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The authors of [the Declaration of Independence] set up a standard maxim for free society, which should be familiar to all, and revered by all; constantly looked to, constantly labored for, and even though never perfectly attained, constantly approximated, and thereby constantly spreading and deepening its influence, and augmenting the happiness and value of life to all people of all colors everywhere.

—Abraham Lincoln, June 26, 1857



Introduction

IN 1817 America’s minister in London, John Quincy Adams, reported that “[t]he universal feeling of Europe in witnessing the gigantic growth of our population and power is that we shall, if united, become a very dangerous member of the society of nations. They therefore hope what they confidently expect, that we shall not long remain united.”1 In 1819 a congressman returning from a visit to Europe reported that everyone he spoke to “appeared to be profoundly impressed with the idea that we were an ambitious and encroaching people.”2

Most Americans today would be surprised to know that much of the world regarded America, even in its infancy, as a very dangerous nation. When they think of the nation’s relations to the world in the decades before and after the Revolution, the words they tend to conjure are “isolation,” “nonentanglement,” “neutrality.” The early Americans’ goal, in the famous words of the Puritan father John Winthrop, was to establish a “city upon a hill” to be emulated by others. Washington’s Farewell Address restated this isolationist core of American foreign policy, opposing foreign attachments and expressing the quintessential American yearning for aloofness from a corrupt and corrupting world. The Monroe Doctrine further reconfirmed this tradition of isolation and separation. Or so it is widely believed.

This was not the way others viewed Americans in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries, however. Peoples and nations on the North American continent, in the Western Hemisphere, and in Europe considered Americans dangerous for a variety of reasons. First and foremost was their aggressive and seemingly insatiable desire for territory and dominant influence. In the late 1820s a Mexican commission concluded that Americans were a most “ambitious people always ready to encroach upon their Neighbours without a spark of good Faith.”3 The Indian tribes that had been steadily driven back across the continent since the early seventeenth century took the same view, of course. But so did the Spaniards, the French, the Russians, and the British, each of whom in their turn were pushed off lands and out of waterways by what French diplomats described as a “numerous,” “warlike,” and “restless” American populace. These ambitious Americans were “an enemy to be feared.”4

But aggressive territorial expansionism was not the only quality that made the young American republic dangerous in the eyes of others. Of equal if not sometimes greater concern was the danger posed by America’s revolutionary ideology, as well as by the way its liberal, commercial society seemed to swallow up those cultures with which it came into contact. In 1794 the Spanish governor in Louisiana warned that the spread of the American population and culture, both of them “advancing and multiplying in the silence of peace,” were “so much to be feared by Spain as are their arms.”5

There were many around the world who admired and celebrated the birth of a republic based on the principles of human equality and natural rights. But most of the world’s governments were apprehensive. “This federal republic is born a pigmy,” the Spanish minister in Paris remarked, but “a day will come when it will be a giant, even a colossus.” The source of the new nation’s frightening power, the minister believed, was its republican ideology and government. “Liberty of conscience, the facility for establishing a new population on immense lands, as well as the advantages of the new government, will draw thither farmers and artisans from all nations. In a few years we shall watch with grief the tyrannical existence of this same colossus.”6

Conservative defenders of monarchy and absolutism watched with growing alarm as revolutionary waves rolled back and forth across the Atlantic in the decades following the American Revolution. “If this flood of evil doctrines and pernicious examples should extend over the whole of America,” Prince Klemens von Metternich warned, “what would become…of the moral force of our governments, and of that conservative system which has saved Europe from complete dissolution?” When President James Monroe announced what would become famous as the Monroe Doctrine in 1823, Metternich apprehended that the Americans, “whom we have seen arise and grow,” had “suddenly left a sphere too narrow for their ambition and…astonished Europe by a new act of revolt, more unprovoked, fully as audacious, and no less dangerous than” the American Revolution itself.7

This gap between Americans’ self-perception and the perceptions of others has endured throughout the nation’s history. Americans have cherished an image of themselves as by nature inward-looking and aloof, only sporadically and spasmodically venturing forth into the world, usually in response to external attack or perceived threats. This self-image survives, despite four hundred years of steady expansion and an ever-deepening involvement in world affairs, and despite innumerable wars, interventions, and prolonged occupations in foreign lands. It is as if it were all an accident or odd twist of fate. Even as the United States has risen to a position of global hegemony, expanding its reach and purview and involvement across the continent and then across the oceans, Americans still believe their nation’s natural tendencies are toward passivity, indifference, and insularity.

This lack of self-awareness has had its virtues. It has sometimes made America’s vast power more tolerable to large numbers of peoples around the world, for a nation so unaware of its own behavior may seem less threatening than a nation with a plan of expansion and conquest. But it has also been a problem. Americans have often not realized how their expansive tendencies—political, ideological, economic, strategic, and cultural—bump up against and intrude upon other peoples and cultures. They are surprised to learn that others hate them, are jealous of them, and even fear them for their power and influence. They have not anticipated, therefore, the way their natural expansiveness could provoke reactions, and sometimes violent reactions, against them.

This lack of self-awareness is a problem in another way as well. Not only have Americans frequently failed to see how their actions could provoke reactions from others. They have not even accurately predicted their own responses. The history of America has been one of repeated surprises, not only at the behavior of others but at the behavior of the United States in response to the actions of others. Many Americans have believed they did not care what happened in most of the rest of the world, and yet when events occured, they found that they did care. In the Howard Hawks movie To Have and Have Not, Lauren Bacall says to Humphrey Bogart, “I know, I know, you don’t give a whoop what I do—but when I do it you get sore.” Bogart’s Harry Morgan in that 1944 film was meant to be a symbol for an isolationist America coming out of its isolation, but Bacall’s line could summarize four hundred years of American foreign policy.

On balance, Americans would be better off if they understood themselves, their nation, and their nation’s history better. This applies especially to the early history of American foreign policy. The pervasive myth of America as isolationist and passive until provoked rests on a misunderstanding of America’s foreign policies in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries. This book is an attempt to tell a different story that is more about expansion and ambition, idealistic as well as materialistic, than about isolationist exemplars and cities upon hills.



CHAPTER 1

The First Imperialists

This is a commonwealth of the fabric that hath an open ear, and a public concernment. She is not made for herself only, but given as a magistrate of God unto mankind, for the vindication of common right and the law of nature. Wherefore saith Cicero of the…Romans, Nos magis patronatum orbis terrarrum suscepimus quam imperium, we have rather undertaken the patronage than the empire of the world.

—James Harrington, The Commonwealth of Oceana, 1656

The Myth of the “City upon a Hill”:
 The Americanization of the Puritan Mission

MISPERCEPTIONS about the history, traditions, and nature of American foreign policy begin with the popular image of the Puritans who settled in New England in the 1630s. John Winthrop’s hopeful description of the Massachusetts Bay theocracy as a “city upon a hill” is emblazoned in the American self-image, a vivid symbol of what are widely seen as dominant isolationist and “exceptionalist” tendencies in American foreign policy. The Puritan “mission,” as the historian Frederick Merk once put it, was “to redeem the Old World by high example,” and generations of Americans have considered this “exemplarist” purpose the country’s original mission in its pure, uncorrupted form: the desire to set an example to the world, but from a safe distance.1 Felix Gilbert argued that the unique combination of idealism and isolationism in American thought derived from the Puritans’ “utopian” aspirations, which required “separation” from Europe and the severing of “ties which might spread the diseases of Europe to America.”2 The true American “mission,” therefore, was inherently isolationist, passive, and restrained; it was, as Merk put it, both “idealistic” and “self-denying…a force that fought to curb expansionism of the aggressive variety.”3

This picture of Puritan America as a pious Greta Garbo, wanting only to be left alone in her self-contained world, is misleading. For one thing, Winthrop’s Puritans were not isolationists. They were global revolutionaries.4 They escaped persecution in the Old World to establish the ideal religious commonwealth in America, their “new Jerusalem.” But unlike the biblical Jews, they looked forward to the day, they hoped not far off, when they might return to a reformed Egypt. Far from seeking permanent separation from the Old World, the Puritans’ “errand into the wilderness” aimed to establish a base from which to launch a counteroffensive across the Atlantic. Their special covenant with God was not tied to the soil of the North American continent.5 America was not the Puritans’ promised land but a temporary refuge.6 God had “peopled New England in order that the reformation of England and Scotland may be hastened.”7 As the great scholar of Puritan thought Perry Miller explained many years ago, the Puritan migration “was no retreat from Europe: it was a flank attack.” The “large unspoken assumption in the errand of 1630” was that success in New England would mean a return to old England.8

The Massachusetts Bay colonists neither sought isolation from the Old World nor considered themselves isolated.9 The Puritan leaders did not even believe they were establishing a “new” world distinct from the old. In their minds New England and Old England were the same world, spiritually if not geographically. A hundred years after Winthrop’s settlement, when the Puritan evangelist Jonathan Edwards spoke of “our nation,” he meant both Britain and the British North American colonies. It was a measure of how little the New England Puritans sought isolation from the Old World that their greatest disappointment came when England’s Puritan revolution in the mid-seventeenth century abandoned rigid Calvinism, the Puritans’ model, thus leaving the Puritans theologically isolated in their American wilderness.10

