
Introduction

Confident of being granted an audience and official recognition as American 
minister to the court of Catherine the Great, Francis Dana optimistically 
departed from Amsterdam on 7 July 1781 for his new post. His confidence 
stemmed from the assumption that the maritime powers, Russia at their head, 
wanted “nothing but good information to convince them that it is for their 
substantial interest to form the most intimate connections with our country, 
and that speedily.”1 Spurred on by confidant John Adams at The Hague, Dana 
would devote the remainder of his truncated diplomatic career to his mission 
as he envisioned it: to supply the Russian empress with evidence sufficient to 
persuade her that American independence would ultimately prove beneficial 
to her realm. This task accomplished, he would then initiate negotiations 
leading to a treaty that would make clear to Great Britain the futility of 
prosecuting further the war in North America. An ambitious agenda perhaps, 
it was one that Dana, Adams, and like-minded compatriots, roused by mixed 
emotions of hope and desperation, considered feasible. St. Petersburg in the 
early 1780s represented a focal point for their efforts to acquire at the courts 
of the Old World the confirmation of independence that had thus far eluded 
them on the battlefields of the New.

Contrary to expectations the mission proved a debacle. Once at St. Pe-
tersburg, Dana found his appeals for an audience rebuffed. Try as he might, 
he could not obtain a hearing for his cause. Even arrival of the news of the 
signing of a provisional peace treaty between Great Britain and the United 
States failed to move Russia’s empress. After two frustrating years, Dana was 
recalled by a Continental Congress belatedly prepared to concede that the 
mission had been ill-conceived from its inception. The failure of the mission 
cast over Russian-American relations a pall that lingered for years.

How to account for Dana’s misadventure? What transpired in the rela-
tively brief period of time between the inception of the mission and its de-

1 Francis Dana to William Lee, 17 May 1781, Dana Family Papers, 1762–1793, Massa-
chusetts Historical Society, Boston (hereafter DFP, with appropriate volume or box 
number), Part I: Family Papers, Section A: General Correspondence, Box 2 (1770–1782).
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mise? Why had an appointment that seemed to hold out such promise fallen 
so quickly into disrepute? What was the cause of what may only be termed an 
unmitigated disaster at the very outset of American attempts to establish dip-
lomatic relations with Russia? Perhaps more importantly, what does Dana’s 
failure tell us about the ways American foreign policy makers tended to view 
foreign relations in the era of the War for Independence? On what basis did 
they tend to make their foreign policy decisions? What appeals did they make 
to foreigners to gain their support? How well founded were their appeals, and 
how alluring?

From the Russian perspective a related set of questions arises. The most 
important concerns Catherine II’s attitude toward Dana and the War for Inde-
pendence in general. Did she view the American as the emissary of a nation 
with which it would be wise to establish formal relations right away, as Dana 
had assumed? Or, conversely, did he appear as the bearer of a revolutionary 
message posing a danger to her throne? Or was he simply the insignificant 
envoy of a struggling little nation far removed from her own immediate con-
cerns? Was he a herald of warm bilateral relations, a threat to her throne, or 
merely a nuisance? And how did her perception influence her treatment of 
him? These are a few of the questions this study seeks to answer.

Those who have investigated Dana and his mission tend to account for 
his misadventures by a variety of facile but ultimately unconvincing explana-
tions. Certainly, the least subtle, and most disreputable, identifies Catherine 
II’s gender as the chief obstacle to recognition. The female sovereign, runs 
an argument thankfully less prevalent today than a few decades ago, will 
always wish, and be able, to satisfy her sexual desires. Since the man who 
controls her heart at any given moment will also direct her mind, her policies 
will invariably reflect the fluctuations in her late night social life. Under the 
circumstances, no coherent foreign policy is to be anticipated. Little wonder, 
then, that the Boston Puritan fell afoul of “that picturesque element of irre-
sponsible femininity” in Catherine’s foreign policy that is postulated in Da-
na’s only full-length biography.2 After all, given the biological handicaps with 
which nature has burdened woman, only those diplomats well equipped by 
nature to plunge into boudoir politics stood to make headway at the Russian 
court. Could one legitimately expect the New England Puritan to condone, 

2 William Penn Cresson, Francis Dana: A Puritan Diplomat at the Court of Catherine the 
Great (New York: Dial, 1930), 273. Later the author refers to the “fickleness of Russia’s 
foreign policy” (233) and to “the bewildering feminine deviation of the Great Cath-
erine’s diplomacy” (250). In the same tone, the author of the entry on Dana in Sibley’s 
Harvard Graduates: Biographical Sketches of Those Who Attended Harvard College … with 
Bibliographical and Other Notes, 18 vols. (Boston, 1873–1933) claims that “much of Dana’s 
frustration was due to the influence of Her Majesty’s cat-like morals on her foreign 
office” (“Francis Dana,” 15: 209).
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much less cater to, Catherine II’s sensuality, however legitimate his political 
objectives?

