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 When studying American history, academics often are faced with the question of how 

to define the United States. Is it a nation or an empire? Many scholars point to various 

aspects of nationalism or imperialism when constructing America’s political identity. Given 

these varying interpretations of American history, it is time to accept the rhetorical 

significance of each individually as well as combined in a conglomeration of political 

theories that illustrate the complexities of the modern state. Beset by the rhetorical debates of 

the social sciences, historians often fail to recognize that no political union has operated 

distinctly as a nation or empire. These are simply rhetorical constructs that are used to fit 

within a distinct argumentative framework. Every political entity can include factors of 

nationalism and imperialism. Union, therefore, is the appropriate noun when referring to 

political states, because of its detachment from ideological debate. Other terms, like nation 

and empire, are constrained by their respective isms which refer to particular actions or 

policies of these unions. By viewing political entities in the context of union, historians and 

scholars across disciplines will better understand the factors of equality or inequality found 

within each modern state.  

 In the case of early American history, political intellectuals battled rhetorically to 

“form a more perfect union” of states, allowing power to be equally invested in the 

diversities of government. Socially, however, these same intellectuals sought a unified 

American culture built on inequalities rather than allowing diversity in the people to foster 

universal equality. On a cultural level, the “more perfect union” required future legislation, 

wars, and civil movements to be realized. By analyzing union as a rhetorical construct, this 

study will aid scholars in understanding the complexities of political, social, and cultural 

structures as established in the founding of the United States of America. This study will be 

guided by rhetorical history and post-structural theory to understand how union can be 

applied or defined, specifically in regard to the way early American statesmen attempted to 

create their own political and cultural unions. Individual chapters dealing with four specific 

modes of rhetorical history will be offered to further illustrate the universality of the term 

“union.” One chapter will deal with the history of rhetoric in the political union sought by 

Federalists during the Constitutional Debate of 1787. The cultural union will then be 

discussed in the context of how early American intellectuals sought to create an identity by 

excluding the “Other” in their rhetoric of history. A third chapter will show how, in 

rhetorical practice, small unions within a given culture aid in understanding larger unions 

created by that culture by analyzing two marital unions from the early American period, one 

successful and the other ending in divorce. The employment of the social role of family life 
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will aid in our understanding of the function of uniting political entities by demonstrating the 

difficulty of compromise between union and sovereignty within any given culture. As crises 

in unions always aid in better understanding the dynamics that hold unions together, the final 

chapter using rhetorical history will analyze one of the earliest crises that faced the United 

States when Missouri’s statehood came into question as a rhetorical event. Although 

tradition dictates that compromises were made whereby both sides sacrificed internal 

interests, a closer investigation into union, rather than division, helps further to explain the 

ideas utilized that not only calmed the storm, but postponed a civil war for decades. 

 Throughout this study, this work will focus on multiple aspects of cultural identity, 

including ethnicity, race, gender, class, religion, community, state and nation. In world 

history, interaction between different cultures was frequently accompanied by prejudice and 

feelings of superiority which often led to war. In the American case, conflict has often risen 

out of feelings of cultural inequality on the basis of identity issues. Early American leaders 

understood the dangers of cultural interaction, and sought to create a more perfect American 

Union by creating a balance that prevented favoring of any particular party holding power. 

Ironically, while the United States was built upon principles of individual freedom and a 

carefully constructed balance between executive, legislative and judicial powers, the culture 

of the Union maintained inequalities that favored people based on their identity. This is 

reflected not only in the formation of the political union that made up the United States, but 

also in the marital unions that were formed at this time. The results of this study conclude 

that the debate between referring to the United States as a “nation” or “empire” can better be 

understood in the context of union, perhaps even a union of these sometimes-opposing 

institutions. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: UNION IN A 

POSTSTRUCTURAL WORLD 

 The end of war between Britain and America in 1783 sparked the beginning of a war 

among Americans themselves. This war began rhetorically as American statesmen battled 

over what style of government the newly independent states should employ. The war 

escalated until rhetoric could no longer prevent the bloodiest conflict in American history 

from erupting. Historians often try to explain the origins and events leading up to the Civil 

War by looking at the areas of difference between the northern and southern states. Rather 

than asking what caused the United States to split, scholars of all interests might rather ask 

what kept the states together. An answer to this question may help maintain the American 

Union in modern times, for despite the continuance of the United States to this day as a 

single political entity the battle persists. As common in democracies where the freedom of 

speech remains unimpeded, rhetoric continues to challenge the union. Though, rhetoric is 

also used to preserve the union. Perhaps modern Americans may benefit from the words of 

George Washington, who in a letter to David Stuart asked, “If we consider ourselves or wish 

to be considered by others as a united people, why not adopt the measures which are 

characteristic of it, and support the honor and dignity of one?” Washington then warned, “If 

we are afraid to trust one another under qualified powers, there is an end of the union.”1 

Oddly enough, when quoting this passage in his History of the Formation of the Constitution, 

George Bancroft left out the clause wherein Washington defines those measures 

characteristic of a united people – “Act as a Nation.”2 To prevent the end of the union, should 

the measures adopted provide that America act as a nation – or as an empire? Perhaps there 

 
1 Washington to Stuart, 30 Nov., 1785, quoted in History of the Formation of the Constitution of the 

United States, Volume I, ed. George Bancroft (New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1882), 251. 

2 Washington to Stuart, 30 Nov., 1785, quoted in Press Release, July 16, 2009, The National Museum of 

American History, Smithsonian Institution, 

http://americanhistory.si.edu/news/pressrelease.cfm?key=29&newskey=1039 (accessed September 20, 2009). 
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are other forms of political union outside of nations and empires that America could have or 

has adopted? Herein is the two-century-old challenge that faces the American Union. Before 

arguing between nation and empire, perhaps a better understanding is needed of the rhetoric 

of union. 

 In history, political science, and even sociology, academics often question how to 

define the United States while avoiding the term union. Attributing the idea of union to mere 

rhetoric, the only question that seems to be asked is, is America a nation or an empire? Many 

scholars point to various aspects of nationalism or imperialism when constructing America’s 

political identity. Given these varying interpretations of American history, it is time to accept 

the rhetorical significance of each individually as well as combined in a conglomeration of 

political theories that illustrate the complexities of the modern state. As Grasso and Wulf 

explain, “scholars … struggle with the relationship of empire and nation, two concepts 

compelling and important in their own right and complicated by their mutual emergence in 

the early modern period.”3 The reason why these concepts are so complex is because every 

political entity can include factors of nationalism and imperialism. Union, therefore, is the 

most appropriate noun when referring to political states, because of its detachment from 

ideological debate. Other terms, like nation and empire, are constrained by their respective 

isms which refer to particular actions or policies of these unions. By labeling the United 

States a nation or empire, scholars are then liable to focus specifically on the nationalism or 

imperialism inherent within that context while minimizing other significant factors. Given 

that no ideology of unionism exists, by treating the United States as a union, scholars are then 

more open to examine the varying intricacies that make up the American political, cultural, 

and social landscape. This may further be understood in the context of Kenneth Burke’s 

description of ideology. “An ‘ideology,’” he says, “is like a spirit taking up its abode in a 

body: it makes that body hop around in certain ways; and that same body would have hopped 

around in different ways had a different ideology happened to inhabit it.”4 As such, rather 

 
3 Christopher Grasso & Karin Wulf, “Nothing Says ‘Democracy’ Like a Visit from the Queen: Reflections 

on Empire and Nation in Early American Histories,” The Journal of American History 95, no. 3 (Dec. 2008), 

764. 

4 Kenneth Burke, “Definition of Man,” The Hudson Review 16, no. 4 (Winter, 1963-1964), 495. 



 

 

3 

than calling the body, or union, a nation or empire, scholars may benefit from seeing the 

United States as a union that has had varying spirits inhabiting its body. 

 This study will show that early Americans understood how to use the rhetorical 

power of “union” in securing influence, constructing the “Other,” and accomplishing their 

political, cultural, and social objectives. In the debate between federalists and anti-federalists, 

both sides sought union, but federalists were more successful in painting their opponents as 

instigators of faction. This enabled an entire reconstruction of government under a new 

Constitution that included varying political institutions and ideologies in what was perceived 

to be a more perfect union that balanced the sovereignty of individuals or states and their 

subjection to the Union. Culturally, however, the rhetoric of union was used in providing a 

theoretical model of equality while, in practice, protecting social constructions that 

maintained inequality based on gender, race, and ethnicity. The social problems that resulted 

from an unequal balance between sovereignty and subjection will be analyzed in the context 

of the simplest of unions – the marital union – to show how early Americans practiced what 

they did not preach. The use of “union” as a rhetorical power continued throughout American 

society, most notably in politics, until the practices of the Union clashed with its theoretical 

foundations causing the states to fracture between North and South. Before the Civil War, 

however, any crisis that forced America’s leaders to confront their inequalities was solved 

using the rhetoric of union, as will be shown in the crisis and compromise over Missouri. To 

gain an understanding of how and why some were viewed as equal citizens of the Union 

while others were considered separate, scholars may benefit from rhetorical history, 

particularly in studying the rhetoric of union. 

METHODS IN RHETORICAL HISTORY 

 When studying American history, scholars are offered a wide array of methodologies 

and theoretical foundations upon which to build. This includes, but is not limited to, 

quantitative, economic, intellectual, social, oral, cultural, religious, and even psychological 

approaches to history. Whatever interests or methods a historian chooses, there also remain 

various theories that one may utilize to approach these subjects. These lenses through which 

a historian views the past often spotlight constructs of gender, class, or any system that 

includes hierarchies based on some form of labeling identities. Post-structural theory, led by 
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such rhetoricians as Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault, has provided reasoning whereby 

superior-inferior constructs in history may be challenged. Seeing every signified element as 

rhetorically given a signifier, these theorists argue that no real union exists between the 

signifier and signified outside of rhetoric. If this is true, then the only “reality” that 

academics can count on is in rhetorical history. Of course, such a statement should not be 

construed as discrediting any particular approach to history, given that every historical 

method utilizes some form of rhetoric. Indeed, when studying history, what does the historian 

have beyond words? There are historians who try to look at history quantitatively so as to see 

beyond historical rhetoric, but in the end history is a writing profession. As such, in a post-

structural world, historians should pay special attention to rhetoric.  

 It is because post-structuralism and rhetoric are so fundamentally tied to each other 

that rhetorical history is important when historians seek to find meaning in the documents of 

the past. In an age of post-structural theory, however, finding meaning is complicated. No 

matter the painstaking efforts of historians to uncover the past, the closest anyone can ever 

come to reality is in a created world of language. According to Stanley Fish, when seeking “a 

foundational vision of truth and meaning, … rhetoric is the force that pulls us away from that 

center and into its own world of ever-shifting shapes and shimmering surfaces.”5 Post-

structuralism is a difficult theoretical approach for many scholars to grasp or accept, though 

for the historian it should be an ever-present reminder that, due to the limitations of language, 

reality is always left to interpretation. Despite the tendency of scholars to avoid the thought 

of “rhetoric” in their work, it is increasingly being accepted that anything studied or 

researched is, most likely, constructed by man, whether politically or socially. This makes 

“decoding” texts of the past extremely difficult, particularly given that social constructions 

change over people, places, and time. This deviation between the past and the present led the 

renowned deconstructionist Jacques Derrida to declare that “a text is not a text unless it hides 

from the first comer, from the first glance, the law of its composition and the rules of its 

game.” Derrida further argues that these laws and rules of composition are not necessarily 

kept secret, but “they can never be booked, in the present, into anything that could rigorously 

 
5 Stanley Fish, Doing What Comes Naturally: Change, Rhetoric, and the Practice of Theory in Literary 

and Legal Studies (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1999 [1989]), 476. 
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be called a perception.”6 If rhetoric is truly all that is left, then it is to rhetoric that historians 

must turn for answers. If rhetorical history is to be the goal, which this study argues it should, 

the next step is in determining how to approach rhetoric in a combination to historical 

research. David Zarefsky argues, “there are (at least) four different kinds of inquiry embraced 

by the term ‘rhetorical history’,” and these are “the history of rhetoric, the rhetoric of history, 

historical studies of rhetorical practice, and rhetorical studies of historical events.”7 Zarefsky 

attempts to differentiate these terms into particular modes of research, though there are 

overlapping factors within each model. Despite the possible ambiguity between each sense of 

rhetorical history, each analysis has independent significance. Combined, however, they 

enable the historian to juxtapose diverse disciplines in order to form a more perfect union of 

rhetorical history.  

 The history of rhetoric is similar to ideological history wherein ideas and philosophy 

in a given culture are examined. Unintentionally, this is perhaps the more common form of 

rhetorical history, probably because it is the recognizable goal of historians to uncover what 

has been said or written. In addition, rhetoricians have made the history of rhetoric its own 

discipline, studying not only how rhetoric is theorized pedagogically, but also how rhetoric is 

used in practice and its progression over time. Many such studies can be found in Rhetorica, 

the journal of the International Society for the History of Rhetoric. Political studies naturally 

fall under this type of rhetorical history, as scholars examine the political platforms that were 

spoken, written, and perhaps even hidden. Nevertheless, the history of rhetoric can be found 

outside the research of politics and philosophy, as rhetoricians analyzes treatises of all sorts. 

Cultural historians seeking to understand a given society and its evolution examine not only 

those writings of the elite but also seek to find the voices of those silenced, whether by 

circumstance or intent. This mode of rhetorical history is even justified when considering 

post-structuralist interpretation of the relation between author and text. For instance, Michel 

Foucault claims that writing “is an interplay of signs arranged less according to its signified 

 
6 Jacques Derrida, Dissemination, Barbara Johnson, trans. (New York: Continuum, 2004 [1972]), 69. 

7 David Zarefsky, “Four Senses of Rhetorical History,” Doing Rhetorical History: Concepts and Cases, 

ed. Kathleen J. Turner (Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama Press, 1998), 26. 
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content than according to the very nature of the signifier.”8 In other words, though a given 

text may give some understanding of the element to which that text is pointing, it yields 

greater significance in indicating the nature of the author. This theory is also applicable to the 

other forms of rhetorical history where the goal is in understanding the many authors of the 

past, whether contemporaneously or after the fact. Examining what has been said, regardless 

of whose voice it is, is important in understanding the constructions within that person’s life. 

Nevertheless, there is far more than simply uncovering what has been said. Scholars must 

also try and understand how that rhetoric is understood when it is used. In this regard, the 

history of rhetoric overlaps in its examination with that of the rhetoric of history. 

 The rhetoric of history is a far more ambiguous term, though it is perhaps one of the 

most important forms of rhetorical history in that it concerns the type of language that was 

used in the past and that which is currently used in conveying the past. The rhetoric of history 

should not be misconstrued as only meaning historiography, though it bares some similarity. 

A study into the rhetoric of history can be divided into two categories: one, studying 

historiography in the sense it is understood today by examining how a particular issue is 

discussed by historians; and two, examining how publications at a given time in history dealt 

with particular subjects. It is not merely what has been said, but how, who, why and where it 

is said. As Zarefsky explains, “Historians not only argue about history; they also argue from 

it, using historical premises to justify current actions and beliefs.”9 One of the earliest 

historians calling for an examination and expansion into the rhetoric of history was J.H. 

Hexter. According to Hexter, “most historians in theory, all in practice, treat their subject as 

if through their current methods and their current rhetoric they were achieving and 

transmitting increments of knowledge about it.”10 The rhetoric of history, however, is not 

limited to what historians say but also what those in the past have said. Surely people in early 

American history used certain rhetoric regarding their understanding of the past to justify 

their actions or beliefs. As such, a study into the rhetoric of history seeks to unite current 

 
8 Michel Foucault, “What is an Author?” Textual Strategies, ed. Josué V. Harari (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 

University Press, 1979), 142. 

9 Zarefsky, “Four Senses of Rhetorical History,” 28. 

10 J. H. Hexter, “The Rhetoric of History,” History and Theory 6, no. 1 (1967), 3, 11 & 12. 
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historical methods and theories with a historiography of past manuscripts and publications in 

understanding how and why certain rhetoric was used. 

 Rhetoric is utilized not only to justify what is or has been, but also to advance a 

certain agenda. In explaining historical studies of rhetorical practice, Zarefsky suggests that 

“rhetorical discourse could be studied as a force in history … less because it produces 

tangible effects than because it alters an ongoing social conversation.”11 Whereas the rhetoric 

of history is about conveying knowledge, rhetorical practice in history is more concerned 

with the creation of knowledge. In other words, rather than studying simply how something 

is said, historians studying rhetorical practice seek to know how it is originally defined, 

labeled, or constructed in public discourse, followed by analyzing how those constructions 

are challenged. For instance, rhetorical practice can be seen amongst abolitionists, feminists, 

imperialists, and so forth, as individuals and groups seek to place a fundamental focus of 

their agenda on a particular topic. The definition of marriage is undergoing significant 

challenges in rhetorical practice today. In order to understand the modern debate, however, it 

seems applicable to first seek an understanding of how marriage between the sexes was 

defined in the social conversation of early American history. This would enable historians to 

plot changes within a given society’s dialogue, and perhaps discover specific episodes that 

have affected the construction. 

 The final sense of rhetorical history is quite similar to rhetorical practice, though 

instead of examining social constructions, rhetorical studies of historical events narrow in on 

those episodes, or specific incidents, in history. The study of events is quite common in 

historical research, particularly in regard to crisis. These are, as Zarefsky explains, “situations 

that call for public persuasion to advance a cause or overcome an impasse.” In other words, 

one may ask, as this study has, how rhetoric has been used to preserve union. Zarefsky points 

to a book review essay of his wherein he “hints at the potential for studying the coming of the 

Civil War as the story of the collapse of a discourse community.”12 Before such a study is 

undertaken, however, it may seem appropriate to begin by researching how a discourse 

community is first constructed and maintained. It may also serve well to understand the 

 
11 Zarefsky, “Four Senses of Rhetorical History,” 29. 

12 Ibid., 30. 
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implication of Zarefsky’s statement that communities are preserved by discourse, or 

language.  

 This work will attempt to combine these various approaches to rhetorical history by 

offering a chapter dealing with each method using political, cultural and social case studies. 

Chapter two will deal with the history of rhetoric, particularly in the debates surrounding the 

Constitution, to show how early American statesmen sought to form a political union using 

rhetorical constructs of empire, nation, and of course, union. Then, in chapter three, an 

examination into the rhetoric of history will observe how early Americans justified a cultural 

union that included Otherness rather than accepting equality amongst diversity. Chapter four 

will show how rhetorical Otherness operated in practice through the construction of the 

marital union. This chapter will include case studies into the social arrangement of two 

particular marriages in early nineteenth-century America. Finally, chapter five will consist of 

a rhetorical study of one particular event, the Missouri Compromise, which is understood by 

many to be one of America’s earliest crises of union. All of these chapters will not only 

discuss the rhetoric found in history, but seek to present as much of the rhetoric as possible in 

its original form. This means that, while entire publications or letters can not be fully 

included, many lines will be quoted rather than simply paraphrased because of the 

importance of historical rhetoric in such a study. Following these analyses, the concluding 

chapter will combine all that has been learned through the rhetoric of union and revisit the 

nation versus empire argument to show that ideologies signified within a particular union 

must never outweigh the signifier that “union” embodies. As a completed work, this study 

will show that, “in order to form a more perfect union” of understanding the past, historians 

can work together to include the various methodologies, theories, and disciplines found 

throughout academia. Before proceeding with the case studies, however, this chapter will 

now advance a particular theory regarding the rhetoric of union and its applicability in post-

structuralism, followed by a brief discussion of the value of case studies. 

RHETORIC OF UNION IN THEORY 

 The history of mankind is never limited to individual accounts. Social historians 

seeking to understand the particular have conducted case studies magnifying individual lives, 

but even these cannot be done without addressing their relationships with other individuals. 
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Even accounts of ascetics who remove themselves from society cannot be fully understood 

without researching their pre-ascetic relationships with people or their reactions to social 

structures. After removing themselves from people, ascetics still maintain a relationship with 

the structures that surround them, whether plants, animals, or perhaps spiritual things. As 

such, the history of mankind is one of relationships and community, wherein unions are 

organized. Of course, not every relationship is unified in every system, thus allowing an 

analysis of union to engage in an understanding of it oppositional binary, like disunion or 

division. Binaries play a significant role in structuralist theory, but structures are not always 

limited to two elements, either. As Claude Lévi-Strauss found in studying marriage and 

social organization in Indonesia versus South America, binary and ternary characteristics 

exist. In Indonesia, “ternary structure is thus used to define groups of affinal relatives, while 

binary structure expresses the two directions in which men and women, respectively, 

circulate. In other words,” he says, “ternary structure refers to classes, binary structure to 

relationships between those classes.” In the South American case, he found the opposite to 

be true, where “binary structure refers to classes and ternary structure to relationships.”13 

Regardless of whether these refer to hierarchical relationships or equal stations, union 

encompasses a broad array of complex binary and ternary structures. In other words, union 

can refer to classes and relationships, as well as those involved in hierarchical or neutral 

associations. Also, because of variations found within each distinct union, the structuralist 

vision of binaries is already evident in the points of disunion and division existent within that 

union.  

 While rhetorically union can be effectively explained in structuralist theory, post-

structuralist theories also aid in our understanding of union. In her critique of nature and 

culture with regard to gender constructs, Carol P. MacCormack challenges the simplicities of 

structuralist theory where “symbols are more real than the phenomena; the signifier is more 

important than the signified.”14 Since union as a signifier implies an emphasis on the 

signified elements incorporated within that union as well as those on the periphery, signified 

 
13 Claude Lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology, Claire Jacobson & Brooke Grundfest Schoepf, 

translators (New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1963), 160-161. 

14 Carol P. MacCormack, “Nature, culture and gender: a critique,” Nature, Culture and Gender, Carol P. 

MacCormack and Marilyn Strathern, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 5. 
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aspects are never outweighed by the signifier “union.” In other words, without the states or 

elements that create the union it would not exist, thereby ensuring that union as a symbol is 

never more real than the states as phenomena. In a way, therefore, union as a rhetorical 

construct acts both as a signifier and signified. The same could even be said in regard to 

nations and empires, however, whereas union does not maintain a fixed definition among its 

uses as a signifier, nation and empire can be firmly classified by their historical uses, 

ideologies, or origins.  

 Given the differences between union and other terms, like nation and empire, it is 

likewise important that ideologies being exercised within unions never outweigh union as a 

signifier. Often the definitions of nation and empire are somewhat blurred when examining 

political unions, but understanding the isms, or ideologies, within these structures helps to 

distinguish them from union. In his examination of The Language of American Nationhood, 

Peter S. Onuf admitted that his “juxtaposition between ‘empire’ and ‘nation’ … obscures the 

flow of meaning from one term to the other.”15 This is not because empires and nations are 

necessarily similar, but because imperialism and nationalism can both be incorporated within 

the same political union. Though unions can operate with distinguishing elements of 

nationalism or imperialism, they are not subject to these isms as are nations and empires. In 

Union, Nation, or Empire, David C. Hendrickson argues, “Internationalism, nationalism, and 

imperialism may be understood in two ways, as signifying either ideologies or social forces.” 

Hendrickson separates these terms from “‘empire,’ ‘nation,’ and ‘union,’” which, he argues, 

“may also be understood in two distinct, but not incompatible, ways, as signifying either 

institutions or identities.”16 While the terms can be divided between social structures and 

actions, it is significant that no ideology of “unionism” exists attached to the structure of 

union. Alternately, nation and empire are both structures with attachment to the ideologies of 

nationalism and imperialism, respectively. As such, union remains the only identity without 

ideology, other than the fact perhaps that union not only represents those within but also 

indicates those not part of the union. Perhaps this is where union requires particular 

 
15 Peter S. Onuf, Jefferson’s Empire: The Language of American Nationhood (Charlottesville: University 

Press of Virginia, 2000), 16. 

16 David C. Hendrickson, Union, Nation or Empire: The American Debate Over International Relations, 

1789-1941 (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2009), 4-5. 
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ideologies, like nationalism or imperialism, at play. When signified elements with particular 

ideologies are incorporated within a given union, however, it is imperative that such are 

never given greater importance than union as a signifier, given that differences can exist from 

union to union.  

