
IntrodUction

Our Revolution forms the most important epoch in the history of mankind.

James monroe

In august 1794, a crowd of Parisians surrounded a young Ameri-
can diplomat on his way to the Tuileries Palace to address the French 

National Convention (the French legislature). The man working his way 
through the throng of French revolutionaries was future president of the 
United States James Monroe, the newly appointed American minister to 
the French Republic. The French mob had brought down Louis XVI, Ma-
rie Antoinette, and Maximilien Robespierre in recent months, but when 
they saw Monroe, they cheered him as a symbol of the revolutionary strug-
gle. It was one of the most thrilling moments in Monroe’s life. France had 
been the United States’ key ally during the war against Great Britain a 
decade before, but more importantly for Monroe, it was a fellow republic. 
Beginning in 1789 the French had undertaken a revolution, overthrown 
their ancient monarchy, and declared themselves a republic, all while fol-
lowing in the footsteps of their American allies. When Monroe arrived at 
the palace and addressed the members of the National Convention, he as-
sured them that the French and American republics would stand together 
against their common enemies.
 But not all Americans agreed with Monroe. France was at war with 
much of monarchial Europe, including Great Britain, where Monroe’s fel-
low American revolutionary John Jay was, at that moment, negotiating a 
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treaty with the former mother country. Monroe’s glowing praise of France 
horrified Jay and his fellow Federalists back in the United States. They 
feared that Monroe was implying that the United States would enter 
the conflict between France and Great Britain, despite President George 
Washington’s Neutrality Proclamation of the year before.
 Monroe knew his speech would cause strife, but he did not care. This 
was his opportunity to help spread the republican experiment abroad. If 
he had to irritate Jay and his “monarchist” friends, it was a price worth pay-
ing. Monroe believed that extending the boundaries of republicanism was 
among the most important causes in human history, and he hoped history 
would note the role he played in helping it spread to France.1

 Unfortunately, few Americans remember Monroe’s efforts in France. 
In fact, most Americans hardly remember him at all, certainly not the 
way they do Thomas Jefferson or George Washington. Monroe’s famous 
contemporaries cast a massive shadow over his life, and even his death. 
Many students of history recall the peculiar circumstances surrounding 
the deaths of John Adams and Thomas Jefferson. After a half century as 
friends, correspondents, and rivals, the two revolutionaries both died ex-
actly fifty years to the day of the signing of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence. On that day, July 4, 1826, Adams famously uttered his last words, 
“Jefferson survives,” not knowing that the “sage of Monticello” had died 
only hours earlier. Since then, Americans have marveled at the symmetry 
of these two American founders dying on the nation’s fiftieth birthday. 
John Quincy Adams, then president and the eldest son of John Adams, 
spoke for many Americans when he called this coincidence a “mark” of the 
country’s “divine favor.” Conversely, almost no one remembers that Monroe 
died exactly five years later, on July 4, 1831, the fifty-fifth anniversary of the 
nation’s birth. As they did during his life, Monroe’s more illustrious col-
leagues overshadowed him in death.2

 At first glance, it is unclear why Americans neglect Monroe. A brief 
introduction to his life reveals that this oft-forgotten American founder 
was always at the heart of the most important political events of the era. 
Indeed, his career holds up beside those of even the most decorated lead-
ers in U.S. history. Monroe came of age during the American Revolution, 
when at eighteen years of age he fought with George Washington and 
received a wound at the Battle of Trenton on an icy Christmas night in 



