Both the British and American governments became effusive about their commonalities. Theodore Roosevelt told British ambassador Mortimer Durand there was “a great change of feeling in the last few years” in which “no one in America thinks of England as a possible enemy … Germany [is] the chosen foe of the Navy, and not just the Navy. Since the Spanish war, the feeling toward England is thoroughly friendly.”76 Secretary of War William Howard Taft privately told the British that “the time is at hand when you and we can speak to the nations with a common voice and a common policy on all external questions.”77
Economic protectionism and political corruption, both phenomena the British government had long associated with democracy in America, drew efforts of American domestic reformers in both parties and were mainstream political issues from the mid-1880s forward, removing yet another restraint on affinity and close cooperation. American opinion makers begin to extoll “interdependence” between Britain and America, as well.78 A centripetal element of the Anglo-American relationship developed in belief on the part of both countries that they were, in some fundamental way, like each other and unlike other powerful states: democratic, free-trading, naval powers that established and upheld international principles.
Cooperation with America moved into the center of British strategic objectives. Joseph Chamberlain, head of the British Colonial Office, made the case for Anglo-American alliance effusively and publicly in 1898 “to establish and to maintain bonds of permanent amity with our kinsmen across the Atlantic”:
I do not know what arrangements may be possible with us, but this I know and feel, that the closer, the more cordial, the fuller, and the more definite these arrangements are, with the consent of both peoples, the better it will be for both and for the world. And I even go so far as to say that, terrible as war may be, even war itself would be cheaply purchased if in a great and noble cause the Stars and Stripes and the Union Jack should wave together over an Anglo-Saxon alliance.79
In debating whether to seek alliance with Germany in 1901 the secretary of state for foreign affairs, Henry Petty-Fitzmaurice, Fifth Marquess of Landsdowne, warned of the “risk of entangling ourselves in a policy which might be hostile to America. With our knowledge of the German Emperor’s views in regard to the United States, this is to my mind a formidable obstacle.” The only stipulation placed on cooperation by Britain with Germany was that it “not apply to questions on the American Continent, nor bind either High Contracting Party to join in hostilities against the United States of America.”80
The idea of Anglo-American cooperation would become so central to British strategic planning that by 1904 Earl of Selborne, the first lord of the admiralty, listed friendship with the United States as “the principal aim” of British policy—more so than preservation of the empire—and considered “war with the United States of America as the greatest evil which could befall the British Empire.”81
Perhaps the best summation of the quickening of relations between Great Britain and the United States after the Spanish-American War was given by the German ambassador to London, explaining to his government in Berlin that “England will stand far more from America than from any other Power, and even in purely diplomatic issues it is more difficult to make England take sides against America than to make any other Power do so.”82
The sense of strategic commonality and affection was finally reciprocated by the United States at the turn of the twentieth century: Americans embraced Anglo-America for the first time. Whereas a rising America had defined itself in contravention to British mores and politics, a risen America considered Britain its only confidante and ally. There grew an affection, gratitude, and sense of similarity of domestic political culture driving the Anglo-American alliance,83 a sense that they were like each other and unlike other states, a “moral union.”84 After the Spanish-American War, Ambassador to London John Hay would say, “there is a sanction like that of religion which binds us in partnership in the serious work of the world.… We are joint ministers in the same sacred mission of freedom and progress, charged with duties we cannot evade.”85
A rising America clearly preferred Britain to any other great power, and even sympathized with Great Britain’s troubles in the Boer War and rationalized its draconian war effort. America reinforced British policies on continental Europe. Hay negotiated the opening for an end to the Boer War, involving the United States to such an extent that the Kansas City Times thundered, “England has committed the crime of the century—and this Government has been an accessory.”86 Pacific policies were coordinated and even merged. Britain and America undertook joint diplomatic and military action to overturn German involvement in Samoa. Consanguinity between Britain and America had become manifest.
Some Americans suspected they were being manipulated; the Advocate of Peace warned that despite “a deep and growing attachment of the English people, of the nation as a whole, for our country, we recognize, and with the greatest pleasure,” Americans should beware:
What more natural under these circumstances than that these British leaders should hasten to take advantage of the situation created by the Spanish-American war to try and draw the United States into formal alliance with Great Britain. It is a move whose selfishness is but poorly concealed. The purpose of it on their part is to strengthen the power of their country and enable her to go on with her schemes regardless of the other powers. It does not grow out of any particularly love for this country.87
The view was one of a very slender minority, however. More mainstream were the views of the Chicago Tribune, which noted that “the two great branches of the Anglo-Saxon race are drawing nearer and nearer together for coöperation in peace, and, in logical sequence, in war as well,” and the New York Times, asserting that “we as well as continental countries will certainly conclude that the understanding has reached a more definite stage than was believed.”88
The growing together of Britain and America at the end of the nineteenth century was an extraordinary event, unique in the annals of hegemonic transition. Seeing the gathering strength of a rising rival, Great Britain chose to encourage and make possible that rival’s continued success. Clear-eyed assessment of its own strategic position led Britain to enact policies that catapulted the United States into the first rank of great powers. Great Britain’s strategy was only possible because of public attitudes and activist civil society fostering connection between the two countries. The combination of government policy and uncoordinated acts by civil society resulted by the turn of the twentieth century in an extraordinary collusion between a rising power and the hegemon.
The Economist would naturally vantage the business relationship, saying Great Britain and American were “almost forced into partnership” by their need for open markets. Still, it could see that for Great Britain and America, “business partnership is not exactly an alliance [but] the distance between them is not very wide.”89 At the height of British power, and in anticipation of much greater power on the part of America, there was a convergence of perspective between the two countries, recognized by the leaders making choices about government policy and by the citizens of both countries. Britain had seen an emerging deficit of relative power and responded by fostering a relationship that with the affectionate bonds of civil society made cumulative power possible.
World War I
August 4, 1914 Britain declares war on Germany after violation of Belgian neutrality.
February 1915 Germany begins submarine warfare campaign to disrupt U.S. supplies to Entente countries.
May 1915 Germany sinks the passenger ship Lusitania, killing over a thousand civilians, including 128 Americans; Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan resigns, considering President Woodrow Wilson’s response to Germany a violation of American neutrality.
August 1915 “Cruiser rules” reduce risk to neutral and passenger shipping.
December 1916 President Wilson proposes peace negotiations; Germany refuses.
January 1917 Germany resumes unrestricted submarine warfare; President Wilson calls for “peace without victory.”
February 1917 German foreign minister Arthur Zimmerman acknowledges authenticity of telegram offering Mexico help from Germany in recovering territory lost to the United States in return for a Mexican declaration of war against the United States.
April 1917 America declares war on the Central Powers.
January 1918 President Wilson publishes his Fourteen Points, the U.S. aims and terms for peace.
Spring 1918 The German offensive.
Summer 1918 United States provides ten thousand soldiers per day to the war effort.
November 11, 1918 Armistice goes into effect.
January 1919–January 1920 Versailles Peace Conference.
March 1920 U.S. Senate votes 49–35 against participating in the League of Nations.
The jubilant sense of sameness, the enthusiastic support for each other’s endeavors, and the recognition of kindred states so evident between Great Britain and the United States during the Spanish-American War was a remarkably fleeting moment. Britain had welcomed American power waxing stronger in the belief that the two nations’ interests were converging, and that appeared to be true at the end of the nineteenth century. But barely had American might supplanted Britain’s internationally before the new hegemon sought to rewrite the rules of Britain’s world order. Britain’s hegemony comprised political balance among European powers, acquisition of colonies for economic gain, preferential trading within its empire, open trade and investment outside it, and military enforcement of its economic policies. As a rising power America aspired to and enacted similar policies: the United States became a responsible stakeholder in the British order, playing by the rules and seeing its interests served.
If the Spanish-American War was the moment when established powers were confronted with the burgeoning power of a rising United States, World War I was the moment when they become reliant upon it. The war resulted in alliance between Britain and America but, paradoxically, also broke the sense of affectionate sameness between the two countries. Britain once again looked like a European power—because it was fighting there, and because of what it was fighting for.
The United States recoiled from the web of European alliances that pulled Britain into the war, considered Britain little different from the other squabbling, militaristic, double-dealing Europeans engaged in a paroxysm of pointless bloodletting. From a British perspective, the United States made a fortune on the war, decimated the economies even of its allies, contributed its military stingily and on terms that made for little utility, and demanded an outsize role in determining the terms of peace. Britain’s expectations that it could continue to dominate the relationship proved unfounded. As with the Monroe Doctrine in 1823, the United States contributed little but took the lion’s share of credit. And yet, for all those aggravations, the United States was essential for producing the outcome Britain had bled so much to attain.
America as a risen power not only used its might to economic advantage, and refused to use its power to sustain Britain’s position in the international order, but envisioned a wholly different kind of international order. The United States had begun to see itself as the rule setter of the international order, and the order it envisioned was a universalization of American domestic political values. President Woodrow Wilson’s belief that the American public would support continued engagement in the world provided that world was remade in America’s image proved premature. It would, however, eventually become the basis for the Pax Americana, and World War I decimating all of the European combatants would be a main contributing factor to the U.S. ability to impose its will on the order.1
The Guns and Butter of August
Germany’s challenge on the continent proved nearly sufficient to conquer Europe in its entirety—even the power of the British Empire thrown into the maw was sufficient only to stalemate. By the time the United States entered the war in 1917, Russia had ceased to fight, allowing Germany to concentrate its effort in the west, where the grisly attrition of trench warfare had been going on inconclusively for two years. Social pressures that exploded into the Bolshevik Revolution were worryingly reflected in Austria-Hungary, Italy, and even France. French soldiers mutinied after suffering 100,000 casualties in a week during the Nivelle Offensive; in Britain the Marquess of Lansdowne published a letter calling for negotiations with Germany; and even the Royal Navy’s admiral John Jellicoe believed the war could not go on much longer.2
Amid this maelstrom raging in Europe, the United States sailed unconcerned. President Wilson spoke for the nation when he described the war as “one with which we have nothing to do, whose causes cannot touch us.”3 The Congress was so chary of being sucked down the Charybdis that had already pulled in all of Europe that legislation forbade any infraction of strict neutrality, initially even refusing loans to belligerents, and in 1916 passed legislation opposing passports for travel on conveyance of or to belligerent countries as the means of preventing U.S. casualties in the ongoing maritime combat. President Wilson seemed often to make no distinction between the Central and Allied powers. Running for reelection in 1916, he’d had to promise he would continue to keep the United States out of the war. A Wilson loyalist described the U.S. foreign policy goal as “to win the largest possible freedom of trade with all belligerents for American citizens, within the bounds of neutrality.”4
In February 1915, Germany declared the British Isles a war zone and shipping within their waters subject to attack. In May it torpedoed the passenger ship Lusitania, killing over a thousand civilians, including 128 Americans. Although President Wilson made clear the United States intended to remain neutral, asserting “America is too proud to fight,” his letter to the German government calling for “strict accountability for any infringement of those [neutral state] rights” precipitated the resignation of Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan, who considered it to be taking the Allied side of the European argument.5 By August another passenger ship had been sunk, and the German government agreed to restrict its campaign, to allow the crew to abandon, to search for contraband before sinking, and to cease to target civilian shipping.6 These “cruiser rules” greatly limited the effectiveness of the submarines and made them vulnerable to Allied merchant ships with concealed weaponry, but they also kept the United States committed to remaining out of the war.7
As early as February 1916, fearing a separate U.S. peace with Germany, the British government drew the United States into a serious exchange about American involvement in the war, producing a joint paper that would have the United States propose a peace conference at a time suggested by Britain and France. If Germany refused to participate or proved unreasonable in negotiations, the United States would enter the war. In reviewing the paper, President Wilson inserted “probably” into the formulation. The main elements of the peace were moderate: restoration of Belgium, transfer of Alsace and Lorraine to France, an outlet to the sea for Russia, and compensation for Germany’s loss of territory through concessions outside Europe.8
The predominant lines of American policy, though, were sustaining export markets, building military strength (the 1916 Naval Law aspired to a “navy second to none”—a clear reference to overtaking Britain), and calls for “a new and more wholesome diplomacy.”9 Wilson’s December 1916 peace proposal, coming in rapid succession after a similar German one, incensed the British government by paralleling British and German war aims and fomenting neutral sentiment within Britain.10 Prime Minister David Lloyd George—newly installed with a mandate to break the war’s stalemate and worried that Britain’s negotiating position was weak because Germany was occupying Allied territory, having success with its submarine campaign, and Allied unity tenuous—fulminated against Wilson, claiming that “he has not given the least thought to the effect of his action upon European affairs.”11
Britain wanted “guarantees for a permanent peace before stopping the war,” and they believed Wilson wanted peace “quite irrespective of terms.”12 Wilson understood that American and British war aims were in conflict. Assessing the prospects for his negotiations proposal, Wilson said, “England and France have not the same views with regard to peace that we have by any means.… When the war is over we can force them to our way of thinking because by that time they will, among other things, be financially in our hands.”13
In fact, they already were. So concerned was the British cabinet about American commitment to peace overtures that it initiated a government-wide evaluation of effects should the United States try and force British compliance.14 The conclusion was that by cutting funding and munitions, “if [Wilson] desired to put a stop to the war, and was prepared to pay the price for doing so, such an achievement is in his power.”15 The United States had reached such a magnitude of power that it could now impose its will on Great Britain. In order to forestall conflict with the United States, the British coordinated a palliative Allied response (while intimidating neutral states away from supporting Wilson’s peace initiative); Germany assisted by rejecting the proposal outright.