 The ability of union to stand apart from ideology is also illustrated in the inequalities 

that exist in nations and empires. Inequalities that exist in human society are explained in 

MacCormack’s critique of structural anthropology. Rather than accepting Lévi-Strauss’ 

attempt “to cast the nature-culture contrast in a timeless, value-free model concerned with the 

working of the human mind,” she argues that “ideas about nature and culture are not value 

free.” Both are human constructs and are usually used to socially dominate “others” that are 

seen as inferior.17 Otherness has been debated in American history both in cultural and 

natural terms, or in other words, with regards to empire and nation. Either way, the “other” 

can only be constructed by suggesting that systems of unity and disunity exist. It is argued by 

some cultural anthropologists that all social systems are, in some form or another, systems of 

domination. Jane Fishburne Collier prefers the term “inequality,” suggesting that scholars 

“analyze a social system not by positing an unseen, timeless structure but rather by focusing 

on how ordinary people, pursuing subjective ends, realize the structures of inequality that 

constrain their own possibilities.” Collier concludes, “the analysis of a social system thus 

requires a dialectical movement between an analysis of social structure (as realized in 

institutions) and an analysis of social action (often realized in the guise of strategic behavior), 

each of which can be understood only in terms of the other.”18 In other words, analyzing 

empire or nation requires consideration of both identities (institutions) and ideologies (social 

forces) which can only be understood in terms of union and disunion. Whether systems are 

social, cultural, or political, they are nonetheless systems, or unions, that include varying 

kinds of behavior and institutions. Nations are constructed by unions formed out of presumed 

natural distinctions, whereas empires are culturally formed through assimilation. By 

 
17 Ibid., 5-6. 

18 Jane Fishburne Collier, Marriage and Inequality in Classless Societies (Stanford: Stanford University 

Press, 1988), 2. 
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examining nation and empire as rhetorical signifiers for the signified union they represent, 

inequalities and systems of domination can be better understood and challenged. 

 Given the complications in understanding the various unions of individuals, it is 

perplexing to find scholars attempting to label unions between large groups of people in the 

most simplistic of terms. Political unions are commonly referred to as being nations or 

empires, yet the actual meaning of these words is rarely analyzed without challenge. Some 

scholars do attempt to explain the characteristics common in these political unions, as earlier 

noted. Unfortunately, whether one is looking at Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities 

or Ernest Gellner’s Nations and Nationalism, each defines nationalism differently so as to 

make it even more difficult when identifying political unions as nations. In order to better 

understand nations and nationalism, these must be analyzed in the context of union. When 

people are viewed as being part of a single nation, they are united by nature. The root of the 

word “nation,” nat, literally means birth, so as to assume that a given people in a nation are 

born “natives” into that nation. A careful examination of the words derived from nat yields 

the obvious conclusion that nations are linked to nature. The nativity of a nation also has 

religious significance when viewed in terms where God is the Creator of nature. This is also 

consistent with Ernest Renan’s view of nationality as being religious when he wrote, “a 

nation is a soul, a principle of spirituality.”19 Harold J. Laski takes this spirituality as one that 

“implies the sense of a special unity which marks off those who share in it from the rest of 

mankind.”20 Since nationalism is linked to nature, it is susceptible to the rhetoric of otherness 

based on perceived nature-forming identities, including race, ethnicity, and gender. Nations 

can, therefore, be plagued by distinctions not only between each other but also between 

individuals within a single nation that are not seen as sharing in that “special unity,” or union, 

that nature or God dictates. 

 Empires are likewise difficult to define and often incorporate otherness. In Lessons of 

Empire, seventeen various essays provide the many interpretations of how empires are to be 

 
19 Ernest Renan, “Qu'est-ce qu'une nation?” Discours et Conférences (Paris: Calmann Lévy, 1887), 306. 

Author’s translation: “Une nation est une âme, un principe spirituel.”  

20 Harold J. Laski, A Grammar of Politics, Fifth Edition (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1967 [1925]), 

219. 
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defined.21 Though empire is seen differently by each of the respected authors, all include 

some reference to a form of union, whether it is through social, cultural, political, economic 

or military means. Imperial unions can be created at will or by force. Historically, empires 

are viewed in militaristic campaigns where lands and peoples are conquered. In modern 

scholarship, however, empire is increasingly being accepted as one that does not require 

military force. Hendrickson defines imperialism in two variations. “One,” he argues, 

“emphasizes belief in the necessity of unlimited capitalist expansion as the wellspring of the 

imperial impulse and usually underlines the exploitative characteristics of global capitalism.” 

He continues, “The other sees an America that has been enthralled by the use of force and 

that has invariably insisted on exercising dominance within its sphere and in the larger 

international system.”22 Whether through exploitation or dominance, imperialism, much like 

nationalism, seeks union as the ultimate goal, and again, that union is often seen in religious 

terms. As Ramón Gutiérrez explains in his study of the Spanish colonies, “Spaniards and 

Indians, slave and free, male and female, the living and the dead, stood as one, suspending 

the earth’s inequalities for union as one body in Christ.”23 Despite this utopian vision, history 

has painted empires as unions completely antithetical to ideas of freedom, liberty and 

equality. What seems to differ between nations and empires are ideas of nature, though even 

these constructions, as MacCormack argues, are never value-free. Whereas a nation allows 

for natives to be linked in a humanly seen “natural” union, empires seek to unify those who 

are not naturally united. Rather than accepting differences, however, actions of empires 

usually include ideas of assimilation, integration, and amalgamation within the union. 

 As scholars gain a better understanding of the ideologies behind nation and empire, 

they can more fully understand reasons why various unions include forms of nationalism and 

imperialism. The same could be said regarding republicanism, federalism, or any other 

ideologically motivated actions that are incorporated within the formation or implementation 

of political unions. By using union as the rhetorical lens through which entities are analyzed, 

 
21 See Craig Calhoun, et al, Lessons of Empire: Imperial Histories and American Power. New York: The 

New Press, 2006. 

22 Hendrickson, Union, Nation or Empire, 4. 

23 Ramón Gutiérrez, When Jesus Came, the Corn Mothers Went Away: Marriage, Sexuality, and Power in 

New Mexico, 1500-1846 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991), 62. 
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an entire array of scholarly research is validated. An individual’s perception of union is 

formed not only in nationalistic terms, but in terms of every form of union within that 

person’s life. In other words, if women were to be treated with a certain regard within a 

marital union, it seems only consistent that women would thus be treated with regard to 

larger unions, including communities, states, or the union of humankind in general. The same 

is true in unions that consider race, ethnicity, income, or any other identifying characteristic. 

Exclusions from a union based on these identities may be due to ideologies of nationalism, 

imperialism, or any other isms. In order to form a more perfect union between history and 

historical research, the isms found within unions must be further analyzed. This can properly 

be done once an understanding is reached of how specific unions are constructed, whether 

political or cultural. 

CASE STUDIES AND THE PROVERBIAL ELEPHANT 

 Historical research has been appropriately dominated by case studies, including 

political, economic, cultural, and social issues. Case studies enable scholars to check 

accuracies in simplified accounts of the past, not only of large-scale studies, but even smaller 

ones. As Georg G. Iggers explains, “social scientists have made generalizations that do not 

hold up when tested against the concrete reality of the small-scale life they claim to 

explain.”24 Given the danger in over-simplification, virtually all historians today are, or could 

be considered in some way, cultural historians. Given that culture itself is a manifestation of 

some form of union between peoples, and that, according to Zarefsky, disunion is found in 

“the collapse of a discourse community,” it seems only necessary to explain how rhetoric and 

union can be made applicable in case studies of rhetorical history.25 As will be seen, in the 

discussions concerning the definition of nationalism and imperialism, it is in case studies that 

some of the most poignant points in post-structural academia have been revealed. However, 

while opening an understanding into the constructions that make up nations and empire these 

studies often oversimplify by attributing actions within particular nations or empires to 

nationalism or imperialism. Therefore, in order to aid scholars in understanding better the 

 
24 Georg G. Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth Century: from Scientific Objectivity to the 

Postmodern Challenge (Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 1997), 108. 

25 Zarefsky, “Four Senses of Rhetorical History,” 30. 
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influences in constructing identity, whether on an individual or group level, this study will 

combine post-structural theory with rhetorical analysis in the context of union, rather than 

attempting to delineate the origins of any respective ism. 

 The method employed will be similar to that in the case study of Jack the Ripper by 

Judith R. Walkowitz in City of Dreadful Delight. Walkowitz opens her study with a 

comparison of Madame Tussaud’s representation of Jack the Ripper street in 1980 to media 

representations in 1888 at the time of the murders. According to Walkowitz, “the elusive 

identity of the murderer and the ‘authentic’ setting so carefully represented in Tussaud’s 

Ripper street were not facts but complex rhetorical structures, public fantasies containing 

contradictory and historically shifting meanings.” In order to paint a better picture, therefore, 

Walkowitz “examines the cultural dynamics and social struggles that informed these 

fantasies.” Understanding that even culture and society are rhetorical constructs, this study, 

in examining early American history, will focus directly on the rhetoric employed to 

understand the complexities of early American politics, culture, and society. Since rhetoric is 

itself constructed by a person’s interests and concerns, rhetorical structures in the society will 

likely include varying interpretations united as a whole. Just as Walkowitz explains in her 

study, “As anxiety and interest in the case intensified, different constituencies assembled a 

convergent set of fantasies in relation to the figure of the murderer.”26 The same could be 

said regarding early American politicians with respect to the figure of their political Union. 

Federalists and anti-federalists allowed their own anxiety and interests to intensify as they 

sought to imagine what form of government would become “a more perfect union,” whether 

of a national, imperial, or republican form. In the end, the constructed union would likely 

include multiple identities and ideologies, even though some scholars continue to imagine the 

United States as constructed or operated by a single ism. 

 Nationalism has been defined in many different ways, including as a political 

ideology, social order, individual characteristic, or even strategy. Ernst B. Haas explains the 

different interpretations of nationalism as “the proverbial elephant problem: the animal’s 

 
26 Judith R. Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in Late-Victorian London 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 2-3. 
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appearance seems to differ depending on where it is touched by a group of blind persons.”27 

One reason for the disparity between interpretations is often due to scholars extending their 

ideas beyond the locality researched. In one of the most important case studies concerning 

nationalism, Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson reflects on his ideas concerning the 

origins of nationalism. As a scholar specializing in Southeast Asian history, particularly in 

Indonesia, Anderson admits that this training “may help to explain some of the book’s biases 

and choices of examples, as well as to deflate its would-be-global pretensions.”28 Indeed, in 

order to have universal relevance, scholars would need to further investigate, in the words of 

Theda Skocpol, the study’s “particular and varying features.”29 As such, the features within 

Anderson’s work could be compared with areas outside of Southeast Asia to determine 

whether universal causes and characteristics of nationalism exist. In doing so, it may be 

discovered that differences do exist, and that the proverbial elephant is not necessarily 

touched by those who can not see, but is simply one of many. To create a united definition of 

one out of many, therefore, may be much more difficult than is assumed. 

 If nationalism is derived from or incorporates local and peripheral elements, then 

every part of nationalism should be analyzed in the context of that locality’s rhetoric. This is 

very difficult given the fact that, as Anderson explains, “unlike most other isms, nationalism 

has never produced its own grand thinkers: no Hobbeses, Tocquevilles, Marxes, or 

Webers.”30 Indeed, there are varying interpretations as to the definition of nationalism, 

though it is nearly impossible for a scholar to write about nationalism without addressing 

Anderson’s theories. His speculation has prompted wide debates from intellectuals across 

various disciplines. As Daniel Chirot explains, “the apt phrase, that nations are ‘imagined,’ 

caught the attention of all scholars interested in the phenomenon of nationalism because it is 

 
27 Ernst B. Haas, “What is Nationalism and Why Should We Study It?” International Organization 40, no. 

3 (Summer, 1986), 707. Haas continues, “For Dudley Seers nationalism refers to certain types of economic 

policy, while for Benedict Anderson the term connotes manufactured linguistic identity. Anthony Smith 

considers nationalism to be a particular ideology of solidarity based on preindustrial roots. Ernest Gellner treats 

the phenomenon as a distinctly industrial principle of social evolution and social organization.” 

28 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 

Revised and Extended Ed., 2nd Ed. (London, Verso, 2006 [1983]), ix. 

29 Theda Skocpol, Vision and Method in Historical Sociology (New York: Cambridge University Press, 

1984), 1. 

30 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 5. 



 

 

17 

at once true and also sarcastically debunking.”31 In a way, Anderson has become one of the 

great thinkers that he argues nationalism has not produced. Nationalism, like any other ism, 

does not require a single thinker, just as Marx and Engels had differing ideas concerning 

communism in practice.  

 The most significant contribution in Anderson’s study of nationalism is his linking 

print capitalism and language to the creation of “imagined communities.” In his follow-up 

book to Imagined Communities, Anderson insists “that a new grammar of representation 

came into being [through newspapers], which was also a precondition for imagining the 

nation.”32 Interestingly enough, however, when applying culture to nationalism, Anderson 

insists there is “no class, no religion, no age, and no politics.”33 It is baffling that Anderson 

discards these factors, given their relation to rhetoric. In Europe and America, for example, 

religious rhetoric is specifically seen as being closely linked to nationalism. According to 

J.C.D. Clark, “the vernacular did not have to carry a national message, but it did so as men 

read the translated Scriptures as a ratification of providential national identity.”34 This would 

seem consistent with Anderson’s claim that nationalism was tied to language and print 

capitalism, but Clark discredits his blatant anti-religious argument. Even Haas admits seeing 

nationalism “occasionally drawing strength from real religions.”35 Whether nationalism is 

moved by policy, identity, ideology, or principle, scholars who view history through one of 

these lenses, specifically if it deals with rhetoric, should then analyze the varying forces 

behind the rhetoric.  

 Despite all that Anderson may have neglected, his study remains profound and 

illustrative of the value of rhetorical case studies. According to Anderson, “all communities 

larger than primordial villages of face-to-face contact (and perhaps even these) are 

imagined.” Anderson’s additional questioning of “even these” awakens the reader to the 

 
31 Daniel Chirot, Review of The Spectre of Comparisons: Nationalism, Southeast Asia, and the World by 

Benedict Anderson, The American Historical Review 104, No. 5 (Dec., 1999), 1651. 

32 Benedict Anderson, The Spectre of Comparisons: Nationalism, Southeast Asia and the World (London: 

Verso, 1998), 34. 

33 Ibid., 363. 

34 J.C.D. Clark, “Protestantism, Nationalism, and National Identity, 1660-1832,” The Historical Journal 

43, no. 1 (Mar., 2000), 272. 

35 Haas, “What is Nationalism and Why Should We Study It?” 709. 
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extent that any formation of identity within human relations may be nothing more than 

constructed. “Communities are to be distinguished,” Anderson continues, “not by their 

falsity/genuineness, but by the style in which they are imagined.”36 The word “style” could 

here be replaced by “rhetoric,” for it is through rhetoric that systems or communities are 

imagined and constructed. This is not to say that such constructions are never challenged. To 

illustrate these constructions in American history, Anderson points to rhetoric and the 

writings of Hermann Melville and Mark Twain who challenged “a society fractured by the 

most violent racial, class and regional antagonisms.”37 Nevertheless, these identities are 

consistently constructed into unions, which Anderson so commonly refers to as fraternities, 

whether by birth, religion, geography, race, gender, or income. The difficulty scholars have 

had in placing ideological labels on the United States is likely due to the fact that political 

unions rarely operate distinctly as a nation or empire. The terms nation and empire are simply 

rhetorical constructs that are used to fit within a distinct argumentative framework dealing 

with their respective isms. By analyzing union as a rhetorical construct, one free of ideology 

and philosophy, this study will attempt to aid scholars in understanding the complexities of 

political, social, and cultural structures as imagined and established in the founding of the 

United States of America, the less-than-proverbial elephant.  

 

 
36 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 6. 

37 Ibid., 203. 
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CHAPTER 2 

PERPETUITY AND POST-STRUCTURALISM: 

AMERICA’S RHETORICAL-POLITICAL UNION 

 Standing before the Virginia Assembly, Patrick Henry eloquently argued, “This 

unlimited authority is a most dangerous power. Its principles are despotic,” he continued. “If 

it be unbounded, it must lead to despotism; for the power of a people in a free government is 

supposed to be paramount to the existing power.”38 In 1775, Henry stood before the same 

political body and spoke passionately against the despotism of an entire empire, proclaiming, 

“Give me liberty or give me death!”39 At this particular moment, however, the year was 1788 

and the despotism Henry was decrying was the Constitution yet to be ratified. Henry’s 

opposition to the Constitution is indicative of the rhetorical battle early Americans waged 

amongst themselves in attempting to find the most appropriate form of government to adopt. 

Early Americans knew full well that their union was an “imagined community.”40 They 

simply disagreed as to how the discourse should construct such a community, given varying 

concerns over state and individual rights. Many were in agreement that the Articles of 

Confederation were not as successful as they had hoped, but drafting a new constitution was 

an entirely new challenge. All agreed, however, upon one point. Acknowledging that the 

governments of Europe had no formally written constitution, American statesmen sought a 

rhetorically specific bill. To many who opposed the Constitution, it was a bill of rights they 

demanded. Other anti-federalists asked for specific wording that gave any remaining 

unwritten powers in the Constitution to the states. Regardless of their arguments, federalists 

 
38 Patrick Henry in Virginia Ratifying Convention, June 16, 1788, in The Debates in the Several 

Conventions on the Adoption of the Federal Constitution, 2nd Ed., Volume III, Jonathan Elliot, ed. (New York: 

Burt Franklin, 1888), 410. 

39 Patrick Henry in Virginia Assembly, March 23, 1775, in American Literature Through Illustrative 

Readings , Sarah E. Simons, ed. (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1915), 33. 

40 See also Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (London, Verso, 2006 [1983]). 
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and anti-federalists were united in their understanding of the power of language, and it was 

through this power that “a more perfect union” was formed. 

 When the Second Continental Congress signed the Articles of Confederation, 

America’s earliest statesmen rhetorically set the goals that would permanently drive the 

American political union. In what could be seen as a preamble to the document, 

congressional leaders explain their objective wherein they did “agree to certain articles of 

Confederation and perpetual Union between the States.” Of the eight times “union” appears 

in the Articles, seven are accompanied with the assurance that union be sought in perpetuity. 

When comparing this document to that which replaced it a decade later when it was believed 

that the Articles had failed, it should come as no surprise that the Constitution was proposed 

“in Order to form a more perfect Union.” Though various arguments have been made 

concerning the origin of the Constitution as a replacement, the link between the two 

documents lies in the history of rhetoric, more specifically with regard to the concept of 

union. In the rhetoric that accompanied concerns over the future of the United States during 

America’s years under the Articles and throughout the Constitutional debates, union plays a 

significant part. When America’s earliest politicians began to debate how to perfect the 

union, they considered various principles and ideologies to incorporate within the union. 

These include but are not limited to ideas of nationalism, imperialism, and federalism. 

Despite the possibility that multiple ideologies could exist within a single political union, 

some modern scholars seem intent on pointing to evidence of certain governing philosophies 

to ascertain whether America can be considered a nation, empire, or republic. By looking at 

the rhetoric of union in early American history, it can be seen that the Founding Fathers 

carefully balanced the ideologies, or isms, and the institutions of nation and empire in 

developing a more perfect union. 

PERPETUAL RHETORIC AND PERPETUAL UNION 

 One of America’s earliest and foremost historians, George Bancroft, began his 

History of the Formation of the Constitution with a chapter entitled, “A Retrospect. 

Movements Toward Union.” Although Bancroft did not take the time to analyze the rhetoric 

that accompanied the debate over the Constitution, this title reflects his understanding of the 

importance of the word “union” when dealing with the founding of the United States. Since 
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Bancroft, countless scholars have provided varying interpretations of the origins, causes, and 

motivations that led to the Constitutional Convention of 1787. However, despite this richness 

of historical inquiry, very few scholars have approached this topic using rhetorical analysis. 

If historians are ever to completely understand the foundation whereupon the United States 

was built, studies analyzing the history of rhetoric must be conducted, specifically in regard 

to words that held real power in the minds of early American politicians. These words 

included terms like ‘federal,’ ‘national,’ ‘imperial,’ and ‘republican,’ but also, and most 

importantly, ‘union.’ Over the last two centuries, scholars have provided an array of 

knowledge concerning issues surrounding the Constitution. By looking at how the historical 

study of the Constitutional Crisis has evolved through various schools of thought, it will be 

shown that the next logical field to study that can make a significant influence is that of 

rhetorical history, specifically in the rhetoric of union.  

 To Bancroft, the creation of the American Union and the drafting of the Constitution 

were due to the moralistic nature of the Founders. Although he does not use the word 

“union” in the following paragraph, Bancroft’s opening shows his belief that “union” played 

a significant part in their noble objectives:  

The order of time brings us to the most cheering act in the political history of 

mankind, when thirteen republics, of which at least three reached from the sea to 

the Mississippi, formed themselves into one federal commonwealth. There was no 

revolt against the past, but a persistent and healthy progress. The sublime 

achievement was the work of a people led by statesmen of earnestness, 

perseverance, and public spirit, instructed by the widest experience in the forms of 

representative government, and warmed by that mutual love which proceeds from 

ancient connection, harmonious effort in perils, and common aspirations.41 

Although for some groups progress was not as persistent as they would have desired, 

Bancroft’s belief in the destined “healthy progress” of America was not entirely 

unsubstantiated. Of the two volumes that make up Bancroft’s work, nearly half of each 

volume comprises of an appendix with “Letters and Papers” from the period observed. The 

first half of each volume relies heavily on primary documents, and it was from these, or at 

least the “winners” in these documents, that early historians like Bancroft modeled their 

 
41 George Bancroft, History of the Formation of the Constitution of the United States of America, Volume 
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work. As typical of many of America’s earliest historians, Bancroft focused most of his 

attention on the federalists. This is not to say that anti-federalists were never discussed, but 

they were certainly not in the forefront of concern. In many ways, Bancroft accepts the views 

held by federalists and their supporters, in that anti-federalists were essentially anti-union. In 

his second volume, Bancroft demonstrates his view of the separatist fanaticism of anti-

federalists by mentioning how delays in holding state conventions “gave opportunity for the 

cabalings of the anti-federalists in Virginia.” Placing them as antithetical to such revered 

leaders as George Washington, Bancroft continues, “Richard H. Lee was as zealous as ever; 

and Patrick Henry disseminated propositions for a southern confederacy.”42 After having 

experienced a war between the “Union” and a real “Southern Confederacy,” contemporary 

readers of Bancroft most assuredly felt compassionate toward the Federalists. 

 Following Bancroft’s ideal visions of a predestined American Union, a generation of 

post-Civil War historians began to view early American leaders as politically, economically, 

and socially motivated rather than driven by morals. Regardless of the motives involved in 

forming a new Constitution, however, historians continued to accept the arguments of the 

victors and still revered them as upstanding individuals. One contemporary work of 

Bancroft’s, authored by Westel W. Willoughby and William F. Willoughby, argues that 

“with scarcely an exception they (the delegates to the Constitutional Convention) were all 

clear-headed, able, and moderate men.” The debate between federalists and anti-federalists is 

hardly analyzed, but rather seen as evidence of the emergence of political parties. To explain 

the objections of anti-federalists, the authors argue, “The State was then as dear to the citizen 

as is the National Government to us to-day.” Resentment of those who held to their state 

governments over the national government leading into the Civil War seems only obvious. In 

addition, arguments of the anti-federalists are brushed aside as being “exaggerated.” For 

instance, in their history of America’s Governance, Willoughby and Willoughby explain 

“that it was actually claimed and believed by many at that time that the Federalists had the 

secret intention of inviting over to our country some European prince who should rule as 
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king.”43 Gradually, intellectuals explored ways wherein political and economic interests 

guided the process of Constitutional revision. Frederick Jackson Turner began viewing the 

frontier and political interests as guiding the process of America’s formation. In Turner’s 

view, “the existence of an area of free land, its continuous recession, and the advance of 

American settlement westward, explain American development.” The Constitution was not 

the result of a moral and upright people as Bancroft had illustrated, but was due to “the fact 

that they have been compelled to adapt themselves to the changes of an expanding people.” 

In other words, rather than union it was tension and division between settled and unsettled 

land that created America, and it was here, in the West, where democracy and individualism 

were fostered. Turner applied his belief concerning the effects of the frontier to the 

Constitutional Convention wherein, he argued, a class-dominated power struggle emerged. 

Using the words of Gouverneur Morris as evidence, Turner argues that the Federalists sought 

“a similar system” to that when earlier Revolutionaries “apportioned the State legislatures so 

that the property-holding minority of the tide-water lands were able to outvote the more 

populous back countries.”44 Compromises had to be made, but, according to Turner, they 

were guided by political interests rather than moral imperative. Nevertheless, Turner and his 

contemporaries rarely took the chance to discuss the rhetoric that was used to ensure political 

favor. 