Found frequently intertwined with this interpretation is one positing 
an invidious comparison between Anglo-Saxon and Slavic civilizations. To 
the former are allotted exclusively positive values, those obviously professed 
by the scholars themselves: honesty, integrity, dedication, morality—compo-
nents often defined as the Protestant ethic. The Russians (including, curiously 
enough, their German-born and Protestant-bred empress), on the other hand, 
are depicted as ruled by frivolity, indolence, corruption, and, yes, lascivi-
ousness—Asiaticness, in a word. To such repugnant traits exhibited by the 
empress and her entourage, runs the argument, the Puritan minister neither 
would nor could adapt.

Most commonly mentioned in this regard is the purported struggle be-
tween an innocent and upstanding American minister and his more worldly, 
and more unscrupulous, British antagonist, who better comprehended Slavic 
shortcomings, Dana’s Anglo-Saxon counterpart, Sir James Harris. Allegedly 
excelling at the arcane art of Old World diplomacy, Harris is reputed to have 
discovered at the Russian capital fertile soil for practicing his arts. His back-
stairs intrigues and resort to bribery in particular are presented by some as 
having foiled what otherwise would have been a successful bid by Dana for 
diplomatic recognition.3 There are those who, distressed at the failure of the 
mission to achieve its goals, criticize Dana for his reluctance, or inability, to 
match Harris measure for measure. Others, disdainful of the purported dec-

3 With reference to bribery, Cresson writes that “[h]ad he [Dana] been able to com-
mand the ‘golden key’ that Harris’ government placed at the latter’s disposal, his mis-
sion might have had a far different outcome” (Francis Dana, 251). Cleaving to the same 
basic interpretation, although somewhat less melodramatically, is Francis P. Renaut’s 
Les relations diplomatiques entre la Russie et les Etats-Unis (1778–1825): Catherine II et les 
insurgents. La mission Dana (1776–1783) (Paris: Éditions du Graouli, 1923), which, like 
Cresson’s work, makes no use whatever of Russian sources, and hence remains obliv-
ious to the complexities of Russian foreign policy. Renaut summarizes his findings 
with the assertion that at St. Petersburg “il fallait mener champagne d’intrigues parmi 
les courtisans, séduire favories et favorites, user de tous les moyens de corruption 
pour flatter les gouts d’une monde corrompue, toutes choses comprise par un ambas-
sadeur britannique mais non par un Bostonien peu au fait de la vie officielle et des 
moeurs slaves” (316). In “Amerikanskii vopros i russkaia diplomatiia v gody voiny 
SShA za nezavisimost ,́” in Mezhdunarodnye sviazi Rossii v XVII–XVIII vv.: Ekonomika, 
politika i kul t́ura. Sbornik statei, ed. L. G. Beskrovnyi (Moscow: Akademiia nauk SSSR, 
1966), A. I. Startsev detected a cabal between the British agent and Prince Potemkin, 
Catherine’s erstwhile favorite (465), but he correctly downplays Potemkin’s role in a 
later revision of the article in Russko-amerikanskie ediudy (Moscow: “Vostochnaia lit-
eratura” RAN, 1995), 31. See also Samuel Flagg Bemis, The Diplomacy of the American 
Revolution, rev. ed. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1957), 166 n. 4. 
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adence of traditional European diplomacy, laud him for his good fortune in 
escaping from St. Petersburg untarnished, if empty-handed.

Oblivious as Harris was to the unsavory details of this widespread in-
terpretation, he nonetheless proved willing to accept credit for his rival’s dis-
tress, all the more so since he had so few other achievements to show for his 
five-and-a-half-year stint at the Russian capital. Thus it is that his correspon-
dence provides a modicum of documentation for those who desire to sketch 
a melodramatic scenario of corruption and intrigue. The interpretation, how-
ever, allots excessive credit to a British minister who, as his own repeated fail-
ures attest, himself misinterpreted with astounding consistency the principles 
upon which Russian foreign policy was founded. More troublesome still, it 
understates the intelligence and determination of an empress who seldom if 
ever permitted passions, personalities, or petty intrigue to interfere with the 
formulation of her foreign policy.

Little more persuasive is the thesis that Dana fell victim to a cabal hatched 
by French foreign minister Vergennes, who allegedly instructed the Marquis 
de Vérac, his minister to St. Petersburg, to sabotage American efforts to ob-
tain Russian diplomatic recognition. His objective, the proponents of this ap-
proach maintain, was to assert French hegemony over America’s economic 
and political future by keeping the neophyte nation tied to its benefactor’s 
apron strings. Russian recognition of Dana would threaten that hegemony. 
How could the American possibly carry out his mission, runs the query, when 
his French colleague, who should have proved his most trusted accomplice, 
insidiously undermined his every sally into the world of diplomacy?4 The 
French conspiracy thesis dovetails neatly with the outlook of what might be 
termed the “patriotic school” of American diplomatic history, which blames 