While Secretary of State Robert Lansing attempted to assure the British that “the President’s preferences were with the democracies,” their suspicions of wandering U.S. commitment were justified.16 In the preceding two years, President Wilson had threatened war to sustain trade.17 Yet he’d failed to secure legislative approval of an armed ship bill that he’d initiated to demonstrate national unity, and had to undertake the arming without congressional authorization.18 Wilson was assiduous in pursuing a general peace because, having threatened Germany over the submarine campaign, and with a Congress staunchly opposed to involvement, he was caught in the vise of “war or ignominious surrender.”19
Germany’s announcement in January 1917 that it would resume unrestricted submarine warfare was the proximate cause for American involvement. That it should precipitate America joining the war against such a backdrop of public opposition is surprising. German submarine warfare had only taken 236 American lives by April 1917, all but fourteen of those on vessels that had been flying belligerent flags.20 Even after breaking diplomatic relations with Germany, the president described himself as “eager to remain neutral.”21
Wilson didn’t believe Americans would support war over submarines, “but that if it came to a ‘really big’ issue, such as peace, the people of America would support him in using armed force against Germany, if she refused terms that the President considered just.”22 So he cast America’s involvement as essential to creating a different kind of international order that was “not a balance of power but a community of power.”23 Wilson used his second inaugural to press the case, commenting that “tragical events … have made us citizens of the world. Our own fortunes as a nation are involved, whether we would have it so or not.” He went even further on April 2, arguing as he called the Congress early into session for the war vote that “civilization itself seeming to be in the balance.”
Economics helped Wilson’s case for war, too. Until 1917, America’s main interest in the war was as an export market. Neutrality was initially associated with maximizing those exports, but as the war progressed, strict adherence to neutrality policy became costly and “politicians simply responded in a predictable way to overwhelming societal pressure to protect American trade.”24 Eleven percent of U.S. gross domestic product was directly attributable to trade. Before the war, 63 percent of American exports went to countries that would be Entente allies; during the war, that proportion grew to 80 percent.25 As Benjamin Fordham argues, “the U.S. economy would certainly have recovered from the loss of a substantial part of this trade, but the political fortunes of the politicians who permitted it to happen might not have.”26 Moreover, those politicians were concentrated in states Woodrow Wilson had needed to carry in his 1916 reelection bid, so he was beholden to their views.
Finally, agitation surrounding the February 1916 release of the Arthur Zimmerman telegram, in which Germany offered Mexico assistance in regaining the territory it had lost to the United States, aided Wilson’s case. Mexico, weighing Porfirio Diaz’s lament, assessed the prospects as unpropitious.27 Germany’s was a creative, even elegant gambit to threaten opening a front the United States had been unsuccessful at policing during Wilson’s administration. While designed to remind Americans of the advantages of remaining out of Europe’s war, though, the prospect of Germany instigating trouble on America’s borders stiffened anti-German feeling.28
The President’s war bill passed the Senate by a vote of 82–6, and the House by 373–50.
Reinforcements
Both sides of the stalemated conflict were reaching the point of exhaustion when the United States joined the Great War.29 Having pivoted from a western front strategy to attacking the Central Powers on their periphery—and that proving no more tractable for producing military victory—the British government was deeply pessimistic not only about the war but also that it would “sink to the status of a second-class power.”30
Coming to power in December 1916, Prime Minister Lloyd George attempted to revivify British prospects, establishing an Imperial War Cabinet with representation by British dominions, forcing greater cohesion of Allied military efforts under French general Ferdinand Foch, pulling forward a more daring set of British general officers, probing for military opportunities on the eastern front with military incursions in Persia and Russia, fomenting agitation within the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires, reaching agreement with France on respective colonial prospects in the Middle East, and easing manpower shortages by relying more heavily on colonial (especially Indian) troops.31 Creative as these longer-term moves were, they were moves of desperation, illustrating just how close Britain was to reaching the point of exhaustion when the United States joined the war.32
The German submarine campaign was claiming one in four British merchant ships by the spring of 1917, Britain’s finances were sufficient for only three weeks of purchases in the United States, and on more than one occasion it came within hours of defaulting on its loans.33 Social cohesion was under pressure in Britain from conscription, rationing, class divisions, and the ruthless arithmetic of attrition on the battlefields.
Germany undertook the decision to return to unrestricted warfare, believing that America and Britain were already allied and that the United States would soon join the war.34 Britain had maintained a naval blockade of the continent since 1914; the blockade had infringed on American commerce, but was calibrated carefully to fall just shy of the threshold to provoke American support for Germany. Britain also craftily supplanted German buyers of American cotton and copper, hired a prominent American banker to purchase its credit, spent extravagantly on munitions in America; by the time the United States entered the war, 40 percent of British military spending went to the United States, and Britain had sixteen hundred Ministry of Munitions staff working in the United States to coordinate supplies.35
Indeed, British economic statesmanship during the war was of an extraordinarily high order in pulling America into tacit support for the British war effort. Even as it declared war, the United States had done no planning for it before April 1917.36 Britain thus anticipated it could continue to dominate the relationship, guiding American government departments and folding American war efforts into its own.37
What Britain wanted was for the United States to force neutral shipping into Allied use, commandeer interned German ships, contribute immediately a half million soldiers to fill out British units, have mobilizing U.S. military forces use British gun patterns to speed arming, and to grant a credit flow of $185 million dollars per month, with the United States providing financing to Britain so that it could sustain the value of the pound sterling and preserve its international stature by extending credit to others.38
What Britain got was very much less. The British were “down on our knees to the Americans,” entreating for credit, munitions, supplies, and soldiers.39 The American army was, by admission of its own chief of staff, Payton C. March, “a very small force … of no practical military value as far as the fighting in France was concerned.”40 Britain and France urgently needed manpower and wanted to sow inexperienced and untrained Americans into their existing units.41 The United States adamantly refused, insisting on the early appearance of a U.S. division to show its flag, and a smaller force of 120,000 per month, with an additional 150,000 if Britain could provide transport. The U.S. force would be “associated” rather than “amalgamated” into the Allied command, training to its own doctrine and commanding its own sector of the western front.42
The arrogance of American negotiators staggered British leaders weary from the hard lessons of war.43 When the British and French negotiators warned they might be defeated before the United States mounted an effective force, General John J. Pershing, the American commander, expressed confidence that the American Expeditionary Force would be able to win the war by itself.44 Tasker Bliss, the former army chief of staff assigned to the Allied Supreme War Council, brushed off British and French urgency for forces, claiming that “the time has come for the English and the French to stand fast and wait until our reinforcements can reach them in such a way as to give the final, shattering blow.”45
On March 21, 1918, Germany launched a spring offensive, seeking to end the war before U.S. troops could arrive in force (350,000 American troops had arrived in Europe when the German offensive began).46 Untrained, and heavily reliant on Allied shipping and supplies, U.S. forces were “a very heavy burden for a failing Entente to bear.”47 The urgency of the moment engendered some compromise from the American military leaders given full rein by President Wilson to determine the terms of U.S. involvement. Pershing relented and allowed fighting under British and French command. Because of the inadequate state of U.S. forces’ proficiency, they “served mostly as replacements for Allied divisions in quiet sectors.”48
The United States still wanted to strike a shattering blow, believing American forces were up to the task. But they were not. U.S. forces under Pershing’s command went into battle with a nine-to-one advantage over second-line German troops yet barely scraped out a victory—and with heavy casualties. The British under Douglas Haig succeeded against Germany’s best. While much praise has been lavished on American soldiers for turning the tide of the war, it was the fierceness of experienced Allied soldiers that won the toughest fights.
Because while the Americans lacked in the kinetic power, they had an abundance of potential: the army would burgeon from twenty-seven thousand to over two million in less than two years. By the summer of 1918, the United States was providing ten thousand soldiers per day to the Allied war effort.49 What America contributed to the Allied war effort was less actuality than potential—but that potential turned the course of the war, precipitating the German offensive and, when it failed and German forces were pushed back to the 1918 starting line, the German peace offers of September 1917.
While the American narrative of the war is of “tireless battle with the extremism of Allied war aims,” in the war’s closing months, the United States actually sought to prolong it.50 When the November 11, 1918, armistice went into effect, General Pershing objected to any terms short of unconditional surrender and ordered soldiers to continue fighting after the armistice was signed.51 Nor was Pershing acting out of step with his political leadership; the American president was strikingly stoic about the 53,402 American combat deaths.52 As Allen Lynch concludes, “Wilson was determined to conduct the war in such a way as to leave the United States with the maximum freedom of action at the Peace Conference.”53 For all his hesitance to join the war, Wilson proved willing to pay a very high price for the United States to be a great power and set the rules of international order. From the perspective of Wilson’s aims, the war may have ended too soon, before America’s full power was brought to bear.54
The United States was not the only power that saw opportunity in the war. Japan had been allied to Great Britain since 1902.55 In the first week of the war in Europe, Japan offered to join the Entente if it would be allowed to take Germany’s Pacific territories.56 Japan declared war on both Germany and Austria-Hungary in August 1914, sweeping the Pacific clear of German colonial forces and taking possession of Tsingtao Province in China and the Caroline, Mariana, and Marshall Islands by November 1914.
Japan not only advanced its own territorial aspirations by joining the Entente but also crucially assisted Britain’s own efforts by putting down a mutiny of Indian troops in Singapore, engaging in antisubmarine warfare against Germany, and dispatching ships to Cape Town and Malta to provide much-needed naval escorts for troop ships from Britain’s dominions. So significant was Japan’s contribution that it earned a seat at the table in Europe’s most important diplomatic conclave since the Congress of Vienna a hundred years earlier.
Versailles
Woodrow Wilson banged up against the limits of European willingness to accept a more expansive role during postwar peace negotiations. David Stevenson characterizes Allied obduracy at Versailles as comparable to the difficulty of winning the war against Germany.57
Wilson had been clear, and public, about American aims both before and while America was at war. In January 1918 he published his Fourteen Points, a program seeking a “peaceful liberal capitalist world order under international law, safe both from traditional imperialism and revolutionary socialism, within whose stable liberal confines a missionary America could find moral and economic pre-eminence.”58 The points delineated solutions to eight specific territorial issues contested in the war, as well as advocating for free trade, free seas, open politics, impartial adjustment of colonial claims, disarmament, and a “general association of nations.” Wilson termed it “a just and stable peace such as can be secured only by removing the chief provocations to war.”59 Victor Mametey more critically concludes that “the president’s proposals were not a program but a creed.”60
The peace negotiated at Versailles diverged sharply from the “peace without victory” Wilson had earlier propounded. As Marc Trachtenberg argues, there developed a “punitive undercurrent” as Germany came to be seen as the moral transgressor.61 By the time of the Versailles conference, Wilson “was not willing to change anything in the Treaty because it was severe; that he wanted this to be a historic lesson, so that people might know that they could not do anything of the sort the Germans attempted without suffering the severest kind of punishment.”62
That crucial shift created a common starting point for British and American policy. Lloyd George was similarly inclined, as minutes from discussions in his cabinet make clear:
Germany had committed a great crime and it was necessary to make it impossible that anyone should be tempted to repeat that offence. At the first moment when we were in a position to put the lash on Germany’s back she said, ‘I give up.’ The question arose whether we ought not to continue lashing her as she had lashed France. Mr. Chamberlain said that vengeance was too expensive these days. The Prime Minister said it was not vengeance but justice.”63
French prime minister Georges Clemenceau considered justice not so readily defined.64 More practically, the main issue France wanted addressed was the problem of German power, not national redemption. On that issue—as on several other of the worst contradictions that bedeviled the postwar peace—British and American policy aligned. Both governments avoided an enormous number of strategic questions: the totality of Germany’s borders and their implications; establishment of a new balance of power or—more pointedly—how to prevent Germany from dominating Europe; that stripping Germany of its colonies would concentrate its power in Europe; the economic dependence of surrounding states on Germany; the weakness and mutual hostility of newly created sovereign states and of German minority communities within them; how to enforce the treaty in the east; and the implications of needing Germany as a “barrier to the contagion” for Bolshevism.65
Lloyd George’s major statement of principles, the Fontainebleau Memorandum, which was hailed as a moderating force in the negotiations, was of a piece with that confused jumble of outstanding issues, because the accomodationist peace it advocated would result in German domination of Europe—precisely the outcome the war had been fought to prevent.66
In addition to that long list of important elements unconsidered, the treaties contained contradictory elements, such as article 10—whose territorial guarantee would require toothsome enforcement—alongside disarmament provisions. As a result, the treaties relied on Germany accepting a heavy burden of responsibility and complying voluntarily because many of the provisions were unenforceable.67 Versailles could only work if Germany accepted its terms, was rendered too weak for effective resistance, or was enforced by victors, yet the treaties achieved none of these goals.68
Both the United States and Britain advanced the most impractical and destructive of these, such as the territorial “guarantee” (in which Britain was only implicated after America had committed), the severity of reparations, and war crimes trials.69 Even on the touchiest issue of principle between Britain and the United States, self-determination, America gave ground. It allowed Britain to perpetuate its own possessions and to acquire the choicest of Germany’s, and it accepted the Sykes-Picot distribution of the Middle East between Britain and France. The widest fundamental gaps at the Versailles negotiations turned out not to be between the United States and European powers but between the combined attitude of the United States and Britain from that of France and the other European powers.
Wilson proved surprisingly ineffectual at Versailles given his adroit manipulation of British vulnerability before and during the war. He did not use America’s economic leverage to insist on concessions on other elements of treaty. Perhaps it represented inexperience or the effects of his failing health; or maybe the economic motives characterizing American policy prior to the war reasserted their dominance in U.S. policy.
Despite all these yawning gaps, Wilson proclaimed “the great game, now forever discredited, of the balance of power.”70 Force would be reserved for enforcing law and justice; henceforth the disputes among nations would be the subject of mediation rather than clandestine diplomacy or war. The League of Nations would establish universal principles and practices for independent nations to resolve disputes.