 With the inception of the twentieth century, scholars increasingly looked at American 

history with a critical eye trying to see beyond the documents. Following in Turner’s 

footsteps, historians like Charles A. Beard began to look more fully into “a study of the real 

economic forces which condition great movements in politics.”45 According to Beard, state 

ratification of the Constitution was not always due to moralistic intentions. For instance, 

“two states,” as Beard explains, “Rhode Island and North Carolina refused to ratify the 

Constitution until after the establishment of the new government which set in train powerful 
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economic forces against them in their isolation.”46 Beyond simple economic interest, Beard’s 

controversial Economic Interpretation of the Constitution argues further that the Constitution 

reinstituted the goals and power of the elite that Revolutionaries had a decade earlier fought 

against. If union were the goal, it was a union of elites that inspired the Constitution, at least 

according to Beard. Arthur Schlesinger, Sr. combined the arguments of Willoughby and 

Willoughby to that of Turner’s and Beard’s to show that city and country were not 

necessarily independent of each other, but fostered the growth of political parties following 

ratification of the Constitution. According to Schlesinger,  

Since the merchant and moneyed class formed only a small minority of the 

population, we find in this circumstance the economic basis for the philosophical 

and constitutional doctrines of the Federalist Party. In order to protect their 

peculiar economic interests in the presence of an overwhelmingly agricultural 

population, they became strong exponents of the aristocratic ideal of government 

– government by the few or the well-born.47 

In Schlesinger’s view, federalists represented a minority of urbanized elites, whereas anti-

federalists would later emerge as Jeffersonian Republicans representing the rural 

communities where the majority of the population resided. As such, there was no real union, 

only an imagined union that immediately became susceptible to political partisanship. Once 

again, however, though Schlesinger argues that economy guided constitutional philosophy, 

he fails to analyze the rhetoric that federalists used in constructing this philosophy. 

 In the middle of the twentieth century, as America faced an ideological battle between 

capitalism and communism, scholars began to challenge interpretations that saw the 

Constitution as being led by self-interested politicians and capitalists, and instead saw union 

led by ideology. These intellectuals returned to the rhetoric that guided so many Americans 

in supporting the Revolution and the subsequent Constitution. In The Birth of the Republic, 

Edmund S. Morgan argues, “the most radical change produced in Americans by the 

Revolution was in fact not a division at all, but the union of three million cantankerous 

colonists into a new nation.” If union was a radicalism that paralleled the drastic measures of 

declaring the states free from British rule, what united these people of different interests? 
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According to Morgan and his contemporaries, ideas of freedom and principle guided early 

American statesmen.48 While rejecting Bancroft’s theories of America’s predestination, Neo-

Whig scholars returned to his claims of moralist intent. In his review of Morgan’s work, 

Robert E. Moody exclaims the virtues of returning to history that told of a time when, “as 

John Locke had said, a government which failed to fulfil the purpose for which it was 

constituted should be replaced by one that would. The Articles of Confederation and the 

Constitution,” Moody continues, “were both efforts to provide a government which would 

protect the people from tyranny.”49 Morgan’s conclusions, however, were not universally 

accepted, and were given some harsh critiques. Esmond Wright, for instance, “wishes he 

cited more examples – and more convincing examples – than Roger Sherman, however: one 

out of fifty-five, and a shoemaker at that.”50 This critique, nevertheless, lost ground with the 

next generation of scholars who began to focus more on lesser-known people, in a bottom-up 

approach to history.  

 With the work of Morgan and Moody, ideological and neo-progressive scholars 

increasingly sought primary documents to focus on specific groups and segments of society, 

particularly in regard to class, race, and gender. This allowed historians to challenge 

generalized interpretations. For instance, as Bernard Bailyn finds in his study of The New 

England Merchants in the Seventeenth Century, “though united by the demands of common 

occupation, they did not form a socially homogenous unit. Their social differences,” 

according to Bailyn, “in fact, were important elements in the determination of events.”51 

Given these differences, the radicalization of union seems even more justifiable. However, 

taking into account the work of neo-progressives and cultural historians, the telling of 

America’s history has not always included those geographically within the “Union.” In The 

Forgotten Fifth, Gary B. Nash seeks “to bring attention to those forgotten Americans who 
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have inarguably been part of constructing our society and our nation” – African-Americans. 

As Nash explains, central to the issue of race during the Constitutional Crisis was the 

importance of union. According to Nash, “morality and humanitarianism were less important 

to Madison than the way slavery tore at the fabric and unity of the new nation.” Nash further 

clarifies that Madison opposed slavery because it “raised the ominous specter of a regional 

polarization … that might jeopardize [the revolutionary] generation’s greatest achievement.” 

As Nash explains this passage, “ending slavery would unify, not irreparably split, the nation 

because the death of slavery would prevent sectionalism from reaching such a pitch that 

union was no longer possible.”52 Regardless of the issue under consideration union was the 

ultimate goal. Nevertheless, despite the emergence of post-structuralism, Nash does not take 

the opportunity of examining union as a rhetorical construct. 

 Studies of the origins and influences of the Constitution are exhaustive and include 

almost every facet of early American life that may have contributed. Unfortunately, not much 

has been done in analyzing the history of rhetoric, nor specifically the power of the word 

“union,” in establishing the unified political entity of the United States. Nevertheless, most 

historians, understanding the importance of union, respond to its concerns posed by early 

Americans. By looking to the rhetoric that was used by early American statesmen, historians 

can be aided in deciphering all that had significance in the formation and ratification of the 

Constitution. In the history of rhetoric, what can be seen is that union, whether radical or not, 

played a significant role in the push toward forming a new Constitution and in the debates 

over contemporaneous issues between federalists, anti-federalists, and even those who have 

been left unspoken in traditional research. Indeed, the next step of importance in historical 

research can be considered “less-spoken” than that which has been revealed by cultural 

historians. Beneath the lives of individuals, in the corners of historical understanding, and 

engulfing all methodological approaches, lies the history of rhetoric. In a more perfect union 

of scholarly interest, perhaps it is to the term “union” where scholars may begin. 
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1783-1787: PERPETUAL THREAT TO UNION 

 As the revolutionary war neared its end in 1783, discussions had already arisen 

regarding the governance of the union of states. With the rising public debt incurred by the 

war, money and taxation remained at the forefront of discussion. Some leaders were already 

advocating a stronger, more general constitution. Writing their laws in a constituted form was 

an American phenomenon that early leaders held to tightly. In his groundbreaking study of 

publication and letters in eighteenth century America, Michael Warner explains that, to 

Americans, “the text itself becomes not only the supreme law, but the only original 

embodiment of the people. In this act of literalization … writing gives original existence to 

its author.”53 By the end of the Revolutionary War, many American leaders believed that 

some form of American existence had been written in the Declaration of Independence. In 

order to ensure that the people remained united, however, some felt that they needed to return 

to the “drawing” board. George Washington was one of those who believed a stronger Union 

needed to be constituted. In a letter from General Henry Knox to Gouverneur Morris, we 

learn of Washington’s belief that “the army are good patriots, and would forward everything 

that would tend to produce union and a permanent general constitution; but they are yet to be 

taught how their influence is to effect this matter.”54 The permanent constitution Washington 

and Knox sought would not come until 1787, the same year when the military was called 

upon when the Union was threatened by farmers angered by their debts and taxes in western 

Massachusetts. Nevertheless, in the years prior to 1787, union and disunion became the 

rhetoric of the day, though the issues that arose remained consistently attached to commerce. 

 Almost immediately following Congress’ ratification of the Treaty of Paris in 1784, a 

division grew between Americans. This disunion logically grew out of hatred between 

patriots and loyalists, and the loyalists had an unlikely defender; Alexander Hamilton. As 

Ron Chernow explains in his biography of Hamilton, persecution and violence escalated 

against Tories. Tories fought back, though, using the courts to demand the return of 

confiscated property and payment of back rent. Hamilton’s legal practice gained ground by 
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defending Tories, starting with Rutgers v. Waddington in 1784 and expanding, according to 

Chernow, “during the next three years, [wherein] he handled forty-five cases under the 

Trespass Act and another twenty under the Confiscation and Citation Acts.”55 When public 

opinion turned against Hamilton for what appeared to be his betrayal of the revolutionary 

cause, Hamilton turned to rhetoric. In his “Second Letter from Phocion,” Hamilton called 

upon the people to remain united, and used this opportunity to explain the value of rhetoric in 

the laws. “The common interests of humanity,” he began, “and the general tranquility of the 

world, require that the power of making peace, wherever lodged, should be construed and 

exercised liberally.” In other words, with the war concluded, rather than being overly 

concerned with punishing those who did not embrace the patriot cause, it would be better for 

the safety of the Union not to limit America’s society or culture to a particular group. Toward 

the end of his letter, Hamilton again explained that when it came to laws, “words in every 

contract are to be construed so as to give them a reasonable effect.” This reasonable effect 

could be found in “the very letter as well as the spirit of the stipulation.” Hamilton 

understood how signifiers in language could mean so much more than simply what was 

perceived as being signified. If men relied entirely on that which they perceived in language, 

Hamilton warned, “the scheme of putting men out of the protection of the law, is calculated 

to transfer the scepter from the hands of government to those of individuals – it is to arm one 

part of the community against another; it is to enact a civil war.”56 Given these words, it 

appears Hamilton would have agreed with David Zarefsky’s view of civil war as the 

disintegration of a discourse community.57  

 This division between patriots and loyalists eventually evolved into a separation 

between farmers and merchants. As Chernow explains, “many patriots found it hard to 

sympathize with the Loyalists, who were often well-to-do Anglican merchants and members 

of the old social elite.”58 Nevertheless, whether or not they were tied to the loyalist cause 
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during the war, merchants were forced to look for markets outside the British Empire after 

1783. As trade to the British West Indies closed, American merchants looked further east, 

particularly to China. On February 22, the “Empress of China” set sail from New York to 

procure tea and other Chinese manufactures. When it returned in May the following year, a 

second ship, the “Grand Turk” set sail from Massachusetts in December. By the next year, 

trade with the Orient expanded with eight ships setting sail from American ports.59 Despite 

this increase in commerce to the Orient, it was not enough to make up losses from the 

Caribbean and Mediterranean markets being blocked by the British and Barbary pirates, 

respectively. These hindrances, along with a credit crisis and poor decisions that led to over-

importation of British goods, made American goods cheaper, thus making it far more 

difficult for farmers to pay their debts. With profits from overseas trading dwindling, 

merchants turned homeward to their debtors to try and make up the difference, but there was 

no money to be had anywhere at home. To make matters worse, state governments levied 

higher taxes hoping to pay off war debts and advance commerce.60 The law seemed heavily 

in favor of merchants over yeoman, and farmers began to recognize the discrepancy. As 

David Brian Robertson explains, “finance and commerce lie at the heart of policy divisions 

in the 1780s. Revenue and trade policies brought the nation to the brink of disunion, the 

national government to the brink of irrelevance, and a growing number of Americans to the 

conviction that specific changes in national policy making would result in indispensable 

benefits.”61 Before a crisis erupted real changes needed to be made, but these needed to be 

made by the Union as a whole. 

 As Congress convened in 1785, delegates knew full well the danger that commerce 

posed to the Union. Something needed to be done, but what they did not know. The 

Congressional report indicates that not only were internal issues of concern, but the entire 

future empire was at stake. It states as follows: 
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The situation of the commercial affairs of the Union, require that the several 

legislatures should come to the earliest decision on the subject, which they now 

submit to their consideration. … A further delay must be productive of 

inconvenience. The interests, which will vest in every part of the Union, must 

soon take root and have their influence. The produce raised upon the banks of 

those great rivers and lakes, which have their sources high up in the interior parts 

of the continent, will empty itself into the Atlantic in different directions, and of 

course, as the States growing up at the westward attain maturity and get admission 

into the confederation, will their government become more complicated. Whether 

this will be the source of strength and wealth to the Union, must therefore in a 

great degree depend upon the measures which may be now adopted.62 

Recognizing the threat of division as the Union expanded and separate interests grew, 

representatives were left to complex rhetorical debate over those measures which would best 

strengthen and perpetuate the Union. Nevertheless, nothing of substance was achieved, and 

the Union remained teetering on the edge of destruction. 

 Those in leadership who had fought for the liberty of the states began to look for 

those measures that would ensure perpetual union. Washington sent his reply to Madison, 

voicing his support of a general resolution to regulate the Union’s commerce, though he did 

not limit his remarks to economic concerns. “We are either a united people or we are not so,” 

Washington wrote. “If the former, let us in all matters of general concern, act as a nation 

which has a national character to support. … In any case, it behoves us to provide good 

militia laws, and to look well to the execution of them; but if we mean by our conduct, that 

the States shall act independently of each other, it becomes indispensably necessary, for 

therein will consist our strength and the respectability of the Union.”63 On the same day, 

Washington wrote to David Stuart, “If we consider ourselves or wish to be considered by 

others as a united people, why not adopt the measures which are characteristic of it, and 

support the honor and dignity of one? If we are afraid to trust one another under qualified 

powers, there is an end of the union.”64 The question was not whether the people wanted to 

be united, but how their union was to operate. In Washington’s view, the measures 
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characteristic of union were to be found in the Constitution proposed two years later, but not 

every American adopted this philosophy. Nevertheless, Washington’s letter illustrates his 

concern over maintaining the union, which was shared by many others throughout the land. 

 Despite so many efforts to preserve union, the rift between merchants and yeomen 

eventually exploded as Daniel Shays led a rebellion of hundreds of farmers in western 

Massachusetts against their creditors in what they perceived to be a battle continuing their 

revolutionary fight for liberty. Shays’ Rebellion was squashed by the state militia, but 

insurgents were further vilified in rhetoric. One author sent a “Crostick,” or poem formed by 

the word “INSURGENTS” written vertically, to the Hampshire Gazette. Introducing the 

poem, the anonymous author said that the word “insurgents” was not explained in the 

dictionaries of their time. As such, it was suggested that “perhaps some idea of its 

signification may be found in the following”: 

I nsolvent debtors, aiming ne’er to pay: 

N otorious gamblers risking all at play. 

S editious whigs, who think a man should die, 

U nless his sentiments with theirs comply. 

R evengeful tories, democracy disdain; 

G reat Britain, they think ought to rule & reign. 

E nlarg’d jail-birds, men with five years pay: – 

N ews-men, Court members, Servants run away. 

T he vicious ign’rant herd; for knaves sit tools; 

S ome may be honest, yet deluded fools.65 

The author of this poem not only understood the power of language and its fluid nature 

between signifiers and signified, but chose to place a “signification” of “insurgents” as being 

closely linked to such hated groups as Tories, despite the fact that many of the insurgent 

farmers had fought as patriots in the Revolutionary War. In such beautiful prose, those who 

had arisen in rebellion were rhetorically identified with those who laughingly called America 
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the “disunited states.” As such, Shays’ Rebellion was no longer an issue of debtors versus 

creditors, but union versus disunion. 

 The year 1787 became the year of union versus disunion, not simply because of 

Shays’ Rebellion or the Constitution, but because of the public rhetoric seen months before 

the Convention in Philadelphia. As Gary B. Nash explains, “on the eve of the Constitutional 

Convention many politicians talked of separate confederacies (northern, mid-Atlantic, and 

southern); but most of this was rhetorical posturing, a game of blind man’s bluff.”66 Whether 

it was bluffing or not, suggestions of dividing the Confederate States were often 

accompanied by reasonable justification. For example, just weeks before delegates met, an 

article in the Hampshire Gazette reported, “A hint has, in the Southern papers, been 

suggested to the Deputies of the Federal Convention, on the propriety of recommending a 

dissolution of the Confederation and a division of the States into four republics.” Rather than 

looking at this suggestion as negative, however, the paper accepted the idea as being rather 

warranted. After explaining the four proposed boundaries, the paper continued: 

This division seems to be pointed out by climate, whose effect no positive law can 

surpass. The religion, manners, customs, exports, imports, and general interest of 

each, being in them the same, no opposition, arising from difference in these (as 

at present) would any longer divide their councils – unanimity would render us 

secure at home, and respectable abroad, and promote agriculture, manufactures 

and commerce.67 

Rhetoric like this that threatened division did so by suggesting that it would also preserve 

union, at least within the proposed republics. According to this article, union could best be 

maintained when the people within the respective boundaries maintained a similar culture 

and interests. 

 From the moment the States united until the Constitution was proposed, it was union 

that remained the goal of American statesmen, even though they understood that cultural and 

societal differences threatened the Union. This goal of perpetual union despite division is 

evident in a letter that accompanied the act of confederation under the Articles, saying, 
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“hardly is it to be expected that any plan, in the variety of provisions essential to our union, 

should exactly correspond with the maxims and political views of every particular State.”68 

Once the threat of disunion escalated, however, it was questioned whether various political 

views could be incorporated under one general system of government. Regardless of 

differences that existed between the states, there were those in leadership positions not 

willing to forsake union, and it was in the new Constitution that they placed their hope. 

Washington made his support of the constitution as a means of union very clear when he 

wrote a letter to Charles Carter that was subsequently published in the newspapers. “The 

constitution or disunion is before us to choose from,” Washington wrote. “If the first is our 

election, when the defects of it are experienced, a constitutional door is opened for 

amendments, and may be adopted in a peaceable manner, without tumult or disorder.”69 

Washington placed the constitution as being equal to the choice of union, and this rhetorical 

posturing is exactly how the Federalist Papers were constructed in trying to convince the 

states to choose between ratification and division. 

NUMBERING THE FEDERALIST PAPERS 

 With hundreds of primary documents concerning the Constitutional debate, it seems 

almost superfluous to try to limit a discussion of the rhetoric to a single chapter, or book for 

that matter. Historians have published volumes when dealing with this distinct moment in 

American history. As such, it may well be asked, what is to be done? How can the rhetoric be 

analyzed in an all-encompassing way without publishing an entire encyclopedia of rhetorical 

research? One option available in order to try and solve this dilemma is to turn to quantitative 

history. At the beginning of this chapter, it is mentioned that union being perpetual was 

rhetorically outlined seven times in the Articles of Confederation. While it may not be 

significant that union is mentioned so many times within a single document, it is significant 

that seven out of eight of its uses are linked to the desire that union be perpetual. Naturally, 
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turning words into numbers is only half the battle, and a downhill one for that matter. The 

other half – turning the numbers back into a meaningful explanation – is an uphill battle all 

the way, especially since post-structural theory assumes that words are only given meaning 

based on a specifically constructed perception. It is the most difficult task for a historian to 

use rhetoric that describes quantitative results without bias and while considering all other 

factors. Nevertheless, in order to more fully incorporate the documents into a single chapter, 

this study has counted the rhetoric within all of the Federalist Papers. 

 The issue between proponents and opponents of the new Constitution was what kind 

of government would best perpetuate the Union. Was the government to be federal, national, 

imperial, or republican? In examining the documents, therefore, it seems appropriate to ask 

how contemporaneous authors viewed the American Union, or what it could become under 

the new Constitution. As such, references that labeled the political union were counted. 

These were counted according to it being (1) a “union” or “united,” (2) specifically referred 

to as the “United States,” (3) it being “federal,” (4) a “nation” or “national” entity, (5) an 

“empire” or “imperial” unit, and (6) a “republic” or “republican” form of government. This 

exercise is not entirely objective, either, but nonetheless significant. For instance, in the first 

Federalist Paper when “the fate of an empire” is mentioned in general terms this is counted as 

referring to the Union as an empire, otherwise it would have been pointless to use such a 

label as being universal. Any time other “nations” or “republics” are used in comparison to 

the American government, it seems logical that such terms were synonymous to the 

American Union and, as such, were counted. In addition, the threat of “disunion” or being 

“disunited” is also considered in this study as indicating America as being classified a Union. 

When counting these terms, it is likewise important to distinguish between authors. Did 

Hamilton favor the use of one term over another, and did Madison favor any particular 

terms? The third author, John Jay, wrote only five Papers, making the sample size almost 

insignificant. This study is even more complicated when considering that three of the 

Federalist Papers are understood as being authored by both “Hamilton and Madison,” 

whereas eleven Papers have had disputes rendering many historians to accept attribution as 

“Hamilton or Madison.” As such, the Papers were divided according to five authors; 

Hamilton, Madison, Jay, Hamilton and Madison, and Hamilton or Madison. 
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 By looking at the average use of each term per Federalist Paper by each of the five 

authored categories, “nation” and “union” are used most by all authors combined. As shown 

in Table 1, amongst all authors, “nation” or “national” is used on average 6.7 times and 

“union” or “unite” are used 5.2 times per paper. However, the numbers are even more 

interesting when looking at each author independently. Hamilton uses “nation” and “union” 

on average the most, Madison “federal” and “union,” Jay “nation” and “union,” Hamilton 

and Madison together “union” and “empire,” and those Papers with disputed authorship 

“federal” and “nation.” By excluding those Papers with disputed authorship, “union” is the 

only term consistently used most by all of the authors.  

Table 1. Average Use of Term per Federalist Paper 

Term Hamilton Madison Jay 
Hamilton & 

Madison 

Hamilton Or 

Madison 
Total 

Union/Unite 5.7 6.1 5.8 7.7 0.8 5.2 

United States 2.5 2.9 0.2 0.3 1.9 2.3 

Federal 2.6 7.4 0.8 3.7 5.5 3.8 

Nation/National 7.2 5.8 14.2 2.0 3.3 6.7 

Empire/Imperial 0.4 0.4 0.2 7.7 0.1 0.6 

Republic/Republican 1.4 4.0 0.4 2.3 2.7 2.0 

 

It is one thing to count the numbers, but what do all of these mean? The use of “union” 

between authors appears to have little deviation, except in the case of the eleven disputed 

Papers attributed to “Hamilton or Madison.” When looking at the standard deviation between 

authors, the words used with the closest averages are “United States” and “republic.” 

However, when looking at the standard deviation between those with an accepted attribution 

of authorship, as shown in Figure 1, or by excluding the ambiguous “Hamilton or Madison” 

category, the deviation increases for all terms except “union,” which then becomes the term 

with least deviation between authors.  
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    Figure 1. Standard Deviation of terms between authors of Federalist Papers. 

If anything is to be concluded by these numbers, it is that while “nation” and “union” are 

used on average the most per Federalist Paper, of these “union” maintains the least deviation. 

As such, if “union” is used on average six times per Paper of those with attributed authors, 

surely “union” held great significance to these early American political leaders. 

 Any historian could question the importance of the word “union” or any of the other 

terms in the debate surrounding the Constitution, and in order to realize their significance an 

analysis may also be conducted in view of time. With the exception of two, the Federalist 

Papers were all published chronologically according to their number, though they appeared 

in different New York newspapers. Of course, the final eight were published at once in a 

combined volume. Nevertheless, given their sequential order, a linear regression can be 

conducted to see whether the use of these words changed over time from Paper to Paper. A 

linear regression of the frequency of usage of each term across 85 Papers, as shown in Table 

2, illustrates that the use of the word “union” significantly decreases over time. Since the 

chance that such a distribution occurring a second time in another random sampling occurs at 

a 1% level, it is difficult to argue that the decrease in its use was not intentional. It seems as 

though the authors calculatingly used union the most in the beginning, and allowed its use to 

diminish over time.  Table 2 further illustrates that while “union” decreases it is replaced 

with an increase in the use of “United States.” 
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Table 2. Linear Regression Results of Frequency of Usage in Federalist Papers 

 Union 
United 

States 
Federal Nation Empire Republic 

Federalist 

Paper 

Number 

-0.055 

(0.016)*** 

0.045 

(0.013)*** 

0.009 

(0.021) 

-0.044 

(0.026)* 

-0.007 

(0.010) 

-0.023 

(0.017) 

Hamilton 
4.346 

(1.130)*** 

0.971 

(0.880) 

-2.854 

(1.437)* 

3.498 

(1.796)* 

0.194 

(0.731) 

-1.581 

(1.170) 

Madison 
4.474 

(1.360)*** 

1.709 

(1.059) 

1.994 

(1.729) 

1.849 

(2.162) 

0.196 

(0.880) 

0.927 

(1.408) 

Jay 
2.825 

(1.925) 

0.046 

(1.498) 

-4.387 

(2.446)* 

9.188 

(3.058)*** 

-0.181 

(1.244) 

-3.214 

(1.992) 

Hamilton & 

Madison 

4.879 

(2.270)** 

0.027 

(1.767) 

-1.552 

(2.885) 

-2.861 

(3.607) 

7.310 

(1.468)*** 

-1.204 

(2.349) 

Constant 
3.835 

(1.346)*** 

-0.546 

(1.048) 

5.044 

(1.711)*** 

5.705 

(2.139)*** 

0.497 

(0.870) 

3.967 

(1.393)*** 

# of Obs. 

R-squared 

85 

0.30 

85 

0.19 

85 

0.19 

85 

0.21 

85 

0.30 

85 

0.11 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; the category “Hamilton Or Madison consisting of 

Papers with uncertain authorship is the excluded category;           

* significant at 10%;  ** significant at 5%;  *** significant at 1% 

 The term that maintains the highest significance, either in its increase or decrease of 

use, is “union.”  It is interesting to note the statistical significance of “union” showing a 

negative coefficient of -0.055 and “United States” a positive coefficient of 0.045. It is as if 

the use of “United States” intentionally replaces “union” over time, although the average use 

of “union” in four of the last six Papers returns to exceeding its overall average. One could, 

therefore, conclude that while its use diminished over time, “union” remained most important 

to be used in the opening and final Papers. This may have been done intentionally in order to 

construct a foundation of “union” in the beginning, followed by a strong conclusion of 

“union” to sum up the entire work. Of all the terms analyzed, only the uses of “United 

States” and “federal” increase over time. However, the change in the use of “federal” is not 

significantly different than zero. In addition, the significance of the increase of “United 

States” could arguably be due to its lack of ideology and connection to “union.” It may have 

been possible for opponents of the Constitution to argue against a “national” or “federal” 

government, but they would find it difficult to challenge the “United States.” For the most 
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part, the use of “federal,” “empire” and “republic” all have too little change over time to have 

significance, regardless of author. The significance of Hamilton and Madison as combined 

authors to increase in their use of “empire” can be explained by Federalist Paper 19 which 

has 47% of all its uses in all of the Papers, given its particular focus on analyzing ancient 

empires. When looking at the respective authors, it is also interesting to note that Hamilton 

and Madison, individually as well as in their combined Papers, are significantly likely to 

have increases in their use of “union” when excluding those Papers where authorship is 

unknown. On the other hand, Jay is the only author who is significantly likely to use “nation” 

in his Papers. Statistically speaking, those factors with greatest significance are Hamilton and 

Madison’s increasing likelihood to use “union” and its overall decrease over time as “United 

States” is increased. These numbers are important, and whether or not these statistics are 

significant historically is left to the historian and statistician to decide together in a union of 

their own.70  

 As indicative of any work relying on quantitative research, particularly in regard to 

rhetoric, so many questions are left unanswered. These results only reveal what, how often, 

and how likely words were used, which provides a sampling of their importance. 