America, in turn, became not a promised land but a burial ground for the kind of Puritan theocracy Winthrop and his followers had hoped to establish. Puritanism died in part because the American wilderness, like the biblical Israel, was a land of milk and honey. The New World was too vast for the Puritans’ worldly asceticism. Their rigid theocracy required control and obedience and self-restraint, but the expansive North American wilderness created freedom, dissent, independence, and the lust for land. The abundance of land and economic opportunities for men and women of all social stations diverted too many minds from godly to worldly pursuits. It undermined patriarchal hierarchy and shattered orthodoxy. Those who did not like the way the doctrines of Calvinism were construed and enforced in the Massachusetts Bay Colony had only to move up the Connecticut Valley. Within a dozen years of Winthrop’s arrival, Puritan divines were decrying their congregants’ sinful desire for ever more “elbow-room” in their New World. “Land! Land! hath been the Idol of many in New-England,” cried Increase Mather. “They that profess themselves Christians, have foresaken Churches, and Ordinances, and all for land and elbow-room enough in the World.”11

The rich lands of North America also helped unleash liberal, materialist forces within Protestantism that overwhelmed the Puritan fathers’ original godly vision and brought New England onto the path on which the rest of British-American civilization was already traveling: toward individualism, progress, and modernity. With so many opportunities for personal enrichment available in the New World, the “Protestant ethic,” as Max Weber called it, which countenanced the rewards of labor as a sign of God’s favor and which demanded hard work in one’s “calling” as a sign of election, became a powerful engine of material progress. In a short time, settlers, plantation owners, and the increasingly prosperous and powerful merchants of Boston—the so-called River Gods—came to worship at altars other than those of their Calvinist fathers and grandfathers. The liberal, commercial ethos of these new mercantile groups represented the spirit of a new age, whose “guiding principles were not social stability, order, and the discipline of the senses, but mobility, growth, and the enjoyment of life.”12

By the early eighteenth century Puritan New England had entered “the emerging secular and commercial culture” of Anglo-America. The New Englanders “relinquished their grand vision of building a city upon a hill,” and Puritanism itself melted into the new, modernizing society.13 The burst of religious revivalism in the early to mid-eighteenth century, termed the Great Awakening, was a monument to Puritanism’s failure, a worried response to the increasing secularization of American society and to the spread of Christian rationalism and Deism among colonial elites. From its original pious ambitions, Jonathan Edwards lamented, the Puritans’ America had fallen into sin. History had never witnessed “such a casting off [of] the Christian religion,” nor “so much scoffing at and ridiculing the gospel of Christ by those that have been brought up under gospel light.”14 Even Edwards’s own reactionary revivalism was shaped by the new realities of life in an expansive, modernizing, and free America, for his was a democratized, antihierarchical Puritanism that conformed to the increasingly fluid nature of colonial American society. His effort to stem the tide of liberalism and modernity was futile. As Edwards wrote his treatises on faith and salvation and obedience to God, his fellow British colonials were “beginning to think of themselves as having individual rights that were self-evidently endowments of nature.”15 By the last quarter of the eighteenth century, a foreign observer like the French immigrant Michel-Guillaume-Jean de Crèvecoeur could write of Americans that they “think more of the affairs of this world than of those of the next.”16

Not only has the original Puritan mission often been misunderstood, therefore, but the rapid absorption and dissipation of Puritanism within the mainstream of colonial American society meant that the Puritan influence in shaping the character of that society, and its foreign policies, was not as great as has sometimes been imagined. Most of America outside of New England had never been under Puritan influence, and by the early eighteenth century even New England was no Puritan commonwealth but a rising center of liberalism and commercialism. In the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries it was the southern and middle colonies, not New England, that “epitomized what was arguably the most important element in the emerging British-American culture: the conception of America as a place in which free people could pursue their own individual happiness in safety and with a fair prospect that they might be successful in their several quests.”17

The society and culture that took root in the Chesapeake Bay region had far greater influence on the evolution of American society, and therefore on American foreign policy, than did Puritanism. This colonial America was characterized not by isolationism and utopianism, not by cities upon hills and covenants with God, but by aggressive expansionism, acquisitive materialism, and an overarching ideology of civilization that encouraged and justified both. In Virginia and the other settlements along the Chesapeake Bay that predated the Puritans’ arrival in New England, the dreams that drew Englishmen to a rough and untamed country were of wealth and opportunity, not the founding of a new Israel. The boom years that came to Virginia in the middle of the seventeenth century produced no utopia but, at first, an almost lawless capitalism run amok: the “fleeting ugliness of private enterprise operating temporarily without check,” a “greed magnified by opportunity, producing fortunes for a few and misery for many,” and, of course, the first steps “toward a system of labor that treated men as things.”18 Although gradually this rampant capitalist beast was tamed by the establishment of laws and institutions modeled after England’s, the acquisitive, individualistic, modern spirit of liberalism formed the bedrock of American society more than a century and a half before the American Revolution proclaimed liberty and the pursuit of happiness to be the natural rights of all men.19

This acquisitive individualism was the powerful engine of an Anglo-American territorial expansion that was neither particularly godly nor especially peaceful and certainly not “self-denying.” In the Chesapeake Bay area settled by the Virginia Company and its “adventurers,” expansion throughout the tidewater began immediately, stretching up the fertile and accessible valleys of the James, Rappahannock, and York rivers. In the Massachusetts Bay Colony, too, expansion from Boston into the Connecticut Valley and the New England interior began within a few years after the colony’s founding. In both the northern and southern colonies, expansion brought the settlers into bloody conflict with Indians—first the Pequot and later the Wampanoag, the Narragansett, and the Nipmuck in the North, and the Susquehanna in the South. In 1637 settlers from Boston and the Connecticut River Valley united in a two-pronged attack that ended in the massacre and virtual extermination of the Pequot. That victory opened up even more territory for expansion and settlement, which in turn led less than four decades later to another, albeit more costly, triumph for the expansion-minded settlers against an alliance of Indian tribes loosely led by the Wampanoag chief whom the Anglo-Americans called King Philip. In Virginia that same year Governor William Berkeley’s refusal to launch a war against the Susquehanna resulted in a frontier rebellion led by Nathaniel Bacon and the burning of the Virginia capital of Jamestown. Thereafter in Virginia, as in New England, expansion proceeded apace throughout the latter half of the seventeenth century and into the eighteenth, out into the Virginia Piedmont and the Great Valley of the Appalachians and, in the north, up into Vermont and New Hampshire.

Like most expansive peoples—the Greeks and Romans, for instance—Anglo-Americans did not view themselves as aggressors.20 In part, they believed it only right and natural that they should seek independence and fortune for themselves and their families in the New World. Once having pursued this destiny and established a foothold in the untamed lands of North America, continued expansion seemed to many a matter of survival, a defensive reaction to threats that lay just beyond the ever-expanding perimeter of their English civilization. The French and Spanish empires were competing with the English for control of North America. And the Indian nations, defending their own shrinking territories and, indeed, their very existence against European aggression, were a constant threat to the settlers’ security—at least from the settlers’ perspective. Native Americans pushed off one stretch of land, and fearing they would soon be pushed off the next, frequently struck back, both out of vengeance and in the hopes of convincing the settlers to halt their advance and retreat. Settlers under siege, and the governments charged with protecting them, could easily view the Indians as the aggressors and their own actions as aimed at establishing nothing more than a minimal level of security. Attaining even minimal security, however, required an ever-enlarging sphere of control and dominance, for whenever one boundary of security was established, other threats always existed just beyond it. The “original sin” of displacing the first Indians from their lands began a cycle of advance and conquest. As Catherine the Great is supposed to have remarked, “I have no way to defend my borders but to extend them.” What has been said of Russia, that it found its security only in the insecurity of others, could be said of colonial Anglo-Americans, too. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, they purchased their security at the price of the insecurity, and often the ruin, of Pequot, Iroquois, and Narragansett, of French and Spaniards, and by the time of the Revolution, of the British, too.

The Expansionist “Mission”

THE SEARCH FOR SECURITY, however, was not the sole motive for expansion. There were other powerful motives as well, and more exalted justifications. The Anglo-American settlers pressed into territories claimed by others in the conviction that they were serving a higher purpose, that their expansion was the unfolding of an Anglo-Saxon destiny. They saw themselves as the vanguard of an English civilization that was leading humanity into the future. The first American exceptionalism was really an English exceptionalism, the first American mission an Anglo-Saxon, Protestant, imperial mission. Even the Virginia Company portrayed itself as more than a purely commercial entity. The company’s stockholders insisted theirs was a different kind of commercial enterprise, “the ends for which it is established beinge not simply matter of Trade, butt of a higher Nature.”21 Clearing away the wilderness and implanting English civilization in its place was in their eyes an inherently noble task, as well as being lucrative. While making money for themselves and their London stockholders, the colonists would “bring the infidels and salvages lyving in those partes to humane civilitie and to a setled and quiet govermente.” Not for the last time in American history, these early settlers made their way forward in the conviction that enterprise, trade, and the advance of civilization were interlinked. Their civilization, they believed, was beneficial both for those who advanced it and for those upon whom it was advanced.22 This Anglo-American mission was neither passive nor “exemplarist,” however. The settlers moved ever forward; they did not stand still. And they did their converting with their hands, their tools, and their weapons, not by the force of their example.

