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A Mere Matter of 
Marching 
We must purchase our power with our blood. 

James Monroe, 1817

A CCLAIMED BY THOMAS 
Jefferson as ‘the greatest man in the world,’ 
James Madison followed him to become the 
nation’s fourth president in 1809. 
    Madison was the principal author of the 
Constitution, which replaced the weak 
Articles of Confederation with a strong 
central government. Madison argued that a 
powerful federal government would protect 
the rights of minorities better than individual 
states would, but the real minority in America 
was the less than ten percent of the popula-
tion that held over half the nation’s wealth. 
    Revealingly, Madison wrote that the 
primary role of government was “to protect 
the minority of the opulent against the 
majority,” and the Constitution was 
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designed not to protect people so much 
as to protect property—in particular, the 
property rights of a relatively few wealthy 
landowners like Madison himself. 
It did nothing, for example, to curb the 
onerous restrictions individual states put on 
the right to vote or hold public office. 
   In 1812, prominent ‘War Hawks’ pressured 
Madison to declare another war against 
England, citing a long list of grievances. 
After the closest vote for war in Congress’s 
history, the United States for the first time 
as a nation declared war on a foreign power.
    In what was at the time called America’s 
‘Second War for Independence’, Jefferson 
boasted that capture of England’s sprawling, 
vulnerable Northern Territories would be—
as he put it—“a mere matter of marching.”
(The only marching Jefferson had himself 
ever done was his cowardly dash from 
Monticello shortly before the arrival of the 
British during the American Revolution.)            



   Indeed, England was embroiled in yet 
another conflict with France, and had the 
nascent U.S. Navy not failed to blockade 
the St. Lawrence River, Canada would 
likely be part of the United States today. 
   The British unexpectedly got the upper 
hand, however—seizing the nation’s new 
capital of Washington D.C.—and Madison 
was forced to watch the looting and burning 
of the White House from a nearby hill. 
    The War of 1812 ended in a stalemate, 
at a cost of about 25,000 lives. Because it 
could have easily been avoided with 
diplomacy, ‘Mr. Madison’s War’ is ranked 
in a poll of historians as one of the ten 
dumbest mistakes in American history.
    Among those who opposed ratification of 
the newly drafted Constitution in 1788 was 
a young delegate from Virginia named James 
Monroe. Like many others, he objected that 
it gave too much power to the federal govern-
ment, yet ironically, Monroe would go on to 
do more than any president in U.S. history 
to expand the size and reach of the nation.
    While serving as a diplomat to France 
under Jefferson, Monroe negotiated the 
controversial 1803 Louisiana Purchase, 
which doubled the size of the nation 
virtually overnight. After succeeding 
Madison as president in 1816, Monroe gave 
tacit support to Andrew Jackson’s incursions 
into Florida during the First Seminole War, 
provocations which ultimately led to the 
acquisition of the territory from Spain. 
Finally, with the Treaty of 1818, which 
secured joint occupation of the Oregon 
Territory with the British, the nation extended 

uninterrupted from the Atlantic to the Pacific. 
    Monroe’s eponymous 1823 doctrine 
asserted American supremacy, however, 
over the entire hemisphere, warning that any 
intervention by foreign powers in Central or 
South America would be considered to be 
an act of war against the United States. 

   Actually written by Secretary of State 
John Qunicy Adams, the Monroe Doctrine 
remained a cornerstone of American foreign 
policy for well over a century. Disguised as 
a noble proclamation against European 
colonialism in Latin America, presidents from 
Roosevelt to Reagan would invoke it to 
justify blatant colonialism by the U.S. itself. 
    The 1904 Roosevelt Corollary significantly 
extended the Doctrine, asserting America’s 
right to intervene in Latin America when-
ever it decided that it’s national interests 
were threatened, and William Taft—charged 
with wielding Teddy Roosevelt’s ‘big stick’ 
policy as his Secretary of War—triumph-
antly declared “the day is not far distant 
when the whole hemisphere will be ours!” 
    As president, Taft promoted Dollar 
Diplomacy as  a further extension, ensuring 
that henceforth financial power would be 
employed hand in hand with military power 
to promote American interests abroad. 
    Taft was followed by Woodrow Wilson, 
who invaded Mexico (again) on the eve of 
America’s entry into World War I, allegedly 
in order to protect U.S. business interests. 
Wilson also invaded Nicaragua, Haiti and 
the Dominican Republic, prompting General 
Smedley Butler to confess to being a  
“gangster for American capitalism…
operating on three continents while the best 
Al Capone had was three city districts.”
    In the century following passage of the 
Monroe Doctrine, the United States would 
intervene militarily in Nicaragua a dozen 
times (occupying it for over a decade), in 
Panama eight times, in Honduras five times, 
and at least once each in Haiti, Costa Rica, 
the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, 
Argentina and Chile. In unjust wars with 
Spain and Mexico, it would seize Cuba and 

Puerto Rico, and annex a third of Mexico.
     As Jefferson had so presciently stated: 
A mere matter of marching. ◾


