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The Freedom of the Seas: To view this licence, visit nationalarchives. Where we have identified any third
party copyright information you will need to obtain permission from the copyright holders concerned. This
publication is available at https: Maritime Security Programme, RSIS, Singapore The history of the law of the
sea has been dominated by a central and persistent theme â€” the competition between the exercise of
governmental authority over the sea and the idea of the freedom of the seas. The tension between these has
waxed and waned through the centuries, and has reflected the political, strategic, and economic circumstances
of each particular age1. It also shows that this disagreement can have bad effects on the political relations
between the two sides. Nor is this just an issue between those two countries for many other countries take the
one or the other position. Because for both these are important issues it is important for both to understand as
much as possible about exactly why the other side takes the position it does, lest misunderstandings grow and
the relationship deteriorates. Both sides believe their position to be supported by international customary law
and the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea. This article does not explore who is right and who wrong in
this matter. Instead it seeks to explain exactly why so many countries think the Freedom of the Seas is such an
important issue and take the position that they do. This is much less a matter of law and much more a matter
of national philosophy, politics and strategic culture. And probably it is in this area â€” the international
context for the development of international maritime law â€” that solutions can be found, rather than in the
quarrel of lawyers. This is not just some negotiating position they have decided to take on for their own
suspicious reasons. They argue that UNCLOS was a specific bargain struck between the maritime states and
some of the others that defined the nature of the Exclusive Economic Zone newly created by that convention
in very special terms which were settled and which ought to be adhered to. They see it as a particular example
of the balance needing to be struck between the two positions identified in the quotation with which this article
began. On the one hand you have the freedom of the seas; on the other, the tendency of nations to encroach
upon it. This, they think is a historic bargain between the two that should be stuck to. Why do the maritime
powers take that the position they did whilst negotiating UNCLOS in the s and s and why have they sought to
defend it ever since? Freedom of Navigation and the fortunes and independence of the new American
Republic were intertwined from the start. The defence of this principle was, after all, the reason why the
United States almost decided to go to war with France in the so-called Quasi War of and did go to war with
Britain in In English experience the enclosure of the commons in the 17th and 18th Centuries was a cause of
much social distress and political discord; it even played a part in the English Civil War. The folk memory of
this is evident in the now much smaller village greens of the English countryside, delightful areas preserved
from private development, completely unfenced and reserved for the enjoyment of all. This kind of cultural
experience goes deep and needs to be understood, if not accepted, by those from different historical and social
backgrounds. Only 20 of the neutral ships sunk by Germany up to the US Declaration of War in were actually
American but for the United States it was a matter of principle. From the start, the United States had aimed at
securing the immunity from capture of private property on the high seas. For all that the Freedom of the Seas
was often described in romantic almost lyrical terms: There are no difficult mountains to cross, no scorching
deserts, the way lies openâ€¦Imagine then a road which leads everywhere and you have the first clue to the
meaning of that majestic thing, sea trafficâ€¦. Safe in times of peace from all dangers save the natural perils of
the sea, the freedom of this, the broadest and busiest of highways, open to all, used by all, vital to the modern
structure of civilisation, is unchallenged2. Of course, it is the free movement and operation of warships, rather
than in merchant shipping that the contention arises. The issue though is that most navies regard the protection
of trade from anything that might threaten it, either at sea or from the land, as second only in their priorities to
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the defence of national territory and its population. This in turn means that ideally they should have the
capacity to go, and to operate, wherever merchant ships are to be found. For this reason, also, they insist on the
right of warships to behave as normal in the EEZ provided they do not interfere with the economic rights of
the coastal state, nor threaten its security â€” the latter caveat being equally true under the UN Charter of their
behaviour on the high seas. This example is an interesting one because it saw a great deal of multinational
naval cooperation in defence of a common interest the international oil trade and a bid to reassure other
countries in the area most obviously Kuwait and the other Gulf states against attack from either of the
contestants. Finally it depended in large measure on the capacity to keep the sea safe and in extremis to project
power ashore against anything that might threaten it, although, given its deterrent effect, this in fact rarely
proved necessary. Much of all this would equally well apply to the current containment of piracy in the Gulf
of Aden. The common element in both instances, the maritime states would say, is the requirement for
warships to operate in their normal mode in all areas outside the territorial sea. But this of course is not how
every country sees it, including in some ways, China. But this very brief survey of the Freedom of the Seas
issue shows that things change in line with the developing context. The fact that it had a warship standing by
when Chinese citizens had to be rescued from the Libyan civil war clearly points this way. OUP, Dixon, W.