Internationally, as domestically, Wilson’s moralistic inflexibility contributed to his difficulties. As I. M. Destler concludes, Wilson’s treaty went down to defeat because he would not make the concessions necessary for ratification.71 Americans would recoil from European intrigue, returning to their historical norm of remaining isolated from the world’s political machinations. The effect of American power would leave a lasting imprint on Europe, however, because “what American society displayed repeatedly was its capacity to create, produce, and distribute desirable visions of progress on an unrivalled, industrial scale.”72
Over There
For the four years prior to becoming a combatant in World War I, the United States was formally neutral; in practice, it favored the Allies—and particularly Britain. The British and American governments reached a tacit agreement on blockade enforcement that left American cargoes only lightly interfered with, and the Wilson administration never did press Britain to respect freedom of the seas, as was insisted on with Germany.73 While only an “associated” and not an “allied” power, and ostensibly fighting for “peace without victory,” America threw its might behind Britain’s strategy and ensured Britain achieved its aims, giving Britain more leeway than it did other powers.
The Great War shifted attention from concessions in China and Russo-Japanese rivalry back to Europe as the net of alliance systems pulled into direct conflict the powers that had been contending with America in the Pacific. Devastation wrought by European powers on each other leveled down the competition for hegemony: with the end of World War I, America was paramount.74 Even if America’s power was still largely potential, it had become the banker and provisioner of European powers. There was no obvious reason at the time, though, why European states—and particularly Britain—could not quickly regain their footing and again contest for hegemony.75
As American power grew, so did the nation’s ambition. But that ambition was constrained by a public deeply distrustful of traditional great power politics. For the United States to assert itself internationally, it would need to be seen by its own public as an effective advocate for peace, the architect of a new kind of international order.76 Whereas a weak United States had to settle for considering itself different from and more virtuous than others, a strong United States inexperienced in international politics sought to transform them. American policy became evangelical for self-determination and arms limitation as means to avoid the recurrence of war.
America’s performance orchestrating the Great War’s cessation was even grander than the Russo-Japanese peace for which Theodore Roosevelt was awarded a Nobel Prize, involving as it did an all-star supporting cast and filming on location in Versailles. In negotiating the peace of Versailles, the United States moved to center stage in European—and therefore world—politics. Woodrow Wilson basked in the international glow, playing up America as a new kind of great power, one unfettered to the base gamesmanship that had brought Europe to ruin, one seeking a peace for the ages based on principles applying equally to all states.77 Wilson saw the opportunity to contrast America as a different kind of great power, one that established among nations those truths Americans held to be self-evident in their domestic political creed. It was an open refutation of the British international order, with its established concepts of protecting national and international sovereignty, imperial preference for trade, and markets forced open by military might.78
Wilson’s sweeping claims for the settlement were wildly naive: revolutionizing international law “by putting morals in it,” and fundamentally reshaping behavior by states such that “the very things that have always been sought in imperialistic wars are henceforth foregone by every ambitious nation in the world.” These were, however, the selling points for Americans; craven as businesses might be (sugar growers in Hawaii in 1893 come to mind as a particularly egregious example), and ruthless as the practice of imperial consolidation might be, Americans still had to be cajoled and negotiated into supporting international involvement on the part of their government.79
Woodrow Wilson was not an adroit enough politician in 1919 to overcome concerns about the League of Nations supplanting Congress’s constitutional power to declare war and the isolationist sentiment still deeply rooted in American public attitudes; he had been reelected in 1916 on the slogan “he kept us out of war.” Warren Harding was elected to the presidency in 1920 campaigning for a return to “normalcy,” a major component of which was disentanglement from international, and especially European, involvement.
Another problem with Wilson’s aspirations for the United States as beneficent arbiter of the international order was a strong public sentiment that American actions favored Britain too much. While Wilson argued that the Treaty of Versailles had “the purpose to see that every government dealt with in this great settlement is put in the hands of the people and taken out of the hands of coteries and of sovereigns, who had no right to rule over the people,” he clearly did not intend that to apply to the British Isles. The treaty broke up the Austro-Hungarian Empire, but left Britain’s colonial possessions untouched.
German and Irish Americans both mobilized in opposition to the European settlement, especially after Britain’s suppression of the 1916 Easter Rising in Ireland. Wilson came surprisingly close to accusing both German and Irish Americans of treason, saying,
There is an organized propaganda against the League of Nations and against the treaty proceeding from exactly the same sources that the organized propaganda proceeded from which threatened this country here and there with disloyalty, and I want to say—I cannot say too often—any man who carries a hyphen about with him carries a dagger that he is ready to plunge into the vitals of this Republic whenever he gets ready. If I can catch any man with a hyphen in this great contest I will know that I have got an enemy of the Republic. My fellow citizens, it is only certain bodies of foreign sympathies, certain bodies of sympathy with foreign nations that are organized against this great document which the American representatives have brought back from Paris.80
It was a shocking indictment of his fellow Americans, especially egregious in light of Wilson’s own Anglophile policies. He claimed to object to partiality in American foreign policy, yet he practiced it himself.
That immigrant communities would have strong allegiances to their places of origin was not new in American politics—indeed, it is what Henry John Temple, Third Viscount Palmerston feared of American democracy in the 1860s. Wilson’s agitation against German and Irish Americans was an attempt to mark as un-American opposition to his foreign policy. He was unsuccessful; the public was not persuaded that the two immigrant groups were uniquely invidious. They simply practiced effectively the sympathies many other immigrant Americans felt in reaction to events in or directed toward their countries of origin. Wilson failed to organize the countervailing forces and groups; his foreign policy can be seen as both the high water mark of American internationalist ambitions and of American activism on Britain’s agenda as America became the hegemon of the international order.
If Wilson was outplayed, he did succeed in tapping into a widespread public desire for an end to the grasping power politics that visited upon the combatants’ societies a seemingly senseless devastation.81 America had always been a moralizer in international politics, despite the moral disfigurement of its own domestic practices of slavery and Indian extermination, and even when its international practice was indistinguishable from other great powers. Europe’s carnage called into question its emulation, and America began striking virtuous poses as an advocate of negotiated peace and economic interdependence.82
America had often exemplified the aspirations of people yearning to be free; with its entry into World War I and its conduct of the postwar peace negotiations, it put the best elements of its domestic political ideology on a pedestal not only as the most virtuous organization of relations between a people and their government but also as the form of government least likely to be predatory internationally. As Adam Tooze concludes, “The Great War may have begun in the eyes of many participants as a clash of empires, a classic great power war, but it ended as something far more morally and politically charged—a crusading victory for a coalition that proclaimed itself the champion of a new world order.”83 It only ended that way because of American involvement.
Imposing Power: The Washington Naval Treaties
The Washington Naval Treaties
November 1921 The United States convenes the Washington Naval Conference to forestall an arms race among countries with security interests in the Pacific.
February 1922 Treaties decide the limiting of naval armaments by type and tonnage in national distributions of five (United States); five (Britain); three (Japan); one (France) and one (Italy).
Wariness of international involvement characteristic of an earlier, weaker America reasserted itself as an enduring national trait in the aftermath of World War I.1 By 1920 the ghastly pointlessness of the war, the advance of democracy in other countries, and the concentration by Great Britain on European power and colonial connection made the English Channel once again seem narrow and the Atlantic Ocean wide. Affection underlying the “special relationship” endured (as in some quarters did the newfound racial commonality of Anglo-Saxonism), but belief was transitory by governments of the United States and Great Britain that their interests were fundamentally the same and their power cumulative.2 As Adam Tooze concludes, “Britain’s governments in the 1920s again and again found themselves confronting the painful fact that the United States was a power unlike any other. It had emerged, quite suddenly, as a novel kind of ‘super-state’, exercising a veto over the financial and security concerns of the other major states of the world.”3
At the Versailles negotiations in 1919, the United States attempted to bring forth a new kind of international order, one in which it offered its continuing involvement for revision to existing rules. In this, President Woodrow Wilson was unsuccessful, both at home and abroad: the American public recoiled from the commitments and the “ ‘great’ powers in Europe” were not willing to accept American leadership.4 At Washington in 1921, the United States began to achieve a changing of the rules with a set of treaties to voluntarily restrain the means of war, achieved by diplomacy conducted in public. This marks the moment at which Britain ceded primacy to the United States.5
In 1921 the United States convened a disarmament negotiation among the naval powers of the Pacific. At the Washington Naval Conference, France, Great Britain, Italy, Japan, and the United States agreed to discontinue their capital ship programs and build no more for ten years; to reduce their fleets of battleships and carriers to agreed ratios; and not to fortify their holdings in the Pacific.6 These measures were in conjunction with other treaties that grappled with the political and economic issues driving geopolitical competition in East Asia: Japan withdrew from Shantung and Siberia, China was opened to trade on an equal basis, and the Anglo-Japanese alliance was replaced by a four-power consultative treaty.
The treaties were a triumph for America. President Warren G. Harding recognized flagging support for the aggressive 1916 shipbuilding program and bartered it away, gaining equality with the world’s dominant maritime power, contained Japan’s rise, and reduced the threat of Anglo-Japanese cooperation. Harding’s administration believed the Washington Treaties would prevent war, cost less, and have more public appeal than continued naval building programs.7 The president drew worldwide acclaim for his opening statement claiming that “our hundred millions want less of armament and none of war.”8
The United States viewed the fleet ratios capping its navy and Great Britain’s at parity as a means for Britain to limit the challenge to its supremacy of the seas; Britain viewed the limit as pejorative, given the three-ocean requirement of its empire. Great Britain was, however, wholly ineffective in convincing the Harding government that the Royal Navy ought to have its superior requirements acknowledged. Even worse from the British perspective, “this conference worked because the US threatened to enter into an arms race with Britain and bankrupt her if Britain did not agree.”9
The United States also forced an end to the Anglo-Japanese defense alliance on which Britain relied to balance its exclusion from European alliances, manage its trading interests in China, and protect the approaches to the jewel in the crown of its empire.10 A risen America was willing to impose its power on Great Britain to achieve the broader goal of shaping the international order.
The most striking element of the Washington Naval Treaties, though, is that their fundamental purpose was to prevent Anglo-American competition.11 Britain was still the world’s paramount naval force; in tonnage and number of ships, the Royal Navy equaled the rest of the world combined.12 But America and Japan were rising fast; postwar Britain was unable to match their naval spending and conscious of its evaporating hegemony. For all the political, economic, and cultural similarities celebrated in the Great Rapprochement between Britain and the United States, by 1922 it was American power—not Japanese—that most concerned the British government. Winston Churchill cautioned that the United States would “have a good chance of becoming the strongest Naval Power in the world and thus obtaining the complete mastery of the Pacific.”13 Britain had enabled America’s rise; as America pulled abreast, both countries ceased to believe the interests of the two countries were indivisible. Britain’s colonial policies and alliance with Japan made suspect any claims of special relationship with the United States. A contending America was again viewed as competitor, untrustworthy and dangerously naive for all its strength. If the British did not regret their policy of enabling America’s rise, they unquestionably saw the error of reliance on an imperial America behaving in the same manner as imperial Britain did.
Threat Assessment
Even as Britain and America seemed to the rest of the world to be a cumulative force, competition between them reemerged, and not just in ideas about the organizing principles of the international system. Traditional great power contentions over trade and maritime control crept back into their evaluations of each other as early 1917, with Prime Minister David Lloyd George and President Woodrow Wilson’s special envoy at Versailles worrying that Anglo-American military competition could become as invidious as that between Britain and Germany leading up to World War I.14
One reason for this had been Britain’s 1902 alliance with Japan. Britain’s policy of splendid isolation, practiced by governments across especially the latter half of the nineteenth century, was perhaps less a strategic choice than putting a brave face on the lack of alternatives: it was excluded from international alliances as much as it chose to spurn them. The same calculus that had led the prime minister, Robert Arthur Talbot Gascoyne-Cecil, Third Marquess of Salisbury, to change policy and embrace America during the 1895 Venezuela debt crisis led the British government to actively seek collusion unsuccessfully with Germany and Russia; Britain found a willing ally only in a modernizing and militarizing Japan. And while the treaty was explicitly limited to Asia, it galled Washington that Britain’s need to support Japan during the Russo-Japanese War prevented constructive engagement in Theodore Roosevelt’s peace process, and that Britain continued its allegiance to Japan even after the collapse of German and Russian prospects (the ostensible motivation for the alliance).15 Even though the United States rejected matrimony with Great Britain, it still expected monogamy. The Anglo-Japanese defense alliance called into question just how special the American alignment was for Britain.
In the early years of World War I, American strategists anticipated that whichever European collective won the war would surge out of it to be a serious threat to American global interests; only late in the war was it apparent that none of the Europeans would emerge victorious. During the time of American neutrality, its navy constituted about 11 percent of global power projection, one-third of Britain’s punch and slightly less than Germany’s. While European great powers were busy destroying each other, the United States continued the military buildup Mahan had theorized and McKinley had launched.
The General Board, established to determine military requirements, concluded in 1912 that the necessity of protecting the Panama canal, Pacific bases, and trade ought to result in an American navy of greater size than the next two contenders—a wholesale importation of Britain’s “two power” naval force sizing standard. The 1916 Naval Act planned to build that American navy within a decade, at a cost of $500 million, a Mahanian dream come true. Within the first three years, the act appropriated funds for construction of ten battleships, six battle cruisers, ten scout cruisers, and fifty destroyers.