Nor was the settlers’ mission one that isolated them from the rest of the world. They saw themselves spreading European civilization, not escaping it. The settlement of the North American wilderness was in their eyes part of a long process of civilized human evolution, a process that began centuries earlier in the wilderness of Europe. European civilization, too, they recalled, had been born in untamed forests. In their efforts to improve the land on which they settled, Anglo-American colonists provided themselves “with the comforting vision that, notwithstanding their remoteness from the center of history in Europe, they were also incorporated into the historical process as that process had been formulated and sanctioned by Europeans in Europe.”23 “Westward the course of empire takes its way,” wrote the Irish philosopher and clergyman George Berkeley in 1726. “The four first acts already past, / A fifth shall close the drama with the day: / Time’s noblest offspring is the last.24

The Anglo-American colonists were in this respect typical Englishmen. Long before American publicists invented the term in the mid-nineteenth century, the English had developed their own idea of “manifest destiny,” derived partly from a sense of racial and cultural superiority, partly from a belief in the superiority of the Protestant religion and in the “perfection” of English political institutions. Along with the idea of destiny came a belief in the right of conquest of backward peoples in the name of this civilization. This was not simple racism; it was civilizationism. Before Englishmen exercised their right of conquest against North American Indians, they had exercised it against Gaelic Irish and Highland Scots, light-skinned peoples who nevertheless, like the Indians, made their living by hunting and fishing, who “seemed to have no settled agriculture or permanent homes,” and whom the English therefore conceived to be “of a different and inferior race, violent, treacherous, poverty-stricken, and backward.”25 Sixteenth-century proponents of the colonization of Ireland had justified it as a means of fostering among the Irish an “appreciation for civility so that they might likewise move toward freedom.” In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries Englishmen looked farther across the oceans in their efforts to act as “civilizing agents” for the “barbarous nations.”26 And in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries Americans were still pursuing at least a version of this early English mission, without the aim of territorial conquest but with the same professed purpose of raising “developing” nations up into conformity with advanced civilization.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as later, a strong element of nationalist pride was involved. The Anglo-Americans believed they were superior not only to the uncivilized natives but also to other European colonists by virtue of the liberties they enjoyed and the religion they practiced, and by the benefits they could bestow on the Indians. They believed, for instance, that they treated the Indians they encountered more humanely than did the bloodthirsty Spaniards and scheming French Catholics.27 The notion that Anglo-Americans, by expanding in North America, would be liberating the natives from a brutal Spanish tyranny went as far back as 1584, when Richard Hakluyt entreated Queen Elizabeth’s support for the colonial project.

         

The Spaniards governe in the Indies with all pride and tyranie…so no doubte whensoever the Queene of England…shall seate upon that firme of America, and shalbe reported throughe oute all that tracte to use the naturall people there with all humanitie, curtesie, and freedome, they will yelde themselves to her government, and revolte cleane from the Spaniarde….28

         

In fact, compared with the French, at least, the Anglo-American colonists were arguably more ruthless and less concerned for Indian ways and interests. But the English believed they were superior conquerors chiefly because their civilization and their religion were superior: French and Spanish Catholic missionaries kept their Indian converts in darkness, because that was the nature of their benighted religion. “The French, they pretend to teach the Indians religion,” Jonathan Edwards complained even well into the eighteenth century, “but they won’t teach ’em to read. They won’t let ’em read the Word of God.”29 The Indians were better off under the tutelage of the superior Protestant faith.

The Anglo-Americans’ sense of cultural superiority grew dramatically after the Glorious Revolution in England in 1688, the effects of which rippled across the Atlantic and persuaded “most Englishmen that they lived on an oasis of freedom in a global desert of tyranny.” In the North American colonies, as in Britain, people celebrated their unique liberties, both political and religious, and contrasted the perfection of the British “mixed constitution” with the imperfections of the absolutist governments in France and Spain.30 “To patriotic Englishmen of the eighteenth century,” including Anglo-Americans in the New World, “liberty, Protestantism, and Imperial expansion seemed to be inextricably connected.”31

The Anglo-Americans were not wrong to believe they had something of benefit to give to others, a way of life that was more prosperous and in some important respects freer, even if the recipients of these benefits often did not agree that this new way of life was preferable to their own. In the end, however, civilization, religion, and even security were justifications for and by-products of conquest and expansion in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Anglo-Americans would not have sought to implant civilization in the wilderness had they not been moved by more self-interested motives, chiefly the desire for land and for all the material, spiritual, and political benefits that came with its acquisition. They did not hesitate when, as was often the case, the drive for ever more land tended to undermine the civilizing mission in both its political and religious forms. Even the most devoted Protestant evangelical missionaries refused to deny themselves a share of the territories occupied by the Indians they were attempting to convert. Nor did they, or could they, deny the waves of Anglo-American settlers who followed them out to the frontiers. This was in contrast to the French Jesuit missionaries who went to live among the Indians. The French Catholics, so disdained by the English Protestants, were more successful in attracting a following among the Indians precisely because they did not ask the natives to save their souls at the expense of losing their homelands.32

To say that the Anglo-American settlers were simply greedy would be too narrow. The desire for land was not primarily a desire for profit. Some land speculators made fortunes off the lands they bought and sold. But for the vast majority of settlers, the benefits of expansion were more of a spiritual and political nature. Landownership equaled liberty, both in Lockean theory and in practice. Settlement on the ever-expanding frontier offered unprecedented freedom and independence, and a sense of honor, to hundreds of thousands of families who would otherwise have lived a more dependent and oppressed existence in Europe or crowded in the cities on the Atlantic Coast. The endless supply of land on the continent meant that no one, except the slave, was condemned to spend a lifetime in the employ of someone else. Men earned wages only until they had enough money to buy land and move away. This was the original “American dream,” one that Abraham Lincoln was still extolling a century later: the opportunity of every white male American to abandon a wage earner’s life for the independent life of the landowner.

What distinguished colonial America from Europe in the eighteenth century, what made it really seem a promised land to settlers, and what attracted an astonishing wave of immigration in the decades before the Revolution was precisely the freedom, the individualism, and the rough equality among peoples that an expanding territory made possible. Contemporary observers such as Crèvecoeur noted in wonder that colonial American society was “not composed, as in Europe, of great lords who possess everything, and a herd of people who have nothing…no aristocratical families, no courts, no kings, no bishops, no ecclesiastical dominion, no invisible power giving to the few a very visible one.” Adam Smith pointed out that there was “more equality…among the English colonists than among the inhabitants of the mother country.” And Edmund Burke believed that by freeing people from dependence on employers and landowners, the conditions in North America had fostered “a love of freedom” and a “fierce spirit of liberty” that was “the predominating feature” in the colonial character and was “stronger…probably than in any other people of the earth.”33 This quality of colonial existence made America “exceptional,” distinguishing the colonies even from the liberty-loving Britons, who were themselves exceptional compared to the rest of Europe.

America’s early exceptionalism depended, however, on the endless supply of land on which to settle and build a new life. Unprecedented freedom depended partly on unceasing territorial expansion to open avenues for individual initiative and success. Expansion provided the distance necessary to keep people relatively free from government and ecclesiastical authority.34 It provided those ineffable but intensely craved human satisfactions: honor and self-respect.35 For a young man starting out in life in mid-eighteenth-century America—a man such as George Washington—the amassing of land in the yet-to-be-settled West was a chance to achieve a status in society that might otherwise have eluded him.36 “Land is the most permanent estate,” he once wrote, “and the most likely to increase in value.”37 At age eighteen Washington had already become a landowner and land speculator, and he devoted much of the quarter century before the Revolution to adding thousands of acres of western land to his holdings. To one friend down on his luck he relayed advice that showed the importance of land in his mind. “There is a large field before you,” he wrote his friend, “where an enterprising Man with very little Money may lay the foundation of a Noble Estate.” Look at the fortunes already made in Virginia, he advised. “Was it not by taking up & purchasing at very low rates the rich back Lands which were thought nothing of in those days, but are now the most valuable Lands we possess? Undoubtedly it was.”38 Washington’s own national fame was not unrelated to the landed wealth he acquired, for although it often drained him of resources, especially at Mount Vernon, its value allowed him to borrow heavily and then spend generously outfitting his soldiers, lending money to devoted followers in his country, and making his Mount Vernon home a center of Virginia society. Land allowed him to do all the things a prominent gentleman of colonial Virginia was supposed to do.

The material and intangible opportunities offered by land set in motion a cycle of expansion and prosperity in the colonial era. The constant availability of land for settlement pulled workers out of the cities, thus creating a scarcity of urban laborers, which in turn drove wages in the colonies higher than they were in Europe. High wages in the New World attracted more immigrants, who after a few years of employment became new seekers of more land on which to settle. The ever-growing population of land-hungry settlers and the existence of enormous tracts of fertile land east of the Mississippi River, encumbered only by the native inhabitants and their French and Spanish supporters, produced an irresistible pressure for more expansion. This expansionist cycle built up so much momentum in the middle of the eighteenth century that it drove the Anglo-American colonies into a world war. Then, two decades later, it helped drive them to independence.