Nevertheless, relying entirely on the numbers does not explain how each term was 

understood. Indeed, quantitative history does not always explain the story without questions 

being raised. This is where the objectivity of numbers yields to the subjectivity of 

explanation. Federalists began their arguments upon a foundation that imagined union as 

their cause. Once the groundwork was laid, authors could then immerse themselves more 

fully into the rhetoric concerning particularities over delegated powers and natural rights. As 

such, this study will now address the “opening” remarks, or the first publications of these 

proponents of the Constitution in the last few months of 1787, whereupon the foundation was 

laid that supported later documents. 

 
70 As a robustness check, the regression analysis was also analyzed with the use of terms as a percentage 

of the word-count and the results were consistent in terms of both direction and significance. 
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 THE FIRST POST-STRUCTURALISTS AND THE 

FOUNDATION OF “UNION” 

 The importance of union in the Federalist Papers is evident in today’s most recent 

publications of the documents. In the Modern Library’s publication of The Federalist, editor 

Robert Scigliano divides the Papers into six parts. He places Federalist Paper 1 as an 

“Introduction,” after which Papers 2 through 14 are placed under the section “The Utility of 

Union.” Is it any wonder that the first Federalist Papers to appear in print advocated union 

before dealing with any of the other intricacies regarding the new Constitution? Most 

appropriately, Federalist Paper 1 sets the stage for labeling the American political union, by 

using all of the above terms at least once, “union” dominating with seven mentions while the 

next highest number of uses is only two. Nevertheless, this pattern does not remain 

throughout all of the Federalist Papers, but it does yield the question as to why each term was 

used at least once in the opening (or preamble as it were) to arguments posed by the 

federalists. In addition to these terms, the American Union is seen as a “country,” which is 

indicative more so of the geographic relationship of the states and has become a popular use 

when referring to political unions, but it is also referred to as belonging to one of many 

“societies of men.” Considering the vernacular within this single document, including calls 

for “patriotism,” being “judicious,” considering the “public good,” and all with the goal for 

the “preservation of that species of government,” any reader may be lost in trying to 

understand what kind of “species” is truly being advocated.71 As political propaganda, it 

seems only reasonable to suggest that Alexander Hamilton and other proponents of the 

Constitution knew full well that regardless of the kind of government it would eventually 

portray, whether of a national, imperial, or republican example, the most important thing was 

to link that government to union. These men knew of the power of language, specifically in 

its possible disconnect with reality, and, therefore, no matter what signifiers they used, they 

knew that the final signified element needed to be union. In a way, the Founding Fathers 

were the first post-structuralists in American history. 

 
71 Alexander Hamilton, The Federalist No. 1, Oct. 27, 1787, in The Federalist, Robert Scigliano, ed. (New 

York: The Modern Library, 2000), 3-7. 



 

 

40 

 Hamilton was not the only Federalist author who understood the importance in 

ensuring that political signifiers never outweighed union. In Federalist Paper 2, John Jay 

advocated that America “should, to all general purposes, be one nation, under one federal 

government.” It could be asked why Jay used “federal” when referring to the government 

rather than “one nation” being “national,” though Jay calls it a “national government” later in 

the same sentence. In the end, it really did not matter to Jay, because the purpose of any 

government, whether federal or national, was union. Returning to the importance of perpetual 

union, Jay argued, “A strong sense of the value and blessings of union induced the people, at 

a very early period, to institute a federal government to preserve and perpetuate it.”72 Jay 

continues this sense of union in Federalist Paper 3 wherein, instead of referring to the 

“United States,” Jay argues for the just causes that would come from a “United America.” 

Once again, this document can be summed up in “the importance of their continuing firmly 

united under one federal government, vested with sufficient powers for all general and 

national purposes.”73 Whether the purposes were of a federal, national, or even general 

nature, perpetual and continual union remained the central focus. Nevertheless, the numbers 

in all of Jay’s Papers show his preference for national governance. In Federalist 64, Jay 

argued, “In proportion as the United States assume a national form and a national character, 

so will the good of the whole be more and more an object of attention, and the government 

must be a weak one indeed, if it should forget that the good of the whole can only be 

promoted by advancing the good of each of the parts or members which compose the whole.” 

Despite his preference for nationalism, however, Jay still argued on the basis of union as he 

believed a “national form” was best for “the good of the whole.”74 

 Following Jay’s authorship in Federalist Papers 2 through 5, Hamilton began 

Federalist Paper 6 perpetuating the importance of union. This he did by focusing on union’s 

oppositional binary, disunion, but Hamilton chose to use alternate terms. As he explained, 

“the three last numbers of this paper have been dedicated to an enumeration of the dangers to 

which we should be exposed, in a state of disunion, from the arms and arts of foreign nations. 

 
72 John Jay, The Federalist No. 2, Oct. 31, 1787, in Ibid., 8-9. 

73 John Jay, The Federalist No. 3, Nov. 3, 1787, in Ibid., 13-14. 

74 John Jay, The Federalist No. 64, Mar. 5, 1788, in Ibid., 416. 
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I shall now proceed to delineate dangers of a different and, perhaps, still more alarming kind 

– those which will in all probability flow from dissensions between the States themselves, 

and from domestic factions and convulsions.” Dissensions, factions, and convulsions had 

been the cause of numerous wars and would remain common enemies to the American Union 

throughout its history, so it was important to avoid any form of government that would 

promote such division. Although Hamilton uses nation with equal frequency to Jay’s Papers, 

he used Federalist Paper 6 to discuss the value of republican governance. Hamilton asked his 

readers rhetorically, “Have republics in practice been less addicted to war than monarchies? 

Are not the former administered by MEN as well as the latter?” Despite this historic 

prevalence, “commercial republics, like ours,” said Hamilton, “will never be disposed to 

waste themselves in ruinous contentions with each other. They will be governed by mutual 

interest, and will cultivate a spirit of mutual amity and concord.” Hamilton spoke vigorously 

of the historic wars between republics fostered by commerce, not to challenge the value in 

republican government, but to warn of the importance that the American Republic remain 

united. Hamilton ends this Paper by quoting l'Abbé Mably’s 1757 Principes des 

Négociations on international relations that argues, “NEIGHBORING NATIONS (says he) 

are naturally enemies of each other unless their common weakness forces them to league in a 

CONFEDERATE REPUBLIC, and their constitution prevents the differences that 

neighborhood occasions, extinguishing that secret jealousy which disposes all states to 

aggrandize themselves at the expense of their neighbors.”75 In other words, the close vicinity 

of the states required their union under a republican government in order to prevent war. 

 The argument to embrace union so war might be avoided was used on both sides of 

the aisle. In his next Paper, Hamilton furthered his argument for union by answering the 

question, “What inducements could the States have, if disunited, to make war upon each 

other?” Hamilton concluded that if proper measures were not taken, “the peace of the States 

would be hazarded to the double contingency of external invasion and internal contention.”76 

Although federalists insisted that they defended union, in reality the anti-federalists were just 

as concerned with the threat of faction and war. Just as federalists were intent on painting 

 
75 Alexander Hamilton, The Federalist No. 6, Nov. 14, 1787, in Ibid., 27-33. 

76 Alexander Hamilton, The Federalist No. 7, Nov. 17, 1787, in Ibid., 34-39. 
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their opponents as divisive and separatist, anti-federalists also attempted to smear their 

opponents as the instigators of faction. A couple weeks after Federalist Paper 7 was 

published, a response appeared in the Virginia Journal and Alexandria Advertiser on 

December 6, 1787 by an anonymous anti-federalist taking on the pseudonym 

“Philanthropos.” This author, however, did not defend the Articles of Confederation as they 

were, but argued, “Our present constitution, with a few additional powers to Congress, seems 

better calculated to preserve the rights and defend the liberties of our citizens, than the one 

proposed, without proper amendments.” In other words, it was not necessarily that the 

proposed Constitution was a disgrace either. The Articles needed to be changed, or at least 

the Constitution amended to preserve certain liberties. After suggesting amendments, 

however, the author proceeded to advocate perpetual union, saying, “Let us therefore, for 

once, show our judgment and solidity by continuing it,” meaning the Union under the 

Articles. The remainder of this letter warns that faction was illustrated by the emergence of 

this new Constitution, and that if it were adopted the result may be civil war.77 

 Proponents of the Constitution likewise argued that their plan would be more likely to 

prevent division or war. In Federalist Paper 8, Hamilton threatened that unless the republic as 

it then stood was changed, “we should, in a little time, see established in every part of this 

country the same engines of despotism which have been the scourge of the Old World.” To 

conclude, Hamilton calls for ratification of the “Constitution, the rejection of which would in 

all probability put a final period to the Union.”78 It was a choice between union and disunion. 

This did not mean that republicanism was to be abandoned, either. Under the Articles of 

Confederation, the United States was already a republic, but republican government needed 

to be perfected in order to avoid the failures that were had by other republics in history. The 

Federalist Paper with the highest incidence wherein “republic” or “republican” government is 

used is Number 9, wherein Hamilton built upon his earlier rejection of the Old World. In this 

Paper Hamilton went further into showing historic examples of failed republics as the 

“means, and powerful means, by which the excellences of republican government may be 

 
77 “Philanthropos,” Dec. 6, 1787, in The Virginia Journal and Alexandria Advertiser, Volume IV, 

(February 8, 1787 to May 21, 1789), Wesley E. Pippenger and James D. Munson, eds. (Westminster, MD: 

Heritage Books, 2001), 200. 

78 Alexander Hamilton, The Federalist No. 8, Nov. 20, 1787, in The Federalist, Scigliano, ed., 43-47. 
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retained and its imperfections lessened or avoided.”79 In other words, republican government 

could not only be maintained under the newly federal Constitution, it would be perfected to 

ensure its perpetuity.  

 Madison followed up Hamilton’s discussion of republicanism with his own focus on 

the virtues and vices of republics and democracies, judging that republican governance was 

closest of all to that which best prevented faction – union. As another figure who could have 

understood post-structural theory and the importance of language, Madison examined the 

particularities within these two forms of government in the oft-quoted Federalist Paper 10. 

To Madison, it was not about which structure prevented faction altogether, but which “will 

be less apt to pervade the whole body of the Union” with vices. Madison accepted the idea 

that opponents of the Constitution may have also been in favor of union, nevertheless a union 

perhaps more factitious in nature. According to Madison, faction could amount to “a number 

of citizens, whether amounting to a majority or a minority of the whole, who are united and 

actuated by some common impulse of passion, or of interest, adverse to the rights of other 

citizens, or to the permanent and aggregate interests of the community.” In other words, 

though they advocated union, even if under a democracy, anti-federalists could still be acting 

in opposition to the rights and liberties that only union could protect. In Madison’s view, 

union prevented the vices of human nature from resulting in faction, but what form of union 

was perfect, or at least more perfect? In a democracy, Madison saw that “men of factious 

tempers, of local prejudices, or of sinister designs, may, by intrigue, by corruption, or by 

other means, first obtain the suffrages, and then betray the interests, of the people.” 

Alternately, in a large republic, Madison believed, “you make it less probable that a majority 

of the whole will have a common motive to invade the rights of other citizens; or if such a 

common motive exists, it will be more difficult for all who feel it to discover their own 

strength, and to act in unison with each other.” As such, as Madison concludes, “the same 

advantage which a republic has over a democracy, in controlling the effects of faction, is 

enjoyed by a large over a small republic, – is enjoyed by the Union over the States 

composing it.” Madison finished this Paper by placing republicanism and federalism in what 

seemed to him to be a more perfect union. “In the extent and proper structure of the Union, 

 
79 Alexander Hamilton, The Federalist No. 9, Nov. 21, 1787, in Ibid., 48. 
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therefore,” he argued, “we behold a republican remedy for the diseases most incident to 

republican government. And according to the degree of pleasure and pride we feel in being 

republicans, ought to be our zeal in cherishing the spirit and supporting the character of 

Federalists.”80 Federalism and republicanism each contained their merit, and combined, they 

could lessen the tyrannical diseases that resulted from human nature. 

 By the time delegates gathered in Philadelphia to reconsider the Articles of 

Confederation, worries concerning nature overcoming union were central to the 

Constitution’s formation. While federalists and anti-federalists rhetorically battled over the 

structure of America’s government, both sought their own ideals of union. In addition, their 

fears regarding a less-than-perfect union mirrored each other’s distrust in human nature. 

Federalists like Alexander Hamilton perceived that men “constantly pursue internal interests 

adverse to those of the whole,” and was therefore inclined to a stronger centralized authority 

to protect the “exigencies of the Union.”81 Alternatively, the essays of “Brutus” perceived 

that the proposed form of government would “possess absolute and uncontroulable power.” 

The anti-federalist inclination, therefore, was to oppose the Constitution on the basis that “in 

a large extended country, it is impossible to have a representation, possessing the sentiments, 

and of integrity, to declare the minds of the people.”82 Both arguments held perceptions of 

the nature of man. Hamilton’s perception was one that pointed to the nature of man to 

possess “internal interests” against the union, while Brutus’ perception pointed to the nature 

of man being unable to possess the “integrity” of a larger union. Both perceptions recognized 

natural individual vices that required some form of government to ensure security of man’s 

inalienable rights. The disputed question was how large of a government or in what form the 

union required. The “united” States were threatened with dissolution and union was the cure.  

 The battle over the rhetoric of union between federalists and anti-federalists alike 

indicates their understanding of the importance of a strong signifier. Why would the 

 
80 James Madison, The Federalist No. 10, Nov. 22, 1787, in Ibid., 53-61. 

81 Alexander Hamilton, “Constitutional Convention Speech on a Plan of Government,” in The American 

Intellectual Tradition, David A. Hollinger and Charles Capper, eds. (Cambridge: Oxford University Press, 

1993), 136. 

82 “Brutus” I, New York Journal, 18 Oct. 1787, reprinted in The Debate on the Constitution, Part One, 

Bernard Bailyn, ed. (New York: Library of America, 1993), 166 & 172. 
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federalists have spent so much time defending union, given that anti-federalists were likewise 

in favor of union? Regardless of the rhetoric they may have utilized concerning the type of 

government the new Constitution embodied, federalists had very little ideologically to offer 

that anti-federalists could not have argued was already in place. Under the Articles of 

Confederation, there already existed a republican form of government, one that had a federal 

authority of some sort, and that maintained a single nation. Granted, differences in practice 

existed between the republican, federal, and national implications of both the Articles and 

Constitution, but these differences were as ambiguous as their rhetoric allowed. In the end, 

federalists and anti-federalists alike understood that outside of the rhetorical machinations 

over liberty, power, and nature, there remained the importance of a signifier with meaning. 

Union signified the desire of every American, and no other rhetoric could replace it, either as 

signifier or signified. Hamilton, Jay, and Madison knew this and built their entire discourse 

on a foundation that could not fail. 

IDEOLOGIES AND UNION 

 Considering that proponents of the Constitution took on the name Federalists in their 

publications, it should be asked how they understood federalism. In Federalist Paper 23, 

Hamilton defended the Constitution, saying, “the POWERS are not too extensive for the 

OBJECTS of federal administration, or, in other words, for the management of our 

NATIONAL INTERESTS.” Is Hamilton linking federalism to nationalism, or is he saying 

that administration can be described as federal whereas interests can only be described as 

national? In the final line of this Paper, Hamilton shows that national interests exist 

regardless of the form of Union. The question was what kind of organization would oversee 

those interests. If the Constitution were not adopted, Hamilton argued, “we cannot fail to 

verify the gloomy doctrines which predict the impracticability of a national system pervading 

entire limits of the present Confederacy.”83 In other words, under a confederate government, 

the national interests of the union would fail to be maintained. Only under a federal system 

could they be preserved. Hamilton, therefore, used the term “federal” to denote an institution 

 
83 Alexander Hamilton, The Federalist No. 23, Dec. 18, 1787, in The Federalist, Scigliano, ed., 144-145. 



 

 

46 

or ideology, whereas his use of “national” represents an identity or social force.84 This bares 

the question as to what Hamilton meant by the term “union.” If there were no union between 

the states, could national interests or a national identity still exist? Without union there would 

be no national system. In Hamilton’s view, a federal administration was what was needed in 

order to act as “an energetic government; for any other can certainly never preserve the 

Union of so large an empire.”85 Union, therefore, is neither an institution nor an identity, but 

a structure that determines whether such ideologies or social forces can exist. The opposite is 

also true, for without the proper institution or identity to maintain the structure, the union 

would also cease to exist.  

 Hamilton’s application of “federal” and “national” in the contexts of ideology and 

identity, respectively, are also found in Madison’s examination of the Constitution’s 

“republican” form. In Federalist Paper 39, Madison opened with an assessment of what could 

properly be termed as republican government. Pointing to historical examples of republics, 

Madison argued that their differences “show the extreme inaccuracy with which the term has 

been used in political disquisitions.” He then defined republicanism as a form of government 

operated or administered by persons selected by the people, whether directly or indirectly. “It 

is essential to such a government,” he added, “that it be derived from the great body of the 

society, not from an inconsiderable proportion, or a favored class of it.” The question that 

this definition yields, however, is whether such a republican form would be derived of a 

national or federal character. Madison compared both federal and national government to 

show that the proposed Constitution created a perfect union of both. According to Madison, 

the “foundation on which it is to be established” rendered it federal, whereas the “sources 

from which the ordinary powers of government are to be derived” rendered it national. 

Whereas the foundation represents the ideological or institutional form of government, the 

sources refers to the social force of the people. In other words, “federal” referred to “political 

bodies” within the union, whereas “national” signified “individual citizens.” The Constitution 

formed a government that derived its power from the union of both. “Among a people 

 
84 See also Hendrickson, Union, Nation or Empire, 4-5. As explained in Chapter 1, Hendrickson sees 

“internationalism, nationalism, and imperialism … as signifying either ideologies or social forces” and 

“‘empire,’ ‘nation,’ and ‘union’ … as signifying either institutions or identities.” 

85 Alexander Hamilton, The Federalist No. 23, Dec. 18, 1787, in The Federalist, Scigliano, ed., 144-145. 
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consolidated into one nation,” he argued, “this supremacy is completely vested in the 

national legislature. Among communities united for particular purposes, it is vested partly in 

the general and partly in the municipal legislature.”86 The government was to be formed, 

therefore, by the authority of a people united in the context of identity and social forces and 

states united by their ideology and institutions. Without union, however, neither national nor 

federal characteristics could exist within a republic. Consequently, by forming a federal and 

national republican government, concerns over state and individual rights were addressed. 

The only question remaining was whether the Union would also act as an empire. 

 Not only was nationalism combined with federalism through a separation of identity 

and ideology, but national identity was also utilized in combination with empire as an 

institution. Federalist Paper 19 discusses empires more than any other Paper, and herein is, at 

least, a partial explanation of how empire and imperialism were constructed in early 

American history. It is not entirely known who the author is of this Paper, though it is 

accepted by many scholars to be the combined effort of Madison and Hamilton. 

Nevertheless, the authors of this Paper illustrated contemporaneous thoughts concerning 

imperialism by describing the history and formation of the Germanic empire. According the 

Madison and Hamilton, imperialism alone was not enough, because “the force of imperial 

sovereignty was insufficient to restrain such powerful dependents; or to preserve the unity 

and tranquility of the empire.” Whether of an imperial nature or not, what was important was 

union. The Paper later explains “that the empire is a community of sovereigns, that the diet is 

a representation of sovereigns and that the laws are addressed to sovereigns.” Given the 

emphasis on rulers rather than the ruled, the threat of faction within the empire increased 

whenever local interests came into play, even under the threat of invasion. The argument then 

placed the United States under the Articles of Confederation as a similarly governing empire 

wherein each state maintained its own sovereignty. As such, something more was needed to 

prevent America from becoming, like Germany, “a feeble and precarious Union.”87 The next 

few Papers continued to explain failures or weaknesses in other confederacies, while 

 
86 James Madison, The Federalist No. 39, Jan. 16, 1788, in Ibid., 239-246. 

87 James Madison and Alexander Hamilton, The Federalist No. 19, Dec. 8, 1787, in Ibid., 112-116. 
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promoting increased union under the authority of a national rather than imperial government 

to prevent faction.  

 It was under a national government that the interests of the ruled, rather than rulers, 

were believed to be secured in an empire. In Federalist Paper 22, Hamilton concluded the 

discussion in previous Papers by showing how a national empire could be constructed. He 

wrote, “The possibility of a question of this nature proves the necessity of laying the 

foundations of our national government deeper than in the mere sanction of delegated 

authority.” Empires of the past had failed because the people were bypassed when rulers kept 

power unto themselves. Without distancing himself from the notion that the United States 

embodied an empire, however, Hamilton argued, “the fabric of American empire ought to 

rest on the solid basis of THE CONSENT OF THE PEOPLE. The streams of national power 

ought to flow immediately from that pure, original fountain of all legitimate authority.”88 In 

other words, since the individual states represented their own sovereignty, as a united 

institution they formed an empire, but in order to preserve the empire, or Union, the 

operating ideology was to be national rather than imperial. This is not to suggest that 

imperialism never operated as an ideology in America’s political union, but it was meant not 

to be the focal point. 

 Since the empire was to be governed by a national ideology, even if the Union ever 

did engage in imperialism, the national government could still be maintained. Hamilton’s 

construction of nationalism is illustrated in his discussion of the fear that Americans had 

regarding standing armies. To explain this fear, he suggested a focus on America’s national 

roots. He said, “Though in speculative minds it may arise from a contemplation of the nature 

and tendency of such institutions, fortified by the events that have happened in other ages and 

countries, yet as a national sentiment, it must be traced to those habits of thinking which we 

derive from the nation from whom the inhabitants of these States have in general sprung.” 

Hamilton then proceeded to give a brief history of the move against standing armies in 

Britain, whereupon he concluded, “From the same source, the people of America may be said 

to have derived an hereditary impression of danger to liberty, from standing armies in time of 
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peace.”89 Since the root of nation means birth, it seems logical to assume, given this 

statement, that Hamilton saw nationalism as being linked to heredity. It is likewise 

significant that he views the “national sentiment” as coming from “the people.” Under a 

national empire, therefore, the people of America were united by nature. If those of foreign 

heredity were ever to be incorporated within the Union, therefore, it would be nature that 

dictated whether they were considered people, or citizens. Thus, when the American political 

union engaged in acts of imperialism, the laws could continue to be seen in favor of the 

citizens linked by nature while creating categories of Otherness, whether by race or ethnicity. 