The explicit purpose of the 1916 naval program was to bring Britain’s naval supremacy to an end. In the Great War, Britain had imposed a naval blockade over U.S. objections, curtailing American commerce in continental Europe and spurring the German submarine warfare that ultimately brought the United States into a war it ardently wished to forgo. The 1916 naval program was adopted to ensure Britain would not in future have that option.16
The British government initially thought restraint in its shipbuilding program would dissuade the Americans from continuing with the 1916 program after the end of the war; it did not. At Versailles, Prime Minister Lloyd George tried to bundle the League of Nations that President Wilson so wanted with a naval limitation agreement that maintained British dominance of the seas; Wilson refused.17 Lloyd George gamely made another attempt in 1919, and it was likewise rejected.
Wilson made his argument to Americans for support of the League of Nations as the only alternative to “building a navy second to none.” In consequence, the public anticipated an arms buildup when the Senate rejected the League.18 That the United States was determined to either constrain the naval competition or win it is clear from Wilson successor Harding’s description of the American approach to the Washington negotiations: “We’ll talk sweetly and patiently to them at first; but if they don’t agree then we’ll say ‘God damn you, if it’s a race, then the United States is going to go to it.”19
Public support for the approach proved shallow, however. When Harding brought forward spending bills continuing the 1916 naval program, the Navy Bill was only approved in the Senate with an amendment advocating a 50 percent reduction in shipbuilding by the United States, Britain, and Japan as an alternative the president should pursue.20 The Congress preferred restraint by the major naval powers to a competition among them.
Even with spending reductions on the horizon, the United States had already achieved a powerful navy; by 1920, the Office of Naval Operations estimated that American capital ships already built or authorized by Congress were “sufficient to assure the United States of superiority in battle forces over Britain and Japan for some years.”21 The Anglo-Japanese alliance was a central concern for the General Board, which “conceived that the alliance could only be directed against the United States.”22 The American navy began developing war plans to handle a “red-orange contingency”—a war against both Britain and Japan.
If Wilson lost the peace of Versailles through an inability to persuade his country to participate in it, Britain may be said to have won it, achieving acceptance of all the private agreements between the Allies about colonial mandates, attribution to Germany as the sole cause of the war, and severe reparations.23 As Eric Goldstein summarizes, “The Paris peace had established the framework of a post-war order which was generally congenial to Britain; Germany had been reduced to a manageable size for European equilibrium, France had been prevented from achieving western European hegemony, the League of Nations enshrined British principles without undue British commitments, and the richest colonial spoils had passed to Britain through the facility of League mandates.”24
The principal postwar British concern was “how to protect Britain’s position as the center of a world economic system.”25 The weight of debt on Britain coming out of the war argued for speedy resumption of revenue-producing activity, and the least damaged markets were in Asia. Britain’s comparative advantages were numerous relative to other European powers: Germany was hobbled, and Russia was consumed with its revolution and in tatters from defeat by Japan and losses in the Great War. An early mover advantage was in view for Britain if ways could be found to limit American and Japanese power.
The United States played an outsize role in that evaluation, as during the war it had reversed the flow of capital that Britain had seeded into America’s westward expansion. Britain was deeply in debt to the United States, had lost non-European market share to American businesses, was experiencing domestic unrest with the return to the labor force of its soldiery, and felt its economic constraints. The British ambassador in Washington wrote bitterly that “they look for the opportunity to treat us as a vassal state so long as the debt remains unpaid.”26
Prime Minister Lloyd George insisted “friendly co-operation with the United States is for us a cardinal principle, dictated by what seems to us the proper nature of things, dictated by instinct quite as much as by reason and common sense.” The Foreign Office supported that view, but wistfully noted that “if we were able to count with certainty upon the active cooperation of the United States, the need for an alliance with Japan would not be apparent.”27 Yet Foreign Minister George Curzon admitted that “official relations with the American Government almost ceased to exist, and for ten months we practically did no business with America at all.”28 Winston Churchill believed Britain was about to “drift into direct naval rivalry with the United States.”29
Foreign policy, as always, bedeviled the British government; it had never truly felt the strength of its dominance in the years it was the hegemon of the world order, and it felt its postwar weakness keenly. On the Continent, revolutions toppled monarchial governments in Austria-Hungary, Germany, and Russia. Germany was tightly constrained by the Versailles agreement, but France—a preoccupation nearly as worrisome as Germany—was sowing resentment in Germany with the “most vengeful policies towards a defeated enemy since Tamerlane at Aleppo and Damascus.”30
Maritime power remained Britain’s comparative advantage among European states and the connective tissue of its empire; both the United States and Japan were chomping at the bit to overtake Britain and thereby demonstrate their arrival in the sea lanes of power. The Japanese challenge was dealt with by alliance that accepted Japanese land acquisitions in East Asia in return for that nation’s cooperation against Russia and Germany. Having failed to contain the American challenge by negotiated limits, Britain’s alternative was to enter overtly into strategic competition with the United States, the creditor of its extensive wartime debt and supposed inseparable friend, and cinch tighter its “unsympathetic alliance” with Japan.31
In the run-up to negotiations in Washington, internal British government criticism of the United States became pronounced. An assessment prepared for the British delegation cautioned that, “in point of fact, their conduct is often erratic, inconsistent and bears the stamp of political inexperience.”32 Britain’s dominions were likewise leery of American policies, considering the United States an improbable ally, less predictable than Japan, and not to be relied upon for security.33 Canada’s representative was the most suspicious of American motives in calling the conference, viewing it as a means to get past public opposition and construct the largest navy in the world, allowing the United States to be “a law unto itself.”34
Negotiations
The British government tried in vain to preface the Washington conference with a bilateral set of Anglo-American negotiations; “the main object of the conversation would be to induce the United States of America to make a concession and to abandon her intention to build a great Navy.”35 The American government did not provide Britain that opportunity—neither the concession nor even the meeting—and kept its proposals secret until the conference opened.
Once the American proposals for fleet limits were presented at the conference, the scope of British government derision expanded further: As Foreign Office Chief of the Far Eastern Division, Victor Wellesley, noted, “The extraordinary nebulosity and ignorance displayed in these tentative proposals suggest such a complete lack of grasp of the situation on the part of the United States Government that nothing short of a regular course of education seems to offer the slightest chance of the matter being put on anything like a rational basis.”36 In fact, the Americans had carefully thought through the “naval holiday”: the “stop now” proposals would have ended construction in all classes of capital ships. The negotiations produced treaties that limited tonnage, armaments, ship types and expansion of facilities. In particular, battleships, cruisers, and aircraft carriers were each subject to numerical limits; submarines and destroyers were limited by magnitude to ten tons’ displacement. The ratios of ships assigned nations were explicit:
Country | Ships | Displacement (tons) |
United States | 5 | 525,000 |
Great Britain | 5 | 525,000 |
Japan | 3 | 315,000 |
France | 1.67 | 175,000 |
Italy | 1.67 | 175,000 |
Britain argued for a larger apportionment, 150 percent of the American allotment of cruisers and destroyers, because its imperial responsibilities dictated a three-ocean navy, whereas America operated only in the Atlantic and Pacific oceans and Japan in the Pacific alone. The United States countered that Britain was allied with Japan (and France) and thus already had the benefit of an overall numerical superiority as well as reinforcement in its third ocean of operations. Secretary of State Charles Evans Hughes cautioned that the Japanese connection was turning American public attitudes against Britain.37
Britain also sought abolition of submarines as a class, their utility having been devastatingly demonstrated by the Germans in the war, but it was not successful in this. Great Britain achieved no meaningful alteration to any of the American proposals; in fact, Britain alone among the powers represented at the conference failed to preserve its central objective. As a measure of relative influence, Japan and France attained the two major changes to the treaties.
The French went into negotiations with the perspective that “the pretended disarmament of the accords of Washington is not a disarmament of peace, but a disarmament of war. All the powers that participated have argued with the idea of being able, if the occasion arises, to make war in the best conditions and cheaper.”38 Demonstrating once again the French flair for grand conceptualization, the government of Aristide Briand outlined its objectives for the conference as concluding a Franco-American security arrangement, positioning itself to mediate between Britain and America or, at a minimum, reviving the Versailles proposal for an Anglo-American guarantee for France against Germany.39 None of those prospects were attainable.
Illustrative of just how powerful America had become, and how much the Anglo-American rapprochement had faded, the French designed their negotiating position to preserve a fleet “sufficient to tip the balance in war between the United States and Great Britain.”40 It insisted to that end that “auxiliary ships”—light cruisers and submarines—be excluded from limitation. Despite concerns by Briand that “the rupture of the conference … will put us opposite the English and American war debts,” the French government held fast.41 A position taken in order to maximize potential influence with the United States so alienated America that Secretary Hughes considered excluding the French midway through the negotiation.42 France’s successful protection of auxiliary ships would accelerate development of the “treaty cruiser” compliant with the treaties’ limits on ten thousand tons and gunned at less than 8” caliber, redirecting naval competition in the interwar years.43
The Japanese government attained the other significant diversion from American intentions for the Washington Naval Treaties. Japan gained an important concession with article 19, which prevented fortification of Pacific bases. Both the United States and Britain wanted defenses for their far-flung Pacific possessions; Japan ensured their vulnerability in striking distance of its home operating bases. To attain that and to constrain the American naval building program, the Japanese government accepted a limit only 60 percent of the British and American ceilings, withdrew from Shantung and Siberia, and sacrificed the Anglo-Japanese defense treaty.44
The American proposals were accepted in principal on the second day of the conference; the treaties were completed in less than four months,45 and the Harding administration was thrilled. Secretary of State Hughes proclaimed, “this treaty ends, absolutely ends, the race in competitive armament.”46 President Harding delivered the treaties to Congress in person; Senator Henry Cabot Lodge masterfully navigated the ratification process to prevent a repetition of the League of Nations’ fate.47
That the treaties were not all the administration claimed was recognized at the time. Even American commentators noted that “without minimizing the achievements of the conference, it is well to recall that the problems of land armaments, submarines, naval vessels under 10,000 tons and aircraft remain.”48 The British government concluded it was unilaterally disadvantaged, fretting that “it would be a most serious matter if as a result of the Washington Conference Great Britain were the only power to be disarmed,” and the Air Staff estimated that, consistent with the treaty limits, France could drop thirty-one tons per day of bombs on London.49 Britain’s first sea lord, Admiral David Beatty, considered the agreement as surrendering supremacy of the sea to America and threatened to resign “rather than go down to posterity as the First Sea Lord in office at the time such a shameful decision” was made.50 Yet Britain did adopt the treaties, in a tangible acceptance of the new rules America was establishing as its power became dominant.
Denouement
The Washington Naval Treaties didn’t actually prevent competition in armaments; they just redirected it away from battleships, rewarding conversion of existing ships and spurring development of new concepts and technologies.51 The treaties had no verification provisions, and as the Pacific arms race they sought to prevent gathered momentum in the late 1920s, cheating became rampant. The United States and Japan proved the most innovative adapters in skirting the treaty’s terms. America rebuilt nine of the fifteen ships originally slated for destruction and improved existing ship classes with antiaircraft and antitorpedo defenses. Both Japan and America pressed forward with submarine development and utilization of ship-borne aircraft, catapulting forward into carrier-based fleets.
Japan was perhaps the treaty’s main beneficiary, gaining as it did the status of inclusion in a major international undertaking, recognition of its control in Manchuria and Mongolia, and some ability to constrain the growing American fleet presence in East Asia. Article 19 of the treaty left unprotected British and American Pacific bases; Japan would use this provision to great advantage in the next war.
If Britain could be said to have won the peace after World War I, it could also be said to have lost the postwar disarmament race. The treaties have been described by an eminent British historian as “one of the major catastrophes of English history” for conceding Britain’s maritime supremacy, limiting the classes of war ships predominant in the Royal Navy and determinative of its operations, and allowing the United States to sever the Anglo-Japanese alliance.52
As Britain had the world’s most powerful navy, the restraints in the Washington Naval Treaties did have a disproportionate effect on Britain’s power. Fleet reductions in the treaties were greatest for Britain, which had to scrap twenty extant capital ships. Hulls already laid for Nelson- and Rodney-class ships had to be redesigned for smaller displacements to remain within Britain’s apportionment (these would come to be referred to as “cherry tree classes” because they were chopped down by Washington). In constraining dreadnaught ships, the Washington Naval Treaties checked Britain’s strongest suit. And while creative accounting by America found ways to rebuild most of its restricted ships, Britain’s postwar financial straits meant that it only rebuilt four of fifteen. Still, to the extent the treaties were deleterious to the British Navy, it is largely because the British Admiralty was slower to innovate than navies of the other treaty powers.
If the Washington Naval Treaties diverted competition from the arena of British dominance, why did the United Kingdom agree to the deal? Principally because the British government believed they would lose the competition in Asia as it was shaping up. Britain’s central interest was protecting their dominions of Australia and New Zealand, and imperial possessions of Hong Kong and Singapore. While the British fleet was nearly three times the size of the American one at the start of World War I, the United States had achieved rough naval parity by the end of the war. The American economy had three times the gross domestic product of Britain in 1922 (and six times that of Japan). Britain had not yet recovered from the financial expenditure of World War I, and confidence was declining that it could regain its footing on anything like the ground it had stood before the war. So Britain probably couldn’t afford to carry out the government’s shipbuilding program, whereas America clearly could.53 And, in keeping with the narrative of British industrial decline, British government civilians and opinion shapers worried the dreadnaught race had “caused” World War I, which gave further impetus to disarmament rather than buildup of military capacity.
