American Nationalisms

Imagining Union in the Age of
Revolutions, 1783-1833

Benjamin E. Park







American Nationalisms

America was born in an age of political revolution throughout the
Atlantic world, a period when the very definition of “nation” was
transforming. Benjamin E. Park traces how Americans imagined novel
forms of nationality during the country’s first five decades within the
context of European discussions taking place at the same time. Focusing
on three case studies — Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, and South
Carolina — Park examines the developing practices of nationalism in
three specific contexts. He argues for a more elastic connection between
nationalism and the nation-state by demonstrating that ideas
concerning political and cultural allegiance to a federal body
developed in different ways and at different rates throughout the
nation. American Nationalisms explores how ideas of nationality
permeated political disputes, religious revivals, patriotic festivals,
slavery debates, and even literature.
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Prologue

A group of ministers, lawyers, and amateur historians gathered in Boston
in 1791 to form the Massachusetts Historical Society. Though political
independence had only been declared fifteen years prior and the Treaty of
Paris was only eight years old, some citizens of the United States were
anxious to solidify the country’s identity. One way to accomplish that was
through the promulgation of its history. As the city of Boston, and the
state of Massachusetts, had played significant roles in the nation’s quest
for independence, it made sense to form an organization that would track
its patriotic tradition. But the state’s historical society aimed to be much
more than just a repository for local stories and documents. In a circular
letter sent to dozens of potential “corresponding members” throughout
the nation, the society was envisioned “to collect, preserve, and commu-
nicate, materials for a complete history of this country” and to account for
“all valuable efforts of human ingenuity and industry, from the beginning
of its settlement.” The circular then requested documents, artifacts, his-
tories, and general support for an institution designed to be a symbol for
the nation’s collaborative character.*

Responses were received from people scattered throughout the, by
then, fourteen states in the nation. Letters came in from New York,
Pennsylvania, and as far south as Georgia. Every letter was transcribed
into the society’s letterbook, an artifact meant to physically embody
national unity. In a way, the society was a federal project that represented

* Jeremy Belknap, “Circular Letter, of the Historical Society,” included in the bound volume
of the Massachusetts Historical Society Letterbook, 17911798, MHS. (Emphasis in
original.)

X



X Prologue

the federal spirit of its age: it was formed only a few years following the
ratification of the Constitution. The general sentiment, especially in New
England, was moving toward a more centralized location of authority, an
increased sense of interdependence between the states, and a prioritization
of the national over the local. It made sense, then, that a “state” historical
society would reach far outside of its geographic boundaries when estab-
lishing its purpose and value.

One of the corresponding members was South Carolinian Henry
William de Saussure, the Federalist politician, judge, and the second
director of the United States Mint. De Saussure was honored. He imme-
diately offered to donate a number of items including some of “the first
gold coins [that] were struck under the authority of the United States.” But
he was even more excited about writing an important history that could
then be given to the fledging organization: “I have endeavoured to procure
[a history] for the Historical Society,” he wrote, “respecting the Culture of
Cotton & the declension of Indigo.” South Carolina had recently under-
gone a transition in labor that catapulted the production of cotton to the
center of the state’s economy, and de Saussure believed it held similar
potential for the rest of the United States. “The feed,” he wrote, “which is
now thrown into heaps, to rot as manure, might be transported in bulk to
New England.” De Saussure felt that “the enterprising spirit of New
England will doubtless one say avail itself of this article, to open a new
road to Commerce.” Most importantly, this connection through the
production of cotton would “add a new link to the chain which binds
the Union together.”*

In retrospect, the symbol of cotton as a link to hold the Union together
seems tragically ironic. On the one hand, cotton production did indeed
serve as a financial boon to not only American commerce but also an
international economy that connected Charleston to London and to
Boston. But cotton also, in the end, symbolized the cultural disconnect
between Southern states and the rest of America due to its reliance on slave
labor. As the nineteenth century progressed, Northerners increasingly
viewed cotton as synonymous with slavery, a practice with which they
grew increasingly uncomfortable as the decades passed. In 1830, when the

* Henry William de Saussure to the Massachusetts Historical Society, January 31, 1799,
MHS. For the evolution of cotton production within South Carolina during the period, see
Rachel N. Klein, Unification of a Slave State: The Rise of the Planter Class in the South
Carolina Backcountry, 1760-1808 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1990).
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nation faced the crisis of South Carolina threatening to nullify federal
laws, Philadelphia printer Mathew Carey identified the “culture of cot-
ton” as the wedge between Southern and Northern states that led directly
to the national crisis. In the end, the culture of cotton did not lead to the
Union’s “binding,” but rather to its deterioration.’

De Saussure’s projection of cotton production, a staple to his state’s
culture, as the uniting factor of the broader American nation captures the
tension located within the local cultivation of nationalism. Prior to the
American Revolution, the primary tether for the thirteen colonies was an
allegiance to the British crown. Once that was severed, and once they had
vanquished their common tyrannical foe, they were left to construct a new
sense of self that justified a shared political allegiance. Yet competing
cultural traditions and a fractured print culture posed numerous problems
for the production of nationalism in the young republic. This book charts
how various individuals reacted to, appropriated from, and cultivated
anew ideas of a national culture that transcended local borders and
encompassed the entire country. Further, it demonstrates how these
actions were rooted in a deeper anxiety found throughout the Atlantic
world. By tracking the very impulse to define and deploy diverging visions
of national union, one can see many of the catalysts that eventually led to
the nation’s disunion.

3 Mathew Carey, New Olive Branch: A Solemn Warning on the Banks of the Rubicon,
August 23, 1830, LCP. For cotton production as the center of an international economic
market, perpetuation of slave labor, and instigator for national division, see
Walter Johnson, River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the Cotton Kingdom
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013); Sven Beckert, Empire of Cotton:
A Global History (New York: Knopf, 2014).
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Introduction

The Americans will have no Center of Union among them, and no Common
Interest to pursue, when the Power and Government of England are finally
removed. Moreover, when the Intersections and Divisions of their Country
by great Bays of the Sea, and by vast Rivers, Lakes, and Ridges of
Mountains; — and above all, when those immense inland Regions, beyond
the Back Settlements, which are still unexplored, are taken into the Account,
they form the highest Probability that the Americans never can be united . ..
under any Species of Government whatever. Their Fate seems to be —
A DISUNITED PEOPLE, till the End of Time.

—Josiah Tucker (1781)"

What then is the American, this new man? ... He is an American, who,
leaving behind him all his ancient prejudices and manners, receives new ones
from the new mode of life he has embraced, the new government he obeys,
and the new rank he holds.

—J. Hector St. John de Crévecoeur (1782)*

America was born at the very moment that the definition of “nation” was
being reimagined. In an age in which such a significant word was adopting
new meanings, citizens in the newly established United States cultivated
novel forms of national politics and federal belonging. This new sense of

' Josiah Tucker, Cui Bono? Or, an Inquiry, What Benefits Can Arise Either to the English or
the Americans, the French, Spaniards, or Dutch, from the Greatest Victories, or Successes,
in the Present War, Being a Series of Letters, Addressed to Monsieur Necker, Late
Controller General of the Finances of France (London: T. Cadell, 1781), 117-119.
(Emphasis in original.)

* J. Hector St. John de Crévecoeur, Letters from an American Farmer (1782; London: James
Magee, 1783), 51-53.



2 American Nationalisms

political order, they believed, would introduce a stable and consistent
national society. America was destined, in Thomas Paine’s famous
words, “to begin government at the right end.” This was a tumultuous
process of anticipation, angst, and anxiety. Casting allegiance to a broader
government and conceptualizing a larger culture was a trial-and-error
project that produced as much disappointment as it did success.
To form “America” as a political body, many believed it was first neces-
sary to define “Americans” as a people.’

Among those most concerned about national identities was printer
Noah Webster. In 1787, only four years after the Treaty of Paris con-
firmed America’s independence, Webster bemoaned how “the people of
every country, but our own ... bear a patriotic preference to their own
laws and national character.” America’s troubles stemmed from the fact
that they possessed “no pride in the glorious distinction of freemen, which
elevates the American beggar above the despots of Asia.” Two years later,
while attempting to introduce a distinctly “American” language, he
wrote, “every engine should be employed to render the people of this
country national, to call their attachments home to their own country, and
to inspire them with the pride of national character.” To Webster, the lack
of this identity was the cause of, and the implementation of it the remedy
to, all of America’s problems. In order to “fix the commencement of
national corruption,” he wrote in 1787, “we must first prove the national
character throughout.” These ideological seeds bore political fruits.
The primary reason for the federal Constitution, he explained, was
because “it was found that our national character was sinking in the
opinion of foreign nations.” He happily quoted David S. Bogart in 1790
that an education based on America’s exceptionalism would better
“inform us ... of the distinguishing traits in [our] national character.”*

Webster was far from alone in his anxiety. James Madison argued in his
Federalist essays that a major reason for America’s struggles was the “want
of a due sense of national character.” He queried, “What has not America
lost by her want of character with foreign nations; and how many errors
and follies would she not have avoided?” An anonymous poem found in

> Thomas Paine, “Common Sense” (1776), in Paine: Political Writings, ed. Bruce Kuklick
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 1-46, p. 35. (Emphasis in original.)

4 The American Museum, October 1787, LCP. Noah Webster, Dissertations on the English
Language: with Notes, Historical and Critical (1789), in Creating an American Culture,
1775-1800: A Brief History with Documents, ed. Eve Kornfeld (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2001), 102-108, p. 106. The American Museum, September 1787,
December 1787, December 1790, LCP.
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The Columbian — another early American magazine focused on celebrating
and defining “America” — wrote, “a love of liberty, a spirit of enterprise,
fortitude in difficulties, and a military turn of mind, are conspicuous traits
in the American character.” And neither were Americans the only ones to
address such a dilemma: as no less a figure than Rousseau had proclaimed,
“the first rule which we have to follow is that of national character: every
people has, or must have, a character; if it lacks one, we must start by
endowing it with one.” To advance to the status of other successful nations,
America must discover and embrace its unique “character.”’