Contents Is this page useful?
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The Conflict resulted from the clash between American nationalism and the war Britain and its allies were
waging against the empire of Napoleonic France. Throughout the wars between Revolutionary and Napoleonic
France and Great Britain â€” and â€”15 , the belligerent powers of Europe repeatedly violated the maritime
rights of neutral nations. The United States , endeavoring to market its own produce while also asserting the
right to profit as an important neutral carrier in the Atlantic commercial system, was particularly hard hit. In
order to man the Royal Navy , British naval officers impressed seamen from American vessels, claiming that
they were either deserters from British service or British subjects, irrespective of whether they had been
naturalized by the United States. Relations between the two countries reached breaking point on this issue in
June , when the frigate HMS Leopard fired on the USS Chesapeake inside American territorial waters in order
to remove, and later execute, four of its crew. The exact number of Americans affected by impressment is
difficult to ascertainâ€”American newspapers on the eve of the war claimed that it was in excess of 6,â€”and
Great Britain and the United States were never able to resolve the dispute. Equally offensive to the United
States was the British practice of issuing executive orders in council , particularly those of November and
April , in order to establish blockades of the European coast. The Royal Navy then seized neutral vessels
bound for the Continent that did not first call at a British port to pay duties and unload cargo. By these means,
Great Britain could simultaneously wage economic warfare against France and control American trade to its
advantage. It was the seriousness of this dispute that ultimately raised the question of whether the United
States should go to war to defend its neutral rights. At first, the United States responded with policies of
economic coercion rather than war. At the suggestion of President Jefferson, Congress passed a series of
embargo laws between December and January These laws prohibited virtually all American ships from
putting to sea and eventually banned any overland trade with British and Spanish colonial possessions in
Canada and Florida. Because the legislation failed to change British policy and seriously harmed the U. This
law reopened American trade with all nations subject to the proviso that in the event of either France or Great
Britain repealing its antineutral policies, the United States would then enforce nonintercourse against
whichever nation failed to follow suit by lifting the remaining restrictions on trade. In August , Napoleon
announced he would repeal the Berlin and Milan decrees on the understanding that the United States would
also force Great Britain to respect its neutral rights. President Madison accepted this as proof that French
policy had changed, and in November he imposed nonintercourse against Great Britain. When Great Britain
refused to comply, Madison, in July , summoned the Twelfth Congress into an early session in November to
prepare for war. The decision was bitterly controversial and was carried by Republican Party majorities alone.