The British government failed to achieve many of the preferential deals it argued for, but the treaties were not the disaster so often claimed. It was a reasonable bet, and the outcome probably did produce a balance of power more conducive to Britain’s interests than a shipbuilding program would have.54 The treaties averted a massive expense at a time Britain could ill afford it; clamped down on Japanese and American shipbuilding programs; constrained to parity or below the development of maritime power in both America and Japan for a decade; preserved positive diplomatic relationships with all the treaty powers for a decade; ensured bases throughout the Pacific would not be fortified against them; and gained formal approval of its open-door trading policy.55 Even within the constraints of the treaties, Britain built six aircraft carriers between 1920 and World War II. It was a huge success to contain an American maritime challenge “far more dangerous to Britain than that which suffused German foreign policy before 1914.”56
Although the United States had to decommission two Lexington-class cruisers, it converted them to aircraft carriers (often cited as evidence America had the shift to carriers planned). Yet at the time the Washington Naval Treaties were being negotiated, the Department of the Navy had a low opinion of naval aviation, considered the conversion only “slightly preferred to scrapping.” The American navy remained under the carrier limit until 1933, and only built with real intent when New Deal funding became available and Japan withdrew from the treaties the following year.
It proves bad luck that Britain had built five treaty-compliant ships just before Japan unraveled the treaty and others leapt forward, but it does not prove the treaties were themselves disastrous for Britain. The outsize destructive effect many British military historians attribute to the Washington Naval Treaties is perhaps less a function of the agreements themselves than the adamancy with which the British Admiralty remained committed to the battleship rather than shifting the navy’s fulcrum to the submarine or aircraft carrier, and the misfortune that removable armor proved less revolutionary than carrier-based aircraft.57 By Britain persevering in the belief that battleships would be required to win critical engagements (holding faster to the ideas of Alfred Thayer Mahan than did Americans), with submarines and airpower operationally limited to attrition roles, the other treaty states did overtake British naval supremacy.
The End of Anglo-Saxony
The Washington Naval Treaties conclusively proved that America had not only supplanted Britain as the most powerful country in the international order but also that Britain’s strategy of harnessing American might to British interests quickly faltered. Britain’s calculations in becoming party to the treaties only make sense if Britain believed the United States was likely to be an antagonist to its interests. What Britain was doing in signing on to the treaties was preventing an arms race with America. The special relationship so fulsomely expressed by Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft in 1904 would not have necessitated this outcome. But, in fact, Britain was more confident of cooperation with Japan in Asia than it was of cooperation with the United States. That is the change evidenced by the Washington Naval Treaties. If Britain really believed in the special relationship, it could leave American naval power unconstrained—in fact, it should desire American power to be unlimited.
But Britain did not have that confidence in 1923. A major reason why it did not was the emerging universalism in American foreign policy. In 1923 America looked like one among many international players Britain had to manage their interests with a weather eye toward. Britain’s acute problem in providing ground forces to defend its imperial possessions was not allayed by the special relationship with the United States; its need for other allies, and the nature of those allies, frayed the sense of unique sameness between Britain and America. When America was a rising power, Britain looked like the only country in the international order that shared America’s values; as a risen power, America saw the potential to create an entire international order that shared its values. Britain had become only one among many.
The next iteration of naval negotiations would founder in 1927 on a “sharp divergence of view between the United States and Great Britain.”58 Baron Robert Vansittart, former head of the Foreign Office America Department and subsequent diplomatic advisor to the prime minister, captured the shift in British attitudes in 1927:
A war with America would indeed be the most futile and damnable of all, but it is not “unthinkable,” and we shall the more surely avoid it by cutting that word from our vocabulary. If it is childish—and it is—to suppose that two nations must forever be enemies, it is also childish to stake one’s whole existence on the gamble that two must forever be friends (especially when they never have been really).59
The Washington Naval Treaties show the British-American collusion coming apart: the fundamental truth is that Britain would not have signed the treaties if it had not needed to constrain American power. There would have been no need to prevent an arms race between the naval powers operating in East Asia if Great Britain and America had remained in the state of grace wherein Britain considered American military power additive to its own.
The United States also saw Britain differently from how it had during the Spanish-American War heyday. At Versailles in 1919, the United States had given Britain its choice terms and Germany’s best colonies. At Washington in 1922, the United States made no special provision for the demands of Britain’s colonial holdings, further hemming in British power by forcing an end to the Anglo-Japanese defense alliance. Britain had become just another European power for a hegemonic America to deal with. The vaunted Anglo-Saxon communion essential to Britain’s strategy proved unattainable because the United States envisioned a different international order than did Britain, and used its growing power to try and change the rules of order.
World War II
1940 The Destroyers for Bases Agreement transfers fifty American cruisers to Britain in return for ninety-nine-year leases on British bases in the western hemisphere.
January 1941 Harry Hopkins mission to London to determine whether Britain could hold out against Nazi Germany.
January 1941 Franklin Delano Roosevelt directs the Joint Chiefs of Staff to plan on the basis of a Europe-first war effort.
March 1941 The Lend-Lease program extends $50 billion in U.S. assistance to thirty countries fighting Nazi Germany.
July 1941 Hopkins mission to Moscow to determine whether the Soviet Union could hold out against Nazi Germany.
August 1941 Atlantic Charter commits the United States and Great Britain to “the right of all peoples to choose the government under which they will live” and other principles for the war effort. Joint military planning commences.
February–July 1942 The United States repeatedly threatens to shift the war effort to the Pacific unless Britain commits to a cross-channel attack.
1942–1943 General Douglas MacArthur and Admiral Ernest King refuse offers of British forces out of concern the United States will be associated with restoration of Britain’s colonies.
November 1943 Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Joseph Stalin discuss ideas for Indian independence at the Yalta Conference.
1944 Winston Churchill’s plan for postwar British-U.S. integration: merged military and diplomatic staffs, joint citizenship.
The relationship between Great Britain and United States during the Second World War was unique in the American experience. No country before or since has had such intimate involvement in American governmental decisions as Britain had, such fulsome knowledge and participation in the programs and strategies by which America engages with the world. Nor had Britain previously given itself over to a relationship that violated Henry John Temple, Third Viscount Palmerston’s axiom of there being no permanent friends, only permanent interests. In facing the enormity of threats looming on both the Pacific and European fronts, Britain and America cooperated to an extraordinary degree, merging intelligence, weapons programs, military planning, command, and operations; developing a common strategy and resource prioritization; and developing a vision for a postwar international order.1 Indeed, the very idea of a special relationship is the product of World War II collaboration.2
This deep and abiding cooperation between Britain and America serves to camouflage the awkward adjustment of Britain from status of rule setter to subject in an American-dominated international order. Britain actively cultivated the notion of a special relationship in order to maximize potential influence over a country that understood its superiority of strength.3 By the time Britain was at war in 1939, the differential between the two countries was enormous and would be revealed still more fulsomely over the course of the war. Even in the depths of its Great Depression, American gross domestic product was almost three times that of Britain; debts outstanding from Britain to the United States were in excess of $11 billion and still unremitted after 1932.4 Relative to the United States, Britain never recovered its stature after World War I.
Also over the course of the war would be revealed the rules of order the United States would establish as its power became the defining element of the postwar international order. If the 1922 Washington Naval Treaties show a rising America beginning to set terms for interaction between states, the terms of British-American interaction in the lead up to and conduct of the war reveal the extent to which America would impose not just its power but also its ideology on those terms.
That ideology clashed most directly with British interests on the question of colonialism. American opposition would increase with time to both the commercial advantages and political subjugation Britain’s practice entailed. It is not enough to say in rebuttal that the United States, too, was an imperial power in the interwar years, because America had recoiled from being an empire soon after becoming one. President Woodrow Wilson had begun the process of normalization with American colonies in 1916, transitioning Puerto Ricans into American citizenship and getting the Congress (controlled by his party) to pass legislation promising Philippine independence. He also shifted the basis of relations toward cooperative involvement with states in the western hemisphere and encouraged their democratization—policies that were sustained by succeeding American governments. The United States stopped marshaling military forces to back up its economic policies.
America suspected throughout wartime cooperation that British choices were designed to deliver U.S. power for the preservation of Britain’s empire. Britain’s relationship with Japan, the terms of the Lend-Lease program, decisions about where to attack Germany, planning for the postwar order, and Britain sending troops to the Pacific after V-E Day were all affected by disagreement between Britain and the United States over Britain’s empire.5 In those disputes, America explicitly tied its assistance to an end of British imperial policies, both political and economic. It also threatened American support for insurrection in British dominions if Britain did not comply. For all its warmth, the special relationship did not extend to sustaining the sole remaining basis for outsize British power in the international order.
In fact, many in the British government believed America used its expansive power to force Britain into a weaker standing.6 That view from London probably gives Britain too much credit, however, assuming as it does that American efforts were directed uniquely at Britain. In fact, the United States was looking past Britain as it attempted to shape an international order in which American domestic political structures and practices could be universalized and in that way the international order made peaceful. If a diminished Britain were a consequence of setting new rules to make the order governable on American terms, that was a price—even in the closest political affinity the United States had ever experienced with another country—that America was willing to pay.
The British-American special relationship served a crucial and abiding purpose for American hegemony, however: it taught the United States the importance of setting rules to legitimate its power. During World War II, Britain limbered America up for multilateralism, which would become the means by which postwar America established and cost-effectively sustained its dominance of the international order.
An Anglo-Japanese Special Relationship
Wilson’s proposals at Versailles, the Washington Naval Treaties, and the Kellogg-Briand Pact (the 1928 treaty that renounced war as an instrument of policy) had done much to create a sense of the United States as both naive and ambitious. As Frank Kendall concludes, “No nation was less prepared psychologically for the maneuvering and bargaining that had traditionally constituted international diplomacy and war avoidance.”7
The British keenly felt the pinch of their constraints in the 1930s. The government was constantly troubled by the gap between defense requirements for sustaining its empire and available resources. Friction with the United States over war debt was constant; in 1934, Congress passed the Johnson Act, denying credit to countries that had not repaid their World War I loans; David Reynolds notes that “the 1930s as a whole were a decade of Anglo-American suspicion and estrangement.”8 Britain had demanding problems to manage, and the United States was little help.
In April 1934, the government of Japan announced its Amau Doctrine, declaring (in tones unmistakably similar to some elements of America’s Monroe Doctrine) itself arbiter of China’s sovereignty and determiner of the rules of trade in Asia. British prime minister Neville Chamberlain considered Japan’s domination of Manchuria a regional issue (rather than one infringing on Britain’s interests) and sought an agreement with Japan, believing that country “willing to pay a price” for good relations.9 He proposed ending the numerical limitations imposed in the Washington Naval Treaties; Japan countered with a nonaggression pact that Chamberlain took seriously enough to put before his cabinet for consideration.10
Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s reaction to the prospect of Britain once again allied with Japan was the threat that if Britain continued to “play with Japan,” the United States would commence agitating in the British dominions “in a definite effort to make [them] understand clearly that their future security is linked with us in the United States.”11 The threat of American ability to work effectively in Britain’s restive dominions that the administration of Abraham Lincoln had hinted at during the American Civil War was overtly proffered in 1934. America’s political culture was no longer unique in 1934—World War I had finally destroyed both restrictions on democratic participation and many of the class prohibitions on social mobility in Britain—but the empire continued to be vulnerable to such threats.
Chamberlain was sufficiently alarmed by the American reaction that he reconsidered the bilateral agreement, instead convening another multilateral naval conference in London. Japan refused to sign up to the arms limits in London. The United States, however, made an extraordinary proposal to the British. The U.S. “neutralization plan” for the Pacific would have abrogated the Washington Treaties’ restriction on fortifications, provided American funding for British fortifications in Hong Kong and Singapore, committed the United States to bilateral naval parity, and even exchange ships’ officers between the British and American fleets.12 This astonishingly good deal was rejected by the British government, its Foreign Office considering it “a little too naïve and simplistic,” and Chamberlain disdaining American “meddling in the affairs of Europe.”13
The Lend-Lease Program
By 1940, the British government was pleading for American meddling in the affairs of Europe; Prime Minister Winston Churchill wrote to Roosevelt, “I trust you realize, Mr. President, that the voice and force of the United States may count for nothing if they are withheld too long.”14 Congress had passed the Fourth Neutrality Act, allowing cash sale of weapons to belligerents—a big step in principle, but one that had little meaning in practice.15 Roosevelt used that authority to negotiate the Destroyers for Bases Agreement, trading fifty old U.S. cruisers to the British in return for ninety-nine-year leases on British air and naval bases from Newfoundland to the Caribbean, and the promise that if Britain surrendered to Germany, its fleet would be sent abroad.16 The deal adroitly circumvented the America military’s objections to sending war materials that might be needed by U.S. forces to Britain, set conditions for Britain’s potential armistice negotiations with Germany, gained for the United States stronger defense positions in the western hemisphere, and thereby assured congressional and public support.17
Public opposition remained formidable to greater involvement from the United States in order to save Britain from the fate that had consumed Austria, Belgium, Czechoslovakia, Denmark, France, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, and Poland. The current was still strong enough in 1940 that Roosevelt had to insist throughout the presidential campaign that “your boys are not going to be sent into any foreign wars.”18
Other countries continuing to send their boys to war was essential to Roosevelt keeping that promise—especially Great Britain and the Soviet Union, the two European powers still standing against Nazi Germany. In January 1941, Roosevelt sent confidant Harry Hopkins to London to assess Britain’s ability to hold out. Hopkins’s mission was a welcome encouragement in Britain, especially his message that “the President is determined that we shall win the war together.… Make no mistake about it. He has sent me here to tell you that at all costs and by all means he will carry you through, no matter what happens to him—there is nothing that he will not do so far as he has human power.”19 The Churchill government in 1941 and exponents of the Anglo-American relationship since have played up the importance of the Hopkins mission and the personal nature of connection to the American president, but the use of envoys and opaque lines of authority that keep contributors feeling uniquely important but Roosevelt’s options open was characteristic of his political style and may not signify especial importance. The mission did, however, provide Roosevelt confidence that Britain would hold out, and merited American support.