Yet conceptions of “character” were inherently problematic. Samuel
Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language defined it both as “personal
qualities” and as a “particular constitution of the mind.” Webster’s own
dictionary, not completed until 1828, defined it as “the peculiar qualities,
impressed by nature or habit on a person, which distinguish him from
others.” Thus, to presume a national character is to assume both homo-
geneity and consistency within a larger group of people — a belief that the
entire nation shares a “particular constitution of the mind” or “peculiar
qualities” despite geographic, economic, gender, or racial differences.
Such a belief promised to overlook and downplay distinctions within the
broader culture, whether consciously or not. As one historian has noted,
any depiction of a “national character” is an imaginative construction and
“requires the constant suspension of disbelief because it is at once defined
as general and as a distinctive concept of identity.” This was a task bound
for contestation.®

This was especially the case in America, where diversity was perhaps
the defining feature of the early republic. Not only did geographic distance
promulgate drastically competing visions of society, but deeply contextual
indicators like class, race, and gender instilled varying experiences for the
many residents of the new nation. Much of this diversity was masked by
a fractured print culture that limited exposure to these contrasting people
and voices, but it was also systematically ignored through a willful

5 James Madison, “Federalist #63,” in The Federalist, ed. Cass R. Sunstein (1788;
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009), 411420, p. 411. The Columbian,
October 1786, LCP. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, or Principles of Political
Right (1762), quoted in Anthony D. Smith, National Identity (London: Penguin, 1991),
75

Samuel Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language, Vol. 1 (London, 1766), cf.
“character.” Noah Webster, An American Dictionary of the English Language
(Hartford, CT: Sidney’s Press, 1828), cf. “character.” Martin Briickner, The Geographic
Revolution in Early America: Maps, Literacy, and National Identity (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2006), 171.
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suspension of knowledge that enabled elites to imagine that they could
conceptualize the best interests for all American residents. The very
absence of this shared cultural character was what drove the deep anxiety
to create one in the first place.”

These national debates had a transnational context. Ideas concerning
national belonging underwent revision throughout the Atlantic world
during the eighteenth century. Swiss jurist Emer de Vattel’s The Law of
Nations (1758), one of the earliest and most influential attempts to
capture the shifting meaning of political bodies on the cusp of the Age of
Revolutions, exemplified the nebulous relationship between society and
government. “Moral persons who live together in a natural society,”
Vattel explained, were expected to construct sovereign governments that
were based on “the law of nations” and also reflected a society’s “state of
nature.” That is, political structures were meant to adhere to international
legal codes as well as fulfill society’s inherent purpose; law was exterior to
but also dependent upon the body of the governed. “Whenever any form
of government becomes destructive” to these inalienable rights, Thomas
Jefferson penned in the Declaration of Independence, “it is the right of the
people to alter or to abolish it.” The idea that national allegiance and
federal structures were malleable was a revolutionary concept, and it led
to both political upheaval and cultural anxiety over the tenuous balance
between government and society.”

This tension was amplified with modernity’s democratic promise. This
new political idea introduced an added dimension of representative gov-
ernment as citizens expected those who govern them to properly reflect
their own interests. When a nation is meant to match the ideas, assump-
tions, and cultures of those within its borders, then conceptions of that
government, and the principles it is meant to promulgate, are essential to
its political practice. The evolution of the idea of nations from something

7 For competing accounts of the different regional cultures in place since the colonization
period, see David Hackett Fischer, Albion’s Seed: Four British Folkways in America
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1989); Daniel Richter, Before the Revolution:
America’s Ancient Pasts (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011).

8 Emer de Vattel, The Law of Nations, or, Principles of the Law of Nature, Applied to the
Conduct and Affairs of Nations and Sovereigns (London: J. Newberry, 1760), 5—7.
Thomas Jefferson, “The Declaration of Independence,” in The Portable Thomas
Jefferson, ed. Merrill D. Peterson (New York: Penguin Books, 1975), 235-241, p. 235.
See also David Armitage, The Declaration of Independence: A Global History
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007); Eric Slauter, “Rights,” in Edward
G. Gray and Jane Kamensky, The Oxford Handbook of the American Revolution
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 447-464.
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that was inherently stable and outside the reach of the populace to
something that was manmade and culturally constructed - or
deconstructed — by humans through political free-will transformed the
exercise of nationalism: rather than being something that vindicated the
government body, it was now a tool through which citizens could assent
to or protest against their national institutions. In short, nationalism
became a political practice fraught with political possibilities.”

Given that United States independence came at the cusp of what
Benedict Anderson called the origins of “imagined political commu-
nities,” the development of American nationalism has been a common
focus for scholars. Yet while historians have dissected and interred the
notion of a homogenous identity, many have perpetuated the nationalist
assumption that correlates cultural nationalism with the political nation-
state. In other words, scholars have retained a connection between nation-
alist expression and the federal government. However, the unexamined
combination of the two is a contemporary phenomenon, and it merely
perpetuates an ideological construction that was certainly present, but far
from dominant, in these early-modern debates. Indeed, a “nation” during
this period could, at various times, describe a community, a state,
a mindset, and of course, a federal body. It was hardly ever systematic
and was rarely consistent. Nations emerged both within and without
a federal state, and states often emerged within a coherent nationality."

This was a common problem throughout the Atlantic empires during the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In Britain, three nations (England,
Scotland, and Ireland) produced proud and competing conceptions of the
“nation” within a single nation-state. In Germany, numerous independent
political bodies that were stretched across different empires and sovereign-
ties struggled to find a cultural form of nationalism that they still held in

? See David A. Bell, The Cult of the Nation in France: Inventing Nationalism, 1680-1800
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001), 199—200. For the debate over deciphering
a nation’s interests, see Gordon S. Wood, “Interests and Disinterestedness in the Making
of the Constitution,” in The Idea of America: Reflections on the Birth of the United States
(New York: Penguin Press, 2011), 127-170.

Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism, revised edition (London: Verso, 1991), 11—12. Ernest Gellner, Nations and
Nationalism, 2nd ed. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983), 6—7. See also Armitage,
The Declaration of Independence, 19—20. For the general trajectories of nationalisms
within these various national contexts, see Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation,
1707-1837, rev. ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009); Hagen Shulze, ed.,
The Course of German Nationalism: From Federick the Great to Bismark, 1763-1867
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985); Bell, The Cult of the Nation in France.
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common. In France, an energetic and deadly rejection of a particular form
of nation gave way to another — and then another. Nationalities were more
often divorced from their political sovereignty than married to it.

Further, the very dichotomy between “civic” and “ethnic” national-
isms, categories which have been used to explain Western political devel-
opment, has been challenged of late. “Civic” nationalism typically
focused on citizenship, political rights, and individual obligations within
a broader federal body, and had often been associated with France,
Britain, and the Netherlands. “Ethnic” nationalism, on the other hand,
often referred to myths of historical ancestry and the organizational
power of common cultures in the face of polyglot empires, and was
embodied in Germany, Italy, and Russia. Given its British political lineage
and disparate cultural communities, America has traditionally been
understood to fit within the “civic” category. Yet recent work has disin-
tegrated the distinctions between these two categories, as scholars have
located strands of ethnic capital in Western countries and sophisticated
civic commodification in Eastern nations. This book will show similar
convergences in the early American political experience. New Englanders
at the start of the nineteenth century, for instance, appealed to both
hereditary and natural rights as they tried to conceive of a national body
capable of representing their interests. In tracing the inchoate and incon-
sistent process of nationalism during the Age of Revolutions, the United
States thus provides a potent case study for this broader phenomenon."*

American Nationalisms examines how this process took place in three
specific contexts — Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, and South Carolina —
between the conclusion of the American Revolution in 1783 through the
Nullification Crisis in 1833. Though some historians have argued that the
“American Revolution, in short, gave birth to whatever sense of nation-
hood and national purpose Americans have had,” nationalism was never
a set of static, self-dependent principles that were agreed upon by a majority
of citizens. Rather, conceptions of national identity — and even the “nation”
itself — varied dramatically during the early republic period, and
a homogenized understanding distorts a dynamic and diverse reality.
American nationalisms should therefore be understood as plural. These
theoretical constructions of nationalism were often tethered to personal
backgrounds, regional cultures, parochial concerns, and localized political

** For the scholarly challenge to the “ethnic” and “civic” division in nationalist studies, see
the various essays in Timothy Baycroft and Mark Hewitson, eds., What Is a Nation?
Europe 1789-1914 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006).
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systems. While interregional and international connections indeed influ-
enced many ideas, events, and policies, they were still interpreted, appro-
priated, and understood within a predominantly provincial framework.
They also went through constant revision. New England was home to the
earliest formulations of a sectionalized nationalism that critiqued federal
control, only to witness a reversal decades later when they condemned
South Carolina for doing the same thing. By focusing on the local culture
for these productions, cultural continuity is more easily comprehensible.**

Further, by contextualizing these debates with those that were taking
place across the Atlantic Ocean, both the unique and concomitant elements
of America’s political discourse take on a new light. These foreign examples
are not used as determinative sources, but as a reminder of the porous
boundaries between nations during the Age of Revolutions. Thinkers from
this period may not have exemplified a cohesive “republic of letters” assumed
by a previous generation of transnational historians, but they were respond-
ing to many of the same cultural tensions that urged change at the eve of
modernity. Developments in Europe, the Caribbean, and Latin America
provided touchstones, examples, and threats to America’s sense of self."?

It is impossible to find examples that perfectly represent these broader
cultural tensions. It is especially misguided to posit cultural elites — who are
most often white, educated, and male — as indicative of wider societal ideas.

> Gordon Wood, The American Revolution: A History (New York, 2003), xiii. Bernard
Bailyn similarly claimed that the “American Revolution not only created the American
political nation but molded permanent characteristics of the culture that would develop
within it.” Bernard Bailyn, Faces of Revolution: Personalities and Themes in the Struggle
for American Independence (New York, Vintage: 1992), 200.