4 The legend of French duplicity has its origins in the polemics of the War for Inde-
pendence itself, polemics taken at face value by those scholars who have read uncrit-
ically the papers of John Adams, Arthur Lee, Francis Dana, and other anti-Gallicans. 
In volume 2 of her History of the Rise, Progress and Termination of the American Revolution 
(Boston, 1805), Mercy Otis Warren, widow of one of the Revolution’s major partici-
pants, attributed the failure of the Dana mission to “the intrigues of Britain, the arts of 
France, and the profound policy of the court of Petersburg.” In a transparent allusion 
to Benjamin Franklin, the bête noire of the anti-Gallicans, she added “It was also sug-
gested, that the double-dealings of some Americans of consideration, had their weight 
in frustrating the negotiation, and preventing a treaty between one of the most dis-
tinguished powers in Europe, and the United States of America” (2: 304–05). Despite 
the passage of time and the corresponding waning of passions, the French still stand 
accused. For similar interpretations, see John C. Hildt, Early Diplomatic Negotiations of 
the United States with Russia, Johns Hopkins Studies in Historical and Political Science 
24, nos. 5–6 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1906): 16, 18; “Francis Dana,” 
15: 209; Bemis, Diplomacy of the American Revolution, 165; and N. N. Bolkhovitinov, Sta-
novlenie russko-amerikanskikh otnoshenii, 1775–1815 (Moscow: Nauka, 1966), 82, 87.
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Vergennes for failing to support unconditionally all of the new nation’s exten-
sive war aims, even when its military fortunes failed to warrant those aims.5

Taken aback by his humiliating treatment at St. Petersburg, Dana sup-
plied the initial impetus for this all-encompassing explanation, which met a 
sympathetic reception from John Adams and others inclined to distrust the 
French. The explanation offered the additional benefit of relieving Dana of 
the uncomfortable task of reexamining his own fundamental assumptions 
concerning America’s impact on international relations. To an unfortunate 
extent, it served a similar function for his intellectual posterity, which has 
found the allure of a conspiratorial thesis irresistible, especially if the chief 
conspirators are agents of a corrupt ancien régime soon to be discredited by 
the revolutionary republicanism earlier espoused by American patriots. After 
all, corruption, conspiracy, and monarchism tend to go hand in hand in the 
thinking of Americans, as do purity, openness, and republicanism.

However great the allure of the explanation, materials housed in the 
French Foreign Ministry archives reveal that Vergennes and Vérac, far from 
hindering Dana, were prepared to undertake whatever measures were neces-
sary and feasible to assist him. Even had this not been the case, the conspiracy 
theory would have to be jettisoned by the serious scholar because it fails to 
account for the lacuna between the American minister’s unbounded expec-
tations and his dismal experience. In point of fact, Dana had from the very 
beginning anticipated French resistance to his projected negotiations and was 
fully prepared to surmount it. More than that, he eventually cut himself free 
from French tutelage, although not with the results he had predicted.

More academically reputable is the approach that seeks to clarify Da-
na’s debacle by recourse not to backstage intrigue but to the existence of an 
ideological tension between American ideals and Russian reality. By declar-
ing their independence from Great Britain, many Western historians reason, 
the American revolutionaries set an example to follow for those who shared 
their desire to seize control of their own political destinies. By extension, they 
threw down the gauntlet to the ancien régime and to the monarchs who stood 
at its pinnacle. Implicit in the analysis is the assumption that the reigning 
princes of Europe espied in the Anglo-American contest not simply a war for 
independence from foreign rule but a revolution propelled by a quest for de-
mocracy. Catherine the Great, as one of the chief bulwarks of the threatened 
system, is alleged to have beheld in the War for American Independence a 

5 To cite but three of the most respected members of that school, see Bemis, Diplomacy 
of the American Revolution, especially 184–88; Richard B. Morris, The Peacemakers: The 
Great Powers and American Independence (New York: Harper & Row, 1965), especially 
173–90; and Joseph L. Davis, Sectionalism in American Politics, 1774–1787 (Madison: Uni-
versity of Wisconsin Press, 1977), 81–82.
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republican, and therefore dangerous, challenge to her own conservative form 
of government. Logically, she prepared to do combat with it. Her abrupt re-
jection of Francis Dana’s overtures is cited as an outward manifestation of her 
inward abhorrence of the political precepts propounded by the young Amer-
ican nation.6

From roughly the same set of assumptions, Soviet scholars who exam-
ined the issue in the 1960s through 1980s tended to derive similar conclusions 
concerning Catherine’s responses to the American rebellion, although they 
infused the thesis with considerably more class analysis. They took as their 
point of departure Marx’s unexceptional pronouncement that it was in North 
America that “the idea of an indivisible great republic … first arose, where 
the first declaration of the rights of man was enunciated, and the first stim-
ulus given to the European revolution of the eighteenth century.”7 This dic-
tum was integrated into a more recognizably Marxist-Leninist framework by 
employing Lenin’s “two cultures” thesis, which holds that within each class 
society there exist at any given time two disparate layers of culture in a state 
of tension reflective of the broader class struggle. The first, residing with the 
exploited masses, is progressive and democratic in content. The second, pro-