Lend-Lease legislation in March 1941 permitted extension of assistance “to any country whose defense the President deems vital to the defense of the US,” which ended up being thirty countries at a cost of over $50 billion. The program was not only an “unequivocal declaration of economic warfare,” but hinted at direct American military involvement, since the U.S. Navy was authorized to escort convoys delivering the equipment.20 Repayment for the equipment was deferred, and not explicitly required in U.S. dollars; what was explicit was the trade of support in the war for agreement to participation in a liberalized postwar international economic order—that is, the American order.
That the United States didn’t press Britain over Hong Kong or imperial preference in setting Lend-Lease parameters suggests it wanted to sustain British strength in the course of the war, but set different rules for after the war had been won.21
The Roosevelt administration was anxious to extend participation in the Lend-Lease program to the Soviet Union in order to forestall its capitulation to Germany. As he had before extending assistance to Britain, Roosevelt sent Henry Hopkins to Moscow to determine whether the Soviet Union had the grit to continue fighting Nazi Germany.22 Asked by Hopkins (as he had Churchill in London) what the United States could do to assist the Soviet war effort, Joseph Stalin requested an announcement from Roosevelt that the United States would join the war against Adolf Hitler—that is, the Soviet Union was angling for the same outcome Britain wanted. But whereas Britain would campaign throughout the war to harness American power under British military leadership, Stalin asked Hopkins to “tell the President that he would welcome American troops on any part of the Russian front” under American command.23
Churchill shrewdly tried to insinuate Britain into the U.S.-Soviet relationship, cabling Stalin in advance of the Hopkins mission to position Britain as an intermediary and guarantor of U.S. involvement. Hopkins delivered a rather different outcome: he proposed to Stalin a trilateral U.S.–British–Soviet Union conference on “strategic interests” to align their war efforts.24 The bilateral special relationship Britain wanted among the English-speaking peoples looked of greater interest to the United States as a more general conclave of anti-Nazi states.
America offered the Soviet Union $1 billion in assistance, giving it precedence over aid to Britain and more favorable terms.25 British economic planners suspected easier terms were on offer not because of the relative poverty of China and the Soviet Union but because, unlike Great Britain, they were not American economic rivals.26 Even with Britain’s hold on Suez faltering, imperiling also Britain’s control over India, America had competing priorities.
Britain’s priority, as stated by Churchill, was “to get the Americans into the war.”27 When Roosevelt and Churchill met in August 1941, Churchill anticipated an American declaration of war, or “some further forward step.” He did not get it; instead Roosevelt intended a morale fillip in the form of the Atlantic Charter, committing the free countries to principles for a postwar world toward which they were fighting. Among those principles was “the right of all peoples to choose the government under which they will live,” something obviously at variance with British colonial practice. Roosevelt wanted British commitment to engage in no secret treaties (as they had at Versailles), to repay Lend-Lease debt (since they had ceased payment in 1932 on World War I debt), and an end to imperial preference in trading arrangements. The charter’s aims, in fact, read like a banner waving the domestic arrangements of Franklin Roosevelt’s American ideology: rejection of territory acquired by force, trade liberalization, establishment of international labor standards, restoration to power of indigenous governments in occupied countries, and self-determination.
When challenged about getting so little and giving so much, Prime Minister Churchill pronounced it “imprudent” to object, an abject statement about American leverage in the negotiations. What Churchill got from the Atlantic Charter was also hugely significant: the apparent alignment of American power with the British war effort. Churchill perhaps overstated the extent of that alignment, reporting to his cabinet that “Roosevelt said he would wage war but not declare it,” escorting convoys and shooting on sight any Axis interference to force an incident that precipitated America joining the war.28 No such order was apparently ever issued by Roosevelt,29 but intensive military cooperation got underway. A “transatlantic essay contest” of military option plans assigning U.S. land, sea, and air forces commenced in the British and American military.30
The “Europe First” Strategy
In 1939 Roosevelt had hoped to limit American military involvement in the European theater to air and naval assets.31 The vast Pacific had become “an American ocean,” and would require primacy of effort.32 Not only was the Pacific the strategic priority, but expectations were low that Europe was recoverable; blitzkrieg was securing victory for Germany before the resource mobilization that was Allied strength could be brought to bear.33 Army Chief of Staff George Marshall expected Britain to surrender; in April 1940 Roosevelt directed Treasury Secretary Hans Morgenthau to commence planning for Britain’s defeat.34
But Japan’s alliance with Germany and Italy in 1940 evidently convinced Roosevelt that the war efforts across both theaters would become integral.35 It was in that context that greater American involvement in the European theater became the priority effort in Anglo-American military planning. Roosevelt’s direction in January 1941 was for the his Joint Chiefs of Staff to plan on the basis of a defensive war in the Pacific, a “very conservative approach” to protecting the western hemisphere and the main effort in the European theater.36 The Europe First approach was reinforced also by the politics of the Soviets’ demand for a cross-channel invasion if they were to continue fighting on the Eastern front.
The Joint Chiefs of Staff did not ever seem to have become reconciled to the “Europe first” approach.37 American forces were making advances in the Pacific, the British were unwilling to commit to a date for the cross-channel invasion, the Soviet Union was faltering in the face of the German onslaught, and the Joint Chiefs wanted the economy of scale of ending the dispersion of U.S. forces. In February 1942 Eisenhower wrote Marshall that if the British would not commit to a cross-channel attack, “we must turn our backs upon the Eastern Atlantic and go, full out, as quickly as possible, against Japan.”38 Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson and General George Marshall both recorded issuing the same threat to their British counterparts in July 1942 about shifting American effort to the Pacific.39 Marshall wrote to President Roosevelt that his object was “again to force the British into acceptance of a concentrated effort against Germany, and if this proves impossible, to turn immediately to the Pacific with strong forces for a decision against Japan.”40
In consultation, Roosevelt’s paramount concern about shifting effort to the Pacific was that it would make the Soviet predicament worse.41 The president asked to see the Joint Chiefs’ plans for a “Pacific first” strategy; when Marshall admitted they had not developed one, Roosevelt determined to continue with the “Europe first” approach. The President also “suggested that the record ‘should be altered so that it would not appear in later years that we had proposed what amounted to abandonment of the British,’ ” which is exactly what had been under serious consideration by the United States.42
After the president’s direction, the Joint Chiefs began seriously developing Pacific alternatives. When Admiral William D. Leahy, the president’s chief of staff, objected that the work contradicted Roosevelt’s instruction, General Marshall and Admiral Ernest King, the chief of naval operations, assured him that American forces were now numerous enough to secure Great Britain “and thus mollify the President.” And that seems to have satisfied Leahy’s concern.43 By November 1942, the American military had concluded “the entire question of Germany vs Japan first is ‘largely academic.’ ”44
But then the Soviet Union persevered at Stalingrad, relieving concern that it could not sustain its war effort, and the British were once again equivocating on a cross-channel invasion.45 Great Britain called the Cairo Conference to reconsider the agreed cross-channel invasion, but Churchill’s legitimate concerns about the plans for Operation Overlord did not dissuade the United States or Soviet Union from their insistence that the invasion go forward.46 As late as July 1943, Secretary Stimson told European commander Dwight Eisenhower that the American public favored swinging to the Pacific once the Mediterranean had been cleared, thus suggesting the option was still under consideration.47
Empire
If the combined strategy was tenuous, there was one thing the American government was absolutely clear about: no American forces would be committed to help Britain hold or regain its empire.48 Americans suspected Britain was “conducting its war effort mainly in the interest of the empire,” pulling operations toward the Mediterranean for advantage in Egypt instead of taking Germany on in France.49 Even if that were uncharitable, it is uncontestable that the fight in the Pacific was, for Britain, largely about preservation of its empire.
The contrast between Britain as a vast empire and the United States as the dominant military and economic force in the relationship increasingly rankled British officials as the war progressed. In 1942 the British embassy in Washington could report with some surprise that “even outside the Isolationist ranks the view gained powerful support that the war should be largely American led and American managed.”50 By 1944 Anthony Eden was bitterly complaining that Americans had “ ‘a much exaggerated conception’ of the military contribution they were making in the war. They lie freely about this … and we are too polite to put them right, or it may be difficult to do so without giving information to the enemy.”51 In 1945, John Balfour, the British Charge d’Affairs in Washington, discouragingly reported that Britain was “expected to take her place as junior partner in an orbit of power predominantly under American aegis.”52
As the war wound down, both Admiral King and General MacArthur refused the offer of British forces for their campaigns in the Pacific.53 Churchill pressed the issue of troops at the Quebec Conference of 1943, fearing the United States would liberate British colonies and not return them to British rule.54 American disaffection for Britain’s empire was so far advanced that Roosevelt at the 1943 Tehran Conference was privately discussing with Stalin the manner of India’s independence. Roosevelt remarkably told Stalin that he felt that “the best solution would be reform from the bottom, somewhat on the Soviet line.”55
America’s changed policies toward Latin America might have provided a stronger example than Soviet revolution for unwinding Britain’s empire. Latin America had long been intruded upon by the United States while it was a rising power, but as an established power America became more liberal in its policies toward states in the western hemisphere. The same threat of hostile European powers colonizing fragile states in Latin America that provoked the Monroe Doctrine in 1823 emerged again during World War II. Instead of the gunboat diplomacy that characterized American policy from the 1890s through 1914, Roosevelt orchestrated hemispheric solidarity with a steady drumbeat of diplomatic engagement: at Montevideo in 1933, countries of the Americas agreed that “no state has the right to intervene in the internal or external affairs of another”; at Buenos Aires in 1936, they agreed that “whenever peace of the Americas are threatened, the 21 countries will consult together with the thought of cooperating to preserve the peace of the Continent”; at Havana in 1940 they agreed (in a precursor to the language that would later resound in the North Atlantic Treaty) that “any attempt on the part of a non-American State against the integrity or inviolability of the territory, the sovereignty, or the political independence of an American State shall be considered as an act of aggression against the States which sign this declaration.”56
The United States not only mastered the art of positive engagement with its southern neighbors but also acted in ways that brought the western hemisphere into participating in American policies.57 The Havana declaration essentially multilateralized the Monroe Doctrine into a collective policy of self-defense, giving all the countries in the hemisphere responsibility for preserving each other’s independence from interference on the part of non-American states. As part of the deal, the United States made available to other countries in the region the air and naval bases it had acquired as part of the Destroyers for Bases Agreement with Britain. So much had relations changed between the United States and other countries of the western hemisphere because of this good neighbor policy that after Pearl Harbor was attacked, all of the countries of the hemisphere save Argentina and Chile broke diplomatic relations with the Axis powers.
The British government considered preservation of the empire an essential component of the realm and crucial to aiding the nation’s postwar economic health. The Foreign Office and Ministry of Economic Warfare saw Roosevelt’s concept for a liberal free-trade international economic order as a thinly veiled scheme to “produce an American economic dictatorship.”58 Suspicion never abated that American interest in decolonization was a stalking horse for destroying Britain’s economic model of imperial tariff preferences.59
Churchill instructed postwar planners to take no actions that would get in the way of closer British-U.S. integration, but his program for much more intensive integration after the war—he envisioned merged military and foreign office staffs, even joint citizenship—foundered on the issue of colonialism. There was no path to attaining both objectives—of empire and of intertwining with the United States. In explaining the lack of enthusiasm Americans had for the British empire, a study commissioned by Churchill’s office selected the fig leaf that 25 percent of Americans were descended from the German or Irish and were therefore “anti-British.”60 How that had not prevented the strong wartime attachment was not explained.
Whether to continue the alliance became an uncomfortable question for the United States in the war’s aftermath. Ideology, which had pulled Britain and America into a sense of sameness in the 1870s and 1880s as America became an empire and Britain became democratic, now divided it. David Reynolds concludes, “British liberal values were democratized in America and turned back as a critique of British politics in the nineteenth century. Gladstone’s synthesis of liberalism in foreign policy was Americanized by Wilson and applied by him and his Democratic successors as a critique of British imperialism in the twentieth century.”61
American energies were quickly diverted to and consumed with determining conquered Germany and Japan’s role in the postwar order. General Dwight D. Eisenhower had promised Germans, “We come as conquerors, but not as oppressors.”62 MacArthur was likewise engaged in building a stable, prosperous democracy in Japan. As the dominant Western power, the United States was determined to prevent a Carthaginian peace like that which the European victors had imposed on Germany after World War I. American power would be put to different purposes, establishing a new kind of peace that fostered recovery of conquered powers provided they accepted the rules America established: democratic governance, free markets, and adherence to what was coming to be considered the American order. America gave Britain a prominent role in the postwar European order, but one no more prominent than that of France.
If the relationship was not all the British hoped for, it nonetheless remained one of distinction, succinctly summed up in General Marshall’s instructions to General Joseph Stilwell during the war to get along with Great Britain because, in spite of everything, “the British are our most reliable allies.”63
Lessons from a Peaceful Transition
LOOKING ACROSS A hundred years of America growing stronger and more assertive in the international order, the most striking element is how highly contingent a peaceful outcome was in the transition from British to American hegemony. This peacefulness hinged on a unique sense of political sameness, both domestically and in international practice, for the crucial years of America surpassing Britain that allowed the hegemon to diminish the importance of relative power between them. The sense of sameness dissipated soon after the transition, and America set sail on radically changing the international order to more closely reflect its domestic political compact.
To the extent that the British to American transition is illustrative for future changes, it cautions deep skepticism—both that the transition can occur peacefully and that, even if it should occur peacefully, the international order that results will operate on terms the United States has set in its hegemony. This is especially true if the subsequent hegemon emerges not from within the American order but from the much more probable direction of China.