The “Policy of Savages”

BY MIDCENTURY the most desirable lands within the boundaries of the old colonies had been occupied, or so it seemed to many. The obvious next stage was to expand farther west, beyond the Allegheny Mountains into the rich lands of the Ohio Valley. In the late 1740s those in the colonies who had the influence and the wherewithal to stake a claim to these western lands did so, even if the lands were controlled by others. The Virginia aristocracy dove in with two new joint-stock companies in the late 1740s. One was the Ohio Company, formed by the prominent Virginia politician Thomas Lee, which included among its members the illustrious Fairfax family, as well as the lieutenant governor of the colony, Robert Dinwiddie, and George Washington’s older brother, Lawrence. To pull strings in London, the Ohio Company counted the Duke of Bedford among its members. In 1749 George II granted a half million acres of Ohio Valley land to the company, with the stipulation that the shareholders erect a fort and settle at least one hundred families on the forks of the Ohio River. Thus would the interests of the nascent British Empire also be served in its ongoing competition with the French.

One can hardly exaggerate the degree to which American leaders, including future leaders of the independent republic, had a direct, personal interest in this new phase of territorial expansion. Washington was not the only founding father with a stake in the Ohio Valley. Thomas Jefferson was a land speculator by inheritance: his father bequeathed to him and his brothers and sisters a share in the Loyal Land Company, the main competitor of the Ohio Company, which had been “granted” eight hundred thousand acres by the Virginia House of Burgesses.39 Another prominent Virginian, Patrick Henry, also had speculative interests in western land. Nor was it strictly a Virginia phenomenon. In Pennsylvania Benjamin Franklin served as agent for powerful colonials seeking their own concessions in the Ohio Valley, spurred in part by fear that Virginia would grab everything and leave Pennsylvanians locked out of the West. Connecticut competed for western lands, too, as did Massachusetts, where even evangelical missionaries like Jonathan Edwards were tied up with land speculation, either through their powerful patrons and congregants or, like Edwards, as “owners” of western lands themselves.

The problem was that the British colonies were not alone in wanting the Ohio Valley. The King of France claimed it with equal if not greater justice, for he had actually implanted French settlers, and French forts, on the contested lands. And then, of course, there were the Indians who actually dwelled on the lands that the colonists and their imperial backers were granting to themselves. Any new Anglo-American settlement in the Ohio Valley would come with a struggle and probably war. As American speculators and would-be settlers well knew, therefore, all this land and the great opportunities it afforded could not be obtained without the aid of the powerful British Empire.

Mid-eighteenth-century Anglo-Americans thus became the most enthusiastic of British imperialists. This was no great leap. Most colonists had long been proud and loyal members of the British Empire, despite the tensions and resentments that occasionally flared up between the colonies and the London authorities. By the middle of the eighteenth century, colonial elites, far from seeking separation from the Old World, aspired to be more British in their habits, their manners, and their dress. Washington furnished Mount Vernon with such specimens of English luxury and taste as he could afford. As a young man rising in prominence in Virginia, he yearned for a commission in the British regular army, an achievement that would have laid the basis for a comfortable and successful imperial career. Only lack of influence in London prevented him from attaining this ambition. Benjamin Franklin, too, was “intellectually and culturally…an Englishman,” who aspired for many years to settle down in England permanently or, failing that, to win a position working for the imperial authorities in the colonies—as a tax collector.40 Jonathan Edwards considered himself “first of all as a British citizen.” His closest ally in the revival movement on both sides of the Atlantic was the British preacher George Whitefield, and Edwards made no distinction between New and Old England, calling them together “our nation.”41

Edwards’s strong sense of British nationalism provided a window on the way colonists both prided themselves on their Britishness and counted on the strength of the empire to further their interests, both material and spiritual. In the mind of Edwards, and probably of many of his followers, the success of the international Protestant mission depended entirely on the success of the British Empire. Since the accession of the Protestant Hanoverian line to the British throne in 1714, “New Englanders had shed their Puritan outsider image and identified themselves with the Protestant and British cause.” Great Britain was the great champion of international Protestantism, and Edwards believed that God worked His will through favored nations and empires. In this sense the New Israel, God’s chosen instrument, was not America but the British Empire.42

Some scholars have argued that the Anglo-Americans were the earliest and most ardent advocates of the idea of a British Empire, more so than their English brethren across the Atlantic.43 Certainly the colonists found nothing objectionable in the idea of empire. The word did not connote to them despotic and arbitrary rule by a superior power over weaker and inferior peoples. To the contrary, in the colonists’ conception of the British Empire, they were coequal with those who lived in the British Isles—a perception that would take on revolutionary significance in the 1760s when the imperial authorities acted according to a different conception of the relationship between colony and mother country. Before the colonial crisis of the 1760s, most leading Americans were content to pursue their great destiny, both individually and collectively, as Britons.44 Indeed, the British Empire was the vessel that colonists counted on to deliver them into a prosperous and secure future.

Close identification with the empire was especially desirable when it served immediate expansionist and commercial interests. Anglo-American leaders knew their disunited and jealous colonies were unlikely to succeed in pushing back the French and Indians and capturing the Ohio Valley on their own. The colonies were “like the separate Filaments of Flax before the Thread is form’d,” Franklin complained, “without Strength, because without Connection.” A colonial union might “make us strong, and even formidable.”45 But that union seemed hopelessly elusive. Failed attempts to organize the colonies into a cohesive force, such as in the abortive Albany Plan of Union in 1754, served only to convince ambitious colonials like Franklin that they needed the unity, the guidance, and the muscle that only London could provide.

Promoting the idea of empire was useful in the colonists’ effort to sway the British public and authorities. Anglo-Americans hoped to give Britons on the other side of the ocean a sense of pride in their imperial mission in North America. The people of Great Britain and the people of the colonies, Franklin suggested in the early 1750s, should “learn to consider themselves, as not belonging to a different community with different interests, but to one community with one interest.” The “colonies bordering on the French are properly frontiers of the British Empire,” he insisted, “and the frontiers of an empire are properly defended at the joint expense of the body of the people in such an empire.”46

The idea of a territorial empire on the North American continent was not what most imperialistic Britons initially had in mind in the eighteenth century, however. Before the Seven Years’ War with France, their fascination was with maritime empire. Britannia ruled the waves, not the wilderness. Political theorists believed maritime empire better suited to Britain’s political economy and its special genius as a commercial nation. And it was compatible with British liberty. Vast landed empires tended toward despotism, or so it was widely believed. Roman republicanism and freedom had been undone by territorial conquest. In the modern era the Bourbons and absolute monarchies on the Continent dreamed of creating a “Universal Monarchy” there. Britain’s great destiny lay along a different path, on the oceans. James Harrington offered a compelling vision of a British Empire at once powerful, prosperous, free, and, what would later be of keen interest to revolutionary Americans, republican. His imaginary “Commonwealth of Oceana” would be “a commonwealth for increase,” a producer of wealth both for itself and for others, benevolent in its strength and beneficial to all it touched with its commerce. As he put it, quoting Cicero, “[W]e have rather undertaken the patronage than the empire of the world.”47 From the end of the seventeenth through the first half of the eighteenth century, “[t]rade, shipping, the Navy”—not colonization—were the meaning and purpose of empire for most Englishmen.48

There was a clash, therefore, between the Anglo-American and the British imperial ideas. A century later, in the middle of the nineteenth century, the British idea of maritime dominance, and even of “tutelary” empire, would inspire such influential Americans as William Seward and James G. Blaine, who wanted nothing more than to emulate the British dominance of the seas and of international trade. They would use language strikingly similar to Harrington’s and Cicero’s in imagining the United States undertaking “rather the patronage than the empire of the world.” Among the founding generation, Alexander Hamilton, born on a Caribbean island into a world of seagoing traders, also hoped to establish a maritime empire modeled after the British. But most of Hamilton’s colleagues, such as the Virginians Washington and Jefferson and the Pennsylvanian Franklin, were determined territorial imperialists who looked westward across the continent for America’s destiny. They were repeatedly disappointed by British unwillingness to support western conquest. In the Treaty of Utrecht of 1713, following the War of the Spanish Succession, the British had agreed to let France keep its imperial outposts in North America and had established an Indian “buffer” between their respective colonial holdings. The settlement served the interest of European stability, promising “to confirm the peace and tranquility of the Christian world through a just equilibrium of power.”49 In this European drama, North America was a sideshow.

It was no sideshow to the colonists. A “just equilibrium of power” on the continent was the last thing they wanted. Settlers found the treaty limits imposed by the British authorities intolerable and made constant forays into the buffer zone, clashing with Indians, provoking bloody counterattacks, and repeatedly disturbing British efforts to maintain a stable peace with France in North America. British imperial commanders reported in frustration that the Anglo-American settlers were “too Numerous, too Lawless and Licentious ever to be restrained.”50 The Anglo-American colonists opposed the very presence of France in North America. They detested having a Catholic power as a neighbor. They wanted France’s northern territories for themselves and resented French support for Indian tribes that opposed their expansion. But during the War of the Austrian Succession in the late 1740s—another war fought chiefly in Europe—British authorities repeatedly rejected colonial appeals for an invasion of French Canada. On the one occasion the British did support a foray into Canada, they undid the colonists’ ambitious plans by giving the prize back to France.