'3 As Rachel Hope Cleves has written, “early national citizens viewed themselves as parti-
cipants in a transnational community, drawn together by sinews of trade, migration, and
information.” Rachel Hope Cleves, The Reign of Terror in America: Visions of Violence
from Anti-Jacobinism to Antislavery (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 3.
See also Joyce Chaplin, “Expansion and Exceptionalism in Early American History,”
Journal of American History 89 (March 2003): 1431-1455; most especially, Chaplin
notes how an Atlantic framework helps the scholar to avoid historiographical exception-
alism because “an illusion of uniqueness” is most often the result of “ignorance of what is
going on in parallel fields” (1433). Rosemarie Zagarri similarly wrote that it “challenges
the [early American] field’s basic organizing principle: the primacy of the nation-state.”
Zagarri, “The Significance of the ‘Global Turn’ for the Early American Republic:
Globalization in the Age of Nation-Building,” Journal of the Early Republic 31 (Spring
2011): 1-37, p. 5. For the broader Atlantic context of these national discussions, see,
especially, Istvan Hont, Jealousy of Trade: International Competition and the Nation-
State in Historical Perspective (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010);
David Armitage, “The Declaration of Independence and International Law,” William
and Mary Quarterly 59 (January 2002): 39—64.
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Historians of the past decades have successfully unearthed the practices,
beliefs, and anxieties of everyday Americans through a variety of sophisti-
cated approaches. American Nationalisms, however, will focus on a series of
individuals and groups who, while not especially illustrative of the common
citizen, are particularly adept at displaying the concerns and apprehensions
of political belonging during the Age of Revolutions. Their ideas concerning
the “nation” were born out of a particular political culture that was rooted
in a specific societal context. Therefore, their words depicted the state
cultures that simultaneously created and were created by their efforts.
These individuals sought to speak for state and national bodies, an activity
that required imaginative creativity and contextual sensitivity. Tracing the
intricacies of this dialogue, then, while not able to capture the entirety of the
early American experience, still reveals many of the deeper cultural under-
pinnings. Determining the mindset of a larger range of people in early
America is indeed a very worthwhile project and has been ably mined by
the most recent generation of nationalist scholarship, but for this book to do
so would require fundamentally different interpretive and research methods.
The focus of this study is to capture the process through which those who
attempted to think nationally (and internationally) coped with these new
problems posed by an important shift in American politics."*

The particular case studies chosen for this project are highlighted for
a number of reasons. First, they were individuals who left textual remnants
of their ideas. People who did not write as much are no less important, of
course, for history in general or nationalist cultivations in particular. Yet for
comparative purposes, it is helpful to draw from individuals who consciously
participated in a political discourse captured in the evolving print culture.
Further, those who receive critical engagement here, from Benjamin Rush to
John C. Calhoun and from Thomas Branagan to James Forten, were either
participants in or critics of a particularly nationalist dialogue that consciously
engaged America’s role as a federal body within a broader Atlantic network

4" As Daniel Walker Howe has explained, a study of political culture looks at “not only the
explicit [political] analyses and proposals ... but also the mood, metaphors, values, and
style” that represents much more than just political action or belief. Daniel Walker Howe,
The Political Culture of the American Whigs (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979),
1—2. See also J. C. D. Clark, The Language of Liberty, 1660-1832: Political Discourse and
Social Dynamics in the Anglo-American World (New York: Cambridge University Press,
1994). For works on nationalism that skillfully incorporate common Americans’ perspec-
tives, see David Waldstreicher, I the Midst of Perpetual Fetes: The Making of American
Nationalism, 1776-1820 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997);
Len Travers, Celebrating the Fourth: Independence Day and the Rites of Nationalism in
the Early Republic (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1997).
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of nation-states. None of them were fully representative of their local
affiliations, let alone their respective states, and though they attempted to
depict a homogenized American “culture,” they failed on that front, as well.
But they were each influential to varying degrees, and what they do reveal is
a process of struggling with national and cultural questions that was shared
by a much larger number of individuals. It is in that attempt, rather than
their finished products, that make them important to this story.

Nationalism was more than just cultural rhetoric, a political by-product,
or a partisan tool, though it certainly played all of those roles at various
times. More than that, it was also a hermeneutical springboard for thinking
about community, a cultural framework for viewing political union, and an
ideological instigator for policy and action. Individuals struggled to define
an American nation just as they sought to implement national policies. This
book, then, focuses on how specific individuals in particular contexts
grappled to define America, and how the resulting definitions had tangible
consequences. How one conceived America to be, or how one conceived
America should be, led directly to political conflict and sowed the seeds for
later sectional discord. Indeed, tracing the evolving notions of national
union connects the “legacies” of the Revolution with the “origins” of the
Civil War. How did South Carolina politicians evolve from condemning the
Hartford Convention’s sectionalism in 1815 to cultivating their own state-
based federalism less than two decades later? While a wide array of ele-
ments or, as one historian put it, “catalysts” factored into how distinct
regions within the United States moved culturally apart from each other
during the early nineteenth century, a growing chasm between how various
states understood “nationalism” and “union” was a crucial component.
In order to understand national fracturing, then, it is important to chart the
early contestations over national belonging."’

> Edward Ayers has argued for historians to become more conscious of cultural “catalysts”
for sectionalism in What Caused the Civil War: Reflections on the South and Southern
History (New York: W.W. Norton, 2005), 133, 138. See also Elizabeth R. Varon,
Disunion! The Coming of the American Civil War, 1789-1859 (Chapel Hill: University
of North Carolina Press, 2008), 3—5. For nationalism as cultural rhetoric, see
Jay Fliegleman, Declaring Independence: Jefferson, National Language, and the
Culture of Performance (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 1993). For national-
ism as a political by-product, see Richard Beeman, Edward C. Carter, and
Stephen Botein, eds., Beyond Confederation: Origins of the Constitution and American
National Identity (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1987). For national-
ism as a partisan tool, see Waldstreicher, I the Midst of Perpetual Fetes.
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There is a large and expansive literature on nationalism, both on the
practice and theory in general as well as the American experience in
particular. No book has been more influential than Benedict
Anderson’s Imagined Communities, which argued that the growth of
print culture in the mid-eighteenth century introduced “unified fields of
exchange and communication below Latin and above the spoken ver-
naculars,” which he posited as a development that laid the foundations
for modern conceptions of nationalism. “The convergence of capital-
ism and print technology,” he wrote, “created the possibility of a new
form of imagined community, which in its basic morphology set the
stage for the modern nation.” The American Revolution was the first
movement to take advantage of this development and served, as
Anderson put it, as a “Creole pioneer” for the rest of modernity to
follow. This connection of print culture and nationalism, what
Anthony Smith has termed “classical modernism,” has become the
standard framework for understanding the rise of nationalist senti-
ments in the Western hemisphere."®

Yet this general thesis has been challenged of late. Understanding the
nation as a collective reflection of modernity, some historians have
argued, oversells the success of nationalist propaganda. It is more fruitful,
explained Prasenjit Duara, to “view national identity as founded upon
fluid relationships; it thus both resembles and is interchangeable with
other political identities.” Any conception of “nationalism,” Duara con-
tinued, is “rarely the nationalism of the nation, but rather represents the
site where very different views of the nation contest and negotiate with
each other.” Similarly, Rogers Brubaker has argued that “we should
refrain from only seeing nations as substantial, enduring collectivities,”
but to instead “think about nationalism without nations” in order to see
“nation as a category of practice, nationhood as an institutionalized
cultural and political form, and nationness as a contingent event or
happening.” Nationalism, then, is a form of “practice” of print culture,
not a result. Other historians have even questioned the centrality of print
to the construction of nationalism. Such arguments force historians to

¢ Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism, rev. ed. (London: Verso, 1991), 44, 46, 47. Anthony D. Smith, Nationalism
and Modernism: A Critical Survey of Recent Theories of Nations and Nationalism
(London: Routledge, 1998), 3. Nationalism in Eastern contexts has taken a somewhat
different approach; see Kosaku Yoshino, ed., Consuming Ethnicity and Nationalism:
Asian Experiences (Richmond, VA: Curzon Press, 1999).
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examine individual and local particulars on their own terms rather than as
examples of a universal whole."”

Further methodological developments that emphasize the practice,
rather than merely the result, of nationalism highlight the cultural con-
tinuity throughout revolutionary change. The “process of nation-
formation,” according to Anthony Smith, is “not so much one of
construction, let alone deliberate ‘invention,’ as of reinterpretation of pre-
existing cultural motifs and of reconstruction of earlier ethnic ties and
sentiments.” Such a perspective helps make sense of racial and gender
restrictions that are perpetuated within new nationalist conceptions, even
when they are anachronistic to supposedly revolutionary national ideals.
This framework is bolstered by the concept of “everyday nationalism,”
a scholarly approach that seeks to engage the cultural sentiment behind
print discourse. In the most systematic defense of the approach, Jon Fox
and Cynthia Miller-Idriss have argued that nationalism is produced
through ordinary actions and milieu, in at least four central ways: “talking
the nation” (the discourse citizens invoke), “choosing the nation” (indi-
vidual choices and decisions), “performing the nation” (arts, literature,
and performance), and “consuming the nation” (material and consumer
goods). The categories for nationalist expressions have become varied,
indeed."®

Further, the growing literature of postcolonial theory adds new dimen-
sions to studies of nationalism. While most work in postcolonialism has
focused on areas like the Middle East, Africa, and Asia — colonies of

7 Prasenjit Duara, “Historicizing National Identity, or Who Imagines What and When,” in
Becoming National: A History, ed. Geoff Eley and Ronald Grigor Suny (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1998), 151-178, p. 151-152, 161. Rogers Brubaker,
Nationalism Reframed: Nationhood and the National Question in the New Europe
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). For arguments that lessen the role of
print culture, see Karl Deutsch, Nationalism and Social Communication: An Inquiry into
the Foundations of Nationality (Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Press, 1966); Miroslav Hroch, “From National Movement to Fully-Formed Nation,” in
Mapping the Nation, ed. Gopal Galakrishnan (London: Verso, 1996), 78-97. For the
American context, see David D. Hall, Cultures of Print: Essays in the History of the Book
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1996).

Anthony D. Smith, Nationalism: Key Concepts, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010),
90. (Emphasis mine.) Jon Fox and Cynthia Miller-Idriss, “Everyday Nationhood,”
Ethnicities 8 (December 2008): 536—563. For gender, see Anne McClintock, Imperial
Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Context (New York: Routledge,
1995), 352—389. For race, see Paul Gilroy, “One Nation under a Groove: The Politics of
‘Race’ and Racism in Britain,” in Anatomy of Racism, ed. David Theo Goldberg
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1990), 263-282.
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exploitation, occupation, or domination — the recently emerging literature
on “settler societies” is relevant to American history. Defined as societies
settled and still populated by Europeans, often in conflict with indigenous
peoples and resulting in heterogeneous communities, settler societies have
several characteristics: the continued dominance of institutions of
European inheritance, the perpetuation of cultural and social forms, the
tensions implicit among those who were once colonized but are now
colonizers themselves, and the importance of provincial polities and iden-
tities. Rather than an abrupt break with past colonial conditions, post-
colonial theory emphasizes resilience in cultural, social, and political
structures, and often points to the power and privilege bequeathed to
descendants from their colonizing ancestors. Previous systems, prejudices,
and ideas are “absorbed” into newly constructed “myths of origin and
national metaphors,” even if little change has actually taken place. This
often means acknowledging a fractured response within new nations, as
various communities are left to interpret, absorb, and perpetuate nation-
alist tensions according to lived realities."®

Taken together, recent scholarship on nationalism has pushed for a more
comprehensive and nuanced approach to nationalist formations:
a framework that focuses on the practice, not the perceived end-result, of
nationalism; an engagement with the culture that preceded nationalist print
culture; and an acknowledgement of continuity within new national struc-
tures and the perpetuation of cultural, societal, and political norms, particu-
larly as experienced at the local level. These are important lessons for
American historians because they help make sense of national tensions that
emerged in the late eighteenth century and continued thereafter.