 By constructing a “more perfect union” of various isms, Americans could continue to 

remain ambiguous when dealing with those outside the realm of their citizenship. With a 

political union formed using oppositional ideologies, Americans could imagine their society 

as being separated by nature and culture while remaining united. This allowed American 

identity to be formed on the basis of Otherness. To what degree are unions created by the 

construction of the Other? This could be answered by asking why states of different 

environments and cultures should unite under a federal or national government. Under a 

political association already determined to have perpetual union, it was important to 

recognize that, as Hamilton illustrated, “the territories of Britain, Spain, and of the Indian 

nations in our neighborhood do not border on particular States, but encircle the Union from 

Maine to Georgia. The danger,” he continued, “though in different degrees, is therefore 

common. And the means of guarding against it ought, in like manner, to be the objects of 

common councils and of a common treasury.”90 In order to preserve the union, therefore, it 

was important to recognize a common enemy; the Other. This will be discussed in greater 

detail in the following chapter, though it is interesting to note that since American citizenship 

within the political union could incorporate the notion that identity was determined by the 

Other, the same could logically pervade avenues outside of politics, including America’s 

culture and society.  
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WRITTEN AND SPOKEN RHETORIC 

 While the newspapers were filled with political propaganda in the form of the 

Federalist Papers and opposing publications, outside the comfort of written rhetoric was the 

fiery spoken rhetoric that engulfed ratifying conventions. The Virginia Ratifying Convention 

held particularly strong debates as representatives meticulously pondered each clause within 

the new Constitution. Understanding the gravity of the situation, Virginia’s delegates began 

slowly. On Monday, 2 June 1788, the Convention went under way. The activities of the first 

day were mainly administrative, whereupon it was ordered that “two hundred copies of the 

plan of federal government” be printed and distributed to members of the Convention, 

following which George Mason requested adjournment until the following day.91 As the 

Convention reconvened on Tuesday, the administration of the debate was discussed and 

resolved. After setting the rules for the Convention, “Mr. [John] Tyler moved that the 

Convention should resolve itself into a committee of the whole Convention, to-morrow, to 

take into consideration the proposed plan of government, in order to have a fairer opportunity 

of examining its merits.”92 Delegates in Virginia were not going to pass any bill of this 

importance without first having taken the time to read and carefully examine the proposed 

Constitution. Arguments for or against the Constitution needed time to be considered and 

carefully constructed. Early American politicians knew of the importance of rhetoric, 

especially in Virginia. It was here that such powerful orators like Patrick Henry and James 

Madison wielded their rhetorical swords for battle. 

 In every sense, the battle over the Constitution in Virginia followed the pattern of the 

debate between union and disunion that so often saturated the newspapers. On 14 June 1788, 

during Virginia’s Ratifying Convention after considerable debate over the power to draw 

forth the militia, Madison argued that the states could not promise “general protection … 

without a general power to use the strength of the Union.” He followed this by suggesting 

that reason dictated the necessity of the Constitution, and then returned to the danger of 

faction against union:  
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If we review the history of all republics, we are justified in the supposition that, if 

the bands of the government be relaxed, confusion will ensue. Anarchy ever has 

produced, and I fear ever will produce, despotism. What was the state of things 

that preceded the wars and revolutions in Germany? Faction and confusion. What 

produced the disorders and commotions of Holland? The like causes. In this 

commonwealth, and every state in the Union, the relaxed operation of the 

government has been sufficient to alarm the friends of their country.93 

The record indicates that Madison spoke much more, but apparently not loud enough to be 

heard, or at least for the remainder of his speech to have been documented.94 Nevertheless, 

following his remarks, Patrick Henry arose and brought to the floor the same rhetorical 

debate that modern scholars have engaged in concerning the labeling of the United States. 

“Mr. Chairman,” Henry spoke, “it is now confessed that this is a national government. There 

is not a single federal feature in it. It has been alleged, within these walls, during the debates, 

to be national and federal, as it suited the arguments of gentlemen. But now, when we have 

heard the definition of it, it is purely national.”95 Political union was accepted by all, but the 

type of union in practice and ideology was where disagreement persisted.  

 Those in opposition to the Constitution were not necessarily opposed to creating a 

new constitution for the Union or even a national government so long as certain republican or 

federal principles truly did exist. They simply wanted certain checks against the despotism 

that so commonly accompanied human nature. Perhaps Henry’s opposition to a national 

rather than federal government was due to his fear that national meant giving in to the nature 

of man. Where state governments maintained greater control, Henry believed, representatives 

were less likely to accomplish evil designs. Following the Sunday recess, Henry opened 

Monday’s debate with another speech against the proposition that Congress have the power 

of raising armies, rather than leaving authority over the militia to the states. This contest 

between parties gradually evolved, however, to the point of discussing the degree to which 

Congress had power over the state, both in regard to policing and legislating. Once again, the 

issue was not one of union, but simply to what degree various departments had power within 
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that union. The underlying concern then returned to human nature. Henry asked, “Will not 

the members of Congress have the same passions which other rulers have had? They will not 

be superior to the frailties of human nature.”96 To place a check on the weakness of man, 

Henry desired that Congressional authority be limited and feared that any power not 

explicitly defined in the Constitution could then be exercised by an unrighteous body 

geographically removed from the states. A few minutes after Henry spoke, George Mason 

addressed similar concerns. He understood the dangers of human nature and, understanding 

the power or rhetoric, both that which is written and that which is implied, desired for a 

specifically written clause. “That Congress should have power to provide for the general 

welfare of the Union,” he said, “I grant. But I wish a clause in the Constitution, with respect 

to all powers which are not granted, that they are retained by the states. Otherwise, the power 

of providing for the general welfare may be perverted to its destruction.”97 Following 

Mason’s remarks, Henry asked that articles eight through thirteen of Virginia’s Declaration 

of Rights be read. This request was not only aimed at securing the entire assembly’s attention 

to the importance of a Bill of Rights, but also to secure favor and acceptance of George 

Mason’s prior remarks, given that Mason was the principle author of the Declaration of 

Rights. 

 The remainder of the day’s debate focused on the degree to which a Bill of Rights 

should be required in the new Constitution, or at least rhetorically outlined to be left to the 

individual states. Henry arose again and asked for such a written declaration, reminding the 

body that such a statement was included when the Articles of Confederation were written. 

“How were the congressional rights defined when the people of America united by a 

confederacy to defend their liberties and rights against the tyrannical attempts of Great 

Britain?” he asked. Had Hamilton been at the Convention, he may have argued that if it had 

not been written to the letter, it certainly remained in spirit by implication. Henry would not 

have accepted this answer, though, arguing, “The states were not then contented with implied 

reservation. No, Mr. Chairman. It was expressly declared in our Confederation that every 

right was retained by the states, respectively, which was not given up to the government of 
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the United States.”98 No matter what spirit the Constitution was written under, Henry and 

many that agreed with him wanted to see the letter of the law, for only that which was 

rhetorically constructed could then be protected. 

BALANCING PLURALISM AND UNION 

 While a lot can be gathered from the rhetoric that remained public, whether through 

written publications or political debate, the personal letters between America’s statesmen 

also yield valuable information into the rhetorical power of union. In a letter to Thomas 

Jefferson, who at the time was in Paris, Madison wrote that “it appeared to be the sincere and 

unanimous wish of the Convention to cherish and preserve the Union of the States.” As far as 

the consideration of geographical space was concerned, “it was generally agreed that the 

objects of the Union could not be secured by any system founded on the principle of a 

confederation of sovereign States.” Laying out the goals of the Convention, Madison spoke 

of the aim “to unite a proper energy in the Executive and a proper stability in the Legislative 

departments, with the essential characters of Republican Government.” This was to be 

accomplished while at the same time ensuring that laws “provide for the different interest of 

different parts of the Union.” Madison’s letter continued for pages explaining how these 

aspirations were to be fulfilled.99 The object of his letter was also to explain the proceedings 

and the intent of the various clauses within the Constitution, but he was not completely 

convincing. In his reply, Jefferson wrote of his fondness for the plan to balance the various 

branches, though he was concerned that no bill of rights was provided. He also explained his 

disagreement with other features; nevertheless, he promised his support for the Constitution 

if it passed. “After all,” he said, “it is my principle that the will of the Majority should always 

prevail.”100 As the Bill of Rights continued to be discussed in America, letters between 

Jefferson and Madison also continued on the subject. Almost a year after the Constitution 

was ratified Jefferson argued that “a declaration of rights becomes necessary by way of 

supplement.” With new federal powers granted to legislative and executive branches under 
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the Constitution, “this instrument forms us into one state as to certain objects, and … should 

therefore guard us against their abuses of power within the field submitted to them.”101 In 

other words, if the government were to be national in some respects, rights of the individual 

needed to be outlined. Likewise, if the government were to be republican in other respects, 

the states needed specific protection. Though power was distributed evenly, the union would 

only survive as long as any rhetorical power was balanced so that the union as a signifier 

never outweighed the power of the states or individuals as signified elements within the 

union, nor vice versa. If power was not balanced, the union would fall prey to the many isms 

common in nations, republics, and empires, particularly despotism, whether against 

individuals or states.  

 The Founding Fathers understood the fragility of union and the isms that perpetually 

threatened its preservation. The new American Union was not to be viewed as the “timeless 

structure” that both MacCormack and Collier were concerned with in their critiques of 

structuralism.102 Instead, Jefferson hoped “that they will amend it (the Constitution) 

whenever they shall find it work wrong.”103 Washington, Hamilton, and Madison all made 

similar references to the possibility of amending the Constitution. Jefferson was in favor of 

term limits and perpetual checks on the status of the union. He was not alone in this desire, 

either, and the Constitution itself required that the President “shall from time to time give to 

the Congress information on the state of the Union.”104 In addition, it was stipulated that the 

President give suggestions to Congress so that the Union could be maintained. In the very 

first State-of-the-Union address, President Washington advocated uniform policies regarding 

the military, naturalization, education, and, perhaps most important, economy. “Uniformity 
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in the currency, weights, and measures of the United States is an object of great importance, 

and will,” Washington assured, “be duly attended to.”105 In his final State-of-the-Union 

address, Washington reiterated some of these propositions, particularly with regard to 

establishing a national university and military academy. Aside from America’s deficiencies, 

however, he was pleased with “the success of the experiment” of union, and prayed “that the 

virtue and happiness of the people may be preserved, and that the Government which they 

have instituted for the protection of their liberties may be perpetual.”106 Perpetuity was 

exactly what the Founding Fathers had in mind when forming the Union and requiring 

updates in the form of presidential addresses. 

 Following the American Revolution and the formation of the United States, 

intellectuals and elites sought to create a more perfect union with the goal of perpetuity in 

mind. How to do so was not entirely clear. As social tensions escalated following the war, it 

became clearer to more and more American leaders that a new form of union needed to be 

constructed. The Constitutional Convention of 1787 sought to create this union according to 

their contemporaneous understanding of political identity as well as social forces. The 

political identity of America resulted in an institutional organization that included the 

executive, legislative, political and judicial actions of those in power. This was balanced 

according to the social forces of individuals and states using various ideologies, including 

federalism, nationalism, republicanism, and even imperialism. Early American leaders 

understood, however, that these actions were not all that were needed in order to solidify 

their union. Whatever institutions and ideologies they incorporated, such would need to be 

built upon the rhetoric of union. This not only included their construction of a political 

structure, but America’s culture also needed to be unified, otherwise faction would continue 

to threaten the rhetoric that constructed a “more perfect” and “perpetual” union. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE ENLIGHTENED, AWAKENED, & OTHER: 

AMERICA’S RHETORICAL-CULTURAL UNION 

 The Enlightenment and the Great Awakening that preceded the American Union both 

embodied many opposing viewpoints and are indicative, in many respects, of the division 

that so often accompanies debates between the religious and secular throughout American 

history. Nevertheless, one particular similarity between the two movements was consistently 

used in constructing America’s cultural union following the Revolution—the creation of the 

“Other.” In speaking to one of his congregations, Jonathan Edwards spoke of the differences 

between men: “The difference between the love of a natural man and a spiritual man is like 

to this; but only it must be observed, that in one respect it is vastly greater, viz., that the kinds 

of excellency which are perceived in spiritual objects, by these different kinds of persons, are 

in themselves vastly more diverse than the different kinds of excellency perceived in 

delicious fruit, by a tasting and a tasteless man.”107 To the “awakened” Edwards, only a 

spiritual man could perceive spiritual things, and any principle of reason that a man obtained 

was given by God through their conscience. The natural man was, therefore, blind when 

compared to the higher graces granted the saints. The “enlightened” Benjamin Franklin 

disagreed. It was his belief that man could improve himself, regardless of his station in life, 

so long as he adhered to sensible virtues. Nevertheless, Franklin also perceived a difficulty in 

accepting all human beings as equal. “Whatever might be his parts and abilities,” Franklin 

wrote, “a vicious man could not properly be called a man of sense; and a discourse on self-

denial, showing that virtue was not secure till its practice became a habitude, and was free 

from the opposition of contrary inclinations.”108 Although there was no differentiation 
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between natural and spiritual man, Franklin’s thinking still allowed for differences in the 

“parts and abilities” and “inclinations” that varied between men within nature. While 

“awakened” preachers and “enlightened” philosophers differed in how they approached 

mankind, both saw grounds in forming an identity based on oppositional forces, thus creating 

and fostering the “Other” in American society.109 

 American intellectuals and statesmen were well aware of the difficulties in 

maintaining a union of diverse and independent states and, therefore, did not limit the 

rhetoric of union to politics. Outside of the political intrigues that developed in Philadelphia’s 

Constitutional Convention was the need for an American cultural union. Intellectuals agreed 

that an American cultural unity was necessary in order for the Union to endure. George 

Washington sought to establish a national university, as mentioned in the previous chapter, 

and bequeathed in his will money for that very cause when it had failed to be established 

during his presidency. “Among the motives of such an institution,” he said in his eighth 

annual message to Congress, “the assimilation of the principles, opinions and manners of our 

County men, but the common education of a portion of our Youth from every quarter, well 

deserves attention. The more homogeneous our Citizens can be made in these particulars, the 

greater will be our prospect of permanent union.” In order for the Union to perpetuate, a 

cultural homogeneity needed to be established. It is perhaps ironic that while the political 

union was formed according to compromises between varying institutions and ideologies that 

allowed for political diversity, the cultural union that intellectuals sought left little room for 

tolerating cultural variation. Essentially, this homogenous culture was meant to uphold the 

political union, for, according to Washington, “a primary object of such a National Institution 

should be, the education of our Youth in the science of Government.”110 Education, therefore, 

was to be supported by the “national” government, not necessarily for the benefit of the 
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individual, but to promote and perpetuate the Union. Establishing a national university was 

challenged on the basis that it exceeded federal authority, but remained a subject discussed 

by every President in America’s early years. In 1820, Representative Mark L. Hill of 

Massachusetts reminded the House that “this measure had been recommended by each of our 

illustrious Presidents, and with a particular view, among other things, to perpetuate the 

Union, and form a national character.”111 In the middle of the controversy over Missouri, it 

seems that forming a national character was direly needed. This desire to instill a mutual 

feeling of American Union in the populace is evident throughout the literary works of 

America’s earliest writers. Even if the writing compared the spiritual to the natural, the 

civilized to the savage, all such rhetoric was used to secure an American cultural union.  

UNDERSTANDING CULTURE THROUGH THE RHETORIC 

OF HISTORY 

 As America’s civilization was defined antithetically to Europe’s degradation, its 

culture was also limited to binaries of opposition, though this structure was plagued with 

inequalities. It is difficult to fully comprehend culture, and historians can look to 

anthropologists and sociologists for help, but this is not easy, nor is it enough. For instance, 

when combining history and sociology, one can choose between “social history and historical 

sociology,” which, according to Theda Skocpol, “are somewhat distinct enterprises.” Social 

historians focus primarily on the microscopic characteristics of individuals, while historical 

sociologists study institutions and associations, specifically in “macroscopic accounts of 

social change.”112 There remains, however, one crucial question: what lies in-between, or, 

what connects individuals to associations? One must be careful with trying to make such 

connections, because, as Clifford Geertz suggests, “cultural analysis is guessing at meanings, 

assessing the guesses, and drawing explanatory conclusions from the better guesses, not 

discovering the Continent of Meaning and mapping out its bodiless landscape.” Although 

Geertz makes it seem that no real answers may be found other than what is best guessed, he 
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also provides the answer as to what connects the individual to its associations. According to 

Geertz, “there are three characteristics of ethnographic description: it is interpretive, what it 

is interpretive of is the flow of social discourse; and the interpreting involved consists in 

trying to rescue the ‘said’ of such discourse from its perishing occasions and fix it in 

perusable items.”113 In other words, it is in discourse or the rhetoric of history whereby 

individuals associate in groups and institutions. In order to foster this unity, early Americans 

used rhetoric that claimed equality (i.e. all men are created equal), yet, behind the rhetoric, 

American identity was formed by invoking a system of inequality. Contemporaneous 

intellectuals may never have imagined or accepted the challenge that they were in fact 

creating an unequal society dominated by equality rhetoric. While the history of rhetoric has 

yielded important insights into the concept of union in the formation of America’s political 

union, it is in the rhetoric of history that scholars must turn in order to better understand these 

exclusivities that existed within the cultural union, whether of an “enlightened” or 

“awakened” nature. As explained in Chapter 1, while the rhetoric of history can be seen as 

historiography, another form of this study examines how publications in a particular period in 

history dealt with certain subjects. As such, this chapter will seek to understand how 

intellectuals used language, particularly in their own rhetoric of union, in conveying an 

identity that fostered Otherness. Intellectuals will be divided between those considered 

“enlightened” by their rational approach, and those considered “awakened” by their religious 

approach. 

 The rhetoric of history today is appropriately examined by post-structural critiques 

that examine the construction of the Other in societies. In his examination of the “Definition 

of Man,” Kenneth Burke argues that one distinction of man is his being “goaded by the spirit 

of hierarchy,” or in other words, “moved by a sense of order. Under this clause, of course,” 

he continues, “would fall the incentives of organization and status.”114 As such, scholars deal 

quite often with the inequalities that existed within hierarchies of the past. While it is a noble 

goal in such studies to seek the voices of those previously silenced, it is important to 

distinguish between actions by leaders meant to maintain superiority and those meant to 
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sustain the society. In other words, while certain acts in history may seem unfair or evil 

according to modern standards, scholars must recognize that differences, or distinctions, were 

not always in place to ensure subordination. For instance, while distinctions between white 

and black were made with regard to a master-slave narrative, differences between men and 

women were placed within the context of an “equal” relationship that included different 

responsibilities to maintain their union. Nevertheless, early American intellectuals often 

constructed rhetoric using various ideologies involving categories of gender, race and 

ethnicity, in forming America’s cultural union. Their failure in creating a culture that fostered 

equality in diversity explains the dissolution of this union over time. Since union is not a 

“timeless structure,” America’s people and leaders spent two centuries challenging 

America’s cultural deficiencies of hierarchy through literature, legislation, wars, and civil 

movements that rhetorically altered Otherness into cultural diversity. These activities had to 

face an onslaught of rhetoric as intellectuals and elites themselves sought to maintain 

dominance through varying forms of literature and publications. 

 In search of a more perfect cultural union, early American intellectuals constructed 

and maintained Otherness in literature to shape and maintain the Union of those in power. As 

Eve Kornfeld explains, “some members of America’s intellectual and political elite feared 

the imminent collapse of traditional social hierarchies and cultural authority in the wake of 

the Revolution.”115 In part, her book, as well as this chapter, speaks to Benedict Anderson’s 

theories concerning nationalism. As he argues, “here is a fine example of the character of 

official nationalism – an anticipatory strategy adopted by dominant groups which are 

threatened with marginalization or exclusion from an emerging nationally-imagined 

community.” Once the political union was constructed, if those in power desired to maintain 

this power, they needed some engine or tool whereby they could build a culture that fostered 

their perpetuation. In order to do this, they could turn to language and rhetoric, thus 

“instilling nationalist ideology through the mass media, the educational system, 

administrative regulations, and so forth.”116 If nationalism is rooted in language, and 

language is promoted through literature, then it is in America’s earliest literary circles that 
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scholars may find the origins of America’s cultural union. Ironically, America’s literary 

circles themselves were divided between “enlightened” philosophers and “awakened” 

religionists. Whether it was those who espoused the rational and critical thinking of the 

Enlightenment or people who sought submission to God under a Great Awakening, both 

fought for a union that excluded the other. In studying the rhetoric of history in America’s 

literary cultural formation during the first few decades following the Revolution, this chapter 

will show how America’s rational and religious elite carefully constructed an American 

identity by often excluding the “Other” in practice while theoretically including all of 

humankind in America’s cultural union.  

PARADOXES AND PROBLEMS IN AMERICA’S IDENTITY, 

CHARACTER, OTHERNESS & UNION 

 Given the various opposing institutions and ideologies that have been incorporated in 

the United States, it is a paradox that America ever united, whether politically or culturally. 

Indeed, the study of American history is nothing less than an examination into the 

inconsistencies and contradictions that formed the Union. It is a paradox that America was 

built upon rhetoric that claimed equality and freedom, though in practice its cultural union 

maintained inequalities that took centuries to be challenged. Various scholars have taken on 

this paradox to try and explain why actions did not mirror words. One of the most significant 

contributions on this subject is an article that appeared in the Journal of American History in 

1972 by Edmund S. Morgan. In “Slavery and Freedom: The American Paradox,” Morgan 

eloquently argues that “the rights of Englishmen were preserved by destroying the rights of 

Africans.” Although Morgan makes it clear that this was not done intentionally, his results 

yield even greater irony when suggesting that because slavery “enabled Virginia to nourish 

representative government in a plantation society, … the very institution that was to divide 

North and South after the Revolution may have made possible their union in a republican 

government.”117 It is likewise a paradox that those who rhetorically constructed America’s 

cultural union through ideas of equality and freedom opposed each other in theory, while in 

practice accepting one another’s model of the Other. Only a few years after Morgan’s article, 
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Edward Said published his renowned work, Orientalism, a post-structuralist examination into 

the creation of the “Other.” Placing the West versus the East, Said describes Orientalism as a 

discourse, one that is “a created body of theory and practice in which, for many generations, 

there has been a considerable material investment.”118 Combining Morgan’s and Said’s 

conclusions, the scholar is forced to confront whether the creation of the Other in American 

society was intentional. This is not to suggest that early American leaders had evil or vicious 

designs in their intentions to exclude particular people from being part of the American 

Union. Their creation of the Other was rhetorically justified on the basis of union between 

enlightened and awakened thinkers and on ingrained ideas concerning philosophy, identity, 

belief and rights.  

 In order for the American Revolution to be successful, people of different 

backgrounds and intentions needed to unite to fight a common enemy, and in order to form a 

more perfect union, culturally, the same was required. Without the British as their wartime 

enemy, American intellectuals constructed and fostered Otherness in order to perpetuate the 

union through the formation of an American identity. The connection between identity and 

the Other is perhaps best illustrated in Jill Lepore’s The Name of War. In this renowned 

work, Lepore details not only the effects that wars have on a people’s identity, but how the 

violence itself is justified rhetorically and then used in rationalizing the character that then 

defines the people. As Lepore explains, “war twice cultivates language: it requires 

justification, it demands description.” She then goes on to provide her “central claim … that 

wounds and words – the injuries and their interpretation – cannot be separated, that acts of 

war generate acts of narration, and that both types of acts are often joined in a common 

purpose: defining the geographical, political, cultural, and sometimes racial and national 

boundaries between peoples.”119 Rather than dealing specifically with war, this chapter 

argues that identity itself requires rhetorical justification and description. As such, rhetoric is 

violent because identity is constructed according to perceptions of Otherness, explaining both 

that which is within and without the union of that defined identity. In trying to understand the 
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“Definition of Man,” Kenneth Burke alludes to this when explaining the effectiveness of 

antithesis. According to Burke, “antithesis helps reinforce unification by scapegoat.”120 This 

explains why early Americans built what they saw as an American character by incorporating 

exclusive factors of identity.  

 When explaining America’s cultural union, historians often characterize this as the 

desire of early Americans to create a national character. Scholars have devoted great energy 

in debating whether or not it is possible to pinpoint America’s national character. In People 

of Paradox, Michael Kammen argues that such a character can not possibly exist given that 

“the greatest source of dualisms in American life has been unstable pluralism in all its 

manifold forms: cultural, social, sequential, and political. E pluribus unum,” he continues, “is 

a misbegotten motto because we have not become one out of many.”121 Kammen goes on to 

decry the “melting pot” theory as simply a myth when referring to American culture. The 

problem with his assertions, however, is in the notion that identity is equivalent to sameness. 

As shown throughout America’s history, union has always been fostered by difference. 

Although distinctions have always existed within America’s Union since the Revolutionary 

War, the power of Otherness has made it difficult for scholars to argue for a single American 

identity. Nevertheless, while excluding some groups because of differences, a cultural union 

was nevertheless formed by other divergent factions. The ultimate question is how to define 

that union as an American identity. As early as 1782, J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur asked, 

“What then is the American, this new man?”122 The problem with this question is his focus 

on identity being on an individual level. The question should have been as follows, “What 

then is American, this new union?” Either way, the answer to this question is as complex in 

the late eighteenth century as it is today, and with every civil movement over the last two 

centuries, America’s cultural identity has changed and continues to foster change as 

challenges arise. In order to embrace such a complex subject, a multiplicity of disciplines 

should be incorporated, including anthropology, sociology, and history. What will most 

 
120 Burke, “Definition of Man,” 510. 

121 Michael Kammen, People of Paradox: An Inquiry Concerning the Origins of American Civilization 

(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1972), 293-294. 

122 J. Hector St. John de Crèvecouer, Letters from an American Farmer (Philadelphia: Matthew Carey, 

1793), 46. 



 

 

64 

likely be the end result is a comprehensive encyclopedia incorporating every different facet 

of life that holds the American Union as one out of many. 