introdUction   ·   3

1776. He served in the Confederation Congress during the so-called criti-
cal period of the 1780s, and then opposed the Constitution at the Virginia 
Ratification Convention. During the nation’s first elections under the new 
constitution, he waged a famous campaign against his friend James Madi-
son for one of Virginia’s seats in the House of Representatives.
 Monroe went on to play a key role during the political struggles of the 
1790s as a member of the growing Democratic-Republican opposition. 
Elected a senator from Virginia in 1791, he led the opposition to Alexander 
Hamilton’s political program in the Senate, while Madison led the Repub-
licans in the House. Immediately thereafter, from 1794 to 1797, he served 
as the U.S. minister to the French Republic, and, upon his return from 
Paris, won election as governor of Virginia in 1799. After Jefferson won 
the presidency in 1800, Monroe played a prominent role within the third 
president’s administration, especially in foreign affairs. Jefferson first sent 
Monroe back to France to negotiate the purchase of the Louisiana Terri-
tory from Napoleon Bonaparte in 1803. Later, Monroe served as a diplo-
mat in both Britain and Spain before returning home to become secretary 
of state in 1811 under President Madison. Monroe entered the cabinet as 
the fourth president’s right-hand man just as the United States and Great 
Britain careened toward war. During the War of 1812, Monroe even headed 
the Departments of War and State simultaneously for a brief period.
 In 1816, Monroe achieved the pinnacle of American political success 
when Americans elected him as their fifth president. Monroe’s two-term 
presidency saw its share of successes. During his famous tour of New Eng-
land, even his Federalist opponents greeted him warmly, and one news-
paper called his administration the beginning of an “era of good feelings,” 
with the apparent death of party strife.3 Monroe’s administration also ac-
quired Florida, extended America’s claim to a border on the Pacific, and 
helped broker the Missouri Compromise. Finally, after a near unanimous 
reelection he created the document that later became known as the Mon-
roe Doctrine, undoubtedly his most famous accomplishment. The sheer 
breadth of Monroe’s resume is nearly unmatched in American politics, yet 
history rarely remembers him as anything other than a bit player among 
the founders.
 For most people it is enough if friends and family remember them 
fondly after they die, but for others a grander audience beckons. Politicians 
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in particular usually hope that some great accomplishment during their 
careers will ensure their place in history. They want to leave a legacy. Most 
American presidents have considered their historical legacies while in of-
fice. Abraham Lincoln, often credited as the greatest U.S. president, was 
keenly aware that history would judge the way he handled the issue of 
slavery. A popular Lincoln anecdote illustrates the sixteenth president’s 
concern for his legacy. On January 1, 1863, the Emancipation Proclamation 
sat on Lincoln’s desk. The president twice picked up his pen and placed it 
back down without signing. In explanation, he turned to William Seward 
and told his secretary of state that he had been “shaking hands all morn-
ing.” Lincoln knew that “if my name ever goes into history, it will be for 
this act, and my whole soul is in it. If my hand trembles when I sign the 
proclamation, all who examine the document after will say: ‘he hesitated.’” 
Lincoln then took a moment and again picked up the pen, understanding 
that his decision to sign the Emancipation Proclamation would shape his 
legacy forever.4

 Modern presidents are no different. George W. Bush recognized that he 
would be remembered, one way or another, for his response to the events 
of September 11, 2001. Though he faced staunch opposition and low ap-
proval numbers for his actions in Iraq and Afghanistan, Bush maintained 
that history would judge his actions less harshly than did his contempo-
rary critics.5 Barack Obama once told historian Doris Kearns Goodwin 
that he had “no desire to be one of those presidents who are just on the 
list.” From the moment he entered office Obama knew that he did not 
want to be a “Millard Fillmore” or a “Franklin Pierce.”6 Obama was right 
to be concerned. When Millard Fillmore traveled to Oxford University in 
England the school offered the former president an honorary degree, but 
Fillmore declined, fearing that the students might ask, “Who’s Fillmore? 
What’s he done?”7