Recent works on American nationalism quickly adapted these new
theoretical tools. Previously, the “idea” of America was treated as
a cogent and shared principle that spanned time and place, especially in

' Daiva Stasiulis and Nira Yuval-Davis, “Introduction: Beyond Dichotomies — Gender,
Race, Ethnicity and Class in Settler Societies,” in Daiva Stasiulis and Nira Yuval-Davis,
eds., Unsettling Settler Societies: Articulations of Gender, Race, Ethnicity and Class
(London: Sage Publications, 1995), 1-38, p. 8. For postcolonialism, see Bill Ashcroft,
Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, Key Concepts in Post-Colonial Studies (London:
Routledge, 1998); Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes
Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures (London: Routledge, 2002). For
settler societies, see Stasiulis and Yuval-Davis, eds., Unsettling Settler Societies. For the
persistence of localist interpretations within the colonial setting, see Michael Warner,
“What’s Colonial about Colonial America?” in Possible Pasts: Becoming Colonial in
Early America, ed. Robert Blair St. George (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2000),
49-70.
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the early republican period. Even recently, one historian has written that
American nationalism was “an independent variable” detached from
historical contexts. The abstract notion of what it meant to be
“American” was widely assumed to be a homogenous principle that
could be interpreted and analyzed. Yet the last generation of scholarship
has done much to challenge this ideal. One of the more prevalent examples
of this development took place in American political history. Starting in
the early 1990s, historians problematized the traditional American “char-
acter” by highlighting the contested political ideas of the early republic.
James Kloppenberg, for example, presented the American democratic
tradition as filled with paradoxes and ironies, and mostly void of
a linear development, clear pathway, or dominant identity.
By demonstrating the contested nature of early American politics, then,
historians have acknowledged a more diverse culture that experienced
competing tensions.””

These lessons from political history found their way into studies of
American nationalism, which in turn took a much broader and more
inclusive approach. Historians have focused on public rituals, print cul-
ture, oral performance, map production, and the general construction of
a cultural “other.” Yet throughout this recent scholarship on America, the
importance of religion remained notably absent. This is especially ironic
given that religion, according to Linda Colley, “colored the way that
Britons approached and interpreted their material life,” determined
“how most Britons viewed their politics,” and was “the foundation on
which their state was explicitly and unapologetically based.” To put it
simply, religion “gave the majority of men and women a sense of their
place in history and a sense of their worth.” But until recently, religion has

*® Liah Greenfeld, Nationalism: Five Roads to Modernity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1992), 402. James Kloppenberg, “The Virtues of Liberalism:
Christianity, Republicanism, and Ethics in Early American Political Discourse,” in
Kloppenberg, ed., The Virtues of Liberalism (New York: Oxford University Press,
1998): 21-37; Kloppenberg, Toward Democracy: The Struggle for Self-Rule in
European and American Thought (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016); see also
Alison L. LaCroix, The Ideological Origins of American Federalism (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2010), 68—104. For examples of the older framework, see
Richard Hofstadter, The American Political Tradition and the Men Who Made It
(1948; New York: Vintage Books, 1956); Clinton Rossiter, The American Quest,
1790-1860: An Emerging Nation in Search of Identity, Unity, and Modernity
(New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1971); Paul C. Nagel, This Sacred Trust:
American Nationality, 1798-1898 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1971); Henry
Steele Commanger, Jefferson, Nationalism and the Enlightenment (New York: George
Braziller, 1975).
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rarely been described as a dominant factor in American identity forma-
tion. Many historians have ably pursued how nationalism affected
American religions, yet a commensurate approach has not been utilized
to determine how religion affected American nationalism.*"

An increasing number of historians have recently utilized the tools of
postcolonial theory in their approach to early America. Kariann Yokota,
for instance, demonstrated how a cultural anxiety was central to early
American cultural practices. Similarly, Trish Loughran challenged pre-
vious articulations of the early republic being “bound” by print, and
argued instead that “there was no ‘nationalized’ print public sphere in
the years just before and just after the Revolution,” but that “a proliferat-
ing variety of local and regional reading publics [was] scattered across
a vast and diverse geographical space.” While “fragmented pieces of text
circulated haphazardly and unevenly” during the period, this was “a
world still largely dominated by the limits of the locale.” Even the mindset
for most politicians failed to exceed local political borders. The American
government during its first decade, according to David Hendrickson,
“constituted not a body politic but an association of bodies politic,” and
that in practice they were “far from constituting a unified nation”; though
they feigned national connectedness, their experience “confirmed the
distinctive interests and deep-rooted particularism of the several states.”
Jack P. Greene has similarly noted that a “localist perspective should be
extended into the national era” due to the parochial experiences and
provincial views dominated the early republic. “What did it mean for

*' Colley, Britons, 18, 54. For the French context, see Bell, Cult of the Nation of France.
The exceptions to this trend of lack of religion in nationalist discourse are recent:
Nicholas Guyatt, Providence and the Invention of the United States, 1607-1876
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007); Sam Haselby, The Origins of
American Religious Nationalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015);
Amanda Porterfield, Conceived in Doubt: Religion and Politics in the New American
Nation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 20t12). For public rituals, see
Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes; Travers, Celebrating the Fourth. For
print culture, see Seth Cotlar, Tom Paine’s America: The Rise and Fall of Transatlantic
Radicalism in the Early Republic (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2011). For
oral performance, see Carolyn Eastman, A Nation of Speechifiers: Making an American
Public after the Revolution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009); Michael
P. Kramer, Imagining Language in America: From the Revolution to the Civil War
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992). For maps, see Briickner, Geographic
Revolution in Early America. For “others,” see Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, This Violent
Empire: The Birth of an American National Identity (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2010); Philip Deloria, Playing Indian (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1998).
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people to have parallel state and national collective identities?” Greene
aptly asked. It is a good question, and digging into comparative regions
provides at least some answers.”*

Yet historians of American nationalism and identity have typically
retained a larger framework that downplays region-based identities.
David Waldstreicher’s landmark study, for instance, while still noting
how “local, regional, and national identities existed simultaneously,”
has maintained that a regionalist focus “draw[s] our attention away
from cultural and political phenomena that transcend and transformed
the local.” Kariann Yokota similarly emphasized postcolonial tensions
that “transcend state or other provincial boundaries” instead of focusing
on either “regional, national, or even Atlantic and transnational commu-
nities.” While these are important lessons that are crucial for understand-
ing the period, they do not tell the whole story. Indeed, the recent
historiographical trend against regionalism overlooks an important
point: regions mattered to residents of early America. In short, rather
than solely focusing on the whole in order better to understand the
parts, it might also prove beneficial to focus on the parts in order better
to understand the whole.*?

This does not make the study of nationalism any less important, how-
ever. Nationalisms do not need be embraced by an entire nation in order
to be a form of nationalism. These locally imagined nationalisms, while
loosely connected through a fragmented print culture, demonstrate the
process of conceptualizing divergent and at times competing forms of

** Kariann Akemi Yokota, Unbecoming British: How Revolutionary America Became
a Postcolonial Nation (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 8-9.
Trish Loughran, The Republic in Print: Print Culture in the Age of U.S. Nation Building,
1770-1870 (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), xix. David C. Hendrickson,
Peace Pact: The Lost World of the American Founding (Lawrence: University of Kansas
Press, 2003), 26-27, 257-258. Jack P. Greene, “Colonial History and National History:
Reflections on a Continuing Problem,” William and Mary Quarterly 64 (April 2007):
235-250, P. 235, 243, 246, 250. See also Robert Blair St. George, ed., Possible Pasts:
Becoming Colonial in Early America (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2000); Malini
Johar Schueller and Edward Watts, eds., Messy Beginnings: Postcoloniality and Early
American Studies (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2003); Richard
C. King, ed., Postcolonial America (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2000);
Amritjit Singh and Peter Schmidt, eds., Postcolonial Theory and the United States:
Race, Ethnicity, and Literature (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2000).

*3 Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes, 6, 10. Kariann Yokota, “Postcolonialism
and Material Culture in the Early United States,” William and Mary Quarterly 64, no. 2
(April 2007): 263—270, p. 266. For the importance of regions in European nationalist
discourse at the time, see Maiken Umbach, “Nation and Region,” in Baycroft and
Hewitson, eds., What Is a Nation?, 63-80.
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nationalism. Indeed, the separation of nationalism from the nation-state is
a crucial element in understanding early American political culture. David
Potter long ago noted that the historian “knows that there is great differ-
ence between the nation and the political state, but in a world where all the
states claim to be nations and all the nations try to be states, it is difficult
for him to remember that they are two things.” That is, historians often
consider nationalism only as it relates to the broader federal institution,
rather than, to borrow again from Potter, “a tendency, an impulse, an
attitude of mind.” In short, nationalism was a “form of group loyalty
[that] is not generically different from other forms of group loyalty.”
These “forms of group loyalty” were dynamic, malleable, and mutable
throughout the early republic, as Americans’ sense of allegiance shifted in
response to evolving contexts. The study of local cultivation, then, focuses
on how nationalism was practiced long before the nation-state was the
dominant factor in American life.**

If one is to focus on the local cultivations of nationalism, it is important to
choose local cultures that represent these broader anxieties. There were
numerous states and regions in the early republic that witnessed robust
nationalist discourse, but this book will focus on Massachusetts,
Pennsylvania, and South Carolina, for several reasons. First and foremost,
they provide the opportunity to examine three dynamic and diverse
regions. For instance, though South Carolina was far from representative
of the South, it eventually came to the forefront of creating a Southern
political discourse. Second, each state provides different types of cultures
and social structures based on their lived realities and discursive commu-
nities. Third, each region has produced a proud tradition of characteristics
closely tethered to their sense of identities — that is, a focus on how these
particular state-based cultural practices developed revises traditional
ideas of the nation as a whole. And finally, each state encountered
a period in which a sizeable number of their inhabitants reevaluated
what it meant to be part of the American union.*’

*4 David M. Potter, “The Historian’s Use of Nationalism and Vice Versa,” American
Historical Review 67, no. 4 (July 1962): 924-950, p. 925, 926, 928. See also
Rupert Emerson, From Empire to Nation: The Rise of Self-Assertion of Asian and
African Peoples (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960), 134, which defines the
nation as “the body which legitimizes the state.”