 Another problem with the debate surrounding American identity is the focus on the 

words “national” and “character,” both of which have ideological attachments. In his 

Dissertations on the English Language, Noah Webster used the term “national character,” 

but only as a part of that which could create a more perfect union. “A national language is a 

band of national union,” he wrote. He then proceeded to define “national” and “language” as 

“country” and “character,” respectively. In his own words, “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.”123 While a 

national language, according to Webster, aids in the development of a country’s character, 

scholars must ask what other bands of national union outside of language could have existed 

in his mind. In addition, with ever-changing geographic boundaries and immigrant 

populations, the “character” of America has never been limited to those born “American” 

thus challenging the idea of a “national” identity. Putting aside rhetorical debates regarding 

“national character” or the existence of other qualities that espouse identity, scholars may 

turn to the idea of union to better understand how early Americans sought to unite their 

people. Using early American literature, Finn Pollard attempts “to persuade the reader that a 

quest for and different definitions of national character existed.” In his examination of The 

Literary Quest for an American National Character, Pollard “explores how certain 

Americans tried to construct versions of America in the period of the Revolution and the 

early Republic, and suggests that the evidence will show that they, at least, were seeking a 

unique quality, which they could not always clearly define any more than we can.”124 The 

difficulty in defining this quality is in the preoccupation of rhetoric that labels particular 

actions of union. Regardless of whether or not early Americans attempted to create a 

“national” quality, or a “character” that united the people, all of these actions were meant to 

create a more perfect union. Once it is accepted that union is an acceptable way of defining 
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relations and relationships, the varying ideologies, philosophies, and principles that early 

American leaders espoused in their desire for union can then be analyzed within the context 

of their rhetoric. 

 According to Thomas Paine, a national character rested on the basis of union. “But 

that which must more forcibly strike a thoughtful, penetrating mind, and which includes and 

renders easy all inferior concerns, is the union of the States. On this, our great national 

character depends. … In short, we have no other national sovereignty than as United States.” 

To place these thoughts in an even broader and worldly perspective, Paine continued, “Our 

citizenship in the United States is our national character. Our citizenship in any particular 

state is only our local distinction. By the latter we are known at home, by the former to the 

world. Our great title is AMERICANS — our inferior one varies with the place.”125 With the 

constant influx of immigrants, the growth of literary societies and the religious diversity that 

grew out of America’s various awakenings, state titles were not the only ones inferior to 

being American. The only question was which inferior titles would hold a higher standing as 

subcategories of American identity. Would Protestant Americans maintain dominance, or 

would Irish Catholics be accepted on an equal footing? What about emerging Protestant sects 

in America, like the Shakers, Mormons, or Jehovah’s Witnesses? Would leadership and 

westward expansion of America continue to be manly in obtaining her soil? How would race 

factor into the equation? All of these questions have different answers at different times in 

America’s history, and each answer could still be challenged based on the person’s 

perception of reality, if there even is such a thing. 

 The rhetoric of early American intellectuals should be examined not because it 

illustrates what life was really like but for the reason that rhetoric influences how knowledge 

is conveyed and perceived. Despite the fact that post-structuralists have been able to 

deconstruct language to the point of challenging perceptions of reality, even these scholars 

continue to write and publish their own words to better explain certain points of knowledge. 

Post-structuralism is not a theoretical approach that seeks to destabilize or demoralize notions 

of truth or fact. It is a philosophical way of challenging that which is perceived by engaging 
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in the conversation, since, as Burke explains, “language is a species of action, symbolic 

action – and its nature is such that it can be used as a tool.”126 As a tool, the scholar’s tongue, 

or pen, simply enters the debate in a way that enables a particular past and the present to 

finally meet. This can be done with respect to various interests of modern scholars. As shown 

in Chapter 2, over the past two centuries, American historiography has evolved through 

providential, imperial, progressive, ideological, and neo-progressive schools of thought. 

Rather than just dealing with ideas or motivations, modern scholarship seems dominated by 

cultural historians seeking to understand how values and beliefs of particular individuals and 

groups shape societies. Cultural history is not new, given the many arguments by earlier 

historians that American leaders were shaped by their morals, but present studies tend to 

focus increasingly on case studies of lesser-known or “silent” individuals. As such, when a 

modern scholar enters the conversation of historical knowledge, he or she brings not only 

themselves, but often invites others from the past to be included. This is often influenced by 

their own interests based on certain theoretical isms, including feminism, Marxism, 

colonialism and post-modernism. In addition to nationalism and imperialism these ideologies 

are all likely to operate historically within the American Union and thus have certain value. 

Rather than discounting what others have already said, therefore, any additional ideological 

debate is individually important and allows the discourse community to continue to grow. 

This chapter will now proceed in examining the rhetoric of history between both enlightened 

and awakened scholars in forming an American cultural union based on its perceived 

antithesis—the Other. 

SEPARATE AND DISTINCT 

 “I was on the whole much pleased,” recounted Benjamin Franklin after visiting a 

school with black children, “and from what I then saw, have conceived a higher opinion of 

the natural capacities of the black race, than I had ever before entertained. Their 

apprehension seems quick, their memory as strong, and their docility in every respect equal 

to that of white children.” Why is it that their abilities only seem equal to that of the whites? 

What about other attributes or abilities, including intelligence and critical thinking? Why did 
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Franklin not mention the possibility that blacks were equal in every aspect? His next line to 

John Waring perhaps gives a partial answer to these questions. Said Franklin, “You will 

wonder perhaps that I should ever doubt it, and I will not undertake to justify all my 

prejudices.”127 As an “enlightened” thinker, Franklin knew that the construction of blacks as 

an Other could very well have been due only to prejudice, but he was nevertheless cautious 

about abandoning this structure of society. By the time early American politicians formed 

their political union, the distinction between whites and blacks, masters and slaves, were 

thoroughly entrenched into America’s culture. The same was true amongst the “awakened” 

evangelicals. Said George Whitefield, “Had any of us purchased a slave at a most expensive 

rate, and who was before involved in the utmost miseries and torments, and so must have 

continued for ever, had we shut up our bowels of compassion from him; and was this slave 

afterwards to grow rebellious, or deny giving us half his service; how, how should we 

exclaim against his base ingratitude!” Although Whitefield was using this example in 

comparison to mankind’s miseries prior to being purchased by the blood of Jesus Christ, it is 

no secret that Whitefield himself purchased a plantation and slaves in South Carolina.128 

Slavery, to religionists, was found in the Bible, and therefore justified by God. No matter 

how “enlightened” or “awakened” they wished to be, too many intellectuals gave in to the 

prejudice that separated the races between whites and all “Others.” 

 The situation of blacks on the North American continent could be argued to have 

been better in the seventeenth century and worsened thereafter. For a time, free blacks 

throughout America, including in Virginia, intermarried, purchased property, and even voted. 

However, racism rather than economics began to structure their progressively deteriorating 

social status.129 As some historians have noted, including Gary B. Nash, a class 

consciousness had begun to develop before the eighteenth century, but one that increasingly 
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feared interracial cooperation.130 In their study of race relations during the mid-Seventeenth 

Century, T.H. Breen and Stephen Innes explain how white servants and black slaves 

regularly ran away together. In addition, during Bacon’s Rebellion, whites and blacks in the 

lower classes fought side by side. At the end of the rebellion, what remained was “four 

hundred ‘English and Negroes in Armes.’” Once again, the elites turned to rhetoric, 

promising that if they laid their weapons down they would be “pardoned and freed from their 

Slavery.” The interracial unity of black slaves and white servants threatened the economic 

monopolies of the ruling class, but the racial hierarchy was in danger as well. The succeeding 

years saw the gradual separation of the races through legislative action, such as Virginia’s 

1680 statute preventing “any negroe or other slave to carry or arme himselfe with any club, 

staffe, gunn, sword or any other weapon of defense or offence.” After laying their weapons 

down, the rhetoric of freedom did not provide an assurance that both races could once again 

bear arms. By 1738, such restrictions were increased beyond mere slaves to include “all such 

free mulattos, negros, or Indians as are or shall be listed [in the militia].”131 By the time of 

the American Revolution, therefore, concerns over blacks and whites fighting together and 

the dangers this posed to class and racial hierarchy required additional efforts to separate 

them.  

 To ensure that racial and ethnic hierarchies remained after the Revolution, American 

“enlightened” intellectuals argued that natural distinctions explained the emergence of white 

men as the dominant social group. In his Notes on the State of Virginia, Thomas Jefferson 

attempted to explain racial hierarchy as rationally justified. After discussing the physical 

characteristics that set blacks apart from whites, Jefferson concluded “that the blacks, 

whether originally a distinct race, or made distinct by time and circumstances, are inferior to 

the whites in the endowments both of body and mind.” Not only were whites considered 
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superior to blacks, white dominance was threatened by any mixture of blood between slave 

and master. As such, if blacks were ever to be “freed,” Jefferson argued, “he is to be removed 

beyond the reach of mixture.”132 Racial Otherness, therefore, needed to be protected by all 

means if the cultural union of white dominance was to be preserved. Of course, to what 

degree these threats were seriously considered is left to speculation in the wake of 

controversial assertions that Jefferson himself fathered children with his slave Sally 

Hemings. Nevertheless, intellectual rhetoric in America’s “enlightened” cultural union 

maintained that non-whites were inferior Others that required segregation. 

 The separation of the races prior to the Revolution made it easier to maintain a racial 

hierarchy, but one factor of significance is that America’s cultural union was to be built upon 

written rhetoric. As Bernard Bell explains in his study of “African-American Writers,” the 

culture that blacks inherited from their native lands was of an oral nature: “As the European-

African abolitionist Olaudah Equiano tells us in his classic slave narrative, the spoken word, 

music, and dance were at the center of a communal, profoundly religious way of life. In 

contrast,” Bell continues, “industrialized Europe and England had moved beyond the oral 

stage and medieval thinking to a reverence for print and man.” The next line that Bell writes 

illustrates extremely well how this led to the creation of the Other: “The literary tradition and 

its attendant values, especially reading and writing, were cherished as the exclusive heritage 

of civilized man.”133 Without a heritage of written rhetoric, Africans were had no chance of 

being included into America’s print-dominated culture that distinguished between civilized 

and savage. While many blacks did learn to read and write, literacy was strongly protected 

within the white sphere. This did not bode well with religious missionaries who believed that 

blacks needed to be Christianized, which required an understandable reading of the Bible. 

These “awakened” authors, therefore, fought regularly against slavery. In “An Essay on 

Slavery” published in The Friend on March 17, 1838, one author argues against the 

institution as being “a forced and unnatural state.” As any “awakened” believer, the author 

argues “that slavery could not possibly be introduced into society without breaking the 
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harmony and disturbing the peace, which man, as he came from the hand of his Creator, was 

prepared to enjoy.” The author, who took on the name “the Emancipator,” then points to 

those laws in the Southern States that began to forbid literacy among slaves as early as 1740 

in South Carolina, while showing that those laws had even gotten worse over time to the 

point of being entirely based on the suppression of the black race. In addition to the highly 

penal restraint upon the education of slaves contained in the act of 1740, a law was enacted in 

the year 1800: 

That assemblies of slaves, free negroes, mulattoes, and mestizoes, whether 

composed of all or any of such descriptions of persons, or of all or any of the 

same and a proportion of white persons, meet together for the purpose of mental 

instruction, in a confined or secret place, are declared to be an unlawful meeting, 

… and the officers dispersing such unlawful assemblage, may inflict such 

corporal punishment, not exceeding twenty lashes, upon such slaves, free negroes, 

&c. as they may judge necessary for deterring them from the like unlawful 

assemblage in future.134 

At the time of the Jeffersonian Revolution, blacks in the South, whether free or in bondage, 

were to be punished violently for any such attempts in being educated. 

 In the North, although it could be expected that “enlightened” thinkers brought 

education to blacks, it was either religionists or blacks themselves that had to promote their 

education. This did not always mean, however, that “awakened” evangelicals sought to end 

slavery. In his study on “The Nature of the Baptists’ Challenge to the Traditional Order in 

Virginia,” Rhys Isaac points out that although Baptists prior to the American Revolution 

were radical in their “inclusion of slaves as ‘brothers’ and ‘sisters’ in their close community,” 

they did not embrace abolition. Slave “brothers” and “sisters” were punished according to 

their sins, and that included “disobedience and Aggrevation to [a] master.”135 These 

“awakened” believers were not attempting to change the relationship of blacks as Others. 

They were simply trying to provide those spiritual blessings granted to all, regardless of their 

station in life. One of the first schools instituted for educating blacks was the Negro School at 

Philadelphia, supported by the Society of Friends. The Quaker who led this initiative was 
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Anthony Benezet. A second school was also formed in 1784 in Philadelphia and 

administered by the Friends. In 1811, James Mease published The Picture of Philadelphia, 

Giving an Account of its Origin, Increase and Improvements in Arts, Sciences, Manufactures, 

Commerce and Revenue. The section on “Schools for the Education of Blacks” is illustrative 

of how widespread was this education in these two schools and beyond, as well as to what 

extent: 

The average number of scholars attending in the two schools is between 70 and 

80. The boys are taught reading, writing and arithmetic: and the girls, reading, 

writing and sewing. Two schools, one for boys, and one for girls, are supported 

out of the funds left to the late Dr. Bray, and to the trustees of his charity. Ten 

negro boys, and about 50 girls are constantly educated. In the school with boys, 

there are also thirty pay scholars under the same master. The African church of St. 

Thomas has a school, in which forty pay scholars are instructed by a black 

teacher. The ‘Union Society,’ has also a school in which 40 boys are instructed, 

by a white teacher. Another school is kept by a coloured man, in which there are 

upwards of 40 boys, who pay.136 

While this may paint a rosy picture, in the decade prior to the turn of the nineteenth century, 

according to John K. Alexander, “the vast majority of the blacks in the city were … members 

of the lower class, and, at best, members of the industrious poor.” In addition, as Alexander 

adds, “blacks accounted for almost 32 percent of all the convictions.”137 Nevertheless, it is 

significant that education was available in some parts of the North, though blacks were still 

separated from whites in schools, churches, and prisons, and were prohibited from voting. 

 Throughout the North, blacks who sought to better their station turned to the idea of 

union, but were nevertheless prohibited from entering the white union. As such, they had to 

form their own union. In Boston, Paul Cuffee, born of a white man and black woman, 

appealed to no avail for a black school to be built. In The History of Prince Lee Boo, 

published in 1820, an examination into Paul Cuffee’s life was added: 
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Paul had experienced many disadvantages in not being better educated, and he 

resolved, as far as it was in his power, to save his children from the like 

inconvenience. … About 1797, Paul proposed a meeting of the inhabitants, for the 

purpose of forming such plans as should accomplish the desired object. The 

difference of opinion respecting mode and place, occasioned the meeting to 

separate without coming to any determination: several meetings of the same 

nature were held, but all were unsuccessful. Perceiving that his efforts to make 

them all agree were fruitless, Paul set himself to work in earnest, and had a proper 

house built on his own ground, which he freely gave up to the use of the public.138 

Cuffee had to take matters into his own hands, which blacks increasingly realized as white 

support often dwindled. Prince Hall, who formed the first Masonic African Lodge in 1776, 

also created a school in his home. He later joined with other prominent blacks in forming the 

African Society of Boston. Nevertheless, most agreed that Christianity was to be the basis for 

black education.  

 In the end, the Christian “awakened” emphasis by blacks in securing education 

helped but also harmed progress in deconstructing blacks as Others. In 1782, Jupiter 

Hammon, a slave and poet belonging to the Lloyd’s of Long Island, published his own 

appeal to his non-Christian brothers. “Let us all strive to be united together in love, and to 

become new creatures.” Indeed, union was the key, but not in the sense of being united with 

Americans. “Come my dear fellow servants and brothers,” he continues, “Africans by nation, 

we are all invited to come, … if we are slaves it is by the permission of God, if we are free it 

must be by the power of the most high God.”139 To Hammon, they could be united with God, 

but only as an African—not American—nation, and of themselves they could do nothing to 

push freedom. That was in the hands of God. Many may have felt betrayed by such a 

suggestion, but Hammon was not alone in preventing Otherness from being challenged. 

Some blacks who engaged in literary discussion through publication embraced African 

culture to the extent of promoting the return of blacks to Africa. Among these were Prince 

Hall and Olaudah Equiano, but by suggesting re-colonization of Africa these men only 

fostered Jefferson’s “enlightened” suggestion that blacks be “removed beyond the reach of 
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mixture” with whites. In this regard, both enlightened and awakened ideas ended with the 

same result regardless of their initial motivations or intentions. 

 Eventually, religionists “awakened” to the awful extent to which slavery plagued the 

Union, but often at the cost of separatism. In his biography of George Whitefield, Robert 

Philip acknowledged that Whitefield owned slaves, but argued that Americans would only 

“employ it in their own justification.” According to Philip, it was not even in Whitefield’s 

character to own slaves. “So it is of every American Christian. ‘I wot that through ignorance’ 

he did it, as did their and our fathers. He would not do it now. Who does not, instinctively, 

feel this?”140 The British set the standard by abolishing the slave trade, but Americans were 

not all willing to follow suit, and religionists on both sides began to debate whether slavery 

was sanctioned by Christianity. One of the most notorious discourses was between South 

Carolina’s Reverend Richard Fuller and Rhode Island’s Reverend Francis Wayland. Their 

debate sparked numerous publications on the matter, particularly by abolitionists in the 

North.141 Nevertheless, a perfect union on the subject could not be resolved, and the Baptists 

split between North and South once the Southern Baptist Convention separated from the 

Boston-based Triennial Convention. The tension between union and separatism in American 

“awakened” religionists had existed as long as the United States itself. On January 19, 1777, 

Ezra Stiles, a Quaker, explained his own tension between union and separatism:  

While I have the pure & daily pleasure of an inward conscious & cordial Union 

with all the good, with those who love & those who hate me; … above all, my 

soul unites most sincerely with the whole Body of the Mystical Church, with all 

that in every Nation fear God & love our Lord Jesus Christ. These, stript of all the 

peculiarities which externally separate them from one another & from me, I 

embrace with a true spirit of universal Love. But to love a whole Character, or a 

whole Church, or any whole Fraternity whether literary, religious, or politic, I do 

not find within me.142  

Although Quakers were some of the earliest to oppose slavery, such inclinations to remain 

apart from the evils of society made it difficult to have a significant enough influence. 
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 As the United States moved progressively toward Civil War, the division between 

“enlightened” and “awakened” thinkers developed significantly. In a poem delivered to the 

Allegheny Literary Society in 1841, William Henry Burleigh mourned the possibility that 

language and action were disconnected, crying, “In name only, my country! art thou free!”143 

The poem throughout speaks against the institution of slavery, but also other factors of 

despotism and inequality that had rankled the land. Taking on the mantle of union as his 

desire, Burleigh placed those who would oppose him as factitious: 

Sectional jealousies—divisions—feuds— 

Fomented still by thoughtless multitudes, 

And urged to wild extremes with maddened zeal, 

Threaten to blight, ere long, our country’s weal,— 

Give a loose rein to Anarchy, and cheer 

Disunion on in her insane career, 

Till every tie of brotherhood is rent, 

And wrought the ruin which her madness meant.144 

Though much of the poem is filled with sarcasm while mourning society’s evils, Burleigh 

sought to be an optimist, and looked to day when “All kindreds, nations, tongues, alike made 

free,/ Earth shall become one vast Democracy,/ And, like a golden girdle, Love shall span/ 

The universal brotherhood of man!”145 Such thoughts of a global democracy, where perhaps 

even blacks could be considered as equal citizens in the Union, threatened America’s 

enlightened elite. By the end of his poem, after listing so many of the evils he perceived 

throughout the world’s countries, including America, Burleigh turned to his hopes for the 

future destiny of the Union: 

Redeemed from all the follies of thy youth, 

Thou standest in the majesty of truth, 

A stalwart form, with vigor in each limb, 

Without a stain thy lustrous name to dim— 
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Acknowledged champion of the rights of man, 

Redeemer of the world from Slavery’s ban— 

The joy of millions, who in pride behold 

Thy starry banner to the breeze unrolled— 

The favored Land to whom all gifts are given— 

THE PRIDE OF EARTH AND THE DELIGHT OF HEAVEN!146 

 A few years following Burleigh’s poem, Alexander Campbell spoke to the Union 

Literary Society of Miami University in Ohio, giving rationalizations that embodied 

“enlightened” thinkers, but could easily be used in justifying slavery. In the “Responsibilities 

of the Men of Genius,” Campbell argues, “the doctrine of responsibility is the doctrine of 

moral relations between an inferior and a superior—between a dependent and an independent 

being; as well as between such co-ordinates as enter into any social compact implying or 

involving obligations to each other.” The slaves had not willingly entered any compact 

implying their obligations to work for white owners, but could they be considered equal to 

whites? The idea that all men were created equal, according to Cambell, lessened the 

rationalization of government. “This reasoning supposes mental inequalities,” he said, “and 

who believes that all men (i.e. all minds) are equal, either by nature, education, or art? … If 

all minds were equal, there would be no government in the world.” Burleigh’s thought of a 

global democracy would have sickened Campbell, for, according to him, “the beauty as well 

as the happiness of the universe requires inequality. … We must have sexes, conditions, and 

circumstances—empires, nations, and families—diversities in person, mind, manners, in 

order to the communication and reception of happiness.” These were universally applicable 

ideas. The Union of America required diversity, but not one where those of different stations 

were equal. Campbell continued, “Varieties, all manner of varieties, are essential to society. 

The world needs the rich and the poor—the young and the aged—the learned and the 

unlearned—the healthy and the infirm—the cheerful and the melancholic.” Then, invoking 

one of the Enlightenment’s greatest thinkers and inventors, particularly of electricity, 

Campbell concluded his remarks in a semi-religious manner. “The positive and the negative 

belong as much to society as to electricity,” he said, “the one imparts, and the other receives 
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blessings, and thus the circle of social happiness is completed.”147 Unbeknownst to 

Campbell, that circle of social happiness would, in two decades time, cost the lives of 

hundreds of thousands in the bloodiest battles ever fought by superior and inferior beings 

alike. 

 A discussion into the creation of America’s Other is, of course, incomplete without 

addressing another group that died in their own battles with Americans as the Union 

expanded westward. Constructing America’s Indian population as a racial Other allowed 

expansion of the geographical Union to continue without impediment. Westward expansion 

was clearly on the minds of many Americans before and during the Revolution. In 1774, 

Ebenezer Baldwin responded to Britain’s Quebec Act as a violation of the “civil rights and 

privileges” of current settlers, “and all such as may settle any where within that vast extended 

province in future time.”148 Any legislation perceived as hindering future expansion 

threatened to lead America’s colonists to hostility. The failure of Britain to acknowledge the 

degree that Americans were dedicated to expansion reflects what I.R. Christie saw as “a story 

of the misjudgments and the inadequacy of British politicians.” According to Christie, the 

Quebec Act was “primarily an attempt to stabilize the frontier region, reduce the pressure on 

the Indians …, maintain peaceable conditions for the fur-trade …, and win the loyalty of the 

French frontiersman.” Americans had no intention, however, in stabilizing relations with 

Indians (or even the French for that matter) if they were to continue westward.149 

 Racial hierarchies were commonly justified in the binary language that placed 

civilization against savagery. Even in instances where intellectuals tried to represent Natives 

as less-savage than contemporaneous theories, the language of Otherness was difficult to 

escape. In her discussion of William Bartram’s traveling records, Eve Kornfeld explains how 

“Bartram’s apparent celebration of primitive virtue and noble savagery [was] presented in the 

standard language of the dominant discourse.” No matter how insistent Bartram was in 

 
147 Alexander Campbell, An Address to the Members of the Union Literary Society of Miami University, 

Ohio (Bethany, VA: A. Campbell, 1844), 8-10. 

148 Ebenezer Baldwin, “An Appendix Stating the Heavy Grievances the Colonies Labor Under,” in 

Colonies to Nation, 1763-1789, Jack P. Greene, ed. (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1975 [1967]), 215. 

149 I.R. Christie, Crisis of Empire: Great Britain and the American Colonies, 1754-1783 (New York: 

W.W. Norton & Co., 1966), 111 & 88. 



 

 

77 

challenging the social constructions that existed, he could not escape, as Kornfeld says, the 

“difficulty in reconciling his society’s representations of the savage Other with his own, more 

complicated experience of encounter.”150 The dominant discourse to which Bartram was 

bound had two particularities. First, if Bartram was ever to convince others that Native 

Americans were not inferior by nature, he would have to insist that their culture of savagery 

would of necessity assimilate toward a more “civil” society. Second, the only rhetoric that 

had enough power to connect with Americans would have to address the concept of their 

union. Regardless of his belief in the moral principles inherent in Native society, Bartram 

combined these two factors in his Travels. He proposed that the government send men 

among the Natives, and “these men thus enlightened and instructed, would be qualified to 

judge equitably, and when returned to us, to make true and just reports, which might assist 

the legislature of the United States to form, and offer to them a judicious plan, for their 

civilization and union with us.”151 Regardless of how sensitive Bartram may have felt toward 

the Native Americans, he immediately discredited their culture as inferior to western 

“enlightened” civilization and, as long as they remained outside the union, they would 

remain an Other. 