In the House of Representatives , the vote was 79 to 49 for war; in the Senate, 19 to 3. The Federalists, whose
constituents especially in New England depended heavily on trade with Great Britain, believed that France had
equally offended against American neutrality; they opposed the declaration of war and, thereafter, its
prosecution. Military and Naval Events. Upper and Lower Canada were the closest British imperial
possessions that were vulnerable to U. The rapid growth of their economies in the early nineteenth century,
particularly in the timber trade, had transformed them into a significant resource for Great Britain during its
protracted maritime struggle against France; this reinforced the American desire to seize them, and fostered a
strategy of invasion. For this reason, a war that commenced as an invasion of Canada in concluded in a
defense of the city of New Orleans in the early months of Over the summer and fall of , U. The British
general Sir Isaac Brock, together with Tecumseh and the Shawnee, Delaware , and other northwestern Indians
who had their own complaints about American territorial expansion, captured Detroit in August In September
and October, Brock and Maj. American efforts made at the same time by Maj. William Henry Harrison and
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Brig. James Winchester to retake Detroit were also unsuccessful; the latter officer surrendered his army to
British and Indian forces on the Raisin River in Michigan Territory in January The only American victories in
the opening months of the war occurred on the ocean as the heavy frigates of the tiny U. Navy took to the seas
to protect American trade and to harass the vastly superior naval forces of their enemy. Between May and
November , the U. Army attempted to invade Canada across the Great Lakes and down the St. American
forces were successful inasmuch as they captured Fort George and York now Toronto in Upper Canada in
May, but subsequent efforts to extend American control in the province were thwarted by British victories at
Stony Creek and Beaver Dams in June. A major thrust from Sacketts Harbor down the St. Thereafter, Harrison
and his U. There were no other major American victories in The Royal Navy avenged the defeats of by
capturing the USS Chesapeake in June , and throughout the year British frigates steadily extended their
blockade of U. Georgia and Tennessee mobilized troops in response and Tennessee forces under Maj. By ,
American land forces had improved in both quality and leadership. Disciplined troops under Maj. Jacob
Brown and Brig. But the defeat of Napoleon in Europe in the spring of allowed Great Britain to send more
troops to North America , and by late summer, the United States had to contend with invasions by combined
army and navy forces at Lake Champlain and in Chesapeake Bay. Meanwhile, another British force had taken
and burned the White House , the U. Efforts to seize Baltimore failed as Maryland militiamen inflicted heavy
losses on the British regulars of Gen. Robert Ross, and the harbor defenses of Baltimore withstood a heavy
naval bombardment. Efforts to end the war lasted almost as long as the conflict itself. Great Britain, in fact,
repealed its orders in council in June before it had learned of the declaration of war, but President Madison
decided to continue the struggle in order to obtain a comprehensive settlement of American grievances. Britain
rejected mediation in July, but later offered to open separate peace negotiations. Madison accepted this offer in
January ; the opening of the talks was delayed until July, however, because of changes in venue resulting from
the defeat of Napoleon. The United States, which had originally wanted an end to all objectionable British
maritime practices and cessions of Canadian territory as well, forbore to press any claims at this time. Between
the signing of the treaty, on 24 December and the time the news arrived in the United States, the last major
battle, the Battle of New Orleans , had been fought on 7â€”8 January Neither the War of nor the Treaty of
Ghent secured American maritime rights on a firm basis; but a century of peace in Europe after meant that
they were not seriously threatened again until World War I. Nor did Great Britain pursue its future disputes
with the United States to the point of risking war. And though the United States failed to obtain any Canadian
territory, the campaigns of the war destroyed Indian opposition to U. In other respects, though, the war was as
much a mixed blessing as an unqualified gain for the United States. The immediate domestic impact of the
conflict was to heighten tensions between the northern and the southern states, on the one hand, and the
Federalist and Republican parties, on the other. These strains became so serious that in November , New
England Federalists met in convention at Hartford, Connecticut, to consider measures to nullify the war effort.
The economic impact of the war was equally complex. Frank Updyke , The Diplomacy of the War of ,
Bradford Perkins , Prologue to War: England and the United States, â€”, Bradford Perkins , Castlereagh and
Adams: Stanley , The War of Steven Watts , The Republic Reborn: War and the Making of Liberal America,
â€”, Donald Hickey , The War of A Forgotten Conflict, Stagg Pick a style below, and copy the text for your
bibliography.