6 In his once widely assigned Russia: A History and an Interpretation, 2 vols. (New York: 
Macmillan, 1964–65), Michael T. Florinsky wrote that “The Declaration of Indepen-
dence by the American colonies filled her [Catherine II] with disgust and horror, and 
with the outbreak of the French Revolution she espoused the cause of reaction” (1: 
511). For a random sampling of assertions to the same effect, see Carl Bergbohm, Die 
bewaffnete Neutralität, 1780–1783: Eine Entwickelungsphase des Völkerrechts im Seekriege 
(Berlin: Puttkammer & Mühlbrecht, 1884), 59; Paul Fauchille, La diplomatie française et 
la Ligue des Neutres de 1780 (1776–1783) (Paris, 1893), 58; Charles Larivière, Catherine II 
et la Révolution française d’après de nouveaux documents (Paris: Le Soudier, 1895), 59–60; 
Hildt, Early Diplomatic Negotiations, 18; Cresson, Francis Dana, 214; Eufrosina Dvoichen-
ko-Markova, “The American Philosophical Society and Early Russian-American Rela-
tions,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 44 (1950): 554; Erwin Hölzle, Rus-
sland und Amerika: Aufbruch und Begegnung zweier Weltmächte (Munich: Oldenbourg, 
1953), 29; The Fourth Earl of Sandwich: Diplomatic Correspondence, 1763–1765, ed. Frank 
Spencer (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1961), 60; G. P. Gooch, Catherine 
the Great, and Other Studies (Hamden, CT: Archon, 1966), 95; and Melvin C. Wren, The 
Western Impact upon Tsarist Russia (Chicago: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971), 106.
7 K. Marks and F. Engels, Sochineniia, 29 vols. (Moscow: Gospolitizdat, 1935–46), vol. 
13, pt. 1, 21. The thesis is repeated in the preface to the first edition of volume 1 of Ka-
pital: “As in the eighteenth century the American War of Independence sounded the 
tocsin for the European middle class, so in the nineteenth century the American Civil 
War sounded it for the European working class” (Karl Marks, Kapital, ed. F. Engels, 3 
vols. [Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel śtvo politicheskoi literatury, 1969], 1: 9).
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pounded by the ruling class, is reactionary and antidemocratic.8 Although 
Lenin presented this clash as a world-wide phenomenon, he never bothered to 
apply his analysis to eighteenth-century Russia, much less to Russian foreign 
policy or to Russian-American relations at that time.9

The Soviet scholarship that thrived on official sanction for decades at-
tempted to bridge the gap by portraying the War for Independence as a 
bourgeois struggle undertaken to cast aside the feudal socioeconomic and 
political restraints perpetuated by the mother country, and by categorizing 
eighteenth-century Russia as a feudal state in which the exploited masses 
chafed under the yoke imposed by an exploiting class of feudal landlords sup-
ported by tsarism. Since the revolutionary sermon preached by the Ameri-
cans was by definition capitalist, it allegedly struck a responsive chord among 
Russians of bourgeois sympathies (theoretically town dwellers and, according 
to some Soviet scholars, oppressed peasants, although in fact usually “liberal” 
nobles), who welcomed its emancipator message. Conversely, Catherine II, the 
classic representative of the outmoded system under siege, was presumed to 
have fretted about the potential impact of this same message on her own res-
tive subjects, and accordingly to have sought to stifle American fortunes both 
at home and abroad.10 In such a scenario Dana becomes simply one more vic-
tim of her implacable class enmity.

8 V. I. Lenin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, 6th ed., 55 vols. (Moscow: Pechatnaia kniga, 
1958–70), 24: 120–21.
9 To arrive at the Marxist analysis of eighteenth-century Russian foreign policy, ar-
gues G. A. Nekrasov, mirroring a commonly held, or at least commonly expressed, So-
viet perspective on international affairs, “[i]t is necessary to base oneself upon Marx-
ist-Leninist teachings of the inseparable link between domestic and foreign policy, of 
the dependence of foreign policy on the socioeconomic base, on the arrangement of 
class forces and the class struggle within the nation.” See G. A. Nekrasov, “V. I. Lenin 
o sootnoshenii voiny i politiki i problem vneshepoliticheskoi istorii Rossii XVII–XVIII 
vekov,” in Aktual´nye problemy istorii Rossii epokhi feodalizma: Sbornik statei, ed. L. V. 
Cherepnin et al. (Moscow: Nauka, 1970), 323.
10 Startsev observed that “to think that Catherine II could fail to comprehend the 
social and political significance of the revolution across the ocean would be to under-
estimate her as one of the most educated and far-sighted representatives of the ‘an-
cien régime’ in Europe” (“Amerikanskii vopros” [1995], 35). See also his “V. Franklin i 
russkoe obshchestvo XVIII veka,” Internatsional´naia literatura, no. 3–4 (1940): 215; and 
“F. V. Karzhavin i ego amerikanskoe puteshestvie,” Istoriia SSSR, no. 3 (1960): 139; G. P. 
Makogonenko, Nikolai Novikov i russkoe prosveshchenie XVIII veka (Moscow-Leningrad: 
Gosudarstvennoe izdatel śtvo khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1951), 384–85; V. I. Rabi-
novich, S gishpantsami v Novyi Iork i Gavanu (Zhizn´ i puteshestvie F. V. Karzhavina) (Mos-
cow: Mysl ,́ 1967), passim; M. N. Shprygova, “Osveshchenie v ‘Sankt-Peterburgskikh 
vedomostiakh’ voiny Severnoi Ameriki za nezavisimost ,́” Uchenye zapiski Moskovskogo 
gosudarstvennogo pedagogicheskogo instituta imeni V. I. Lenina, no. 2 (1967): 6, 18–20; I. Ia. 
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Common to Soviet-Marxist and some of the more reputable Western 
scholarship is an intertwined bundle of suppositions concerning Catherine 
the Great and the War for American Independence. The war is portrayed as 
the bearer of an appeal that was at the same time radical, distinct, and univer-
sally valid. It was radical inasmuch as it offered a blatant challenge not only to 
British imperial policy but to the prevailing international political order in its 
entirety. It was distinct in the sense that this challenge could be identified by 
rulers and subjects alike, even if the specific features were not always defined. 
And it was universally valid to the extent that the American experience was 
potentially transferable to other contexts, and was acknowledged to be so by 
those who might be affected. As such it was the true forerunner of the French 
Revolution, which did in fact manifest to a limited degree this pattern. One’s 
individual response to the American situation, therefore, was predicated 
upon the class to which one belonged. Francis Dana, a staunch bourgeois New 
England Puritan, it is maintained, responded in one fashion, while Catherine 
II, the quintessential Russian autocrat, responded in the opposite.