*5 Overviews of the general period include Gordon S. Wood, Empire of Liberty: A History
of the Early Republic, 1789-1815 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009);
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These three states should not be considered the most important poli-
tical bodies in the nation, let alone the most representative within their
own region. In the South, Virginia quickly became the dominant state
power when it came to federal representation, as residents from the state
held the presidential office for thirty-two of the first thirty-six years, and
many of the other states, especially in New England, grew increasingly
worried about a Virginian dynasty. In the mid-Atlantic, New York
quickly evolved into a financial and cultural center for the broader federal
body, and many political policies were geared to aid its interests. Indeed,
many of the most prominent nationalist thinkers — for example, Thomas
Jefferson, Alexander Hamilton, and James Madison — came from Virginia
and New York. Yet their ensconced position within the Union was pre-
cisely what triggered worry from citizens in competing states, and the
political cultures within New York and Virginia rarely reached the same
crisis regarding federal union as in the states chosen for this study.
By focusing on Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, and South Carolina, then,
this project examines how citizens and communities reacted to being in
the shadow of other states’ interests, an anxiety that prompted more
salient nationalist constructions.

Despite all three states taking part in the same revolutionary ferment
and creating state constitutions at around the same time, Massachusetts,
Pennsylvania, and South Carolina each produced differing political cul-
tures that in turn influenced how local citizens both understood and

Joyce Appleby, Inberiting the Revolution: The First Generation of Americans
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001); Stanly Elkins and Eric McKitrick,
The Age of Federalism: The Early American Republic, 1788-1800 (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1995). Specific treatments of individual regions include the following.
For South Carolina, see Rachel N. Klein, Unification of a Slave State: The Rise of the
Planter Class in the South Carolina Backcountry, 1760-1808 (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 1990); Maurie D. Mclnnis, The Politics of Taste in Antebellum
Charleston (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005); Lacy K. Ford, Jr.,
Origins of Southern Radicalism: The South Carolina Upcountry, 1Soo-1860 (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1988). For Pennsylvania, see John Smolenski, Friends and
Strangers: The Making of a Creole Culture in Colonial Pennsylvania (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010); Andrew Shankman, Crucible of American
Democracy: The Struggle to Fuse Egalitarianism and Capitalism in Jeffersonian
Pennsylvania (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2004); Albrecht Koschnik, “Let
a Common Interest Bind Us Together”: Associations, Partisanship, and Culture in
Philadelphia, 1775-1840 (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2007). For
Massachusetts, see Stephanie Kermes, Creating an American Identity: New England,
1789-1825 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008); Johann N. Neem, Creating a Nation
of Joiners: Democracy and Civil Society in Early National Massachusetts (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2008).
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experienced their provincial and national identities. As Michal Rozbicki
has noted, notions like “liberty” and “citizenship” were conditioned by
cultural preconceptions and constructions, and thus diverged based on
different settings. In Massachusetts, for instance, the influence of tradi-
tions like town participation forced the state’s constitution to include an
idea of democratic sovereignty and a requirement of popular approval.
In South Carolina, the emphasis on land and property placed greater
emphasis on ownership and representative authority. And unlike the
other two states, Pennsylvania originally claimed the most radical state
constitution that only became more conservative in later decades —
a reversal compared to the constitutional trajectories of Massachusetts
and South Carolina. Such government structures affected how local resi-
dents imagined citizenship and political union. While state — and national —
legislatures were not fully representative of their constituents, they, to
a large degree, constructed the boundaries in which all local residents
experienced, understood, and practiced nationalism. Yet even within each
state, serious disagreements and diversity remained, much to the chagrin
of those who wished otherwise.**

The most foundational differences within the individual states is found
when comparing rural and urban centers. Though political debates at the
state level were meant to account for the interests of all their citizens, the
reality was that the major port cities served as a hub for most of the
political discussion. Communities in the backcountry were often forced
to take radical action to gain an audience and invoke change. The cultures
bequeathed by Puritan communities in Massachusetts and the religious
and ethnically diverse populations in Pennsylvania were just as influential
as the slave societies that buttressed South Carolina. While this book
spends a lot of time on the political elites located in towns like Boston,
Philadelphia, and Charleston, the presence of these rural conflicts often
cast a lasting shadow over these ideas.””

*¢ Michal Jan Rozbicki, Culture and Liberty in the Age of the American Revolution
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 20171).

*7 For Pennsylvania, see John Smolenski, Friends and Strangers; Billy Gordon Smith,
The Lower Sort: Philadelphia’s Laboring People, 1750-1800 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1990); Ronald Schultz, The Republic of Labor: Philadelphia Artisans
and the Politics of Class, 1720-1830 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993);
Thomas M. Doerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise: Merchants and Economic
Development in Revolutionary Philadelphia (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 2001). For South Carolina, see S. Max Edelson, Plantation Enterprise in Colonial
South Carolina (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006); Charles Woodmason,
The Carolina Backcountry on the Eve of the Revolution (Chapel Hill: University of North
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Perhaps the most obvious difference in lived realities between these
three states was the presence of enslaved African Americans. According to
the 1790 census, there were 107,094 slaves in South Carolina compared to
3,707 in Pennsylvania. Massachusetts had abolished slavery in 1780. And
while still small, there were growing communities of free African
Americans in the Northern states. Not only did the very presence of blacks
influence how others conceptualized American society, but black authors
also added to this discourse by conceptualizing their own understandings
of the nation. In South Carolina, slaveholding became a linchpin of their
provincial identity, and blacks were invoked throughout the country as an
ideological “other” in imaginative constructions of an American citizen.
In Pennsylvania and Massachusetts, on the other hand, individuals like
Richard Allen and Prince Hall worked to carve a form of nationalism for
freed slaves. These local interactions shaped how Americans viewed
themselves, their community, and their nation.**

Many creators of nationalism in early America utilized the growing — if
still fragmented — print culture of the period. Newspapers, magazines,
books, pamphlets, plays, and sermons were published with increasing
frequency and often claimed a new, national voice. Philadelphia’s
American Museum and Massachusetts’s Boston Magazine, for example,
aimed to be representative of the entire nation by seeking both authors
and readers throughout the states, yet their content, approach, and reach
reflected regional conditions. In South Carolina, social clubs like the
Society of the Cincinnati — an organization that was found throughout
the nation, yet was much more active in the South — retained an aristo-
cratic and hierarchical form of patriotism, while the Democratic-
Republican societies that sprung up in Pennsylvania often envisioned
a more egalitarian future. And though popular organizations like
Freemasonry were found throughout all the states, the presentation and
understanding of its roles were conditioned by local sensibilities.*”

Carolina Press, 1953). For Massachusetts, see J. M. Opal, Beyond the Farm: National
Ambitions in Rural New England (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011).
For slavery and American nationalism, see David Brion Davis, The Problem of Slavery in
the Age of Emancipation (New York: Knopf, 2014); Robert G. Parkinson, The Common
Cause: Creating Race and Nation in the American Revolution (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 2016).

For magazines, see Robb K. Haberman, “Provincial Nationalism: Civic Rivalry in
Postrevolutionary American Magazines,” Early American Studies 10 (Winter 2012):
163-193. For social organizations, see Roland M. Baumann, “The Democratic-
Republicans of Philadelphia: The Origins, 1776-1797” (Ph.D. diss., Pennsylvania State
University, 1970); Steven C. Bullock, Revolutionary Brotherhood: Freemasonry and the
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And finally, religion flourished in every region, but in different ways.
While religious freedom was pronounced throughout America,
Massachusetts maintained state support for the Congregationalist
Church until 1818. And though South Carolina was once a stronghold
for the Anglicans, and Pennsylvania was a refuge for Quakers, both states
saw a dramatic increase in upstart, charismatic, and democratic religions
like the Baptists and Methodists, though their success lagged in South
Carolina. These religions experienced different receptions and adapta-
tions in every region yet played an important role throughout the country
in understanding what it meant to be “American.” For many citizens,
their American identities were formed in the pews as much as they were in
the voting box.>°

None of these states were completely representative of their particular
regions, however. While New England is typically seen as a heterogeneous
community, various factors led to Massachusetts producing unique con-
cerns that separated them from neighboring states. Even more distinct was
the separation between South Carolina and other Southern states. William
Freehling decades ago described the “many Souths” model for Southern
history during the antebellum period. More than just regional partitions —
the delta, tidewater, black belt, etc. — the South in the early republic
contained competing ideological, racial, and economic diversities — mod-
erates and extremists, despots and democrats, elitists and commoners.
Further, diversity within local communities exterminated the chance for
unity even at the state level. Therefore, while American Nationalisms will
trace the divergences between states, as well as maintain that there were
dominant majority cultures to which most participants responded, it will
also highlight the competitions within those states and the commonalities
among them.?"

All of these divergent tensions led to competing provincial cultures and,
in turn, varied nationalist expressions. This book traces the various

Transformation of the American Social Order, 1730-1840 (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 1998); Cotlar, Tom Paine’s America.

3 See Jonathan D. Sassi, Republic of Righteousness: The Public Christianity of the Post-
Revolutionary New England Clergy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008);
Christine Leigh Heyman, Southern Cross: The Beginnings of the Bible Belt (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1997); Monica Najar, Evangelizing the South: A Social History of
Church and State in Early America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008);
Haselby, The Origins of American Religious Nationalism.

3t See the discussion of “many Souths” in William W. Freehling, The Road to Disunion:
Volume 1: Secessionists at Bay, 1776-1854 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990),
viii.
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trajectories of each state through America’s first five decades, and in doing
so documents particularly potent moments of nationalist crisis. It points
to commonalities as well as divergences. At different points, citizens in
both Massachusetts and South Carolina threatened to radically alter the
federal compact during the Hartford Convention and the Nullification
Crisis, respectively, and each state prompted different nationalist courses:
for Massachusetts, they transitioned their national allegiance away from
New England and toward the federal body, whereas those in South
Carolina increasingly came to understand their own state as a sovereign
nation itself. Yet the focus on South Carolina’s much later move toward
secession overshadows the fact that New England contained the first
proponents for states’ rights. And while many of America’s biggest
national events took place in Philadelphia, a number of Pennsylvanians’
conceptions of the national union were tested as debates over slavery
became more strident.