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Law of the Sea and the Neutrality of the United States There is a wealth of interesting issues on this broad
topic, but since it would take a book to treat these issues in detail, here is just a sample of some of the more
interesting questions. Consistent with its isolationist inclination, the U. But what actually caused the US to
enter the war? Germany had begun and then backed away from such a policy during the early years of the war,
in the face of strict protests from the U. When Germany finally declared it would unleash its subs to attack any
and all ships without surfacing to search the ship and protect the crew, the U. However, the reason for U. The
public outrage over discovery of the Zimmerman telegram certainly made it possible for Wilson to lead the
country to war, and one must wonder whether the public would have supported sending its boys to a distant
war simply to protect its commercial interests, absent the direct threat on the integrity of the U. It is at least
possible, if not plausible, that the motivation behind the U. Other interesting questions include the following.
And as to U. Did it violate neutrality to sell arms to the Allies on credit? Answers to all these questions seem
to indicate that, consistent with the conclusions of my paper, where the legality of a certain action was unclear,
countries nonetheless acted in their national interest, often bending or breaking the international legal rules in
existence at the time. Among other things, this convention forbade both the capture and the exercise of the
right of search by belligerent war-ships in the territorial waters of a neutral power as a violation of neutrality.
It also established some procedural guidelines for the establishment of prize courts within neutral states. There
are too many other provisions to summarize here, but click on the above link to see all 33 articles of the
convention. State Department statement of September 19, , on the status of armed merchant vessels arriving in
U. It attempts to distinguish armed merchant vessels which constitute ships of war from merchant vessels
merely carrying arms for defensive purposes. The statement provides a list of factors to indicate that munitions
will only be used defensively, but in the end, even the list is not conclusive, and each determination was to be
made individually, weighing all the relevant evidence. This statement indicates the trickiness of separating the
belligerent ships from the neutral ones. Wilson then defends the consistent neutrality of the U. For an excellent
site on the use of submarines during the war, go to http: Submarines of the Great War, http: The text of the
speech focuses primarily on the attitude that Americans will take to the war, given that many Americans had
come from the belligerent nations. Wilson therefore calls upon all his countrymen to remain neutral in fact as
well as in name, stating that they must not allow partisanship to lead them to take sides in the conflict, because
this is the "deepest, most substle, most essential breach of neutrality. Jay Winter, a Cambridge University
professor, explains the logic of having to shoot down merchant ships: This "total war" could not stop to worry
about civilian casualties. For a look at the Zimmerman telegram, go to http:
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Freedom of the Seas - World war i: Germany was willing, but England was not. As the preponderant navy
belligerent, England was not willing to surrender the advantage to be derived from the lack of legal
restrictions. The plight of the neutrals, particularly the United Statesâ€”the one most heavily involved in the
carrying tradeâ€”was cruel indeed. As in the titanic struggle between France and England from to , the only
rule followed by the belligerents was expediency. No holds were barred, no measure was neglected that might
contribute to the defeat of the enemy. Each contestant used to the utmost the weapon it knew best. German
submarines stalked the seas, but mainly the waters surrounding the British Isles, sinking every vessel it could
catchâ€”enemy or neutralâ€” carrying supplies to Britain. The British surface navy roamed the oceans
enforcing measures designed to halt all traffic to Germany. Those measures were numerous and
comprehensive, and reflected the cumulative experience of a nation for which the sea had been a lifeline for
three centuries. The contraband list was extended to include the widest variety of articles and the distinction
between absolute and conditional categories, which Britain had adopted at the same time as the United States,
was gradually blurred until it disappeared altogether. The blockade of Germany was not effective, in that ships
were not stationed at German ports to prevent entry and exit but were, rather, placed in the North Sea and The