That episode was an instructive example of the clash between aggressive colonials and more cautious London ministers. In 1745 the New England colonists launched an attack against the important French stronghold of Louisbourg, on Cape Breton Island. The expedition, organized by Massachusetts governor William Shirley, produced unprecedented colonial unity and determination, particularly among the New Englanders, who mustered four thousand volunteers for the fight. Twenty of Jonathan Edwards’s congregants took part in the siege and capture of the French fortress, inspired by the motto the evangelical English preacher George Whitefield chose for their banner: Nil desperandum Christo duce. Back in Massachusetts Edwards led his people in prayers for victory, urging them to purge themselves of sin, for “[s]in above all things weakens a people at war.” (In response to such exhortations, the impious Benjamin Franklin quipped, “in attacking strong towns I should have more dependence on works, than on faith.”) The triumph at Louisbourg in 1745 was celebrated on both sides of the Atlantic, but much more so in the colonies. The New England evangelical preacher Thomas Prince prayed that “this happy conquest be the dawning earnest of our divine redeemer’s carrying on his triumphs through the Northern Regions; ’till he extends his empire…from the river of Canada to the ends of America.”51

But the rulers of that empire back in London did not share American enthusiasm for driving the French from North America. In the compromise peace of Aix-la-Chapelle in 1748, the British returned Louisbourg to France, leaving the colonists again embittered at the mother country’s betrayal of their interests.

Embittered but not daunted. In the coming years the colonists redoubled their efforts to enlist British imperial support for continental expansion against the French and Indians. The newly minted Ohio and Loyal Land companies were staking their claim in the Ohio Valley. Edwards’s congregants in Massachusetts were buying stock in the Susquehanna Company, which sought lands farther north across the Alleghenies. Pennsylvanians were in the hunt for land, too. The colonies, glutted by their growing population, were an expansionist pressure cooker.

The danger posed by the ambitious Anglo-Americans was not lost on their French and Indian neighbors. The Indians had the most to fear. The buffer zone, their homeland, was being breached, and the delicate balance of power on which their peace and security depended was being upset. In eighteenth-century North America it was the Indians, not the Anglo-Americans, who revered the balance of power. “The great ruling principle of modern Indian politics,” one British official observed, was “to preserve the balance between us & the French.” But by the 1750s the balance was shifting inexorably toward the British, with their hordes of immigrants and settlers. In 1754, when there were seventy thousand French colonists in all of North America, the Anglo-American population stood at 1.5 million. Nor did the Indians fail to discern the difference between the two imperial forces. The French were interested primarily in trade and secondarily in missionary work. They wanted a firm grip on the waterways that led from the St. Lawrence through the Great Lakes to the Mississippi, and they would expand their holdings in the region if they could. But Louis XIV and Louis XV were preoccupied with affairs in Europe and would not spare the manpower to settle a vast French population in the heartland of North America. The Anglo-Americans did. They wanted to settle new land, and they were settling it at an alarming pace. As one Indian leader told his compatriots, “Brethren, are you ignorant of the difference between our Father [the French] and the English? Go and see the forts our Father has created, and you will see that the land beneath their walls is still hunting ground,…whilst the English, on the contrary, no sooner get possession of a country than the game is forced to leave; the trees fall down before them, the earth becomes bare.”52 The onward-rushing British Protestant civilization with its unfettered individualism spelled doom for Indian lands and Indian civilization in a way that the outer reaches of the French Catholic empire did not. In the short run, this meant the French had a better chance of gaining and keeping Indian support. In the long run, it meant the French stood little chance in the imperial battle for control of the continent.

The French worried that they were losing that battle before a shot was fired. The governor of Canada, the Marquis de La Galissonnière, knew that the threat came not from the authorities in London but from the aggressive colonists, whose expansionist desire for land could neither be sated by concessions nor contained by diplomacy. “While peace appeared to have lulled the jealousy of the English in Europe,” the governor warned his superiors in Paris, “this bursts forth in all its violence in America; and if barriers capable of staying its effects be not opposed at this very moment, that nation will place itself in a condition to completely invade the French Colonies at the opening of the first war.” The power of the English colonies in North America was “daily increasing,” and if some means were not found “to prevent it, [it would] soon absorb not only all the Colonies located in the neighbouring islands of the Tropic, but even all those of the Continent of America.”53 A burst of Anglo-American expansion into the Ohio Valley would sever the strategic link between Canadian New France and the French settlements in Louisiana. To prevent this, the French tried to strengthen their grip on the Ohio Valley and to confine Anglo-American settlement to the eastern slopes of the Appalachians. They extended a chain of forts between the Great Lakes and the Mississippi, and they destroyed a Pennsylvania trading village on the Miami River as a message to other Anglo-Americans who dared encroach.

The Anglo-Americans responded with alarm, thus setting a pattern of American behavior that would persist for the next two centuries. American expansionist ambitions had collided with French ambitions, but Americans perceived the French reaction as unprovoked and aggressive, an effort to strangle the colonies, or worse, push them back from their existing frontiers. The French were “drawing a Line along the Borders of our Settlements in every Province, from the mouth of the St. Lawrence, to the Mouth of the Mississippi,” warned Archibald Kennedy, a prominent New York official. The colonists were particularly concerned, as Americans would be for the next half century—until the acquisition of the Louisiana territory solved the problem—about the consequences should the French gain full possession of the land between the colonies and the Mississippi. If that happened, one colonist warned, the Anglo-Americans in the southern colonies would have to submit to their rule “or have their Throats cut, and loose all their Slaves.”54 The colonists therefore turned to the British Empire for help. In 1750 the Massachusetts Assembly begged Governor Shirley to use his good offices to convince the king that “we apprehend it impossible, in the present distressed circumstances of the province, to maintain a force necessary for the defence of so extensive a frontier; and therefore we must humbly rely upon his majesty’s paternal goodness…for assistance.”55

The most articulate and vigorous lobbyist for aggressive imperial action against France was Benjamin Franklin. He warned of “the Evident Design of the French to Surround the British Colonies, to fortifie themselves on the Back thereof to take and keep Possession, of the heads of all the Important Rivers, to draw, over the Indians to their Interest, and with the help of such Indians added to such Forces as are already arrived and may hereafter be sent from Europe To be in a Capacity of making a General Attack on the Several Governments.”56 His answer was audacious. He proposed planting “two strong colonies of English…settled between the Ohio and Lake Erie,” that is, in the very heart of the French territorial claims in the pays d’en haut. This meant a renewal of Anglo-French war in both Europe and North America, though Franklin did not say as much. The conquest of this new territory would provide a defense to the western hinterlands of Pennsylvania and other colonies and keep France from becoming a growing threat to the British position in North America. It was a preemptive strike that would at once remove a potential threat and conquer for the colonists and for the British Empire a huge portion of rich and fertile land. “The great country back of the Appalachian Mountains, on both sides of the Ohio, and between that river and the Lakes is now well known, both to the English and French, to be one of the finest in North America, for the extreme richness and fertility of the land; the healthy temperature of the air, and mildness of the climate; the plenty of hunting, fishing, and fowling; the facility of trade with the Indians; and the vast convenience of inland navigation or water-carriage by the Lakes and great rivers, many hundreds of leagues around.”57 Within less than a century, he predicted, this rich territory would become a “populous and powerful dominion,” and a “great accession of power” to whichever European empire controlled it. He urged the British imperial authorities to seize the moment, to break French power on the continent once and for all, and to capture the great prize.

The core of Franklin’s argument was that continued expansion was essential to survival of the colonies, and by extension the empire. The French were aggressive enemies even if they did nothing more than hold their ground. By preventing the onward advance of British settlement, they had placed intolerable limits on colonial population growth. By “preventing our obtaining more subsistence by cultivating of new lands,” he argued, “they discourage our marriages, and keep our people from increasing; thus (if the expression may be allowed) killing thousands of our children before they are born.”58 It was incumbent on the British Empire “to secure Room enough, since on the Room depends so much the Increase of her People.” There were “already in the old colonies many thousands of families that are ready to swarm, wanting more land…. Our people, being confined to the country between the sea and the mountains, cannot much more increase in number.” But the “richness and natural advantage of the Ohio country would draw most of them thither, were there but a tolerable prospect of a safe settlement.” Franklin’s was, in essence, an argument for living space. Within that space the colonies, and the empire, would rise to unparalleled greatness. And the men responsible for this historic achievement would earn lasting fame and the gratitude of posterity. Echoing Machiavelli, Franklin flattered his British audience that “the Prince [or Princes] that acquires new Territory, if he finds it vacant, or removes the Natives to give his own People Room…may be properly called Fathers of their Nation, as they are the Cause of the Generation of Multitudes, by the Encouragement they afford to Marriage.” Franklin could even envision himself in this historic role, for as he wrote to a friend, “I sometimes wish that you and I were jointly employ’d by the Crown, to settle a Colony on the Ohio…. What a security to the other Colonies; and Advantage to Britain, by Increasing her People, Territory, Strength and Commerce.”59

Instead the task was left to the British Empire. The appeals of Franklin and other colonial leaders for imperial action had finally fallen on receptive ears in London. After decades of relative neglect of North America in favor of preserving a balance of power in Europe, British public opinion in the late 1740s and early 1750s was growing more bellicose. A powerful faction in Parliament wanted more aggressive action against France, which many believed to be on the move in both Europe and North America. Some shared the colonists’ unhappiness with the way the last Anglo-French war had ended in the 1740s, especially the return of Louisbourg in the Treaty of Aix-la-Chappelle. The long, stable peace pursued by the ministry of Robert Walpole was losing popularity, and a trio of powerful ministers in the 1750s sought to counter what they regarded as the growing French menace.