In order to capture the variegated nature of these tensions, this book
focuses on a different element of cultural nationalism in each chapter; and
though all three states will remain in conversation, a single state will take
center stage at varying times. Further, at particular moments in each
chapter, one or two individual writers receive special attention. These
case studies were chosen not because they were the most influential, or
even that their ideas were most representative, but because they aptly
embodied relevant cultural tensions and left a robust written record of
those struggles. Most importantly, they engaged nationalist issues that
made them think beyond their local circumstances, whatever those cir-
cumstances may have been. Even if they failed to speak for their fellow
citizens, they often wrote as if they did. Frequently, it was in their diver-
gences from their contemporary society that made their ideas most potent,
even as society provided their cultural tools in the first place. They are
poignant examples of the process of conceptualizing nationalism in the
age of political experimentation.

The book is separated into two parts. The first part examines how
individuals in Pennsylvania and Massachusetts originally imagined new
frameworks for nationalist belonging, with those in South Carolina play-
ing a supplemental role. Chapter 1 begins with the debates surrounding
the Constitutional Convention and ratification process in 1787-1788 as
the origins of American nationality. In an era when nations and states
were acknowledged as products of human innovation, Americans
believed that governments worked best when they matched the culture
of the governed. Thus, state formation was an act of cultural invention,
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and debates revolved around how different states envisioned a national
union. People during this period began to think nationally, but their
diverging perceptions were masked by an amorphous political language.
Even the term “nation” during this period was in transition, as it could
mean a body of like-minded people in a particular state, a sense of
belonging to a specific region, or, increasingly, an attachment to
a federal institution that bound the states together. This etymological
ambivalence embodied broader cultural tension. This wasn’t just an
American phenomenon, either, as debates over political union, federal
allegiance, and national culture took place in Europe as well. Indeed, this
was a moment of democratic awakenings across the Atlantic that wit-
nessed a new birth for nationalist debates.

In Chapter 2, the discussion then moves to local ministers in the 1790s
in order to examine how divergent religious contexts cultivated different
frameworks for thinking about the nation. Specifically, it looks at thanks-
giving sermons in Massachusetts as a case study in local appropriation:
proclamations were decreed from the president and then received, inter-
preted, and preached in different ways by different ministers depending on
their denominational traditions and theological beliefs. The preaching, in
turn, both reinforced and expanded the way in which congregants inter-
preted the nation. And while the interchange between religious and
political ideas concerning religion was an Atlantic phenomenon, the lack
of a national religion made America’s experiment different from that in
Britain and France. The global threat of religious radicalism and skepti-
cism challenged traditional understandings and forced new theological
defenses. In Massachusetts, ministers cultivated a political theology of
unionism that tethered the nation to a particular divine covenant, which
ironically provided religious and cultural foundations for regional schism
and dissent.

The second part of the book deals with how Massachusetts,
Pennsylvania, and South Carolina each came to reconsider the terms
and limits of unionism in response to competing national crises. First, in
Chapter 3, we examine the buildup to and aftermath of the War of 1812,
a period in which a fleeting idea of a patriotic, unified, postcolonial
America was presented as the nation’s future, only to fracture as debates
over slavery became central components to nationalist rhetoric. As the
country began to look westward with expansionist tendencies, citizens
debated the implications of this expansive vision for nationalist expres-
sion. Dissecting the orations that were given on patriotic holidays, for
instance, provides a lens through which to explore evolving notions of
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national belonging in a country whose borders were rapidly expanding.
This anxiety was set against a broader context where war was seen as an
increasingly global event that restructured conceptions of nations
throughout Europe. It is crucial, then, to situate America’s wartime
nationalist rhetoric within this Napoleonic world. Ironically, politicians
from New England dared to imagine a new form of ethnic and state-based
nationalism that would lay the foundation for later factional debates.

War and expansion were not the only foundational events taking place
in the early republic that impacted nationalist politics. Perhaps even more
crucial was the debate over slavery, which had become a driving wedge
between states. This was especially true in Pennsylvania, a state that had
previously served as a mediating presence in America’s nationalist dis-
course. Anti-slavery activists, including white colonizationists like
Thomas Branagan and black abolitionists like James Forten, argued for
new racialized notions of union that further ruptured the nationalist links
between Northern and Southern states. Importantly, these debates took
place at the same time that Britain was attempting to abolish slavery from
its empire, which requires a comparison between these two nations and
how they conceptualized slavery’s role in a union. Chapter 4 examines
how racial belonging became a paramount issue during a nascent age of
democratic governance.

These conflicts over slavery pushed Southern states to imagine new
modes of federal governance. The first climax of this divisive trajectory
occurred in the 1820s and 1830s as South Carolina, for the first time,
examined the possibility of nullification. As slavery and the slave economy
came to dominate national discourse, Americans once again grappled
with how a federal government and imagined national culture could
handle such divergent interests. This tension played out on several levels,
which included politicians who fought over the power and limits of
a centralized government, local citizens who were left to understand
how they fit into an increasingly fractured nation, and literary authors
who explored issues of union and nullification through poetry and prose.
In an important way, this crisis was the apex of the cultural debates
concerning nationalism that had taken place in the previous five decades.
Chapter s, then, examines how politicians and authors in South Carolina
appropriated nationalist myths and ideas, including the incorporation of
European ideas of romantic nationalism, in their quest to validate their
state as a sovereign nation. Though the crisis ended without a political
severance, it laid the cultural groundwork for disunion and secession.
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No individual state, throughout this entire process, ever constructed
a coherent and homogenous nationalist vision, let alone a systematic
political culture. Divergences remained in each community, and indivi-
duals, though they presented themselves otherwise, never stood as repre-
sentative for the larger body. Neither did the events and arguments
outlined here prove determinative for the decades that followed.
Nationalist discourse is much too unstable for such a neat trajectory.
However, these intercommunity, interstate, and intranational debates
created discursive communities in which various words, arguments, and
assumptions acquired specific meanings. And despite the vastly different
political cultures within each states, common anxieties spread through-
out. How specific individuals appropriated these ideas as they struggled to
address national concerns and construct a national identity is the focus of
this book. It is in #hat struggle over paradoxical meanings that the cultiva-
tion of nationalism is most revealing.

Understanding how ideas of nationalism were constructed is crucial to
understanding early American political culture. From people in
Massachusetts who transitioned from seeing their region as its own nation
to understanding their state as the center of a broader nation, and from
individuals in South Carolina who came to see their own state as a nation
in and of itself, this is a story of shifting views of “nation,” “Union,” and
“America.” American Nationalisms examines tensions and anxieties over
allegiance, patriotism, and power through a variety of sources and from
a variety of perspectives. The desired result is not to recreate
a homogenous nationalist discourse, but to reveal the contested and
multivocal atmosphere of early American political culture during the
Age of Revolutions. Charting this dynamic process offers insights into
American culture in particular and cultural belonging in general.



PART I

IMAGINING UNION

Early Americans believed that the United States contained a united people.
This, to many, was a crucial component for a nation’s success. Statesman
John Jay believed his country’s homogeneity was justification for a new
centralized government. “Providence has been pleased to give this one
connected country to one united people,” he wrote in his Federalist essay.
Americans were “a people descended from the same ancestors, speaking
the same language, professing the same religion, [and] attached to the
same principles of government.” Because they were “very similar in their
manners and customs,” they were prepared to work together in shared
governance. Timothy Dwight, a minister in Connecticut, agreed. His
poem, Greenfield Hill, praised the nation’s unity:

One blood, one kindred, reach from sea to sea;
One language spread; one tide of manners run
One scheme of science, and of morals one;

And, God’s own Word the structure, and the base,
One faith extend, one worship, one praise."

But these were imaginative constructions with partisan aims. In John
Jay’s home state of New York, three-eighths of the population were of
either Dutch or French descent. They hardly shared the “same ances-
tors.” And the entire nation’s demographics proved Dwight’s vision
a lie: only 60 percent descended from “one kindred,” the English, as
the rest were German, Scottish, Irish, Dutch, French Swede, and Spanish.

' John Jay, “Federalist #2,” in The Federalist, ed. Cass R. Sunstein (1788; Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2009), 6-11, p. 7; Timothy Dwight, Greenfield Hill: A Poem in
Seven Parts (New-York: Childs and Swaine, 1794), 168.
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Many were of indigenous and African posterity, and therefore were not
even imagined as part of the political body. Even among those of similar
ethnic backgrounds, political discord, religious competition, and intel-
lectual debates were already apparent. How could a nation exist with
such diversity? The following two chapters trace the way that early
Americans, in the midst of a transatlantic Age of Revolutions, imagined
forms of political belonging in the face of disunion. This was a new age
for conceiving of nations, and a host of assorted voices were anxious to
take advantage.”

* For demographics during the period, see Gordon S. Wood, Empire of Liberty: A History of
the Early Republic, 1789-1815 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 69.



Imagining Nationalism in an Age of Statehood

The manner of settling a new country, exhibits a view of the human mind so
foreign to the views of it which have been taken for many centuries in
Europe.

—Columbian Magazine®

You will see the Constitution we have propos’d in the Papers. The Forming

of it so as to accommodate all the different Interests and Views was
a difficult Task.

—Benjamin Franklin®

The colonies had grown up under constitutions so different, there was so
great a variety of religions, they were composed of so many different
nations, their customs, manners, and habits had so little resemblance, and
their intercourse had been so rare, and their knowledge of each other so
imperfect, that to unite them in the same principles in theory and the same
system of action, was certainly a very difficult enterprise.

—John Adams’

The Age of Revolutions cultivated novel ways to think about nations, but
it also posed new problems. Nation-states were no longer considered
divinely appointed structures, and politicians were forced to imagine

' Columbian Magazine, November 1786, LCP.

* Benjamin Franklin to Jane Mecom, September 20, 1787, franklinpapers.org (accessed

October 2013).