Downs, a roadstead in the English Channel, from which the traffic to the Continent was more easily
controlled. It must be pointed out that the two belligerents were under no legal obligation to treat American
commerce according to American wishes. There was no body of international maritime law binding the
warring countries the Declaration of London not being in force and not having been signed by the United
States , nor were they bound by any bilateral treaties with the United States concerning the treatment of
neutrals. Visit and search were not conducted at the point of interception on the high seas; neutral vessels were
taken into British or other Allied ports for a detailed and careful examination of cargo and papers. Neutral
mails were opened and inspected for contraband and for clues as to destination of cargo. The principle of "free
ships make free goods" gave way to the practice of detaining all goods on neutral vessels of enemy origin or
ownership. Neutral firms that dealt with the enemy were put on a blacklist and forbidden to trade with the
Allies, while neutral vessels that did not conform to certain conditions laid down by the British were subjected
to "bunker control" and denied coal, oil, and other refueling supplies. Finally, the doctrine of continuous
voyage, hitherto applied to absolute contraband only, and where the second leg of the broken voyage was by
sea, was applied to conditional contraband, and where the second leg was over a contiguous land frontier. The
United States, caught between the two belligerents, protested both the violations of its neutral rights and the
destruction of the doctrine of the freedom of the seas. The protests to Germany were sharper, more insistent,
and more demanding than those to England, although the policies of both were equally oppressive and
damaging. The reason for such discrimination was stated by President Woodrow Wilson when he compared
the British to thieves and the Germans to murderers. The former, he said, seized property, a matter that could
be adjudicated at the end of the war, while the latter took lives, which were lost forever. There was, of course,
another cause for the partiality to the British: Americans were entangled, emotionally and economically, with
the British, which made a rupture of relations with them unthinkable. The United States finally went to war
against Germany in to uphold its rights as a neutral and to defend the principle of the freedom of the seas, not
only for itself but for other nations as well the "challenge is to all mankind," said the president. The move
might be viewed as the fulfillment of the task set out by Secretary of State Robert Lansing in a note sent to the
British government in October that described the nation as "championing the integrity of neutrals â€¦ [which]
the United States unhesitatingly assumes. Indeed, as a belligerent the United States outdid its allies in
trampling upon neutral rights. As one Danish newspaper noted, "It was as a spokesman of the freedom of the
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seas and the rights of neutral countries that America came into conflict with Germany, and finally went to war.
It would be a strange debut for her to start by committing exactly the same kind of outrage which Mr. Wilson
pretended to fight against in the interest of the neutrals. It was heralded in a remark made by Secretary
Lansing in We would presumably wish to adopt some of the policies and practices which the British had
adopted, though certainly not all of them, for our object would be the same as theirs â€¦ to break the power of
Germany. In fairness, it must be noted, however, that certain British practices were not adopted by belligerent
America. The United States did not join Britain in the blockade or in the routing of neutral vessels into ports to
facilitate searching them. As World War I came to an end, the American view of the freedom of the seas
underwent a considerable change. In that order the concept of freedom of the seas would not be used solely to
describe the problem of the rights of neutrals to trade in wartime; it would have a much broader meaning. The
freedom of the seas is the sine qua non of peace, equality, and co-operation. The second of them called for
"absolute freedom of navigation upon the seas, outside territorial waters, alike in peace and in war, except as
the seas may be closed in whole or in part by international action for the enforcement of international
covenants. Unfortunately, certain nations were not prepared to accept so broad and bold a definition of
freedom of the seas. Britain, particularly, balked at its being incorporated into the peace treaty. The British
could not afford to leave so vital an element of their national security in any hands other than their own. Said