 While most American presidents have fretted over their legacies, no 
group in history thought more about the way posterity would judge their 
actions than did the founders. Though often viewed as a secondary figure 
among his more famous contemporaries, Monroe cared deeply about the 
way history would judge his actions. This work examines Monroe’s efforts 
to construct his historical legacy as a champion of American republican-
ism. In Monroe’s mind, the American and French Revolutions had divided 
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the world along a contested ideological boundary between monarchy and 
republicanism. He saw his legacy as intertwined with republicanism’s 
boundaries. Whatever he could do to expand those boundaries would in 
turn secure his legacy.
 Chapter 1 argues that Monroe saw American republicanism as unique, 
indeed superior to any form of government that had preceded it. In this, he 
was typical of his generation. The founders invented a new type of repub-
licanism dedicated to liberty, and they believed that history would judge 
them on its success or failure. History would also judge each of them on 
what they had personally done to support the cause. For Monroe, this 
meant that he wanted not only for American republicanism to supplant 
monarchism, but also for history to remember his efforts in supporting the 
cause.
 Where chapter 1 fits Monroe’s republicanism within the context of the 
founding generation, chapter 2 focuses on his introduction to the Ameri-
can cause. Monroe’s time as a soldier in the Continental Army, combined 
with his years apprenticed to Thomas Jefferson and his early political ca-
reer, convinced him that the American Revolution was perhaps the most 
important cause in human history. During the war Monroe’s fellow sol-
diers, chief among them George Washington, served as models for his 
own life. Upon the conclusion of his military service, Jefferson introduced 
Monroe to the intellectual side of the American cause. Jefferson instructed 
Monroe in the philosophy of American republicanism. Monroe dedicated 
his life to living up to the example of men like Washington and Jefferson 
by building his own legacy as a republican champion. It was also during 
this period that Monroe began his political career and decided to make 
his mark in the realm of foreign affairs, due in part to his experience as a 
member of the Confederation Congress. Monroe hoped to match his fel-
low revolutionaries’ contributions to the cause by securing republicanism 
at home and helping to spread it around the globe.
 Chapter 3 examines Monroe’s first attempt to champion republicanism 
abroad. Monroe saw the French Revolution as a natural progression of 
the U.S. version. When the French embarked on their rebellion against 
Louis XVI, Monroe saw it as the beginning of a global movement toward 
republicanism. He saw the world increasingly divided along an ideological 
border between republicans and monarchists, and viewed France as the 
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next battlefield in the conflict. President Washington, hoping to steer a 
middle course between pro-French Republicans and pro-British Feder-
alists, chose Monroe to become his minister to France. Finding himself 
thrust into the greatest political controversy of the early republic, Monroe 
arrived in Paris during the summer of 1794, and spent three years there de-
fending the French Republic from critics. Despite Washington’s Neutral-
ity Proclamation, Monroe publicly declared American allegiance to France 
and denounced the treaty John Jay negotiated with Britain as a betrayal 
of the cause. Monroe thought his primary role in France was to bring the 
two republics into accord by any means necessary, even at the expense 
of narrow U.S. foreign policy goals. Monroe believed that negotiating a 
permanent alliance between the two republics would secure his legacy as 
a republican champion. Instead, his actions infuriated the Federalists in 
power and led to Monroe’s recall in 1797. For the rest of his life, Monroe 
believed that the United States had not done enough to support French 
republicanism during this critical period.
 Chapter 4 looks at another defining period in Monroe’s life, after his 
removal from France until his election as president in 1816. During this 
period, the contest over the republican-monarchial boundary shifted 
while Monroe’s own personal ambitions evolved. With Napoleon’s em-
pire and monarchial Great Britain fighting for supremacy in Europe from 
1800 to 1815, European republicanism was in decline. At the same time, 
Monroe’s Republican Party had assumed power with Jefferson’s election 
in 1800. These changes altered Monroe’s strategy for both his career and 
for championing the republican cause. Monroe focused his efforts on se-
curing republicanism in the United States while he ascended the ranks 
of the Republican Party. Monroe sought to acquire the power necessary 
to alter American foreign policy and cement his legacy as a republican 