In stark terms, the lessons of the British to American case for future hegemonic transitions are four: (1) the prospects for a peaceful hegemonic transition are small even in the most conducive circumstances; (2) differences in political culture and structure of government make an American to Chinese hegemonic transition much less likely to be peaceful; (3) America is making the same strategic choice with China that Great Britain did with a rising America, that it can be induced to comply with extant rules; and (4) America ought to expect that a hegemonic China will rewrite the rules to reflect its domestic political culture, just as America itself did.
The Crossing of Courses
That Great Britain failed to maintain its dominance in the international order is a simple fact; the United States grew richer, stronger, and more assertive. As a result, America demanded and received the ability to reset the rules by which states operated internationally. Since the establishment of the state system, and even before, hegemonic transitions have occurred by force. A rising power tests its mettle against the dominant power, succeeding or failing by force of arms. That was not the character of the transition from British to American dominance; it was uniquely peaceful. Why it was uniquely peaceful has been the subject of this book.
Theories about state behavior necessarily look to explain the preponderance of the data. As the only peaceful transition, the Anglo-American hegemonic transition is an outlier, so it is not surprising that prevailing theories provide imperfect explanations for its history. Yet it is an extremely important case, as the only transition achieved without cataclysmic violence. Understanding why it occurred without violence is essential to determining whether future hegemonic transitions can occur peacefully, and what the nature of the international order will be once such transitions have occurred.
A realpolitik explanation for what transpired between Great Britain and the United States from 1823 to 1922 would be that a rising power began probing the established hegemon, backed off when it met resistance, and advanced when the hegemon was distracted or otherwise unwilling to counter the challenge. Building on a reputation for twisting the lion’s tail, an upstart America cannily took credit for what Britain would need to do to prevent European colonization of the western hemisphere in 1823, was slapped down while attempting a steal of the Oregon Territory in 1853, managed to threaten just enough trouble for Britain in 1861–1863 to tip the scales against recognition of the Confederacy, burnished its strength winning the Indian Wars, and consolidated a continental economic platform. Ultimately the economic and military strength of the rising power were so compelling that, confronted with war during the 1895 Venezuelan debt crises, Great Britain instead conceded. Cooperation over Venezuela and during the Spanish-American War would illustrate a waning power buying goodwill with a new hegemon—that is, jumping on the bandwagon. Being more concerned with a rising Germany than a fading Britain, the United States joined in the Great War on the Allied side and brokered a peace, both at Versailles and in the Washington Naval Treaties, that locked in its own superiority.
All seems sensible enough in that telling. But the realpolitik story line cannot adequately account for several elements of the history, the most important elements in producing a peaceful transition: why Britain at the height of its powers offered cooperation to its rising rival in 1823; why Britain declined to press its advantage over Oregon in 1845; why Britain resisted an inexpensive opportunity to deal a devastating blow before 1863 during the American Civil War; why the two countries developed such a vibrant sense of sameness during their introspective decades, unique for both countries from any other international relations; why Britain encouraged American expansion into the Pacific and enabled American success in the Spanish-American War; why the United States grew more liberal as it grew more powerful; and why America in the time of its hegemony used its power to try and create a different kind of international order.
Many elements of British strategy accounted for by realpolitik as a waning power accommodating a waxing power seem instead to be characteristics of British foreign policy across the whole of its dominance of the international order; to use Silicon Valley terminology, they are features, not bugs. Great Britain was a peculiar kind of hegemon. It never seemed to feel its own strength, perhaps because the strategy it employed across 150 years always required partnerships to succeed. Balancing conflicting interests and quarrelsome partners for temporary gain was Great Britain’s genius. In contrast to America during its hegemony, Britain seemed always intensely conscious of its vulnerabilities rather than exalting in its strengths. How else to explain Great Britain, ascendant in 1823, seeking out common cause with an America barely able to protect its own coastline in order to prevent further European colonization in the western hemisphere?
Great Britain had a genius for piecing together mosaics of marginal contributors for tactical advantage. Governments from those of Earl of Liverpool to David Lloyd George were always temporizing, finding narrow bases for ephemeral collusion to specific purpose with a fluid collection of partners. It was a cost-efficient geostrategy that succeeded spectacularly until the international order calcified into standing alliances. And when that more rigid international order emerged at the end of the nineteenth century, Britain had laid the trace lines for more stable cooperation with two of the three emergent great powers, Japan and the United States.
It is unfair to British statesmen to conclude, as Paul Kennedy does, that they always accommodated their challengers.1 They did not, at least, always accommodate the United States, pushing back on both American territorial demands for Oregon and the revisionist legal claims for superiority in law of democratic governments. President James Polk probably lost more in the 1845 confrontation over Oregon than he would have gained by playing a longer hand and letting the tide of American settlers make the case for the boundary location of British Columbia. The government of Henry John Temple, Third Viscount Palmerston was sorely tempted twice before 1863 to recognize the Confederate States during the American Civil War, considering it in Britain’s interests to do so. The British inclination even in 1895 was to put America in its subordinate place and deride its claims for a sphere of influence in the Americas. British governments defined their interests expansively and threatened force effectively to constrain American challenges. Confrontation was a routine part of British-American interaction for much of the nineteenth century.
The theory that democracy produced a peaceful transition is only partly borne out in the Anglo-American transition. The difference in form of government between Great Britain and America did increase the likelihood of hegemonic confrontation between the two countries. British statesmen were appalled at the type of government on display in America. In part this was a reflection of class privilege in Britain, but leaders’ aversion to democracy was more than just prejudice. Speaking the same language, the British had a front row seat for the demagoguery, recklessness, and corruption of electoral politics on display in America after the decorum of the founding fathers gave way to Jacksonian America. They were not inaccurate in anticipating that democracy would produce a bellicose state unwilling to accept the established practices of great powers. A rising America was an illiberal America in very many respects. Yet even democratic British leaders did not predict that a risen America would choose to reconstruct the international order in profoundly liberal ways.
British leaders before 1867 feared how American influence could permeate their national boundary, a concern uniquely posed by America. The American experiment echoed through British debates on electoral reform; it was the only model of functioning democracy and therefore the basis for comparison of what Britain wanted and did not want in its own democratization. Before the electoral reforms, British governments worried about infection of American attitudes in the British body politic. They had a rich appreciation for the appeal of American ideals: George Canning championed James Monroe’s announcement in 1823 because it associated Britain with America’s international appeal. Robert Peel declined to push British advantage over James Polk’s 1845 exposure in Oregon when British reformers took up America’s case. In 1863 Palmerston was cautious not to expose his government to pressure for greater democratization by aligning with a Southern cause unpopular with those least represented in British politics. The process of British democratization eventually brought the political cultures of the two countries together and gave them a sense of distinction from other states, all of which were differently constituted. Before electoral reform in Britain, though, the democratic divide was cause for deep distrust between Britain and America.
Democratization was not the only threat America posed to British policy, however. Choices about America had a unique resonance because of immigration. British leaders had no trepidation about domestic repercussions of policy toward other countries; with America, British leaders had to calculate the way anti-American policies would affect attitudes in Ireland, Scotland, and even within England. No other country could play a positive role in mobilizing public sentiment, reaching into domestic politics to affect foreign policy. Palmerston saw the dimensions of that challenge in 1863 and pulled back from recognizing the Confederacy. The foreign policy gain wasn’t worth the domestic policy cost of greater difficulty controlling Ireland and Scotland. Franklin Delano Roosevelt threatened revolt in Britain’s colonies if Britain made a separate peace with Japan in 1936. America’s ability to reach into other countries’ domestic policies, and the comparative difficulty of other countries being able to effect a more kaleidoscopic American body politic, provided a significant bargaining advantage in American foreign policy.
Democracy and immigration affected foreign policy in one other important way for Great Britain: Americans mobilizing against their own government’s policies considered too beneficial to Britain. American nationality initially defined itself in contrast to Britain, creating a natural antipathy. But even as that generalized effect abated, the specific effect of American immigrant constituencies grew to penalize British foreign policy because of British domestic policy. Robert Arthur Talbot Gascoyne-Cecil, Third Marquess of Salisbury got stung in Senate consideration of the arbitration treaty by the scorpion tail of Irish American resentment of Britain’s insensitivity during the Great Irish Famine. President Woodrow Wilson’s fury at “hyphenated Americans” denying the League of Nations shows the Irish American retribution for Irish partition and German American resentment of ascribing all war guilt and severe reparations to Germany.
Another significant advantage afforded a rising America was recourse to the public. Due to the American political system’s frequent elections being tied more tightly to public attitudes, presidents could reinforce their authority in foreign policy by appealing to public sentiment. James Monroe, James Polk, Abraham Lincoln, and Grover Cleveland all played this card to great effect during foreign policy negotiations with Britain, capitalizing on the caricature of the masses as easily whipped into an uncontrollable frenzy. Woodrow Wilson and Theodore Roosevelt were acknowledged to be swimming against strong currents of public opposition. Canning understood Monroe was grandstanding with his 1823 proclamation and declined to even acknowledge it. Peel struck a deal over Oregon before America’s victory in Mexico out of concern that the public would then push Polk to greater intransigence. Palmerston gave Lincoln leeway during the Trent affair, considering him hemmed in by public opinion. Salisbury changed tack on Venezuela after the roar of public support for Cleveland’s unexpectedly aggressive assertion of the Monroe Doctrine in 1895. Democracy was thus a structural advantage for a rising America as it engaged the established great power. That would not have been the case if Britain were not democratizing; an authoritarian state would have had greater latitude in ignoring public attitudes.
But theories that domestic politics are determinative of foreign policy also falter as explanation for British and American behavior in the transition. Britain did become more accommodating toward America once both were democracies, and public sentiment did trend strongly in America’s favor. But Salisbury did not make the strategic shift in response to public attitudes in 1895; if they were all important, the Salisbury government would not have initially taken a strong stand on Venezuela. Salisbury made the shift because the Venezuelan crisis brought into focus a strategic problem Britain needed to solve: it was overextended and looking for power to underwrite British objectives. Public sentimentality about America enabled a choice, but it did not dictate that choice.
America is the even more difficult case to make for domestic politics driving foreign policy. As loud and combative as the American public was, and careful as American presidents had to be in marshaling opinion to support of their policies, opinion factors much more in campaigning than governing. Public attitudes did not factor at all in President Monroe’s declaration. President Polk did not allow public enthusiasm for “Fifty-four forty or fight” to prevent compromise with Britain over the Oregon boundary. President Lincoln did not allow public outrage over the Trent affair drive a damaging choice during the Civil War. President Cleveland did not allow a restive public to force his hand on the annexation of Hawaii nor in Venezuela. President William McKinley was not stampeded to war with Spain with the sinking of the USS Maine. President Theodore Roosevelt only expanded the Monroe Doctrine in 1902 responding to the Arbitration Court’s decision, not public or business interests. Public attitudes did press on President Warren G. Harding in 1921 to find some means less destructive and costly than war for the United States to engage in the world, but perhaps that shows that hegemony gives American presidents the latitude—the margin for error—to indulge public attitudes.
America’s vaunted morality, such a prominent part of its own description of itself, proved limber between 1823 and 1923; it never impinged on the destruction of Indian tribes and their way of life. In fact, an alternate morality in the form of Manifest Destiny was developed to rationalize westward expansion. The morality of colonialism was, to America’s credit, a major political issue from the 1870s onward as America began expanding its political control beyond territory inhabited by Americans. But the issue was more abstract, as it did not affect Americans directly. As with the influence of public attitudes, America’s morality in foreign policy correlates with the increase in its power. Like public opinion, indulging morality in foreign policy may be a luxury of hegemony.
Something important changed in interactions between Great Britain and America in 1895—or, more accurately, the 1895 Venezuelan debt crises revealed changes that had been long accruing. Ernest May, who considers domestic politics and morality the driving forces of American foreign policy across this time frame, even concedes that “Cleveland and Olney startled England and the United States into one another’s arms.”2 The 1870s had been introspective years for both Great Britain and the United States, with Britain adapting to the changes wrought by expansion of the voting franchise and America consolidating its hold over a continental expanse. The result of this was an America that in many important respects had become an empire and a Britain that had become a democracy. The result of the changes was to make the currency of power less important in the British-American relationship than it was in other state relationships.
Both of these changes were essential in the peaceful transition of hegemony. Great Britain would not have trusted that America out in the world would act as Britain did had America not eschewed its republican morality with the conquest of its Indian Wars. America would not have considered Britain its natural ally if Britain had not democratized. The transformations of both societies occurring simultaneously is an historical anomaly—serendipitous, but anomalous. If America had not come to act like a traditional great power rather than continuing to propound its ideology in foreign policy, Great Britain might well have countered rather than encouraged America’s role in the world. If Great Britain had not become a related government, the United States might well have forced foreign policy concessions from Britain as it did from other countries.
The sense of sameness that pervades Anglo-American relations in the late nineteenth century allowed the British and American governments to view each other’s power in less threatening terms. Their shifting national perceptions, their ideas of each other and the international order, are hugely important in making the hegemonic transition peaceful. Britain did not lose the will to enforce its international order—something sorrowfully evident by the three million British casualties in World War I. What explains Great Britain not contesting America’s challenge to the established international order is instead that Britain and the United States came to perceive each other’s power in uniquely unthreatening terms. This perspective was the basis for peaceful resolution to the 1895 Venezuelan debt crisis, British endorsement of Hawaii’s annexation in 1898, assistance to American arms during the Spanish-American War, encouragement for Cuba and the Philippines as American colonies, America’s 1902 willingness to enforce commercial contracts in the western hemisphere, America’s lenient attitude toward Britain’s World War I blockade and even its choice to join the allied war effort on land in 1917. During the crucial passage of dominance from Great Britain to the United States, the two countries viewed their interests as indistinguishable, their military power as cumulative. They enabled and justified each other’s foreign policy choices, a collusion championed in Rudyard Kipling’s White Man’s Burden.