the French premier Georges Clemenceau, "War would not be war if there was freedom of the seas. Between
the two world wars the freedom of the seas did not figure prominently in international affairs. Borah of Idaho
called for a conference of the great powers to codify the rights of neutrals and belligerents on the high seas in
wartime, but nothing came of it. It was clear that the United States and Britain would not agreeâ€”the former
supporting the liberal view of neutral rights and the latter championing a broad interpretation of the rights of
belligerents. In Senator Arthur Capper of Kansas introduced a resolution in the Senate that would have revived
in some measure the Wilsonian dream of the United States joining other nations in denying the freedom of the
seas to an aggressor. Sentiment in America, however, was not ready for a policy of taking sides in an
international struggle. A similar effort in by the U. Comment about this article, ask questions, or add new
information about this topic:
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In American commercial shipping in the Mediterranean, lacking the protection of the British navy, came under
attack from the North African kingdoms along what was known as the Barbary Coast. In , Congress, tired of
paying tribute to the Barbary pirates and urged on by New England merchants devastated by ship seizures,
passed the Naval Act of , reestablishing the U. Navy and authorizing the construction of six frigates to defend
American interests in the Mediterranean. President Thomas Jefferson, without seeking congressional approval,
dispatched several naval campaigns against the North African kingdoms culminating in the conquest of Tripoli
in In a U. Thus was the principle of freedom of the seas successfully asserted by force. The wars of the
French revolutionary and Napoleonic eras posed an even greater challenge to the principle of freedom of the
seas. When war erupted between France and Great Britain in , the United States at once declared neutrality
and soon became the chief neutral supplier of belligerent needs. France was legally bound by the terms of the
Treaty of to treat American commerce according to the principles of Britain, having entered into no
agreement with the United States on neutral and belligerent rights, was free to halt, by all means possible,
trade between France and America. Unwilling to fight the war at so serious a disadvantage, French warships
soon violated the provisions of the treaty and treated American commerce as the British did. The result was an
intensification of French depredations upon American neutral commerce that led in to an undeclared
Franco-American maritime war. Known as the Quasi-War, it lasted until France and England made peace in ,
but war broke out again in the following year. This second phase of the great struggle was marked by intense
efforts by each belligerent to prevent neutrals from trading with its enemy. As the chief neutral suppliers and
carriers, American citizens suffered severe restrictions on their trade. Congress, in fact, gave serious
consideration to declaring war against both nations. The point to remember is that the nation risked its lives,
its treasure, even its continued existence, in order to defend the rights of its citizens to travel and trade
unmolested on the high seas in wartime. More generally, he spoke of Britain "laying waste our neutral trade"
and plundering "our commerce â€¦ in every sea. One was the interdiction of American trade between ports of
the enemy, which England justified on the basis of the Rule of the War of That rule, established during the
French and Indian War of â€”, declared that a trade closed in peacetime could not be opened in wartime. In
conformity with mercantilist doctrine, France, as well as every other European nation, prohibited foreigners
from engaging in the trade between ports. In wartime, however, when the superior British navy made it unsafe
for French vessels to carry the traffic, it was thrown open to non-French bottoms. Thus, the rule deprived
American merchants of a lucrative trade. When they sought to evade it by touching at a neutral port most often
in the United States en route between the two enemy ports, the British were not fooled. Their cruisers picked
up the American vessels and their prize courts condemned them on the grounds that the ultimate destination
was, in fact, an enemy port and that the voyage between the two enemy ports was "a continuous voyage only
ostensibly broken at a neutral port. Now a belligerent, the United States made every effort "to pay the strictest
regard to the rights of neutral powers. Neutral rights were respected. Insofar as the war was fought in defense
of American neutral rights it proved futile, for the treaty ending the war made no mention of the subject.