The spark that ignited the destructive Seven Years’ War, however, came not from any action in London but from the colonies. In 1754 Virginia’s governor and influential Ohio Company stockholder, Robert Dinwiddie, dispatched a young colonel of the Virginia militia, George Washington, to the forks of the Ohio River to construct a British fort. On the way to the forks, Washington routed a small force of French and Indians—an attack that resulted in the murder and mutilation of the French commander—only to be defeated and captured in turn by a superior French force at the site of the indefensible Fort Necessity, which Washington hastily erected. The British responded to the bloodshed by launching a four-pronged offensive in North America, including an assault on French positions in Canada. The imperial struggle between France and Britain was under way in North America two years before war began in the European theater.

This was what colonial leaders had been waiting for, and not only the leaders. The launching of full-scale imperial conflict excited and united the populations of the Anglo-American colonies as never before, despite some staggering setbacks in the first years of the conflict. The invasion of the Ohio Valley led by General Edward Braddock, with several regiments of regulars and George Washington as his aide-de-camp, ended in disaster for everyone except the Virginia colonel, who became famous throughout the colonies for his valor despite the slaughter of Braddock and his regulars. Another attack into Canada by forces from New England fared just as badly. But in the campaigns of 1758, 1759, and 1760, the tide began to turn. In part, the sheer power and wealth of the modern British Empire overwhelmed the more backward French. Much like the United States in the twentieth century, mid-eighteenth-century Britain possessed an unmatched capacity for producing warships and cannons, and an equally impressive ability to project military power across a wide ocean. These feats “reflected British superiority in shipping, finance, and organization,” which in turn reflected “the more advanced nature of Britain as a capitalist society endowed with far more liquid capital and financial acumen” than France. To some extent, the British won simply by outspending their enemy. The eventual conquest of Canada cost Britain about four million pounds, ten times what the French spent to defend it. As Alan Taylor has noted, “Never before had any empire spent so much money to wage war on a transoceanic scale.”60

The British also benefited, however, from the power of a colonial population cooperating “in the imperial enterprise with an enthusiasm and a vigor unprecedented in their history.” The colonials had long aimed at destroying the French position in Canada, and now with the full backing of the empire they threw themselves into the assault with contributions of men and resources. This was not a war that the colonists watched from a distance. “To a degree virtually unknown in the eighteenth century, every colony north of Virginia…experienced the conflict as a people’s war.”61 Massachusetts led the way in raising volunteers for the conquest of Canada, and militia from various northern colonies made up a substantial portion of the overall attacking force. Nor was colonial fighting limited to Canada. When the British attacked and subdued the Spanish port city of Havana in 1762, thus removing a main pillar of Spanish power in the Caribbean, North American colonists made up one-quarter of the force.

This “people’s war” affected every segment of colonial society. The colonial aristocracy led the battles, the taxpayers paid for the battles, and the plain folk fought the battles. Even the evangelical preachers of the Great Awakening did their part, rallying the faithful, warning against sin, and, most important, converting Indians in the hope of bringing them over to the British side. Jonathan Edwards himself had long been aware of the “immense strategic importance” of building good relations with the Mohawks, and the religious boarding school he established in Stockbridge for the education of Indian children was a deliberate weapon in the imperial struggle. “The only remaining means that divine providence hath left us to repair and secure these Indians in the British interest,” he declared, “is this very thing…of instructing them thoroughly in the Protestant religion, and educating their children.” He had no qualms about mixing the secular, imperial mission with his religious mission. He “never questioned the premise that God used Christian empires to bring his message to unevangelized peoples.”62

The fall of Quebec in 1759 was a triumphant turning point in the histories of both the colonies and the empire, and so it was understood at the time. The Reverend Jonathan Mayhew, preaching to his excited Boston throng, looked forward to the day when North America would be home to “a mighty empire (I do not mean an independent one) in numbers little inferior to the greatest in Europe, and in felicity to none.” Spurred by the conquest, Mayhew’s imagination ran wild, although in truth not that wild, as he contemplated the future British American Empire. “Methinks I see mighty cities rising on every hill, and by the side of every commodious port; mighty fleets alternately sailing out and returning, laden with the produce of this, and every other country under heaven; happy fields and villages wherever I turn my eyes, thro’ a vastly extended territory.”63 Franklin, too, exulted at the fall of Canada, “not merely as I am a colonist, but as I am a Briton.”64 The citizens of New York raised statues of William Pitt and King George III, and Boston “observed the occasion with an intensity suited to the colony most enthusiastically engaged in the war.”65

No sooner had the colonists finished celebrating, however, than the disjunction between British and American imperial visions returned to the fore. After the conquest of Quebec a debate opened in Great Britain over whether French Canada should be held or returned to France in the coming peace settlement. Articulate voices in Britain, among them William Burke, brother of the more famous Edmund, made the case for turning Canada back to France. It was filled with harsh criticism of the American colonists’ aggressiveness and greed for land. For a variety of reasons, colonial talk of a “mighty empire” in North America did not sit well with all Britons.

Burke worried about the potentially dangerous growth of the British Empire, the fear it might inspire in others, and the arrogance it might inspire in the British people themselves. The “Genius and Dispositions of Nations, as well as Men, is best discerned by the use they make of Power,” Burke argued. And the most “rational” ambition for Britain should be to make the nation’s power “respectable rather than terrible.” Citing Montesquieu, he warned of the fate of Rome, as well as of imperial France and Spain, empires that had decayed and fallen because “they had attained a greater Power than they had wisdom sufficient to direct; for the sake of gratifying the passion of the Day, they lost sight of their lasting Interest.”66 Now Britain stood on the edge of making the same fatal mistake, largely to satisfy the passions and ambitions of its colonists in North America. Why keep Canada? Burke asked. Britain had not launched the war in order to conquer it and did not need it for security. On the contrary, taking Canada from France would only embitter the French and instill a desire for vengeance.

There was another danger, too. If France were driven out of North America, the colonists would have free rein to expand across the entire continent. If “the People of our Colonies find no check from Canada, they will extend themselves, almost, without bounds into the Inland Parts. They are invited to it by the Pleasantness, the Fertility, and the Plenty of that Country; and they will increase infinitely from all Causes.” There was “a Balance of Power in America as well as in Europe,” Burke reminded his compatriots. Upsetting that balance might prove dangerous to Britain. “A neighbour that keeps us in some Awe, is not always the worst of Neighbours.” The colonists’ ambitions were dangerous and uncivilized. They needed to be “taught a lesson of Moderation.” The idea that one could feel secure “only by having no other Nation near you” was alien and repulsive to the European mind. Yet this was what the colonists demanded. It was the “Policy of Savages.”67

Burke put his finger on the sharp distinction between the principles of balance and restraint that, in theory at least, characterized the eighteenth-century European order, and the kind of aggressive, immoderate, seemingly limitless expansionism of the Anglo-Americans. If this latter approach was indeed the “policy of savages,” then the most articulate and determined savage was Ben Franklin. The Pennsylvanian angrily refuted Burke’s points. True, he admitted, the seizure of Canada had not been the initial aim of war. But that was only because the British Empire had lacked the power to demand Canada. Now, in victory, it could. “Advantages gain’d in the course of this war may increase the extent of our rights,” by which Franklin meant rights of conquest.68

Some historians have described Franklin as a “realist,” and if realism means a belief that all nations pursue as much power as they can, and that justice is usually determined by the victor, then he was. But his realism did not extend to a belief in the balance of power, at least not on the American continent; nor did it entail a sense of limit and restraint. He had no interest in balanced coexistence with France. He desired and demanded a level of security for Anglo-Americans that was, as Burke suggested, unheard of in Europe. Security, for Franklin, meant total security. He responded angrily to Burke’s suggestion that the French served as a useful “check” on over-weening colonial ambitions. “’Tis a modest word, this, check, for massacring men, women and children…. We have already seen in what manner the French and their Indians check the growth of our colonies.”69

Franklin also expressed the kind of ambition, both for the colonies and for the British Empire, that Burke found so appallingly “savage.” “No one can more sincerely rejoice than I do, on the reduction of Canada,” Franklin wrote. “I have long been of opinion, that the foundations of the future grandeur and stability of the British empire lie in America; and though, like other foundations, they are low and little seen, they are, nevertheless, broad and strong enough to support the greatest political structure human wisdom ever yet erected. I am therefore by no means for restoring Canada. If we keep it, all the country from the St. Lawrence to the Mississippi will in another century be filled with British people. Britain itself will become vastly more populous, by the immense increase of its commerce; the Atlantic sea will be covered with your trading ships; and your naval power, thence continually increasing, will extend your influence round the whole globe, and awe the world!”70

This prediction proved accurate, at least in part. Franklin’s only error—and it may have been less an error than diplomatic tact—was in prophesying that the British Empire would be the beneficiary of the great North American acquisitions rather than the Anglo-Americans themselves. Thanks to William Pitt, Franklin and his compatriots won the argument over Canada. The warnings of Burke were rejected. Britain kept most of the former French colonies in North America—and within a little more than a decade, lost its own.