With Academician N. N. Bolkhovitinov, the most prolific and perhaps 
most erudite of those who have researched the subject, we find a unique vari-
ation on the thesis, one conditioned by the singular nature of the times in 
which he wrote as well as his own laudable political sensibilities. Enunciated 
from the mid-1960s to the early 2000s, through desultory Cold War, Détente, 
and Russian transition from the Soviet Union, friend and colleague Bolkho-
vitinov felt the need to assert the two cultures thesis. He lent it, however, its 
own particular cast. Because of the great scholarly significance of his contri-
bution, it merits closer attention.

In the first of his major works on the subject, published in 1966, he re-
stated the by now traditional assertion concerning the enthusiasm, if not 
unbounded, with which “progressive” Russians such as Alexander Radish-
chev and Nikolai Novikov greeted the Americans and their revolution. He 
followed that up with the equally traditional assertion concerning “the class 
antagonism of the tsarist government, and especially Catherine II herself, to-
ward the rebellious republicans.” But, unlike his predecessors, he cautiously 
modified the statement by acknowledging that while “in principle” Cather-
ine II feared and hated them, yet “in practice” they failed to elicit from her 

Levitas, review of Stanovlenie russko-amerikanskikh otnoshenii, by N. N. Bolkhovitinov, 
Istoriia SSSR, no. 3 (1968): 186–87; and A. A. Fursenko, Amerikanskaia revoliutsiia i obrazo-
vanie SShA (Leningrad: Nauka, 1978), 350. For a biographical survey of Soviet writings 
on the subject, see my “Soviet Views of Early Russian-American Relations,” Proceed-
ings of the American Philosophical Society 116, no. 2 (1972): 148–56.
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an ideological response.11 That is to say, while progressive Russians greeted 
the revolutionaries across the ocean, their conservative empress did nothing 
to thwart their struggle. On the contrary, she actually aided it, if only inad-
vertently.12 Despite differing socioeconomic systems, in short, good bilateral 
relations between Russia and the United States were the order of the day from 
the very beginning.13

His second work on the subject, representing a rearranged and revised 
version of the appropriate chapters of his first, was brought out in 1976 to mark 
the bicentennial of the Declaration of Independence. Bolkhovitinov again con-
fronted the tension between the obligatory two cultures thesis and his desire 
for friendly Russian-American relations. He resolved it in the same fashion, 
by restating both parts of the thesis. With regard to Catherine II and her at-
titude toward the Americans, he in effect reiterated his concern for détente 
by maintaining that “[i]n principle, of course, the War of the United States 
of 1775–83 and the French Revolution of 1789–1794, as phenomena similar in 
character, provoked a sharply negative reaction from the ruling classes, both 
of Russia and of other feudal-absolutist states.” But this was in principle only. 
For “in practice, by virtue of concrete objective reasons and circumstances 
… the general international situation added up very favorably for the United 
States (in contradistinction to France).”14 As in his first work, he then demon-
strated how Catherine II, despite her class animus, “objectively” aided the 
Americans in their revolutionary struggle against Great Britain.