Between the end of the war with Britain and the opening of the Civil War, the United States continued to push
for the acceptance of the principles of and the provision on blockade in the Treaty Plan of To some observers
it seemed anomalous that the United States, on the threshold of becoming a significant naval power, should
continue to support liberal maritime principles. A clue to the riddle was provided by Secretary of State Henry
Clay, who noted in that the United States did not expect to become involved in maritime wars because its
"prosperity is so evidently connected with the preservation of peace. Efforts to commit Great Britain to the
principles remained unsuccessful. The War with Mexico â€” provided the United States with the occasion to
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practice what it preached. Its policy toward neutrals was governed by the instruction of the secretary of the
navy to commanding officers of U. Six years after the end of the Mexican conflict, the Crimean War broke out
and the United States again found itself a neutralâ€”but with two important differences from the period of to
This time Great Britain and France were on the same side, fighting Russia, and they made clear their intention
to pursue a liberal course toward neutral commerce insofar as neutral goods on enemy ships and enemy goods
on neutral ships were concerned. In both instances the goods, except for contraband, were to be free from
seizure. Russia adopted the same principles and incorporated them in a convention signed with the United
States in July Encouraged by the action of the three belligerents, especially by that of Great Britain, and
recognizing that for Britain and France the policies on neutral rights covered the duration of the war only, the
U. Secretary of State William L. Marcy, in instructions sent to the American ministers in Paris, London, and
St. Petersburg in , enclosed a draft treaty, noting: The three belligerents did, in fact, "unite with other powers
in a declaration" on maritime law at the peace conference that met in Paris in the winter and spring of The
Declaration of Paris proved highly gratifying to the United States. The liberal view on neutral rights that it had
so vigorously championed for more than half a century had at last been written, if only in part, into
international law. Particularly welcome was the end of British opposition. Still, the United States found itself
in the curious situation of refusing to become a party to the declaration. The reason lay in the article on
privateering. Only if the words "and that the private property of the subjects or citizens of a belligerent on the
high seas shall be exempted from seizure by public armed vessels of the other belligerent, except it be
contraband" were added to the first article would the United States sign the declaration. That principleâ€”the
complete immunity of noncontraband private propertyâ€”had been advanced by the United States for many
years. It was a logical extension of the liberal position on neutral rights. First suggested by Benjamin Franklin
in and again in for inclusion in the peace treaty ending the War of Independence, it was included in the Treaty
Plan of and incorporated into the Treaty of Amity and Commerce of with Prussia. The signatories of the
declaration did not summarily reject the American amendment. They deferred action pending a careful
examination of the problem and the opportunity to consult among themselves. By March , when President
James Buchanan assumed office, no action had been taken and the new secretary of state, Lewis Cass, told the
American ministers to suspend negotiations on the subject until the president had time to study "the questions
involved. Because the four principles of the declaration were considered indivisible by the signatories, the
United States could not adhere to numbers two, three, and four while rejecting the first. Comment about this
article, ask questions, or add new information about this topic:
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Unlike the American Revolution , the causes of the War of were far more economically and politically
motivated rather than idealistic. Instead, the War of pitted the fledgling United States, barely twenty years old,
against Great Britain in a conflict that centered on the recognition of American commercial and political
rights. The signing of the Treaty of Paris in ended the Revolutionary War and established the United States
among the nations of the world. After the American Revolution, the United States sought to insulate itself
from European affairs and focus on building up the new nation. George Washington , in his Farewell Address
of , laid out this policy of American neutrality in European affairs: Europe has a set of primary interests, which
to us have none, or a very remote relation. Hence she must be engaged in frequent controversies the causes of
which are essentially foreign to our concerns. Hence, therefore, it must be unwise in us to implicate ourselves,
by artificial ties, in the ordinary vicissitudes of her politics, or the ordinary combinations and collisions of her
friendships or enmities. Both the British and the French expected American support during the war and would
not accept American neutrality in the matter. Both sides attacked and impounded American shipping, trusting
that the United States Navy was unable to respond effectively to this violation of American neutrality. The
British, confident that the American experiment in democracy was doomed to failure, continued to harass
American merchantmen and impress American seamen. At the same time, the American alliance with the
French, dating back to the American Revolution was beginning to unravel. Attacks by the French on American
shipping led to an undeclared naval war from to , known as the Quasi-War. When war between Britain and
France started up again in , Britain forbade neutrals, including the United States, from trading with France and