 Religionists who were “awakened” in their duty to spread Christianity to the Natives 

were likewise bound by the dominant discourse of Otherness found among “enlightened” 

authors like Bartram. In 1768, William Knox spoke to the Society for Propagation of the 

Gospel in Foreign Parts on how to teach the Native Americans the gospel. He compared the 

Protestant and Catholic models, the first being quite instructive into how “awakened” 

ministers viewed the Natives:  

The protestant missionaries, in order to do themselves credit, make it their first 

object to get the Indians to submit to be baptized, and preparatory thereto they 

opened to them the most mysterious doctrines of Christianity, shocking their pride 

by displaying their original corruptions and blindness, and exciting their jealousy, 

by the change they are told is to be wrought in them. They inform them of the 

spiritual worship, which is to be paid to the Deity, ridicule their talismans, and at 
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once exhort them to cease to be Indians, lay aside all their own customs, quit their 

country and independency, and become a poor contemptible people among us.  

Native Americans could become part of the English identity, and all they needed to do was 

abandon their “Indian” identity. Rather than taking this approach, William Knox argued that 

the Society should take certain steps to “civilize” the “savages,” first through government 

and then through missionaries.152 Just like Bartram’s suggestion, both this model and the 

Protestant model sought to fundamentally change the Native American identity from a 

perceived savagery to an acceptable character that could eventually be considered a part of 

America’s expanding union. 

 Whether it was westward expansion or cheap labor that fostered racial Otherness, 

American intellectuals were united in focusing their efforts on cultural society at the top of 

the hierarchical structures. In The History of the American Revolution, David Ramsay argued 

that slavery allowed Americans to be idle and was, therefore, detrimental to the happiness of 

the nation. Ramsay was concerned with the “baneful consequences” for the white race rather 

than slavery’s ill effects on blacks. To Ramsay, “the evil has outweighed the good.” The evil 

of idleness in whites endangered the nation, but it outweighed the “good” of something. Was 

Ramsay acknowledging the value in cheap labor? Even if blacks were to be freed, Ramsay 

agreed with Jefferson when he wrote, “Let the hapless African sleep undisturbed on his 

native shore.” Perhaps the “good” that Ramsay was alluding to was the work that blacks were 

given, as opposed to their natural idleness in their native land.153 Nevertheless, the concern 

that he maintained was not one of equality between whites and blacks, but to ensure white 

dominance by preventing idleness. Of course, the dominance that whites maintained was also 

built on a gendered hierarchy. As such, not only were racial differences seen in the American 

formation of Other, but women were also prevented from full equality. 
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FOUNDING FATHERS… AND MOTHERS? 

 “By the way,” Abigail Adams added in a letter to her husband, “in the new Code of 

Laws which I suppose it will be necessary for you to make I desire you would Remember the 

Ladies, and be more generous and favourable to them than your ancestors.”154 Swift could 

have come the reply, “Oh, do not worry. We will remember.” Indeed, although it may be 

argued that early American intellectuals did not “remember the ladies” when forming their 

political union, in reality, they kept them in the forefront of their minds, and they were not 

the only ones, either. John’s actual response included that wit and sarcasm common between 

even a contemporary husband and wife. He defended their “Masculine systems,” but 

admitted them to be “little more than Theory. … In Practice,” he added, “you know We are 

the subjects.”155 Theory and practice differentiated quite often in the earliest years of the 

American Union, as the rhetoric upon which it was built fostered equality and freedom, while 

actions maintaining certain inequalities were often justified. For instance, men and women 

were equal in theory, at least according to their separately needed stations, but in practice 

their social roles were often delineated in ways that hindered women. Those who formed 

America’s cultural union, whether they were “awakened” or “enlightened,” religious or 

secular, were sure to remember the ladies in their respective discourse communities. 

 Although structural hierarchies were often justified rhetorically based on natural 

differences, politics also played an important role in this cultural division. In her study of 

women in Revolutionary America, Linda Kerber criticizes eighteenth-century republicanism, 

arguing, “Since republican theory emphasized that the right to participate in the management 

of a political unit stemmed from ownership of property, the denial of political rights to 

women seemed quite natural.” It was not nature, however, that prevented women from 

owning property. It was due to perceived “rational” legislative action and the laws of 

coverture that swallowed up women’s rights, but this did not prevent single women from 

owning property. As Kerber further illustrates, “while the feme sole clearly had property 

rights that she might vigorously protect, she was not permitted to exercise the political rights 
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that theoretically accompanied them.”156 Women were simply denied representation on the 

basis of sex rather than property. Rationally, this did not make much sense given the 

connection between political rights and property ownership, which is why, as Joan Hoff 

Wilson explains, this was not uniformly the case. In New Jersey, “unmarried women worth 

fifty pounds could and did vote until that right was rescinded in 1807.” Why was this right 

rescinded, and on what basis other than gender? Perhaps New Jersey’s legislators finally 

decided to follow the lead of their neighboring states. According to Wilson, “New York was 

the first state in 1777 to disfranchise women voters by inserting the word male into its 

constitution, and the other original eleven states soon followed suit by specifically forbidding 

women or actively discouraging them from voting.”157 As far as American intellectuals were 

concerned, women had a place in society that did not include the political sphere of the 

Union. 

 In addition to politics, women were also limited with respect to other essential 

characteristics of republicanism, including education. When female education was 

encouraged, it was usually limited to the ideal of republican motherhood, wherein women 

were given, as Eve Kornfeld explains, “limited instruction ‘in the principles of liberty and 

government’ and a thorough inculcation of ‘the obligations of patriotism’” to be passed down 

to their sons.158 Female domesticity was never to be challenged but supported by such things 

as education. Even though the different roles of men and women could be exercised without 

hierarchical requirements, women were still placed as an inferior Other in America’s cultural 

union. Rather than limiting female education entirely because of domestic concerns, 

“enlightened” elites maintained the belief that women were simply intellectually inferior to 

their male counterparts. Those women, whose voices could not be silenced, however, 

contested these notions in their own rhetoric. Judith Sargent Murray, for instance, spoke for 

women’s equality when she argued, “we can only reason from what we know, and if an 
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opportunity of acquiring knowledge hath been denied us, the inferiority of our sex cannot 

fairly be deduced from thence.”159 Murray and other women like her challenged prescriptions 

of gendered Otherness, but succeeding American generations would continue disputing male-

dominated structural hierarchies even to the present as contemporary politicians discuss 

targeting gender issues in legislation, such as requiring equal salary in comparable business 

positions. 

 Even when “enlightened” intellectuals saw irrationality in the institution of slavery, 

this never led to their questioning the roles of gender in society. In 1789, when Benjamin 

Franklin advocated the abolition of slavery in his “Address to the Public,” he argued on the 

basis that blacks could benefit society. Nevertheless, blacks were still to be educated 

according to the regular distinctions that pervaded society. He wrote, “To instruct, to advise, 

to qualify those, who have been restored to freedom, for the exercise and enjoyment of civil 

liberty, to promote in them habits of industry, to furnish them with employments suited to 

their age, sex, talents, and other circumstances, and to procure their children an education 

calculated for their future situation in life.”160 As any “enlightened” thinker, Thomas 

Jefferson agreed that men and women had their respective roles. While traveling through the 

French countryside, Jefferson remarked on the problematic social setting where he observed 

male and female roles reversed:  

The encroachments by the men, on the offices proper for the women, is a great 

derangement in the order of things. Men are shoemakers, tailors, upholsterers, 

staymakers, mantua-makers, cooks, housekeepers, house-cleaners, bed-makers, 

they coeffe the ladies, and bring them to bed: the women, therefore, to live, are 

obliged to undertake the offices which they abandon. They become porters, 

carters, reapers, sailors, lock-keepers, smiters on the anvil, cultivators of the earth, 

&c.161  

Jefferson was particularly interested in this gendered role reversal, not only in Europe but 

also among Native Americans. As “is the case with every barbarous people,” Jefferson 
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observed that “women are submitted to unjust drudgery.” In comparison, he continued, “our 

man and their woman is habituated to labor, and formed by it.” 162 These were problems in 

Jefferson’s view, and American philosophers like him saw no “reason” in upsetting the social 

dynamic that separated men and women in their respective duties. In another writing, 

Jefferson observed that such role reversal was “a barbarous perversion of the natural 

destination of the two sexes. Women are formed by nature for attentions,” he argued, “not for 

hard labor.”163 

 “Awakened” religionists often pointed to “enlightened” rationale in explaining the 

separation between the sexes. To both religious and secular thinkers, the differences between 

men and women led them to reciprocal benefits through the union of marriage. In one sermon 

to young women, the Scottish clergyman James Fordyce asks, “Was not such reciprocal aid a 

great part of Nature’s intention in that mental and moral difference of sex, which she has 

marked by characters no less distinguishable than those that diversify their outward 

forms?”164 Fordyce’s Sermons to Young Women became popular throughout the British Isles 

after being published in 1766, and was brought to America’s printing presses in 1809. 

Following this question, Fordyce quotes an “enlightened” and rational publication that 

appeared in the Annual Register on this relationship between the sexes: 

If we consult nature and common sense, we shall find, that the true propriety and 

harmony of social life depends upon the connexion of people of different 

dispositions and characters judiciously blended together. Nature hath made no 

individual, nor no class of people, independent of the rest of their species, or 

sufficient for their own happiness. Each sex, each character, each period of life, 

have their several advantages; and that union is the happiest and most proper, 

where wants are mutually supplied. The fair sex should naturally expect to gain 

from our conversation, knowledge, wisdom, and sedateness; and they should give 

us in exchange humanity, politeness, cheerfulness, taste, and sentiment.165 
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It could be argued that these were simply a reflection of Old World philosophies, but how did 

the New World respond to these publications? Rather than looking at strictly what men in 

America may have said, it is useful to see what women said with respect to their social 

standing. 

 Although some women like Judith Sargent Murray argued against the inequality 

forced upon their sex, when other women engaged in writing, their literature often supported 

a distinction between men and women. This is evident in the writings of Hannah Adams. In 

The Truth and Excellence of the Christian Religion Exhibited, Adams tried to show the 

extent of Christianity’s influence on both “awakened” and “enlightened” thinkers. Her 

dealings with women, however, are insightful into her perception of their social role. In 

dealing with the history of Governor John Winthrop, Adams praised his Christian discipline 

and work towards maintaining unity, particularly in settling differences between the colony’s 

leaders. She argued, “when other gentlemen of learning and influence had taken offence at 

his moderation, and adopted an opinion that a stricter discipline was necessary, he submitted 

to their judgment, and strictly adhered to the proposals, which were made to support the 

dignity of government, by an appearance of union and firmness, and a concealment of 

differences and dissentions among the public officers.” Adams accepted Winthrop’s 

banishment of Anne Hutchinson as being motivated by his desire for peace and union, and 

she rationalized that “toleration had not then been introduced into any of the protestant 

countries, and even the wisest and best of men were apprehensive that it would introduce 

errour and mischief.”166 To Adams, it was religious toleration that was missing, and had 

nothing to do with gender. Had toleration existed, to the extent that Adams suggested, it 

would have been seen that Hutchinson could have promoted truth and obedience within the 

union of men, for she was only promoting that which men had taught anyway. In her History 

of New England, Adams briefly mentions Hutchinson with admiration, say, “Mrs. 

Hutchinson, a very extraordinary woman, established a similar meeting for her own sex, in 

which she repeated passages in Mr. Cotton’s sermons, accompanied with her remarks and 

expositions.” Note the emphasis on Hutchinson’s remarks being only added to Rev. John 
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Cotton’s sermons, and not for the general population per se, but for a meeting of women. 

According to Adams, New England’s banishment of various women, including Hutchinson, 

Mary Fisher and Anna Austin, was not because of gendered discrimination, but due to New 

England’s lack of religious freedom.167  

 Adams was not overly concerned with gender relations, but was more concerned with 

the religious liberty that secured, in her mind, the greatest political union in history. It was to 

that union that men and women needed to hold true. The final two paragraphs in her New 

England history illustrates Adams’ belief in the providential nature of America: 

Exalted from a feeble state to opulence and independence, the federal Americans 

are now recognized as a nation throughout the globe. This highly favoured people 

ought to raise their minds in fervent aspirations, that their fair prospects may 

never be reversed by a temper of disunion, or a spirit of anarchy prevailing among 

the people, but that genuine liberty, united with order and good government, may 

diffuse their blessings through the widely extended union. / The inhabitants of 

New-England in particular, whose ancestors were eminent for industry, love of 

order, attention to the promotion of learning, and a supreme regard for religion, 

ought to be assiduously careful to cultivate and improve those virtues for which 

the first settlers of their country were so highly distinguished.168 

First it was union that needed to be protected at all costs, and it could be argued that such was 

the duty of men. The second principle that needed protection was that of virtue, at least those 

virtues inherited from their forebears, and it was to women that this principle could be 

obtained. 

 It was recognized in America’s earliest literature, including that of Hannah Adams, 

that women could be beneficial to society by instilling virtue into the men of their lives. The 

writer Soame Jenyns benefited from his mother, who, according to Adams, “possessed an 

uncommon understanding, and an highly cultivated mind; and being a sincerely pious 

woman, early endeavored to instill the principles of virtue and religion into the mind of her 

son.” Indeed, this was the reason for educating women; not on the basis of their own 

improvement necessarily, but to ensure that the men in their lives were properly instructed in 

virtue and religion. In her discussion of John Locke, who, according to her was “one of the 
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greatest men that England ever produced,” Adams mentions of his friendship with “lady 

[Damaris] Masham, a woman of great ability and learning, who discussed with judgment and 

ability the most abstruse points in metaphysics and divinity.”169 It was well-known that Lady 

Masham and Locke had benefited greatly from each other in their intellectual conversation. 

Although Lady Masham herself wrote on her own philosophy and religion, her life was not 

given much attention in Adams’ work. For that, however, one could look to the works on 

Female Biography by Mary Hays. In this work, Hays shows that Lady Masham had spoken 

strongly against the structure in society that prevented female education. One statement of 

Lady Masham’s quoted in Hays’ work is telling of how women viewed their use of 

instruction: “Thus wretchedly destitute of all that knowledge which they ought to have are 

our English gentlemen: and, being so, what wonder can it be if they like not that women 

should have knowledge; for this is a quality that will give some sort of superiority even to 

those who care not to have it. But such men as these would assuredly find their account much 

better therein, if tenderness of that prerogative would teach them a more legitimate way of 

maintaining it.”170 In other words, to Lady Masham and her contemporaries, whether British 

or American, female education would ensure a more perfect male education, for such was 

their duty. As far as superiority was concerned, women wanted nothing to do with it. 

 Although religious and secular intellectuals both agreed upon a distinction between 

the sexes, the religious individualism of “awakenings” still came into conflict with the 

“enlightened” philosophy that ensured a male-dominated political society. The Shakers, for 

instance, were founded by a woman and, as Lawrence Foster explains, were unique in 

“giving total equality to women in religious leadership.” Of course, Foster goes on to ask 

why this equality did not extend to other areas outside of religion, like economics. The 

Shakers were not trying in any way to change the patriarchal structure of society, but 

believed that religious practice was to be founded on self-realization, whether male or 

female, so long as that worship remained within a holy community. In addition, with such 

doctrines as celibacy, Shakers were seen by many Americans as being contrary to “normal 
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human relationships and indeed the entire social order.”171 This perceived radicalism was 

viewed by many to be indicative of evangelical movements in threatening more than mere 

religious order. Again, in Rhys Isaac’s “The Nature of the Baptists’ Challenge to the 

Traditional Order in Virginia,” he shows how a change in the political system was not 

sought, but nevertheless feared by Virginia’s ruling gentry. Since “the Baptists’ salvationism 

and sabbatarianism effectively redefined morality and human relationships,” Isaac explains, 

“their church leaders and organization established new and more popular foci of authority, 

and sought to impose a radically different and more inclusive model for the maintenance of 

order in society.”172 Whether it was Baptists or Shakers, any challenge of the social structures 

that supported those in power was seen as irrational and dangerous to the entire social order. 

 As Americans moved westward, they brought with them not only their necessities but 

also the gendered constructs that encompassed the Union. This is evident in the writings of 

Daniel Drake, a “first-generation American” born in 1785. In his Pioneer Life in Kentucky, 

he wrote of his dearly departed wife, speaking passionately of a marital identity that 

supposedly overcame hierarchy. Interestingly, it was in his union with his wife that an 

identity was formed or, as he says, “An identity of existence had gradually been established. 

Our hearts had become conjoined.” He continued, “They were conjoined on principles of 

equality. The relation of superior and inferior came not into the union. It excluded, it 

abhorred all despotism and all servility. It was not that of activity uniting itself with apathy. 

All was reciprocal strength of feeling. … It was deep and durable as life itself; but alas! How 

short and uncertain is life.”173 One must wonder to what degree Drake understood equality. 

Nevertheless, an identity was formed through a union of reciprocal benefits. Interestingly, a 

few statements concerning Drake’s courtship with Harriet Sisson concerns both rhetoric and 

union: 

A few interviews brought us to a full  understanding, almost independently of 

the use of words. We conversed on the objections which each might find in the 

other; and while contemplating the obstacles to a union, our spirits imperceptibly 
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commingled into one. Perfect reciprocal confidence arose before we were 

conscious of perfect love; and ere the marriage rites were performed, our fortunes 

and fates were indissolubly united and our souls consecrated to each other.174 

These words could well have applied to the Constitutional Convention of 1787 wherein 

objections were discussed, or perhaps even the Declaration of Independence wherein fortunes 

and fates were likewise united. 

 Despite the seemingly perfect union that Drake and his wife enjoyed, however, the 

roles of men and women were recognized even by him. Writing about education in 1848, 

Drake defended that system in the country as opposed to the city, wherein “the union of boys 

and girls within and without a country school-house is not free from objections, but it is 

natural; and if the latter hear some things which they should not, and form some habits not 

befitting their sex, they become better prepared for the rough tumble of life, in which the 

most favored may be involved; their constitutions are hardened; and their knowledge of the 

character of the other sex increased; while the feelings and manners of the boys are to some 

extent refined by the association.”175 In Drake’s mind, the union of the sexes in education 

could benefit each other not in their mutual assimilation but in their understanding of the 

differences between men and women. Finally, in a speech given in 1833 “On the importance 

of promoting literary and social concert in the Valley of the Mississippi, as a means of 

elevating its character and perpetuating the Union,” Daniel Drake gave the following: 

What the towering oak is to our climbing winter grape, the ‘Father of waters’ 

must ever be to the communities along its trunk and its countless tributary streams 

– an imperishable support, an exhaustless power of union. … Within her own 

limits Louisiana has, indeed, the rich mold of ten sister States, which have thus 

contributed to the fertility of her plantations. It might almost be said, that for ages 

this region has sent thither a portion of its soil, where, in a milder climate, it might 

produce cotton, oranges, and sugar, which, through the same channel, we receive 

in exchange for the products of our corn fields, work shops, and mines. Facts 

which prepare the way, and invite to perpetual union between the West and 

South.176 

Perpetual union could be ensured based on the different commodities the respective states 

could offer each other, much in the way men and women had different productive value 
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within marital unions. Given the disparity between the sexes, it seems interesting to note that 

the Union was formed under a patriarchal system founded by fathers – Founding Fathers. 

With the patriarchal organization of the family in eighteenth century America, perhaps the 

success of the Federalists in ratifying the new Constitution in 1787 can also be attributed to 

their proposed system: a strong central government that included a father figure in the 

executive office, a mother figure judicially protecting virtue, and the children (or people) 

represented legislatively. 

 Like any family, the union that developed in America’s culture maintained a 

patriarchal relationship with a white male over all “Others.” At the opening of this section, 

the letter exchange between Abigail and John Adams was discussed. It was asserted that 

early American intellectuals did remember the ladies, as evidenced in the insertion of “male” 

in various laws. In fact, when faced with the consequences of the Revolution wherein 

distinctions blurred between those in power and inferior Others, America’s elite were just as 

apprehensive and nervous as John in his response to Abigail’s request. In addition to his 

sarcastic reply, Adams spoke with concern of how the Revolutionary “Struggle has loosened 

the bands of Government every where. That Children and Apprentices were disobedient – 

that schools and Colleges were grown turbulent – that Indians slighted their Guardians and 

Negroes grew insolent to their Masters.” This rhetoric shows that not only were the ladies 

remembered, but political leaders paid close attention to all aspects of their social hierarchy. 

These aspects were no longer confined to the political union, as expressed by the many isms 

that were considered in forming the Constitution, but referred directly to America’s social 

and cultural union. Adams’ rhetoric illustrates his understanding that the social disturbances 

during the Revolution had threatened hierarchies of patriarchy, class, education, ethnicity, 

and race. Abigail’s request simply introduced “another Tribe” that challenged America’s 

hierarchy of gender.177 By remembering the ladies as an Other tribe, American intellectuals, 

whether “enlightened” or “awakened,” continued their efforts to form an American identity 

and cultural union of common interests, using ideas of the common Other. 
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MAINTAINING AMERICA’S RHETORICAL UNION 

 Following the Revolution, intellectuals attempted to create a unifying American 

identity through literature, language, and education, but it was built entirely on the notion of 

inferior Others. Based on the availability of education, one can already surmise, as Eve 

Kornfeld does, that “few intellectuals even considered the question of education for people of 

color or women.” However, racial and gender hierarchies were not the only structures that 

education was meant to uphold. Even class played a prominent role in the curriculum 

envisioned by America’s intellectuals. America’s cultural identity was to be secured by 

“schooling that would promote the cultivation of civic virtue, or the willingness to sacrifice 

natural self-interest and familial or local attachments for the public good.” As Kornfeld 

further explains, Americans were taught “to fortify the moral faculty, restrain the natural 

passions, and form the lifelong habits of ‘republican machines.’” By seeking to provide an 

education that reinforced “subordination” to the dominant power structure, intellectual elites 

sought an American identity that had neither the enthusiasm nor the capacity to challenge the 

new social order.178 American education developed, as Michel Foucault would argue, “not 

simply as consequences of legislation or as indicators of social structures, but as techniques 

possessing their own specificity in the more general field of other ways of exercising 

power.”179 What Foucault does not realize, however, is that those ways of exercising power 

were already entrenched in the philosophies of both “enlightened” and “awakened” 

intellectuals. Educating American citizens was a rhetorical method meant to create a unified 

American culture, but it would have been difficult to do so by using rhetoric that was not 

already in place. Fortunately, for many Americans who would later oppose their identity 

formation as an “Other,” America’s earliest literary rhetoricians were already embattled in a 

secular versus religious debate, and it was within this ongoing battle that groups like African-

Americans and women were able to take part in the discourse community.  

 The formation of Otherness has had a prominent role in maintaining hierarchical 

structures in America’s cultural union. As mentioned earlier, for over two hundred years 
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distinctions of gender, race and ethnicity have been rhetorically challenged in the desire to 

“form a more perfect union” of cultural diversity rather than Otherness. Distinctions in 

people will always exist, and attempting to erase differences between men and women or 

whites and blacks will most likely fail. Early American intellectuals failed in their efforts to 

create a unified American culture only because these differences were not sought in a 

balancing equation similar to the political union in the Constitution. If America’s culture of 

interaction is ever to overcome the social hierarchy that has been built on these 

characteristics, it will be by embracing them in a unity of diversity that balances sovereignty 

and subjection much in the same way the Constitution brought the states together. If modern 

America is ever to establish a strong and unified American culture, America’s leaders must 

understand that union can not exist in the midst of an imbalance that favors one cultural idea 

over an Other. 

 In early American history, whether one was “enlightened” or “awakened,” it was 

difficult to escape the creation of Otherness. In a time when Americans were trying to 

construct their own identity, some “enlightened” philosophers were trying to understand 

human identity. One essay by Isaac Watts using John Locke’s writings, debated his theories 

wherein “Identity may have various ideas according as it is applied to various sorts of 

beings.” This kind of logic was being applied to the identity of human beings versus other 

animals, plants, and atoms. Watts wrote further, saying, “It is now universally agreed among 

all men of reasoning and philosophy, that the sensible Qualities, such as colours, sounds, 

smells, &c. are not really inherent in the bodies themselves, such as we perceive them, but 

are mere ideas arising in the mind from the different impressions made on the senses.”180 In 

other words, scholars in the seventeenth and eighteenth century were already theorizing that 

identity and reality were already dictated rhetorically, and that no real connection existed 

between any signifier and what it signified outside of perception. Nevertheless, in shaping 

their identity, “enlightened” Americans continued to discuss identity on the basis of race, 

ethnicity, and even gender. American identity was to be built on civilization over savagery. 