Power and Independence

THAT THE COLONIES MIGHT someday break away from the mother country and form their own independent empire had been predicted long before the Seven Years’ War began the unraveling. Even in the 1650s James Harrington had described the colonies “as yet babes that cannot live without suckling the breasts of their mother-Cities, but such as, I mistake, if when they come of age they do not wean themselves.” In the 1730s a French minister could foresee “one fine morning” when the British colonists, with their own “parliament, governors, soldiers…riches, laws, and, what is worse, a naval force,” would awaken and ask, “Why should we be dominated by England from Europe? Let us be our own masters and work only for ourselves.” It was no secret, either to foreign observers or to Britons and Anglo-Americans, that the presence of France in Canada had always been the greatest barrier to the colonists pursuing this independent destiny. William Burke was not alone in making this point, and Anglo-Americans knew that there was more than a little trepidation in Great Britain after 1759 about removing the French obstacle to colonial ambitions. As Thomas Hutchinson, the governor of Massachusetts, later recalled, this awareness of British concern by itself kindled colonial ambitions. The mere fact that Britons were discussing the danger of colonial independence was “sufficient to set enterprising men [in the colonies] upon considering how far such a separation was expedient and practicable.”71

What, exactly, turned the colonists, or at least a substantial number of them, from loyal British subjects to rebellious Americans has been the subject of innumerable studies. There is no simple answer. The colonists at the time insisted the issue was taxes and the right to levy them, and if one understands it in the broadest sense, there is no reason to quarrel with the claim. The problem was not only that Anglo-Americans did not want to pay the new taxes and duties that the imperial authorities attempted to impose after the war with France. They also insisted that the way the taxes were levied, by a faraway Parliament in which they were not and could not be represented, violated their rights as Englishmen, and that this was part of a broader effort to impair their liberties and make them “slaves.” There was truth in this charge, even if the colonists distorted and exaggerated Parliament’s motives and intentions.72 After the war with France, much of which was fought in North America for the obvious benefit of the colonists and at enormous expense, British ministers considered it reasonable that the colonists should pay a portion of the cost both of the war and of the continuing protection they enjoyed from the empire. But beyond that, British authorities also believed it was high time to put their new “empire” in some order. The colonists had urged them to take the imperial idea seriously, and unfortunately for the colonists they did. As Fred Anderson has noted, “The lessons of the war…encouraged both Grenville and Halifax to conceive of the great new empire in strategic terms, as an entity to be directed from Whitehall according to British policy aims.” It seemed inconceivable under the new circumstances to “allow the colonies to return to their old, slovenly, parochial ways” and to allow Americans “to benefit from Britain’s protection without contributing anything in return.”73 The British authorities in London certainly did not share the colonists’ conception of an empire in which all component parts were sovereign and autonomous. Rather, they considered colonial interests subordinate to British imperial interests.

The question of imperial relations was worthy of serious debate. The colonists, however, did not always respond in a serious fashion to British efforts to bring coherence to the situation. One of the more absurd colonial responses also proved to be one of the most significant in shaping Americans’ subsequent self-image. Speaking in London before the House of Commons in 1766, Benjamin Franklin declared without apparent embarrassment that the colonists had, in fact, no interest whatsoever in the late war. “I know the last war is commonly spoken of here, as entered into for the defence, or for the sake, of the people of North America,” Franklin told Parliament. But “I think it is quite misunderstood.” The war had not been fought for colonial interests. It “was really a British war,” a “dispute between the two Crowns” of Britain and France in which the colonists had no stake. The colonials had suffered no difficulties in the Ohio Valley before the war, Franklin claimed. They were “in perfect peace with both French and Indians.” As for Canada, Franklin insisted, that dispute was also one in which the colonists had “no particular concern or interest.” Indeed, Franklin suggested, the people of Great Britain should be grateful to the colonies. Despite the fact that the war over the Ohio Valley and Canada was a matter of utter indifference to the colonists, nevertheless “the people of America made no scruple of contributing their utmost towards carrying it on, and bringing it to a happy conclusion.”74 A sympathetic biographer has noted the extent to which Franklin “falsified history” in this speech, and one can only imagine the reaction of those members of Parliament who remembered Franklin’s passionate pleas six years earlier for the conquest and retention of both the Ohio Valley and Canada.75 But in professing colonial disinterest in the late war with France, Franklin helped lay the foundation for the American myth of innocence and self-abnegation—and did so quite successfully. A few years later Thomas Paine, in his famous revolutionary pamphlet Common Sense, repeated the American claim that all the wars fought in North America in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had been wars by and for the King of England, not for the colonists, who were ever inclined toward peace.76 Even two centuries later American historians would still describe early Americans as possessing a “self-denying” idealism, and leading textbook histories of American foreign policy would note that “the British Empire” had spent decades at war in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and that “for the colonies, the cost had sometimes been heavy.”77 Thus did the specious arguments of Ben Franklin and other colonists live on to shape Americans’ image of themselves as passive innocents who were continually swept into the wars of others.

The more serious disagreement between the colonists and the mother country, however, was over the terms of empire. The colonists began not by renouncing the empire but by extolling what they claimed to be its virtues. They insisted that the various parts of the empire enjoyed equal rights amounting, in the end, to self-government under the overall rule of the crown. One year before the bloodshed at Lexington and Concord, the Virginia Convention was still committed to “the security and happiness of the British Empire,” insisting only that “assumptions of unlawful power” by Parliament were the chief threat to the “harmony and union” of all the peoples within that empire. Jefferson appealed to the king to intervene against one legislature within his realm attempting to subjugate another. This idea of empire was, in a sense, a federal vision, akin to what Jefferson would later imagine as the American “empire of liberty.” A century and a half later the British themselves would adopt this idea in the form of the British Commonwealth of Nations. Even at the time of the colonial quarrel some Britons, notably Edmund Burke and Adam Smith, recommended that Anglo-Americans be granted substantial autonomy within the empire, on both political and practical grounds. “The British Empire must be governed on a plan of freedom,” Burke argued, “for it will be governed by no other.” Smith even imagined that as the Anglo-American portion of the empire grew stronger and richer, London might cease to be the metropolitan center, and “the seat of the empire would then naturally remove itself to that part of the empire which contributed most to the general defence and support of the whole.” But few Britons, least of all George III and his ministers, were prepared to accept this loose definition of their empire. The king declared his determination to “withstand any attempt to weaken or impair the supreme authority of this legislature over all the dominions of my crown; the maintenance of which I consider as essential to the dignity, the safety and the welfare of the British Empire.”78

The idea of an empire of sovereign equals therefore provided no answer to the conflict between the colonies and the mother country. But the argument advanced by the colonists would have lasting significance. It has often been argued that Americans were born anti-imperialists because they revolted from an empire. But the separation from Great Britain left a more complicated and ambiguous legacy. Right up until the outbreak of war, Americans argued for a conception of empire that provided for autonomy and equality among the various parts. They convinced themselves that this was, in fact, the way the British Empire was supposed to operate. The British Empire was itself, in American eyes, an “empire of liberty,” and this conception bore a close resemblance to the federative principle on which the continental empire of the United States would be based. The American continental empire would be a federation of equals under a common sovereign, and it is notable that this American federative principle was invented not after the Revolution but in the imperial struggle that preceded it. It meant that in the minds of eighteenth-century Americans, “empire” was not incompatible with “liberty”; and that American territorial expansion, despite what Montesquieu and many Britons might believe, need not be incompatible with the preservation and extension of republican freedom at home and abroad.

Whatever role such disagreements had in bringing about the separation of the colonies from the mother country, there was one important cause of the Revolution that has often been neglected: power. British attempts to put the empire on a more orderly and sustainable footing came at a time when the colonies’ own power relative to Britain had grown considerably. Just as observers such as William Burke had warned, the removal of the French from Canada had significantly shifted the balance of power between the colonies and the mother country. As one British pamphleteer had put it during the debate over whether or not to retain Canada, if Britain did acquire it, “we should soon find North-America itself too powerful, and too populous to be long governed by us at this distance.”79 And so it was.

Perhaps just as important was the shift in self-perception among the colonists that was occurring at the same time. It is a truism in human affairs that the weak tolerate many things out of necessity that the powerful will not tolerate because they don’t have to. As Theodore Draper has noted, the change in the relationship of power between the colonies and the British imperial authorities created a situation in which imperial impositions that the colonists might once have grudgingly accepted instead became “special grievances” that were “unacceptable to the colonial political consciousness.”80 Looking back from the 1780s, David Ramsay, the first historian of the American Revolution, saw the Anglo-American participation in military attacks on French outposts during the Seven Years’ War as the first evidence of the colonies’ “increasing importance” and “political consequence”—and the first inkling of their desire for independence.81 An Englishman traveling through the colonies in 1760 found that the colonists were “looking forward with eager and impatient expectation to that destined moment when America is to give law to the rest of the world.”82 Increasing power created increasing ambition and increasing intolerance for any obstacles that stood in the way.