3 John Adams to Hezekiah Niles, February 13, 1818, in The Works of John Adams, Second
President of the United States: With A Life of the Author, Notes and Illustrations, ed.
Charles Francis Adams, 1o vols. (Boston: Charles C. Little and James Brown, 1851-1856),

10:238.
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innovative forms of governance that would claim allegiance from a broad
range of disparate people. The political unrest found throughout Europe
and the Americas upended the traditional relationship between the citizen
and the state. This in turn left the obligation to citizens to conceive of
a new nationality that bound the political body together. How could
a nation that includes various forms of nationalities fit under one federal
structure? Americans, after achieving independence from Britain, believed
they were constructing new political approaches that reoriented their
citizens to the national government through a national culture. Yet these
arguments were not wholly new, as they drew from the ideological and
cultural tools at their disposal. This chapter uses the debates surrounding
the Constitutional Convention in 1787 to examine how Americans sought
to solve the problem of political belonging by envisioning a nationality
that was intertwined with the federal state.

Before Benjamin Rush could reform a nation, he first had to reform his
own state. Pennsylvania’s original state constitution was famous in its
time for its radically democratic nature and republican form of govern-
ment. Passed shortly after the Revolution commenced, it was the result of
the triumph of previously marginal voices filling a vacuum of power.
The document incorporated many of the elements presented by what
had been a radical fringe: a unicameral legislature, yearly elections, and
voting rights for all tax-paying men. Yet over the next two decades,
a movement led by political elites like Rush revised the state constitution
several times until it possessed the more conservative characteristics
shared with other American states.*

Rush’s political views were, to a large extent, shaped by these debates
that took place in the 1780s. His arguments regarding the state constitu-
tion reveal the deeply provincial mindset with which he approached
politics. Shortly after the original state constitution was passed, he lam-
basted the document for paying “no regard ... to the ancient habits and
customs of the people of Pennsylvania in the distribution of the supreme
power of the state, nor in the forms of business, or in the stile [sic] of the
Constitution.” The ideas and policies featured in the document, he

* For a general outline for Pennsylvania’s constitution, see Gary B. Nash, “Philadelphia’s
Radical Caucus that Propelled Pennsylvania to Independence and Democracy,” in
Revolutionary Founders: Rebels, Radicals, and Reformers in the Making of the Nation,
ed. Ray Raphael, Alfred F. Young, and Gary B. Nash (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2011),
67-87.
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argued, were not designed to “fit the people of Pennsylvania,” particularly
because the document “supposes perfect equality, and an equal distribu-
tion of property, wisdom and virtue, among the inhabitants of the state.”
To alleviate these problems Rush worked with others to create a new
constitution that included, among other things, a bicameral congress,
longer terms for elected officials, and a more vigorous embodiment of
economic and religious diversity.’

While the content of Rush’s critiques was significant, so too was the
framing of his dissent. His disagreements were not that the principles
contained in the constitution were inherently wrong, but that they failed
to “fit” the people of Pennsylvania. The idea of molding a constitution to
match its constituents, based on the principle that government was suffi-
ciently malleable to match the character of the governed, was not an idea
limited to Rush. Similarly, when Noah Webster explained why America’s
national constitution must differ from other nations, he reasoned that
American “culture” was “founded on principles different from those of all
nations, and we must find new bonds of union [better fit] to perpetuate the
confederation.” As part of a growing body of political reformers on both
sides of the Atlantic, both Rush and Webster acknowledged that govern-
ments were human-made institutions that were adaptable in the hands of
those in charge, and were thus to be sculpted in order to fit time and
place.®

These ideas reflected a period of change. In the place of a government
system that was previously believed to possess unchangeable parameters,
political thinkers in the mid- to late eighteenth century began to imagine
elastic boundaries wherein nations were fitted to their constituency.
As such, the very act of creating government structures was a science of
defining the habits and customs of a community and subsequently framing
a constitution to match those principles. This was a phenomenon that
swept across the Atlantic. Rousseau, for instance, stated that while “the
constitution of man is the work of nature,” the “[constitution] of the state
is the work of art.” Similarly, Montesquieu believed laws “should be
adapted in such a manner to the people for whom they are framed that
it should be a great chance if those of one nation suit another.” He further
stated, the “government most conformable to nature is that which best

5 Benjamin Rush, Observations upon the Present Government of Pennsylvania. In Four
Letters to the People of Pennsylvania (Philadelphia: Styner and Cist, 1777), 3, 4.

¢ Rush, Observations, 1-2. Noah Webster, Sketches of American Policy (Hartford, CT:
Hudson and Goodwin, 1785), 30.
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agrees with the humour and disposition of the people in whose favor it is
established.” These beliefs were easily translated into American culture
and constitutionalism. As Eric Slauter has demonstrated, Americans at the
moment of founding came to believe “that governments were fashioned
by humans and subject to their control.” This led them to reason “that
successful political constitutions should emerge from the manners, cus-
toms, tastes, and genius of the people being constituted.” Their task, then,
was “to organize politics in such a way that the state would both reflect the
population and reform it.” This was a new age for governance.”

This mindset was geographically broad yet provincially bound.
Coalescing cultures with constitutions revealed much about not only the
person’s politics, but also how a person conceived their culture. And while
the state government was designed to work primarily at the local level,
they were also meant to work within a web of other state governments —
they were, after all, the “United States.” Previously, as British subjects,
residents of colonial America inherited and appropriated a sense of British
nationalism that was bequeathed to them; now, they were left to construct
their own sense of identity. The creation of constitutions, then, was a form
of imaginative nationalism, for it forced individuals to conceptualize not
only how their government was to function at both the local and national
levels, but also what types of people comprised these varied communities
and what type of institution — and nation — they best embodied.®

Yet thinking about “nations” was not a natural practice for
Americans — or Europeans, for that matter. The conflation of “nation”
and a federal “state” was not a prerequisite for the period, nor would it be
for several decades. The “nation,” in eighteenth-century political dis-
course, was a term in transition. Previously, it had referred to a group of
people who lived within a particular territory that shared either an

7 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, A Treatise on the Social Compact: Or the Principles of Political
Law (London: T.Becket, 1764), t51. Montesquieu, The Spirit of Laws, trans.
Thomas Nugent (1748; London: G. Bell & Sons, 1914), 6. Eric Slauter, The State as
a Work of Art: The Cultural Origins of the Constitution (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2010), 8-9, 11.

8 For British nationalism in North America prior to the Revolution, see T. H. Breen,
“Ideology and Nationalism on the Eve of the American Revolution: Revisions Once
More in Need of Revising,” Journal of American History 84, no. 1 (June 1997): 13-39;
Rhys Isaac, Landon Carter’s Uneasy Kingdom: Revolution and Rebellion on a Virginia
Plantation (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004); Brendan McConville, The King’s
Three Faces: The Rise and Fall of Royal America, 1688-1776 (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 2006); Richard L. Bushman, King and People in Provincial
Massachusetts (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1985).
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allegiance to the same crown or a common ethnicity. The body politic to
which one was bound was immobile and stable; the “nation,” on the other
hand, was an object of nature left to be observed, not constructed. Yet
throughout the eighteenth century, citizens in countries like Britain,
France, and eventually America came to promote new and innovate
interpretations as a result of political unrest. Noticing the change,
French author Frangois-Ignace d’Espiard declared in 1752, “the time
has come to write about nations.” Rather than centered on a monarchy
or government institution, or as a group of ethnically homogenous and
civilized individuals, the “nation” was increasingly understood as a bond
between like-minded citizens and based on cultural principles. This new
understanding emphasized the fact that nations were to be built by those
found within its borders. The “nation,” then, was both the most impor-
tant as well as the most fragile aspect of political discourse. As the Abbé
Sieyés wrote on the eve of the French Revolution, “The nation is prior to
everything. It is the source of everything.” Such a dichotomy bred political
anxiety throughout these countries.’

The liminal nature of “national” culture was especially true in the
Anglo-American context. In Britain, where English, Scottish, and Irish
nations were united under a crown, national distinctiveness was assumed
within the confederated state. Similarly, in America, many sought to
maintain a regional sense of identity even after independence, and the
nationalist imagination might have been delayed based on the weak
compact of the Articles of Confederation. Yet the coming, creation, and
ratification of the Constitution, however, challenged these provincial
mindsets, as it forced citizens to consider what a centralized government
signified for a fractured culture. Did the Constitution imply the end of
a loose confederacy of societies, or was a centralized identity necessary for
the nation’s growth and strength? Would the federal republic be elastic

° Frangois-Ignace d’Espiard, L’esprit de nations (1752; Paris: Isaac Beauregard, 1753), 4.
Emmanuel-Joseph Siyes, What Is the Third Estate? (1789; London: Pall Mall Press, 1963),
124. For the transformation of the “nation” in general during the eighteenth century, see
David A. Bell, The Cult of the Nation in France: Inventing Nationalism, 1680-1800
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001); Geoff Eley, “State Formation,
Nationalism, and Political Culture: Some Thoughts on the Unification of Germany,” in
From Unification to Nazism: Reinterpreting the German Past (London: Allen & Unwin,
1986), 50-76, p. 66; J. G. A. Pocock, “Political Languages and Their Implications,” in
Pocock, ed., Politics, Language and Time: Essays on Political Thought and History
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971), 3-41; Timothy Bacroft and
Mark Hewitson, eds., What Is a Nation? Europe 1789-1914 (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2006).
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enough to encompass a variety of opinions and interests, or was
a regenerative project necessary to homogenize the nation’s cultures?
The answers to these questions were multifaceted and multivocal, and
the diversity of opinions belied any unifying solution.

A close examination of how individuals from the period addressed
these questions of government and constitution, both at the state and
federal levels, reveals how local contexts shaped how one conceptualized
the new and ambiguous group of people labeled “Americans” — their
customs, their attributes, and their allegiances. Not only did the responses
vary throughout the nation, but they also remained fractured at the local
level, as state political discourse was rife with disagreement. Indeed, the
heterogeneity within each state represented, in microcosm, the broader
anxieties writ large. Yet larger fissures and cultural anxieties could be
found across borders. The act of state formation that took place in 1780s
America, then, provides insight into the nationalist imagination, as the
debates surrounding the nation’s new government stretched the minds of
citizens as they considered the new horizons of the country’s interests and
expanded the boundaries of their own allegiances.