11 Bolkhovitinov, Stanovlenie russko-amerikanskikh otnoshenii, 87, 91–92, published in 
English as The Beginnings of Russian-American Relations, 1775–1815, trans. Elena Levin 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1975).
12 His thesis prompted one reviewer (A. A. Fursenko) to ask how, in the light of the 
author’s claim, one was to explain Dana’s abject failure. See Voprosy istorii, no. 6 (1968): 
183.
13 The thesis that Catherine “objectively” assisted the Americans in their struggle is 
in broad terms consonant with the approach taken by Soviet historiography of Rus-
sian foreign policy in the eighteenth century, which held that Russia, even when ruled 
by reactionary sovereigns, always sought good relations with the rest of the world. 
If therefore bilateral relations were not good, the fault lay with the other side, which 
sought to thwart legitimate Russian foreign policy interests. For an (unintentional?) 
enunciation of this approach, see L. A. Nikiforov, “Issledovaniia po vneshnei politike 
Rossii XVIII veka,” in Itogi i zadachi izucheniia vneshnei politiki Rossii. Sovetskaia isto-
riografiia, ed. A. L. Narochnitskii et al. (Moscow: Nauka, 1981), 124–87.
14 N. N. Bolkhovitinov, Rossiia i voina SShA za nezavisimost́ : 1775–1783 (Moscow: Mysl ,́ 
1976), 229, published in English as Russia and the American Revolution, ed. and trans. C. 
Jay Smith (Tallahassee: The Diplomatic Press, 1976). See also Bolkhovitinov, Stanovle-
nie russko-amerikanskikh otnoshenii, 91–92.
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Bolkhovitinov’s design becomes apparent when he resolves the tension 
between ideological struggle and friendly relations by noting that peaceful 
coexistence had succeeded in overcoming class and national antagonisms in 
the past and could do so again. “The chief lesson to be derived from the rela-
tions,” we find in several of his numerous articles, “lies not in the absence of 
contradictions and conflicts, but rather in the fact that historical experience 
bears witness to the possibility of overcoming them, not by resort to arms, but 
by peaceful means, by means of negotiations.”15 Having recourse to the same 
body of information mined by those who portrayed early Russian-American 
relations as hopelessly doomed because of class, cultural, or national antago-
nisms, Bolkhovitinov announced that they were congenial, and then extrap-
olated from his findings those lessons he wished applied to the bifurcated 
world of his own day.

Although slightly modified to reflect the changed world of the 1990s, 
Bolkhovitinov’s peaceful coexistence theme still pervaded his next book on 
early Russian-American relations, published in 1991. He again insisted on 
the exclusively positive nature of early Russian-American relations. While 
progressive Russia greeted the republican tenets of the American revolution-
aries, he argued, and hoped to apply them to their own country, Catherine 
II strangely enough manifested no fear whatever of these same tenets.16 On 
the contrary, her foreign policy actually contributed to American indepen-
dence. To buttress his thesis, he reinterpreted the rebuff administered to Dana 
as something else: as a success in disguise. Because Russian vice-chancellor 
Osterman agreed to meet with Dana in the end, if only to inform him that he 
could not be received until the conclusion of the definitive peace, when recog-
nition no longer mattered, and because he promised that American merchant 
ships could freely enter Russian ports, Bolkhovitinov declared that Dana had 
received the recognition he craved. As he put the case, “But if formal recog-
nition of the USA as an independent nation did not take place at that time … 
in essence one can with complete justification speak of de facto recognition 
of the new nation.”17 De facto recognition was not of course what Dana was 

15 N. N. Bolkhovitinov, “U istokov pervykh kontaktov,” SShA: Ekonomika, politika, ide-
ologiia, no. 11 (1980): 61; and Bolkhovitinov, “Iz istorii otnoshenii mezhdu Rossiei i 
SShA,” Vestnik Ministerstva inostrannykh del SSSR, no. 9 (1989): 97.
16 Bolkhovitinov, Rossiia otkryvaet Ameriku, 1732–1799 (Moscow: Mezhdunarodnye ot-
nosheniia, 1991), 53, 94.
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seeking. He hoped for de jure recognition, and he certainly hoped to receive 
it prior to June 1783, by which time the arms had been stacked and the final 
peace terms were about to be inked.

The dichotomous approach, with or without Academician Bolkhovitin-
ov’s qualifications, has much to recommend it. For one thing, it provides com-
mon meeting ground for (Soviet) Marxist and (Western) non-Marxist scholars. 
While in accord on little else, they could at least agree on the existence of a 
political clash between the old and new orders, whatever the specifics of the 
explanation for the clash might be. For another, the dichotomous approach 
also seems to go far toward explaining Dana’s inability to obtain a sympa-
thetic hearing from Catherine, who presumably felt challenged by the new. 
And finally, the approach permits ready assimilation of early Russian-Amer-
ican relations into what R. R. Palmer so felicitously christened the “Age of 
Democratic Revolution.” Viewed from the dichotomous perspective, not only 
can the War of American Independence be categorized as the forerunner of 
the French Revolution, but the response of the Russian autocracy can be inter-
preted as a prelude to what it would allegedly exhibit a little more than a de-
cade later during the French Revolution. The comfortable fit thereby provided 
is unquestionably enticing.

As attractive as this dichotomous approach appears at first glance, it fails 
to resolve some very basic questions. If, for example, the ideological chasm 
separating American revolution from Russian reaction was so pronounced, 
why did Congress presume to assign Dana to St. Petersburg in the first place? 
Should it not have anticipated the humiliation that awaited him? Why more-
over would an obviously knowledgeable man like Dana, after close consul-
tation with an equally knowledgeable John Adams, deign to undertake the 
exacting journey to St. Petersburg, entertain such extravagant hopes for suc-
cess, and strive to lay his case before an autocrat presumably fearful of the 
revolutionary message? And, not to ignore the other half of the equation, why 
would an autocratic ruler tolerate the presence in her capital of an agent of the 
revolutionary order whose historically ordained mission it presumably was 
to destroy her order? Was she so myopic as to fail to comprehend the threat 
he and his ideas posed? Certainly she would not treat the agent of another 
revolution with such forbearance a decade later. Indeed, she would expel him 
and recall her own minister from Versailles. If she was indeed myopic, the 
revolution/reaction dichotomy as it pertains to early Russian-American rela-
tions is rendered meaningless. If she was not myopic, her forbearance of Dana 
becomes incomprehensible.