champion. Jefferson sent Monroe to finalize the Louisiana Purchase in 
1803, thus securing America’s western border from Napoleon Bonaparte’s 
growing ambition. Monroe’s second stint in France, this time on Jeffer-
son’s behalf, produced far better results than did his first. Monroe manipu-
lated the situation to ensure that he, rather than fellow diplomat Robert 
R. Livingston, received credit for negotiating the purchase and expanding 
the territorial reach of the American republic. After the purchase, Mon-
roe tried unsuccessfully to secure a peace treaty with Britain to avoid the 
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dangers another war with the mother country would pose to the repub-
lican cause, and perhaps even bring Britain closer to the republican side 
of the larger international contest against monarchy. When he returned 
to the United States, Monroe ran for president against his friend James 
Madison in 1808, because he believed that he better embodied the true 
principles of republicanism and could advance Jefferson’s republican vi-
sion. During the campaign Monroe exhibited his growing political talents 
by taking the necessary steps to ensure that his relationship with Jefferson 
endured, thereby safeguarding his place within the Republican Party. This 
eventually facilitated Monroe’s reconciliation with Madison and his even-
tual appointment as secretary of state in 1811.
 Finally, during the War of 1812, Monroe helped lead the fight against 
Great Britain, while eliminating a potential rival for the presidency. 
American “victory” during the war preserved the republic from threats at 
home and abroad, and secured a final separation from Great Britain. For 
Monroe, the removal of Secretary of War John Armstrong ensured that 
Monroe would succeed Madison to the presidency in 1817. Throughout 
this period, Monroe worked to preserve American republicanism even as 
he developed a keen political sense that facilitated his road to the White 
House. During his presidency, Monroe used these skills to undertake a 
final act that he hoped would cement his legacy as a champion of the re-
publican cause.
 Once he achieved the pinnacle of American political success Monroe 
once again refocused on building his legacy by spreading republicanism 
abroad. Chapter 5 begins with a discussion of Monroe’s acquisition of 
the Florida Territory and ends with his final attempt to secure his legacy 
through the creation of the Monroe Doctrine. During negotiations with 
Spain, Monroe used the full arsenal of his diplomatic and political skills to 
pave the way for U.S. acquisition of Florida and the signing of the Trans-
continental Treaty, thereby greatly expanding the borders of the Ameri-
can republic. The doctrine was Monroe’s message to the world that the 
United States supported the cause of republican revolution. Monroe took 
the opportunity to outline this new American position at a time when he 
believed the contest between monarchy and republicanism had reached a 
critical point. After Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo in 1815, several Euro-
pean monarchs created a “Holy Alliance,” dedicated to quelling republican 
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movements before another French-style revolution again drowned the 
continent in blood. Monroe saw this reactionary “concert of Europe” as 
a grave threat to the spread of republican ideals. Meanwhile, through-
out Latin America, former Spanish colonies declared independence and 
formed their own republican governments. Rumors swirled that the Holy 
Allies might use military power to reestablish monarchial government in 
Latin America, just as they had done in Europe. Initially seeing the doc-
trine as a chance to use the British offer of cooperation as a way to build 
an alliance in support of republicanism around the globe, Monroe settled 
on supporting its spread to Latin America. Monroe saw the doctrine as his 
last, best chance to shape his legacy as a defender of the republican cause. 
He wanted his annual message of 1823 to be a signal to the world that 
Americans would support any people who hoped to throw off the shackles 
of monarchy and follow in the United States’ footsteps by embracing the 
republican experiment.
 For Monroe, the war between republicanism and monarchy was the 
greatest struggle of his time, and perhaps of all time. He wanted to make 
his mark on history, to stand beside Washington and Jefferson as one of 
the great heroes of this conflict. He was thus simultaneously engaged in 
two overlapping contests, one against old world monarchial forces des-
perate to stop republicanism’s spread, the other against posterity (and his 
fellow republicans) for a prominent place in the history of that struggle. 
Throughout his life, Monroe hoped that helping to secure republicanism 
at home and expanding the boundaries of republican government abroad 
would be his legacy to the world, ensuring that succeeding generations 
would remember him as a republican champion.