How do you construct a united nation from a heterogeneous body? When
the Treaty of Paris was signed in late 1783, Americans were left with the
task of defining the relationship between thirteen political bodies whose
only historical connections included bordered geographic space and
a previous allegiance to the British crown. This would be a tough task.
One British traveler who toured America in the 1760s wrote, “fire and
water are not more heterogeneous than the different colonies in North
America. Nothing can exceed the jealousy and emulation which they
possess in regard to each other.” The first symbol for the Continental
Congress merely depicted thirteen arms holding on to the rod of liberty
(Image 1.1). Yet once independence was achieved and the tether of the
monarchy was gone, Americans were left to find a new connection that
exceeded mere geographic convenience. The Revolution thus introduced
a vacuum of political allegiances among these newly united states.*®
America’s earliest form of governance reflected this localized frame-
work. The nation’s first constitutional document, the Articles of
Confederation, more closely resembled a peace treaty between

*° Rufus Rockwell Wilson, ed., Burnaby’s Travels Through North America Reprinted from
the Third Edition of 1798 (1798; New York: A. Wessels, 1904), 152-153.
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IMAGE 1.1 Symbol of the Continental Congress, Journal of the Proceedings of the
[Continental] Congress Held at Philadelphia, September 5, 1774 (Philadelphia:
William and Thomas Bradford, 1774), title page. Rare Books and Special
Collections Division, Library of Congress, www.loc.gov/exhibits/us.capitol/three
.jpg. A symbol of American union, the new nation was to be based solely on the
conjoined attachment to the rod of liberty.

independent sovereigns than a unifying and centralized government. This
structure embodied the persistent fear regarding state power and the
desire for independent governance and limited federal control. When it
described how “the said Colonies unite[d] themselves,” the original draft
of the document crossed out “one Body politic” in favor of the looser
“League of Friendship.” At the heart of American nationalism prior to the
Constitution of 1787 was the belief in a loosely connected compact
between states that retained independent sovereignty yet still allowed
the states to huddle together to defend themselves against potential for-
eign threats. This was not a centralized body.""

One newspaper editorial from the period exemplified this confederate
understanding of nationalism. In the inaugural 1786 issue of the

'" John Dickinson’s Draft Articles of Confederation, in LDC, 4:233-255. As David
C. Hendrickson noted, “Americans constituted not a body politic but an association of
bodies politic” during this period. Hendrickson, Peace Pact: The Lost World of the
American Founding (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2003), ix. For the predomi-
nantly local nature of American politics immediately following the Revolution, see Larry
D. Kramer, The People Themselves: Popular Constitutionalism and Judicial Review
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 25-26.
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Columbian Magazine, a Philadelphia-based publication edited by
Mathew Carey that intended to encourage a unified national feeling,
there appeared a column titled “Chronicle of the Year 1850.” Inspired
by a recently published French book that looked ahead to the year 2500,
the anonymous author felt “strongly impressed with the idea, and threw
myself on a couch where I pursued the reflection as far as I was capable,
extending my view to this country.” In his dream he “was transported to
so distant a period, as the year 1850, and, that on entering a coffee-house,
I took up a newspaper, and read some paragraphs of the following tenor,
which struck me with surprise and pleasure.” The newspaper was com-
posed of several brief dispatches from various cities and states throughout
an expanding American empire: from Philadelphia, news came that
Pennsylvania had conquered the Mediterranean; from Boston, a canal
was constructed to cross the “isthmus of Darien,” sixty miles long and
a half-mile broad; from Charleston, 10,000 blacks were transported back
to Africa and settled in Goree. “Very few blacks remain in this country
now,” the latter dispatch recorded, “and we sincerely hope that in a few
years every vestige of the infamous traffic, carried on by our ancestors in
the human species, will be done away.” The American nation, which had
just welcomed delegates from its thirtieth state, had become a global
power."*

But there were glimpses of state-based discord embedded even within
this nationalist prophesy printed in a nationalist paper. While the global
expansion took place under the umbrella of the American nation, the
achievements remained with individual states: it was Pennsylvania that
claimed dominion over the Mediterranean Sea, Massachusetts that gained
canal access through Panama, and South Carolina that exported their
human chattels. The geopolitical landscape portrayed was one of
a confederated group of states that expanded their own empires rather
than a centralized and singular body. The states may have celebrated each
other’s success, but that success was predicated on their own state-
sanctioned activities. Further, the fact that the editorial could only attempt
to see sixty years in the future, rather than 650 like in the French example,
underlined the tenuous nature of the American political body at the time.
They dared not look too far into the future. The world, it seemed, was in
flux. Political prophecy was a dangerous game given the unknown nature
of the American democratic experiment.

'* Columbian Magazine, September 1786, LCP.
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Others were much more direct in expressing national uncertainty. Even
before the Revolution was finished, British observer Josiah Tucker argued
that any notion that the United States could produce a “rising Empire”
was “one of the idlest, most visionary Notions, that ever was conceived
even by Writers of Romance.” This was because no nationalist bond could
coalesce such “mutual Antipathies, and clashing Interests,” and the nation
could never “be united into one compact Empire, under any Species of
Government whatever.” The American fate, he concluded, was to be
“A DISUNITED PEOPLE, till the End of Time.” Certainly part of
Tucker’s complaint was bitterness over the British Empire losing her
American colonies. But the feeling that America lacked a common char-
acter or interest was not peculiar to outside observers. John Adams had
earlier noted that “The Characters of Gentlemen in the four New England
colonies, differ as much from those in the others, as that of the Common
People differs, that is as much as several distinct Nations almost.” He
feared that the “Consequences of this Disimilitude of Character” would
lead to a “fatal” disunion and failure of war.”? Later in his life, Adams
further valorized the degree of work required to unite a disparate nation:

The colonies had grown up under constitutions so different, there was so great
a variety of religions, they were composed of so many different nations, their
customs, manners, and habits had so little resemblance, and their intercourse had
been so rare, and their knowledge of each other so imperfect, that to unite them in
the same principles in theory and the same system of action, was certainly a very
difficult enterprise.™

These fears that there was too much difference between the states to form
a coherent nation were widespread. A strong suspicion of other regions
stretched down the coast. Fissures between North and South were already
apparent. In South Carolina, delegate Pierce Butler complained that
“The Northern Interest is all prevalent; their members are firmly united,
and carry many measures disadvantageous to the Southern interest.” He
surmised that Northern states were “labouring hard to get Vermont
established as an independent State,” which would give them another
vote, “by which the balance will be quite destroyed.” North Carolinian
Richard Dobbs Spaight similarly complained that the “uniform conduct”

'3 Josiah Tucker, Cui Bono? Or, an Inquiry, What Benefits Can Arise Either to the English
or the Americans, the French, Spaniards, or Dutch, from the Greatest Victories, or
Successes, in the Present War (London: T. Cadell, 1781), 118-19. John Adams Notes
of Debates, September 6, 1774, in LDC, 1:28.

4 John Adams to Hezekiah Niles, February 13, 1818, in Works of John Adams, 10:238.
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of Northern states “has been to Weaken the Powers of the union as much
as possible, & sacrifice our strength & dignity in hopes of rendering
themselves more conspicuous as individual states.” While he conceded
that they probably did not “wish for a dissolution of the [con]federacy,”
he still claimed, “they press so extremely hard on the chain that unites us,
that T imagine it will break before they are well aware of it.” Disunion
“may be thought distant,” Spaight cautioned, but the actions of Northern
states will make it happen “in a very short period.” The future appeared
murky indeed.”’

The geopolitical skepticism was mutual. Massachusetts politician
Samuel Osgood wondered if it was “impossible that the South” should
ever be “democratic.” “It is also impossible,” he wrote to John Adams in
1784, “that there should be a Coincidence of political Views, in some
matters of very great Importance to the [Northern] States.” This fear that
America was just too disparate to contain such competing interests was
prevalent prior to 1787. “Time will discover,” Osgood wrote to another
correspondent, “whether our Union is natural; or rather whether the
Dispositions & Views of the several Parts of the Continent are so similar
as that they can & will be happy under the same Form of Government.”
Osgood’s question on whether the union was “natural” implied a crucial
cultural element of political allegiance. Some in Massachusetts concluded
that these competing cultures made a beneficial union not only unlikely,
but also undesirable. William Gordon told John Adams that the United
States must “remain a collection of Republics, and not become an Empire,
[because] if America becomes an Empire, the seat of government will be to
the southward, and the Northern States will be insignificant provinces.”
Gordon believed that an “Empire will suit the southern gentry” because
“they are habituated to despotism by being the sovereigns of slaves.”
The current union between the states and shared allegiance to the “sons
of liberty” was nothing more than sheer “accident.” Any form of union
seemed temporary.”®

This problem was not unique to Americans. The tension between
competing interests within a broader union was far from new, though it
was heightened with the struggle over self-rule that was apparent during

'S Pierce Butler to James Iredell, April 5, 1782, in Life and Correspondence of James Iredell,
ed. Griffith J. McRee, 2 vols. (New York: Appleton, 1857): 2:9. (Emphasis in original.)
Richard Dobbs Spaight to Alexander Martin, October 16, 1784, in LDC, 21:813.

¢ Samuel Osgood to Higginson, February 2, 1784, and Samuel Osgood to John Adams,
January 14, 1784, in LDC, 21:277, 326-327, respectively. William Gordon to
John Adams, September 7, 1782, quoted in Hendrickson, Peace Pact, 204—205.
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the Age of Revolutions. In many ways, the Americans inherited this
problem from the very nation from whom they seceded. Indeed, the
British Empire during the second half of the eighteenth-century attempted
to redefine patriotism in a way that encompassed different groups with
seeming divergent interests. This included the Scottish and Irish popula-
tions who claimed their own trenchant sense of nationality. Scottish
political thinkers were especially adept at providing new paradigms
through which to view a developing form of Britishness in response to
the merging of national sovereignties and the backlash against Jacobitism
and factionalism. Adam Smith, for instance, argued that national pride
should be based not on geographic parameters or even a hostile enemy,
but “private benevolent affections” that were cultivated through shared
interests and sacrificed passions. Nationalism was not a “natural” form of
love, he argued, but a developed form of political pride. David Hume
similarly argued that it was “public interest” that served as the foundation
for disparate people coming together within a national contract that
“commences more casually and more imperfectly.” Successful govern-
ments were not rigid but rather malleable enough for the “perpetual
intestine struggle” of political belonging. This was an artificial construc-
tion that was dependent on particular contexts. Decades later, Scotsman
Sir John Sinclair could declare that while “National peculiarities are of
great use in exciting a spirit of manly emulation,” it was now “in the
interest of the United Kingdom to keep alive those national, or what,
perbaps, may now more properly be called local distinctions of English,
Scotch, Irish, and Welsh.” The new age required a new form of national
belonging to match this cultural diversity."”

Even the English, the supposed seat of British power, had to adapt to
this evolving sense of public interests and shared nationality. This was in
part accomplished through the centralization of fiscal powers within
parliament, the creation of the Bank of England, and 