It is a contention of this study that many of the historical problems alluded 
to above stem from the almost irresistible urge to isolate early Russian-Amer-
ican relations from the broader context of international relations as a whole. 
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As is the case with most studies of bilateral relations, dogged research reveals 
more numerous contact than had hitherto been suspected. One might in fact 
argue that the chief virtue of each succeeding study of early Russian-Ameri-
can relations, culminating in Bolkhovitinov’s magisterial works, has been to 
discover incrementally more of these contacts. And certainly their elucidation 
is all to the good. But a narrow focus on bilateral contacts fosters a distorted 
impression of the nature and significance of those relations.

Seldom if ever do bilateral relations exist in vacuo. Rather, they tend to 
comprise but one facet of a more all-encompassing foreign policy, especially 
if one of the parties is far more powerful than the other. This policy is in 
turn formulated within the context of international relations. It follows that 
a narrow focus on Russian-American relations, to the exclusion of the larger 
setting, obscures the overall orientation of the two nations’ foreign policies 
and ignores the international context. Nowhere is this drawback more ap-
parent than in the case of Catherine’s response to the American challenge. 
Traditional historiography to the contrary, examination of her own writings 
discloses that she viewed the war within the context of international relations 
in their totality. Any study that fails to illuminate the larger context must nec-
essarily fall short of its intentions.

A convincing approach to Russian relations with the rebellious American 
colonists would ideally incorporate Russia’s relations with Asia as well as Eu-
rope and North America, with due attention devoted to Persia, not to mention 
the Ottoman Porte. On a more manageable scale, Russian-American relations, 
insofar as Catherine was concerned, comprised little more than a facet of  
Anglo-Russian relations. After all, Great Britain was Russia’s “natural ally,” 
and minister plenipotentiary James Harris its accredited agent. Whatever 
Dana and Adams may have thought, it was not so much the destiny of the 
rebellious colonies that claimed Catherine’s attention as it was the impact the 
War for Independence might exert on Britain’s domestic politics and, even-
tually, its standing in the international community. This impact in its turn 
had direct ramifications for the European state system she was attempting to 
maintain. She had to decide how to deal with a Great Britain deemed essential 
to that system, but one bogged down in a debilitating war in North America.

Given the importance of Great Britain and the remoteness of the United 
States, Catherine proved unable to disengage the events taking place across 
the ocean from her larger foreign policy considerations. For this reason Part 
1 of the present study focuses on Anglo-Russian relations from Catherine’s 
accession to power in June 1762 until the capitulation of General Cornwallis 
at Yorktown in the autumn of 1781. These first six chapters examine not only 
Anglo-Russian relations narrowly construed, but Catherine’s attitude toward 
George III and his ministers, and how it influenced her policy toward Great 
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Britain. They include an inquiry into the factors that led her to promulgate 
the Armed Neutrality and to attempt to mediate the war. Although not un-
dertaken to assist the Americans in any way, the measures exerted Russia’s 
greatest impact on the course of the war.

To the Americans, on the other hand, relations with Russia, or at least the 
prospect of relations, at times assumed enormous importance. Lengthy and 
occasionally acrimonious debates dealing with them in the Continental Con-
gress, not to mention the adoption of the principles of the Armed Neutrality, 
the acceptance of imperial mediation, and the creation of the Dana mission, 
bear testimony to their significance. As leader of the neutral maritime pow-
ers, Catherine appeared to Patriots in the late 1770s and early 1780s to wield 
decisive influence in European diplomatic circles. A resolution on her part to 
support the American cause seemed to hold out the prospect of bringing the 
war to a successful conclusion.

In the case of the former colonists too, however, it was within the context 
of larger considerations that their “Russian policy,” if one may speak of such, 
was formulated. Their perception of their standing with France shaped their 
evaluation of Russia’s suitability as a potential ally: interest in Russia waxed 
as faith in the ability or willingness of Louis XVI to help secure American 
independence waned, and vice versa. The timing of the Dana mission as well 
as its recall may only be understood in terms of Congress’s apprehension of 
its relationship with its only ally. In sum, just as Catherine II’s view of the War 
for American Independence was filtered through the prism of her perception 
of British policies, so was the Patriots’ view of Russia and its empress colored 
by their evaluation of French policies. 

Part 2 deals with the American attitude toward Catherine II and Russia 
and the measures the Patriots adopted in response to this attitude. Changing 
American perceptions of Catherine and her realm, the assignment of the Dana 
mission, and Dana’s activities at St. Petersburg comprise the major themes of 
chapters 7 through 14.