Anglo-Americans in the two decades before independence were becoming convinced that they were destined for greatness—greatness as part of the British Empire but also, perhaps, as an empire on their own. Some of these great expectations came from the successes against France. But there seemed to be other signs pointing the way. One was the extraordinary economic success of the colonies. Between 1650 and 1770 their gross national product multiplied twenty-five times, increasing at an annual rate of 3.7 percent, with a per capita increase in wealth that was twice that of Britain’s. On the eve of the Revolution, Americans had a higher standard of living than any European country. Indeed, it may have been “the highest achieved for the great bulk of the [free] population in any country up to that time.” Much of this economic growth came from production and sales entirely within the rapidly growing colonial market and was therefore independent of export sales to England and Europe. The American economy was dependent not upon foreign investment but on the ingenuity and industriousness of the colonials themselves.83

Americans saw their economy as the essential engine of the British Empire and its future progress. They believed that Britons across the Atlantic depended on the American economy for their survival, and their conviction was strengthened by the retreat of the imperial authorities in repealing the Stamp Act in 1766. As Ramsay recalled, the lesson to colonists was that “instead of feeling themselves dependent on Great-Britain, she was dependent on them.” This realization “inspired them with such high ideas of importance of their trade” that they “conceived it to be within their power, by future combinations, at any time to convulse, if not bankrupt the nation, from which they sprung.” This belief, which was shared by Hamilton and many other colonial leaders, later gave Madison and Jefferson the (misplaced) confidence that they could influence British behavior by means of trade embargoes. As Hamilton concluded, the colonies’ nonimportation measures showed “how much importance our commercial connexion is to [Great Britain]; and gives us the highest assurance of obtaining immediate redress by suspending it.”84 Nor was this simply an American conceit. The French foreign minister wrote in 1759, “The true balance of power really resides in commerce and in America.”85 A similar judgment led Adam Smith to conclude that in time the seat of empire would move to North America, since that is where the preponderance of wealth would reside.

The colonists were also impressed by the prodigious growth of their population, the result of both immigration and high birth rates. Between 1660 and 1760 it had grown from 75,000 inhabitants to over 1.6 million, an increase of over 1,000 percent. Between 1720 and 1760 Connecticut’s population rose from 60,000 to 140,000; Maryland’s increased from 60,000 to 160,000; and Virginia’s population grew from 130,000 to 310,000.86 The most amazing statistic, which men like Franklin and Washington and John Adams never tired of repeating, was that the American population was doubling every twenty-five years, much faster than that of any European nation. As Draper has pointed out, this population growth gave Americans a “sense of immanent greatness.” Optimism about America’s future influenced how they behaved in the present. It “enabled the colonies to defy the greatest empire in the world.”87

Many colonists believed that although the British Empire had helped them in the past, it had now become an obstacle to their ambitions. Not the least of the colonists’ resentments was the ban the British government imposed on further territorial expansion after the war. In order to establish a stable peace with the Indians, who were launching attacks up and down the continent in what was known as Pontiac’s Rebellion, the British drew a line from the Great Lakes to Florida and from the Mississippi to the western slope of the Appalachians, and designated all this territory as reserved for the Indians. Beyond this Proclamation Line of 1763, colonial governments were forbidden to grant lands, surveyors were not allowed to operate, no treaties with Indians were to be negotiated, and no land purchases were to be made except by the king’s representatives. Settlers living within the zone had to pull up stakes and leave. The great Ohio Valley, which the colonials had long sought, was once again denied them.

As so often in the past, however, the colonists treated the Proclamation Line as one more imperial regulation to be ignored. Speculators speculated, settlers settled, and even ten thousand British regulars could not stop them. But the Proclamation Line did serve as another irritant, another shackle that colonists struggled to throw off. As Washington told a friend, “I can never look upon that Proclamation in any other light…than as a temporary expedient to quiet the Minds of the Indians & [one that] must fall of course in a few years especially when those Indians are consenting to our Occupying the Lands.”88 The Proclamation Line was also on the bill of particulars that Jefferson offered in 1774 in his Summary View of the Rights of British America. Expressing the nascent “republican” conception of government evolving at the time, Jefferson insisted that “[k]ings are the servants, not the proprietors of the people.” George III had “no right to grant lands of himself.” That was for the people to decide.89

British restrictions on expansion were only one of the grievances that were leading many colonists slowly—and for most, painfully—to the conclusion that their interests might be better served apart from the British Empire. After the Stamp Act crisis, Americans felt their ambitions stymied by British impositions in all aspects of their commercial and political lives. Many, like John Adams, took it personally. “I have groped in dark Obscurity, till of late,” Adams complained, “and had but just become known, and gained a small degree of Reputation, when this execrable Project was set on foot for my Ruin as well as that of America in General, and of Great Britain.”90

This unhappiness with British control was made all the more acute by the colonists’ growing sense of self-importance. The victories over France had whetted their appetites for greatness. John Adams speculated, “If we remove the turbulent Gallicks, our people, according to the exactest computations, will in another century become more numerous than England itself. Should this be the case, since we have…all the naval stores of the nation in our hands, it will be easy to obtain the mastery of the seas; and the united force of all Europe will not be able to subdue us.”91 Franklin began to speculate that America no longer benefited from membership in the empire: “She may suffer for a while in a separation from it, but these are temporary evils that she will outgrow.”92 The future beckoned. “America, an immense territory, favoured by Nature with all the advantages of climate, soil, great navigable rivers, and lakes, &c. must become a great country, populous and mighty; and will, in less time than is generally conceived, be able to shake off any shackles that may be imposed on her, and perhaps place them on the imposers.”93

John Trumbull, reciting to the graduating class at Yale in 1770, spun visions of American empire and progress, and at Great Britain’s expense.

         

In mighty pomp America shall rise;

Her glories spreading to the boundless skies;

Of ev’ry fair, she boasts th’ assembled charms;

The Queen of empires and the Nurse of arms.

         

See bolder Genius quit the narrow shore,

And unknown realms of science dare t’explore;

Hiding in the brightness of superior day

The fainting gleam of Britain’s setting ray.94

         

Alexander Hamilton, one of the most ardent promoters of American greatness, prophesied in 1774 that “in fifty or sixty years, America will be in no need of protection from Great-Britain. She will then be able to protect herself, both at home and abroad. She will have a plenty of men and a plenty of materials to provide and equip a formidable navy.” As a result, “the scale will then begin to turn in her favour, and the obligation, for future services, will be on the side of Great-Britain.”95

One striking aspect of this increasing yearning for an independent American greatness was the extent to which Americans—before the Revolution—believed it was their unique liberties that had produced their success and distinguished them even from liberal England. John Trumbull linked cultural greatness with “the unconquered spirit of freedom.”96 Hugh Henry Brackenridge and Philip Freneau, delivering the 1771 commencement address at Princeton, entitled “A Poem on the Rising Glory of America,” insisted the muses could sing only “[w]here freedom holds the sacred standard high.”97 In this the Americans believed themselves superior even to the mother country, where the “perfect” English constitution suddenly seemed not so perfect but to have been corrupted by placemen and court intrigue. Franklin expressed the view that would be shared by many future generations of Americans facing many diverse foes: America’s special “enthusiasm for liberty” was a source of indomitable power; it “supplied all deficiencies, and enabled a weak people to battle the efforts of the stronger.” Franklin sneered at the English, who “have no Idea that any People can act from any other Principle but that of Interest.”98

Prerevolutionary Americans were convinced that their impending greatness would be measured not only in expansion and prosperity but also in cultural and scientific achievement.99 They were taught that all the great civilizations of the past had advanced on all fronts simultaneously, with economic, political, cultural, and scientific progress all harmoniously reinforcing one another. Ezra Stiles predicted that the North American continent would be “renowned for Science and Arts.”100 For Brackenridge and Freneau, it was America’s destiny to become the “new Athens.”101

The historical analogy was fitting, though not quite in the way the poets intended. Thucydides relates how the Corinthians described Athens in the fifth century B.C., as a restless people ever on the move, unrelenting in their pursuit of opportunity. They were “incapable of either living a quiet life themselves or of allowing anyone else to do so.” If the Athenians aimed “at something and do not get it, they think that they have been deprived of what belonged to them already; whereas, if their enterprise is successful, they regard that success as nothing compared to what they will do next.”102 In the eighteenth century, Americans, too, were in a permanent state of restlessness, driven ever forward and outward by the search for opportunity, accepting momentary delays in achieving their grand ambitions but never abandoning them. By the eve of the Revolution leaders of the colonial rebellion saw themselves no longer as merely the strongest part of the British Empire but as its heirs. Adam Smith observed that the American leaders “feel in themselves at this moment a degree of importance which, perhaps the greatest subjects in Europe scarce feel. From shopkeepers, tradesmen, and attornies, they are become statesmen and legislators, and are employed in contriving a new form of government for an extensive empire, which, they flatter themselves, will become, and which, indeed, seems very likely to become, one of the greatest and most formidable that ever was in the world.”103 In 1776 a prominent South Carolina planter, William Henry Drayton, declared to his fellow Carolinians that “[t]he Almighty…has made choice of the present generation to erect the American Empire…. And thus has suddenly arisen in the World, a new Empire, stiled the United States of America. An Empire that as soon as started into Existence, attracts the Attention of the Rest of the Universe; and bids fair, by the blessing of God, to be the most glorious of any upon Record.”104
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