her allies. Full of these ideas, Williams was selected to improve American coastal fortifications in the years
leading up to the War of President James Madison After all the diplomatic issues with Great Britain, from
preventing trade to impressing sailors, the United States declared war on Great Britain on June 18, Although
the outbreak of the war had been preceded by years of diplomatic disputes, neither Britain nor the United
States was prepared. Britain was heavily engaged in war with the French and in the United States, the military
was understaffed and the government did not have the money to finance the war properly. President Madison
assumed that the state militias would easily seize Canada and that negotiations would follow. However, from
the beginning, the war was extremely unpopular, especially in New England, which would later make threats
of secession. Congress authorized the expansion of the army to 35, men; however, the service was voluntary,
offered poor pay, and there were few trained and experienced officers. Britain exploited these weaknesses,
blockading only southern ports for much of the war and encouraging smuggling. General Hull surrenders
Detroit On July 12, , General William Hull led a force of about 1, untrained, poorly-equipped militia across
the Detroit River and occupied the Canadian town of Sandwich now a neighborhood of Windsor, Ontario. By
August, Hull and his troops, which had increased to about 2, men, quickly withdrew to the American side of
the river after hearing the news of the capture of Fort Mackinac by the British. In Detroit, he also faced
unfriendly Native American forces, which threatened to attack. The surrender not only cost the United States
the village of Detroit, but control over most of the Michigan territory. Numerous battles and skirmishes would
be fought over the next two years while the United states suffered critically without proper leadership. This
un-preparedness eventually drove United States Secretary of War William Eustis from office in January, ,
though military and civilian leadership remained a critical American weakness until
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A nation denied the ability to trade would lose its ability to feed and defend itself, and descend into economic
chaos. International rules of conduct on the high seas during wartime were open to considerable interpretation.
However, some principles were widely accepted: President Wilson was firmly committed to keeping the
United States out of the war. He issued a proclamation of neutrality on August 4 and made nine other such
declarations over the next few months. Neutral Rights and Britain From the perspective of the United States,
the first crisis on the seas was not German submarine warfare, but the British blockade policy. The British had
acted with dispatch when the war began, declaring a blockade of German ports and laying mines in the North
Sea; their control extended to all areas except the Baltic Sea. They also began the practice of stopping neutral
ships including those of the United States on the high seas in order to examine cargoes. Some American ships
were taken into British ports and detained for months; mail was seized and closely scrutinized by British
intelligence. A further irritant was introduced when the British unilaterally broadened the meaning of
contraband to include food and other normal trade items destined for the continent. These British rules were
the subject of numerous diplomatic exchanges between the two nations. Relations were frequently strained,
but did not develop to the extent that war was contemplated. American shipping interests that suffered losses
at British hands generally believed that financial settlements would be made at the end of the war. British
policies caused inconveniences for Americans, but not the loss of lives. They objected to the fact that the
Americans made only feeble protests against the British blockade of Germany and actively traded arms in
English ports. From February 4 onward, all enemy shipping encountered within the area was subject to attack
and no guarantees were to be made for the safety of the passengers and crews. President Wilson reacted with a
warning to Germany, informing them that they would be held to "strict accountability" for the safety of
American lives. The Germans maintained with good reason that traditional rules of the sea could not be
observed by the commanders of their submarines unterzeebooten or U-boats. The hulls of these boats were
easily breached, making it very unwise to hail and warn an enemy vessel before attacking. Little notice was
taken of the U-boat attack on an American tanker in early May, but an eruption of public fury followed the
sinking of the Lusitania on May 7. Wilson resisted calls for military action and devoted his energies to
diplomacy. Many Americans in the West and South wondered how some citizens could contemplate
involvement in a European conflict; in , pro-war sentiment was largely confined to the Eastern maritime states.
However, in August, the British liner Arabic was sunk with the loss of two American lives. Formal protests
brought German promises of reformed policies for passenger ships in the "Arabic Pledge. The next crisis
occurred in March , when the French steamer Sussex was torpedoed in the English channel; one American was
killed. Wilson threatened a diplomatic rupture, eliciting the "Sussex Pledge" May from the German
government. Nine months of relative calm on the seas followed the Sussex crisis, but on January 31, Germany
announced the resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare. The General Staff was convinced that they had
U-boat strength great enough to defeat the British fleet and force a surrender before the United States would
be able to enter the conflict. On February 3, President Wilson announced the severing of diplomatic ties with
Germany.
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