Any meaningful analysis of early Russian-American relations requires 
careful inquiry into the outlooks of the actors involved. Such analysis in-
evitably leads the historian beyond the application of official diplomatic ex-
changes into the realm of intellectual constructs. Assuming that language 
mirrors thought process, close attention must be paid to symbolic behavior: 
to the writings, unofficial as well as official, not only of Catherine II but of her 
foreign minister, Nikita Ivanovich Panin, as well as Francis Dana and James 
Harris. If the goal is to comprehend the international situation fostered by 
the War for American Independence, not necessarily as it was structured but 
as our actors believed it to be structured, eighteenth-century meanings must 
be assigned to key words. Deceptively identical in form to the entries found 
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in modern dictionaries, “republic,” “revolution,” and “liberty” all bore dis-
tinctly premodern meanings. Anachronistic use of such words must necessar-
ily contribute to anachronistic conclusions concerning the nature of relations 
between the two nations.

Once the situation is recreated linguistically, an attempt can be made to 
correlate symbolic behavior with actual behavior in order to arrive at an ap-
preciation of the motivations of the chief actors in the drama. At this point the 
task grows far more complex and hazardous. It goes without saying that the 
past is gone, never to return. So the historian who studies the behavior of in-
dividuals may only try to recreate it in his or her own mind. Yet the process of 
understanding the past on its own terms is imperfect at best. Hence, while one 
can strive to empathize with the chief actors of one’s drama, one should har-
bor no illusions about re-thinking their thoughts. For they doubtless thought 
different thoughts from the contemporary historian, and thought them dif-
ferently. Many of those thoughts, moreover, were subconscious, while others 
remained unarticulated. Still others appear to be irrational and cannot faith-
fully be reconstructed under any circumstances. One must nevertheless make 
the attempt to render the actors’ actions comprehensible within the context of 
their own assumptions, hopes, and fears, bearing in mind all the while that 
complete understanding is elusive, and that motivation is all too often to be 
inferred rather than established. Here again is where the attempt to recreate 
the perceptual framework plays such a critical role. If that framework is rea-
sonably accurate, the attempt to recapture the thought patterns, and hence 
the motivations, of one’s actors should not stray too far from the mark. If on 
the other hand the framework proves to be inaccurate, the historian’s natural 
urge to relate present-day concerns to the past will inevitably undermine the 
quest to recreate that past. Once that happens, the past in all its richness and 
significance will recede still farther into the background.

Although modern-day scholars frequently find themselves apologizing 
for concentrating on the perceptions and motivations of members of the elite, 
it should nonetheless be apparent that in this study Catherine II merits center 
stage. Marxist assumptions notwithstanding, a common-sense rule of thumb 
holds that the more autocratic the political system, the greater the need for a 
biographical approach when investigating foreign relations. Certainly no one 
was more autocratic in eighteenth-century Europe than the empress of all the 
Russias. She may have listened to the advice of others when it came time to re-
act to situations such as that posed by the war of American Independence, but 
it was up to her to decide whose advice to heed. Her decisions, in turn, hinged 
upon the compatibility of the advice with her own perceptual framework. Her 
minister of foreign affairs, Nikita Ivanovich Panin, and her erstwhile lover, 
Grigorii Aleksandrovich Potemkin, found their advice accepted only when 
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it could be accommodated into that framework. Russia’s policy toward the 
new American republic, in sum, was Catherine’s policy, restricted in options 
as such policy always is by time and place. Part 3 of the study therefore con-
centrates on Catherine’s response to the War for American Independence. 
Chapter 15 examines her efforts to resolve the Anglo-American conflict and 
thereby reestablish a diplomatic configuration congenial to her own foreign 
policy needs.

The final chapter attempts to delineate Catherine’s attitude toward the 
American revolutionaries and their revolution. It does so apart from the for-
eign policy considerations that dominate the rest of the story. The purpose 
is to determine whether she perceived the message of the American revolu-
tionaries as a threat to her own autocratic form of government. Was the war 
another in a series of events that was comprehensible, even predictable, and 
hence potentially assimilable into her frame of reference? Or did it strike her as 
a phenomenon utterly new in world history, to be feared and even combated? 
Or, to restate the question from an American perspective, did Catherine see in 
the rebellion across the ocean a war of independence or a revolution?

Loosely speaking, the American equivalent to Catherine II was the Conti-
nental Congress. Thanks to regular popular election of delegates and frequent 
stipulations that they not serve continuous stretches in Congress, one may 
assume that in some fashion they reflected public opinion, such as it was, 
or at least the sentiment of the Patriot party. Here a word of caution must be 
injected: for rather than treat the delegates to Congress and their agents as 
a homogeneous unit, which they were not, it is more helpful to group them 
according to their outlook on world affairs. Of central concern to the present 
study is that grouping within Congress that mistrusted France’s warm em-
brace almost as adamantly as it rejected Great Britain’s authoritarian grasp. 
Seeking a viable alternative to both, its members insisted that the War for 
American Independence would inevitably revolutionize international rela-
tions by replacing an outmoded system based upon alliances, secret treaties, 
and power blocs with a more natural one predicated upon open diplomacy 
and the free exchange of goods. In the pages that follow it will be argued 
that Francis Dana shared this outlook, from which flowed his expectation that 
Russia’s empress would render the Americans assistance in their great ven-
ture, even if war with Britain were to result. For a considerable period of time 
those who adhered to this outlook dominated Congress and, impelled by the 
logic of their argument, dispatched diplomats, uninvited, to all corners of Eu-
rope. Dana was one of those diplomats and Russia one of those corners.