The glittering moment of Anglo-American sameness was remarkably short-lived. The Great War undoubtedly had much to do with America recoiling from a traditional great power role. America risking so little and demanding so much in the aftermath of the war would remind Britain of tiresome pre-rapprochement American grandstanding. America emerged from World War I as the international order’s strongest country by far. Neither its economy nor its military suffered losses of the kind or magnitude of Europe’s great powers, and its potential far outstripped its performance. The “war to end all wars” left America standing tallest among contenders for dominance of the international order. What America chose to do with that power is what drove an end to the special intertwining of British and American interests.
First at Versailles, and then even more adamantly in the Washington Naval Treaties, a hegemonic United States attempted to build an international order of great power restraint. Limiting the means of war would remove the causes of war, prejudice governments toward domestic preoccupations, and allow mutually enriching economic competition. America mistook international politics to be a macrocosm of its domestic politics.
America’s transformation—or perhaps reversion is more accurate, since many of the notions pervade American thinking about international relations before 1890—alarmed the British government. Lord Salisbury, Joseph Chamberlain, and Arthur Balfour had built British strategy on a foundation of American might underwriting British interests; those interests were diverging from America’s. The ultimate achievement of that British strategy, American soldiers providing the winning margin of a European land war in reinforcement of Britain, would be the anagnorisis for America to bring about a very different international order.3
After World War I, republican messianism returned to American foreign policy, and a hegemonic America became ambitious to change the rules of order. As it had prohibited European colonization of the nascent nations of the western hemisphere in 1823, proclaimed a superior right in law for representative governments in 1845, and renounced the right of states that abused their citizens in 1898, America would advance its republican principles. The reality of a hegemonic America was even more sweepingly ambitious than the Canadian representative of Britain’s empire had warned in 1921: America was not satisfied being a law unto itself; it would bend the international order to make its law universal practice.
The world America wanted was one in which Britain was not uniquely advantaged or influential over America, because the rest of the world made itself like America and Britain. And the United States moved quickly to try and establish that world. The schism was apparent in the 1916 American naval program that would overtake Britain’s navy, deplored by the British and American negotiators at Versailles, and made manifest in American proposals at the 1921 Washington Naval Conference. The resulting treaties established parity between the British and American navies and thus were importantly symbolic of America overtaking Britain as hegemon.
Implementation of the treaties would further showcase the innovative dynamism of America and Britain’s other rising rival, Japan. It would take nineteen years of further Japanese dynamism to push Britain and the United States back into collusion, and the result of that war would redouble American belief that a state’s domestic political culture was determinative of its behavior in the international order. This cast Britain’s imperial policies after World War II in sharp and negative relief, making impossible the sustainment of Britain’s unique intertwining with the United States that had occurred during the war.
It is easy to imagine different Anglo-American relationships that might have resulted if the special relationship did not cohere at the historical moment that it did. There are so many particularities to both countries and in the timing and manner of their collusion in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as America thrust outward and Britain became concerned about the burdens of its foreign policies. Could the cultural similarities have trumped British concern about a genuinely republican foreign policy? If America had seemed likely to advance self-determination in ways that threatened Britain’s empire, or succeeded in fostering political change in countries with important economic resources, Britain might well have used its military might to prevent an expansion of American power. Instead of assisting American efforts in the Spanish-American War, Britain might have thrown its weight behind the Spanish crown, to positive effect for its relationships with continental European powers.
When Britain flirted with recognizing the Confederacy, the American minister to St. Petersburg, Cassius Marcellus Clay, publicly questioned, “Is England so secure in the future against home revolt or foreign ambition as to venture, now in our need, to plant the seeds of revenge in all our future?”4 Might America have reached more aggressively in to British domestic politics, becoming an agent provocateur instead of a model for reform? That could have reignited a contest over Canada, which an America steaming out of its Civil War might have taken from British control (and thus perhaps wading into a quicksand of Canadian insurgency). A Fenian Army might have mobilized for Ireland itself, with overt American support (beyond throwing money into Irish flags during St Patrick’s Day parades) goading Britain’s sore. Or the American government could have agitated Britain’s workingmen and urban poor, threatening Britain with the revolution its elites so feared. American republicanism was probably too deeply in bone and anti-British sentiment too sturdy a factor in American politics in the nineteenth century to have given the British much confidence of turning the American people against their government.
But the transition from British to American hegemony reads more like a romance than a realpolitik primer. There is American yearning for the stature accorded by British attention; the courtship of convenience; marriage proposals offered several times by Britain and always formally spurned by America, even as it tried to retain the affectionate favors Britain was performing; development of tender regard for each other’s peculiarities; a relationship maturing into sober appreciation of common interests and mutually beneficial patterns; anxiety from both as fissures emerged over what future each wanted; the heartbreak of separation; and experience with others reuniting them in gratitude.
Britain remains unique in its ability to understand and negotiate the corridors of American power, and more successful than any other state in harnessing American strength to advantage of its interests. It had the structural benefit of being the first mover, along with continuing advantages accruing from linguistic and cultural similarities. But these can be easily overstated. Britain’s connection with America is less organic than cultivated, as the resurgence of a special relationship in the run up to and during World War II demonstrates. British governments often feel they have too little influence with American governments; all others wish they had what Britain has. It was, and is, in Britain’s interest to capitalize on American power, and Britain is smart enough to do so shrewdly and with a light enough touch that Americans hardly ever notice. It is difficult to imagine America replicating that feat with any potentially rising powers.
The Same River Twice?
A hundred years after the moment when America shook off Britain and strode forward to reshape the international order in its image come other claimants for global dominance, growing in strength and testing alternatives to the American equation for dominance of the international order. China, in particular, merits examination because of the momentousness of its great leap forward since the economic reforms of 1978. Its dynamism has lifted hundreds of millions of people out of poverty, with an economic growth rate of 9.8 percent between 1978 and 2005.5 After a century of humiliation, its success has fostered a swaggering nationalism. It is the world’s second largest economy, and even if it fails to maintain its galloping growth rate it may well surpass the United States.
The Chinese government has a fundamentally different model of the relationship between the state and its people than does America: it is counting on prosperity preventing demands for political representation, a reversal of the dynamic that America asserts as the natural order of politics. It has an increasingly combative military being primed with high-tech weaponry. And it envisions a manifestly different regional order in Asia than does the United States.
John Maynard Keynes famously quipped that “practical men, who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influence, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist.” Many of the practical men and women running American policy toward a rising China are unwittingly enslaved to the ideas of living political scientist Francis Fukuyama. Policy makers often deride Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last Man as though he were proclaiming that events would cease to occur, rather than ruminating on Hegel’s critique of traditional liberalism and advocacy of a state with limited powers based on social consent.6 Yet those same policy makers have also consistently across more than forty years supported an approach to the world based on the Fukuyaman belief that sustained success is impossible for states that are undemocratic and that there can be no successful challenger to the Western model of market economies and representative governance. It is the lesson the West took from World War II and the collapse of the Soviet bloc. It is enshrined in Robert Zoellick’s solemn invocation for China to become a “responsible stakeholder” in the international order. It is the rationalization for American businesses to invest in and shift manufacturing to China.
What America means by “responsible stakeholder” is, of course, a China that accepts as given the rules of the international order America has established. America supports a powerful and prosperous China because it is wagering there cannot be a powerful and prosperous China unless it becomes democratic, that a democratic China will dovetail into the same interests as America, that sharing those interests it will share the burden of upholding them, and that in upholding those interests China will conduct itself as America conducts itself. It is the strategic calculation Salisbury’s government made in 1895 about the United States.
Salisbury’s reorientation of British policy was essential to a peaceful transition of hegemony between Great Britain and the United States. So, too, may a Fukuyaman orientation of American policy prove essential to a peaceful transition of hegemony between America and China should it occur. If prevention of war is the metric, Salisbury’s policy is the right choice. But it merits recollecting that Salisbury’s gamble ultimately proved wrong: the United States did not fully share Britain’s interests and did not uphold the rules Britain had established. A hegemonic America established its own rules, based on its domestic ideology.
G. John Ikenberry has emphasized the importance of liberality in the American-led order.7 The rules are considered by participants—not just the dominant power—to be fair and fairly applied. This culture invests other powers in helping uphold the order and utilizes legitimacy to drive down the cost to the United States of sustaining the order. The American-led order thus has a great capacity to accommodate fluctuations of strength—which is to say that rising powers need not change the rules in order to become dominant in the existing order.
But China clearly does want to change the rules—even as it benefits from them. China has afforded the United States glimpses at least as numerous as nineteenth-century America did for Britain that the country’s reflexes are different from those of the reigning hegemon. It does not embrace the philosophy that people have inherent rights and loan them in limited ways to government. It centralizes power beyond the constraint of laws or institutions. It does not hold the wielders of power accountable to the public by either election or journalism. It enforces a bias in favor of national corporations, both overtly through access to Chinese markets and opaquely through theft of intellectual property. It appears to view the international order as a tribute system, with weak states forced into compliance and strong states lulled into accepting small changes by threat of consequences out of all proportion to the infraction. It would thereby destroy the alliance system that is the basis for American presence in the region and provision of defense for the weak states on China’s periphery. While China’s is currently a regional strategy, there is little reason to believe it would not also constitute a global strategy if the nation is in the position to assert one. This suggests that China will pose a normative challenge as well as a power challenge to the American-led order.8
Salisbury, Chamberlain, and Balfour at least had the strong bases of common political culture and public affection between the two countries when they placed their bet on a rising America aligning so closely with Great Britain that both nations’ power could be harnessed for Britain’s interests. The United States is making the same bet on much shakier grounds with China.
To be sure, America has hedged its bets with China. It maintains alliance relationships that support America’s military reach and intensify when China behaves threateningly. It is attempting a major trade pact that will set the rules for Asia’s economies. It is purportedly “rebalancing” its attention to Asia. Its military forces are reengaged on the challenge of a great power war and the defense spending for adequate preparation. Few defense specialists believe China’s military could defeat America’s, but the Pentagon watches with anxiety at China’s ability to develop asymmetric capabilities that might render moot America’s military advantages.
Few defense specialists in 1895 would have agreed that America’s military could defeat Britain’s, and yet Salisbury fundamentally changed the course of British strategy to cede American objectives rather than persist in the rules of order Britain had set and previously enforced. Might not America cede China even more rather than fight a war that could collapse American power in the Pacific?
Another element of the challenge is that military power is a derivative index; it relies in large measure on a country’s economic base. America’s consolation thus far with China’s meteoric rise is that China’s economy is merely a cheap manufacturing base that has yet to prove it can navigate the middle-income trap, whereas America’s wealth is driven by innovation. This, too, is Fukuyama’s long shadow: belief that only free societies can foster the intellectual creativity to sustain dynamism. It is a complacency that Germany’s rise in the prewar years ought to have shattered. Freedom is not the only motivator for innovation. Authoritarian capitalism in China is proving itself as creative and unrestrained as its American counterpart.
Prosperity is the main allure of the authoritarian model, especially when capitalism’s champions lag.9 Nationalism, too, is a powerful force. Moreover, the outsize disputatiousness and risk tolerance of Americans may itself be a national characteristic rather than a universal human attribute. Most Europeans choose forms of governance and economy less tumultuous than those of Americans; public acceptance of retrograde motion in democratizing societies is often a function of exhaustion with the enervation of political and economic change. The people of China could well choose a government less free but more predictable than America’s—and prosper in the choice.
America naturally believes such a system is unsustainable. Not only would China have to impose it by force on free societies, but it is susceptible to corrosion from within. This is often mentioned in conjunction with the fact that nearly 150,000 Chinese students study at American universities each year. In Fukuyaman terms, education offers a path to China becoming part of the American order. American policy encourages the practice in the belief that while Chinese may not return home hoping their teenage daughters behave as American teenagers do, they surely want a government they can hold accountable. And if a government is accountable, then it will become liberal. But if the Chinese dream proves magnetic, America will have educated the political, economic, and military leaders that occasion its demise.
American government during the country’s rise to prominence was not liberal. The government became liberal in conjunction with prosperity and power, and it could be argued that America’s liberality was practiced to a greater extent in its foreign policy than in remaining true to its creed at home. The Fukuyaman mind-set takes as causality the increased liberalism of America; it may have simply been correlation.
The Lockean liberal ethos is so fully embedded in American hegemony, though, that it is difficult to imagine the United States refusing admission to Chinese students. Indeed, liberalism may so far pervade American political culture that courts would deny government the ability to proscribe university admissions on national security grounds. While conservatives bemoan the preoccupations of liberal societies, they are the defining element of the American brand and the seemingly inescapable basis for American foreign policy in the time of its hegemony. The American order will succeed or fail along Fukuyaman lines: either the United States will prove right that free people and free markets are the sole basis for sustainable prosperity and political power, and China will either fail to continue rising or become indistinguishable from other states in the American order, or China will prove resistant to the attractions of liberalism and overtake America as hegemon.
If the Chinese model sustains itself, then a dominant China is likely to recast the rules in ways that extrapolate to the international order its domestic political ideology, just as America did. Hegemony with Chinese characteristics would be a very different international order from the one America has fostered in its hegemony. It would encourage and support other authoritarian governments politically, financially, and socially. It would penalize states for interfering in the internal practices of repressive governments. It would offer privileged access to state-associated commercial concerns. It would prevent market forces levying penalties that make markets efficient and reliable allocators of capital. China lacks an ideology likely to appeal to America in the seductive way America’s ideology appealed within Britain and beyond. Without such an ideology, any hegemonic transition will require imposition by force.
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