The “awakened” scholars, however, saw their identity built on being spiritual rather than 
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natural. This was also done rhetorically, for Christian leaders also knew of the power of 

language. They could have easily drawn upon the writings of the Apostle Paul, whose 

discussion of speaking by the spirit illustrates his understanding of how words act as 

signifiers, and how language can determine this division between the civilized and savage: 

So likewise ye, except ye utter by the tongue words easy to be understood, how 

shall it be known what is spoken? for ye shall speak into the air. There are, it may 

be, so many kinds of voices in the world, and none of them is without 

signification. Therefore if I know not the meaning of the voice, I shall be unto 

him that speaketh a barbarian, and he that speaketh shall be a barbarian unto 

me.181 

Since they could not understand each “Other,” American intellectuals continued to form their 

identity based on “enlightened” and “awakened” rhetorical constructs. 

 Given the differences between “enlightened” and “awakened” thinkers, it is perhaps a 

miracle that they ever united, or blended into a single American culture. According to a 

contemporaneous publication on legal subjects by Dr. E. Luzac, cooperation and harmony 

between individuals is what preserves society. “Pursuing this principle, Dr. Luzac defines 

society, ‘the state of two or more persons assembled to act in concert towards a certain end, 

with relation to that end.’ The existing together, even without a voluntary convention, is 

society, or the union of individual will to a common purpose, mutual concurrence to well-

being.”182 Americans were brought together in mutual concurrence that people were 

different. The differences that were accepted by the ruling elites, however, were not of a 

racial or ethnic order. It was religious and secular differences that were recognized, and thus 

protected in the Bill of Rights. Nevertheless, both persuasions allowed for the exclusion of 

“Others” as either rational or divine. The deconstruction of Otherness in American history 

can be seen in either one or both of these terms. Some of America’s earliest feminists and 

abolitionists were religious, others rational. No matter how controversial the topic, religious 

and secular theorists are always engaged, sometimes in opposition while other times united. 

Regardless of the degree of separatism, however, America’s union remains intact, most likely 
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because of these differences. To understand the unequal context of union from the 

“awakened” perspective, the words of Jonathan Edwards are important: 

It sometimes happens, that of those who have been conversant one with another, 

that dwelt together as neighbors, … some are enlightened, and have their minds 

changed, are made to see the great evil of sin, … and sometimes this proves a 

final parting or separation between them and those that they have been formerly 

conversant with. Though it may be no parting in outward respects, they may still 

dwell together and may converse one with another; yet in other respects, it sets 

them at a great distance one from another: one is a child of God, and the other the 

enemy of God; … one is a citizen of the heavenly Zion, the other is under 

condemnation to hell.183  

Is it any wonder that citizenship in the American Union maintained distinctions between 

neighbors? Whether looking at the rhetoric rationally or spiritually, union between 

individuals, groups, and states remains complex politically and culturally.  

 The story of America’s cultural union is similar to that of any family traveling 

through life together. Comprehending the union between a man and a woman is perhaps just 

as difficult as that between two countries. Depending on individual growth experiences and 

relationship beliefs, the degree by which power is shared in a marriage differs from couple to 

couple as well as from time to time within the same family. It would be difficult to find a 

psychologist who did not agree that humans are complex beings with emotions, feelings and 

motivations which differ between individuals and are often changing. It seems obvious to 

deduce, therefore, that political bodies, which are governed by people, are likewise 

multifaceted and varying from time to time. Just as America’s political leaders were faced 

with decisions affecting the entire country, parents and spouses engaged in their own policies 

to protect themselves and their children, and to improve their quality of life. Often, when 

crises erupt which threaten the family, spouses and parents return to the very things they 

perceive as strengthening the family’s union. The same could be said regarding larger 

political unions. When talking about his family’s journey westward over the Allegheny 

Mountains when he was a toddler, Daniel Drake made an interesting claim. “Kentucky was 

no longer a promise,” he said, “but a possession – not an imagination, but a reality; they had 
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ceased to be Jerseymen, and become Virginians.”184 Once the American political union was 

formed, its cultural union began to take root, and the people were no longer Colonists, but 

Americans. One must ask, however, how a single American culture remained united, when 

the American people were so distinctly separate. Was America no longer a promise or figure 

of imagination, rather a possession and a reality? Perhaps it can only exist as a Union of 

“enlightened” and “awakened,” of promise and imagination, and of possession and reality. In 

order to better understand these complexities that exist within early America’s Union, the 

next chapter will look at union in practice, particularly with regard to the marital union.  
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CHAPTER 4 

“TILL DEATH DO WE PART”: THE MARITAL 

UNION IN EARLY AMERICA 

Hardcastle. Well, I’m in too good spirits to think of any thing but joy. Yes, my 

dear friend, this union of our families will make our personal friendships 

hereditary; and tho’ my daughter’s fortune is but small— 

Sir Charles Marlow. Why, Dick, will you talk of fortune to me? My son is 

possessed of more than a competence already, and can want nothing but a good 

and virtuous girl to share his happiness and increase it. If they like each other, as 

you say they do— 

Hardcastle. If, man. I tell you they do like each other. My daughter as good as 

told me so. 

Sir Charles Marlow. But girls are apt to flatter themselves, you know.185 

In this play by Thomas Otway, the intricacies of courtship and marriage are observed within 

the context of class, age, and gender differences. The threat of unhappy marriage remains 

ever present as the characters are forced to choose between their desires and duties. While the 

play itself was not written by an American, it depicts well the issue of American Union. Did 

the states unite because they liked each other, was it out of economic necessity, or was it 

their duty? If they were of similar interests, their union would seem natural and with minimal 

disruption. As history has shown, however, the American Union was formed out of interests 

often competing or in opposition to each other. This leads one to conclude that Americans 

may have simply seen it as their duty to unite—perhaps out of reason or divine calling. 

Regardless of the motivation, Americans united and were thereafter faced with issues of 

differences that caused turmoil, fear of separation, and eventually a bloody war. 

 When studying the formation of the United States of America or any political union, 

historians would be justified in questioning what allowed states of so many different ideas, 

institutions and cultures to unite. Given that the development of the modern state can be seen 

largely as the union of several “imagined communities,” it comes as no surprise that nations 
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are susceptible to civil conflict or even war. In order to better understand what elements aid 

in unifying peoples of different interests, scholars can turn to one of the simplest and yet 

most complex of unions. The union between a man and woman in the bonds of matrimony is 

an institution that has survived for centuries, yet too often has it paralleled the inequalities 

evident in colonialism and imperialism. The situation of women in Revolutionary America, 

for instance, often mirrored the issues that the “Founding Fathers” faced in justifying the 

rebellion against colonial rule and the creation of a new political system. However, women 

bore more of the cost of the Revolution and even with the successful emergence of the 

American state, women still suffered under many of the grievances and problems that had 

instigated the Revolution. Given that early American rhetoric placed women as an inferior 

Other, as explained in the previous chapter, yet men and women still united in the bonds of 

matrimony, it seems applicable to ask how such unions operated in practice. In order to 

illustrate the situation of women within the bonds of matrimony in early American history, 

this chapter will examine two marriages as a historical study of rhetorical practice. The first 

example will be that of a successful marriage between John Adams and Abigail Smith. An 

analysis of their union and writings demonstrates the powerlessness associated with 

economic dependence and lack of representation experienced by American colonists and, 

more acutely, by women. The second example will focus on a failed marriage; one that ended 

in the divorce of William Cowper and Ann Pierce Parker. Their disunion reveals that “a more 

perfect union” can only be established when certain rights are guaranteed under a balance of 

sovereignty and subjection, and that when an imbalance or inequality exists, that union is 

threatened with dissolution and destruction. By using two marital unions of higher socio-

economic statuses, this chapter will be able to focus on the difficulty of compromise between 

union and sovereignty employed in the social role of family life, which may then be applied 

to other forms of union, including those in politics. 

THE ADAMS-SMITH UNION: “REMEMBER THE LADIES” 

 In the highly charged year of 1776, “taxation without representation” became one of 

the mottos of the Revolution. While economic inequalities between the mother country and 

her colonies existed, some scholars have pointed to the class division within American 

society as a main catalyst. Gary Nash, for instance, argues that “hostility toward men of great 
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wealth intensified and the cultural hegemony of the elite, never firmly established, tottered 

precariously.”186 In other words, those without property and wealth were beginning to see the 

wealth of the elite as a product of class exploitation. Similar to this injustice, gender 

exploitation prevented women from controlling property in colonial America. In theory 

property was owned and administered by men, though in practice some of these rules were 

changing before the time of the American Revolution. Though Abigail Adams was not 

legally able to own property, she found herself undertaking various business practices 

throughout her marriage. While her husband was away on public duties, Abigail “speculated 

in currency, purchased land, and sold luxury items that John sent from Europe.”187 Though 

all of this was conducted under her husband’s name, the administering of property by Abigail 

shows the flexibility that existed in this patriarchal society. The union between men and 

women required some degree of balancing powers or even amending rules to operate 

effectively. 

 Abigail’s ability to operate in ways contrary to contemporary ideas about women’s 

sovereignty in many ways was inherited through her family lineage. Abigail descended from 

a family of wealth and one that historically recognized the legal status of women as capable 

of owning and administrating property, at least following widowhood. While searching 

through her family lineage, we find a host of prominent New Englanders on both sides of her 

family. Through her mother, Elizabeth Quincy, Abigail inherited a well-respected lineage 

that included “landowners, public officials, and merchants since the early years of 

Massachusetts.”188 Her father, William Smith, also came from a line of prosperous 

merchants, with trading ties to the southern colonies and even into the West Indies. Abigail 

had a special kinship with her maternal grandmother, Elizabeth Norton, in whose house she 

had lived as a child, but she inherited her name from her paternal grandmother. Abigail 

Fowle was the daughter of Isaac Fowle and Beriah Bright. Isaac Fowle, the descendant of a 

notable British family, served in King Philip’s War and was later promoted to lieutenant. 
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Most remarkably, “his will, dated December 4, 1717, probated November 9, 1718, 

bequeathed to his widow Beriah the full and sole improvement of all his estate, real and 

personal, so long as she should remain his widow.”189 Although Beriah was appointed as a 

joint executor with her son Henry, it is telling that she, as a woman, was granted full control 

over her husband’s property. Isaac’s choice to leave everything to his wife corroborates 

Laurel Thatcher Ulrich’s discovery of 75 to 80% of widows named executors even when they 

had grown sons.190 Following Henry’s death, Beriah left her estate to the six children of her 

daughter and son-in-law, Abigail and William Smith. The record is almost silent regarding 

Abigail Fowle, though she must have made a significant amount of impact on her son for him 

to name his second daughter after her. Despite the ability of Abigail Fowle and her 

granddaughter to administer over property, in both cases this right was granted only in the 

absence of their husbands. As such, within the marital union gender roles remained distinct, 

just as classes remained divided following the Revolutionary War and formation of the 

United States.  

 Another interpretation of the Revolutionary War is presented by scholars in the 

imperial school of thought who argue that self-interested Americans seeking westward 

expansion coupled with British miscalculations led to division.191 With regard to gender, self-

interest coupled with judgments, whether rational or irrational, was also utilized in the 

choices of union. When she first met John Adams, Abigail was only a young teenager and 

did not make a considerable impression on John. His first written reference to her called her a 

wit who was “wanting in the ‘Tenderness’ and ‘fondness’ of another girl, Hannah 

Quincy.”192 Later on, it was her wit that John admired and loved, but at the moment he was 

courting another. In judging upon his self-interest, John was considering marriage to Hannah, 

yet he did not see it as economically feasible. He had already graduated from Harvard in 
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1755, taught school, was received into the bar in 1758, and was in the process of establishing 

his practice in Braintree, Massachusetts. Perhaps he was miscalculating what was sufficient 

for a successful marriage, but this shows how, to New Englanders like Adams, the patriarchal 

duty to support a wife and family weighed heavily on a man’s mind. This does not mean that 

selflessness was the primary occupation in the minds of young singles during this time. As 

Charles W. Akers explains, it was “absolute Poverty” that dissuaded Adams from entering 

“early marriage, [which] he knew, could ruin an aspiring lawyer.”193 Regardless of the 

reasons considered, marriage was as serious as any other political union, and was considered 

carefully as the benefits, responsibilities, and challenges were judged. Just as territorial 

expansion enveloped the minds of Revolutionary Americans, familial expansion also 

engaged men and women in their courting process. By 1776, Americans had weighed these 

issues and chose to create a union beneficial to their own interests.  

 Understanding man’s self-interest was important not only to British leaders and 

American statesmen but also to individuals when selecting marriage partners. Following his 

break with Hannah Quincy, John became a much harsher critic of himself and mankind in 

general. His experiences in personal relationships spoke to his developing thoughts regarding 

political relationships. While he debated with himself in his diary concerning the ability of 

men to govern, he found that even “the most refined Patriotism to which human Nature can 

be wrought, has in it an alloy of Ambition, of Pride and avarice that debases the 

Composition, and produces mischievous Effects.”194 Given the wicked nature of men to seek 

only their self-interest, what form of government could possibly create a better union? 

Historically, women were not given the opportunity to choose or have a say in their marital 

partners, though this had changed by the time of the Revolution. Abigail’s parents were not 

fully satisfied with her choice to marry a lawyer, it being a degree below their status, yet the 

decision was hers. The marital union, therefore, was the perfect model for a political union. 

Let those who are involved choose what is best for them. Nevertheless, when the states chose 

to unite and when democracy was looked to for governance, there were still those who were 
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excluded from the decisions. Once a union was created, a woman’s voice was disqualified. 

Within her marriage, Abigail was meant to sacrifice a degree of her sovereignty to her 

representative and husband. This “virtual representation” allowed men to stand for their 

wives, and such it was in the electoral process. 

 In order for men to choose good leaders, some degree of education was required. The 

Revolutionary War was sparked significantly by the increase of ideas, pamphlets and 

newspaper writing. John recorded in his diary on August 1, 1761 the following: 

I must judge for myself, but how can I judge, how can any Man judge, unless his 

Mind has been opened and enlarged by Reading. A Man who can read, will find 

in his Bible, in the common sermon Books that common People have by them and 

even in the Almanack and News Papers, Rules and observations, that will enlarge 

his Range of Thought, and enable him the better to judge who has and who has 

not that Integrity of Heart, and that Compass of Knowledge and Understanding, 

which form the Statesman.195 

As education and literacy increased, “colonial protests argued for the rights of Englishmen on 

a constitutional basis.”196 As such, “taxation without representation” took on not only 

economic meaning but also the call for legal and intellectual rights. Once again, however, 

women were excluded from these ideas. Nevertheless, John found a woman with a range of 

thought that exceeded her own education. Abigail was not granted all of the luxuries we 

attribute to modern day elite. She was not given any formal education as females were 

typically denied schooling. Just as the British sought to maintain the function of colonists as 

British subjects, the patriarchal authority likewise dictated that the primary function of 

women remained that of wife and mother. 

 In revolutionary America, it was considered that the best instruction a young girl 

could possibly receive took place inside the home and was restricted to matters involving 

home and family. This was no different than the British idea that American legislatures 

maintained authority of their domestic responsibilities while Parliament governed over all 

other matters. Nevertheless, her home schooling allowed Abigail and her sisters to gain an 

interest in reading scriptures, literature and newspapers. They also enjoyed writing letters and 
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even discussing politics. Upon reflecting on their youth, Abigail’s sister Mary asked how it 

was possible “that so totally secluded as we were in childhood from the world, we came to be 

so interested in the politics of it at so early a period of life.”197 Their interests were fueled not 

only by the things they read, but also by listening in on the conversations of their parents and 

friends. Revolutionary sentiments were also fueled through print and the spoken word as 

Americans began rejecting their seclusion from the political debate. Abigail’s rejection of 

intellectual seclusion allowed her mind to develop strong ideas that most assuredly aided her 

husband and marriage in later years. Their marital union was strengthened by their common 

interests in classical and popular literature as well the debates of their time. It would be folly 

to assume that any union exists without contributions from all parties involved, regardless of 

how equality in the relationship is viewed. 

 Although Abigail would later disparage some of the inequalities forced upon women, 

she also considered the patriarchal realm as “divinely ordained and natural.”198 To her 

husband, she was outspoken about many of her feelings, yet, both openly and to her husband, 

she remained a submissive wife as society expected of her. In this regard, Abigail, just as any 

one of the states in the Union, understood that a degree of her sovereignty needed to be 

sacrificed to have a stronger union, or family, of her own. In modern times, it is recognized 

that sacrifices are needed on both sides of the union. In the eighteenth century, however, the 

sovereignty of women was given less attention. The sovereignty of the individual, 

specifically in marriage, was never easy to maintain. In his ongoing debate with Henry James 

and Horace Greeley, Stephen Pearl Andrews argued in 1858 “that the same evils which exist 

under the Institutions of Despotism and Slavery exist likewise under the Institution of 

Marriage and the Family.”199 According to Andrews, it was the inability of married women 

to own property that primarily manifested their repression under marriage. Knowing that 

marriage required some sacrifice from either the man or the woman (although more 

commonly this sacrifice was demanded of the woman), Andrews questioned the validity of 
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the institution as a whole. He even went as far as suggesting the eventual break-up of 

marriage as a practice in order to ensure complete sovereignty. In the modern debate 

regarding marriage and whether or not the control of this institution should be left to the 

individual states or federal government is also no less a discussion of sovereignty than it is 

one regarding morality or civil rights.  

 To understand whether morality, rights, or sovereignty provoked Abigail’s feminist 

efforts, particularly in her letter to her husband at the beginning of the Revolution, many 

historians rely on speculation. “By the way,” Abigail wrote in March 1776,  

in the new Code of Laws which I suppose it will be necessary for you to make I 

desire you would Remember the Ladies, and be more generous and favourable to 

them than your ancestors. Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of the 

Husbands. Remember all Men would be tyrants if they could. If perticular care 

and attention is not paid to the Ladies we are determined to foment a Rebelion, 

and will not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we have no voice, or 

Representation.200 

Abigail’s reminder regarding the tyranny of men applied to John’s consistent lack of faith in 

mankind, but did not his pessimism also address women? Her mention of representation 

could be perceived as a request for voting rights, though one may wonder whether Abigail 

would have been satisfied with “virtual representation.” Mary Beth Norton and Carl N. 

Degler argue that by addressing power in the hands of husbands, Abigail was concerned with 

property rights under marriage.201 On the other hand, her concern over “vicious” men or their 

“cruelty” may also have been more concerned with male sexual oppression, as suggested by 

Nancy F. Cott.202 Regardless of her particular meaning, it is important to recognize Abigail’s 

concern over some form of tyranny against the female sex. As state diplomats were sent to 

constitutional conventions to ensure no overwhelming tyranny be placed upon their 

constituents, Abigail simply offered her diplomatic plea on behalf of women. 
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 Abigail remained a strong defender of the union between men and women, accepting 

their “separate but equal” status. This meant that men were to exercise their power as friends, 

rather than taking on the “harsh title of Master.” The final line in this popular “Remember the 

Ladies” letter provides insight into Abigail’s view of the roles of men concerning women. 

“Regard us then as Beings placed by providence under your protection and in immitation of 

the Supreem Being make use of that power only for our happiness.”203 Protection and 

happiness were important ideas of governance to Americans for the next decade, especially 

as the Constitution and Bill of Rights were written. Nevertheless, John’s reply was less than 

serious, laughing off her request as merely theoretical in nature. “In Practice you know We 

are the subjects,” he wrote. “We have only the Name of Masters, and rather than give up this, 

which would compleatly subject Us to the Despotism of the Peticoat, I hope General 

Washington, and all our brave Heroes would fight.”204 This war of words never resulted in 

any actual rebellion on the part of women, which begs the question as to whether Abigail’s 

request was also limited to theory. 

 The discussion over women’s rights did not end with John’s light-hearted reply, as 

Abigail responded on the issue once more in May of that year. Again she addressed the issue 

not so much with regard to women as she emphasized marital relations. “You insist upon 

retaining an absolute power over Wives.” She did not go as far as arguing that all power 

should be relinquished, but that the power of married women needed to be recognized. 

“Notwithstanding all your wise Laws and Maxims,” she continued, “we have it in our power 

not only to free ourselves but to subdue our Masters, and without violence throw both your 

natural and legal authority at our feet.”205 In theory, women had the power to overthrow the 

patriarchy, but in practice Abigail believed that some form of “natural” authority still existed. 

In addition, she addresses legal authority as opposed to political, thus calling into question 

her feelings concerning suffrage. Perhaps within marriage Abigail believed in a separation of 
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powers, similar to the way in which American statesmen sought to balance three branches of 

government. 

 Aside from perceived natural differences, there were still legal and societal 

impediments that prevented women from their full measure of happiness. Abigail recognized 

challenges to wives, but also to all women. Her denial of a formal education weighed heavily 

on her mind throughout her life. This same burden fell on John’s mind as well, though not 

with regard to women. John was worried about the lack of education amongst the future men 

that would lead the newly united States and complained about it to his wife. Abigail 

responded, “If you complain of neglect of Education in sons, What shall I say with regard to 

daughters, who every day experience the want of it.” Appealing to John’s liberal mind, she 

argued, “if we mean to have Heroes, Statesmen and Philosophers, we should have learned 

women.”206 Having not received a formal education because of her sex, this was a sensitive 

issue for Abigail. By writing to her husband, she hoped to convince him through a shared 

interest that raising women, at least in education, could benefit society as he desired. 

 The union between John and Abigail, though imperfect, contained mutual love and 

concern for each other’s well-being. Following the signing of the Declaration of 

Independence, Abigail showed joy in the foundations that were being laid for a wondrous 

political union, but her thoughts remained upon her husband. On July 21, 1776, she lamented 

having not heard regarding John’s health. “My anxiety for your welfare will never leave me 

but with my parting Breath, tis of more importance to me than all this World contains 

besides.” Abigail understood the importance that her sacrifice was, not only for her children 

but for the entire future of the country. Nevertheless, she implored John “never to omit what 

is so essential to my happiness.”207 In subsequent letters, John remembered to include his 

health. He also showed much love in his letters, though not as passionately at times as his 

earliest letters during courtship. The separation that John and Abigail endured, however, was 

difficult and their letters are filled with anxiety and concern for each other’s well-being. 

 Anxiety was a common feeling for husbands and wives during the Revolutionary 

War, though the war was not always the cause. On July 9, 1777, while Abigail was pregnant 
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with their sixth child, she wrote a small letter of grief. “I have been very unwell for this week 

past, with some complaints that have been new to men, tho I hope not dangerous.” Such 

thoughts are not irrational even amongst today’s women in an age of modern medicine. 

Without the luxury of calling a 24-hour clinic, Abigail confided in her husband. “I was last 

night taken with a shaking fit,” she explained, “and am very apprehensive that a life was 

lost.”208 Being separate from his family and his duty as a father, John responded the very next 

day. “My Mind is Anxious, and my Heart in Pain for my dearest Friend… Three Times have 

I felt the most distressing Sympathy with my Partner, without being able to afford her any 

Kind of Solace, or Assistance.”209 John was concerned not only for his wife but his infant 

child. Three days later Abigail’s doctor wrote a letter informing him of the still born child. 

Abigail’s worries were justified and her hope for a daughter was fulfilled and devastated at 

the same moment. She wrote of her submission to the will of God, but could not prevent the 

emotional pain she endured. John’s absence made it even more difficult, for both parties. 

“My dearest Friend,” John wrote, “Never in my whole Life, was my Heart affected with such 

Emotions and Sensations, as were this Day occasioned by your Letters… Devoutly do I 

return Thanks to God, whose kind Providence has preserved to me a Life that is dearer to me 

than all other Blessings in this World.”210 This experience witnesses to the struggles that all 

married couples faced in Revolutionary America. Pregnancy brought extreme worries for the 

health of wife and child alike, and the loss of one or both was a less than unusual occurrence. 

 There is no concrete evidence regarding the mortality rate of mothers and their 

newborns, but from the worries recorded in Abigail’s letters we can surmise that pregnancy 

brought legitimate anxiety to Revolutionary Americans. In his study of seventeenth century 

Plymouth, John Demos found evidence to suggest “that in one out of thirty deliveries the 

mother would lose her life, or, stated another way, that every fifth woman in the Old Colony 

died from causes associated with childbirth.” If these numbers were consistent into 

eighteenth century Massachusetts, the odds were not favorable for Abigail, this being her 

sixth pregnancy. “The mortality rate for newborn infants is more difficult to determine,” 
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Demos continues, “but one in ten would seem a reasonable guess.”211 For Abigail, this guess 

falls short of reality. It could be argued that medicine was more advanced than it had been a 

century earlier, but even in the nineteenth century questions are left unanswered. As Nancy 

Schrom Dye suggests, “we need to assess the extent to which new medical practices 

themselves were harmful.”212 Even modern science has failed to produce a harmony of 

opinion regarding childbirth and obstetrics with notions of protecting women and infants.213 

In Abigail’s case, we find a tragedy that burdened her just as greatly as, if not more than, 

those who sent their sons into battle were pained by the prospect of losing grown children. 

Nevertheless, the colonies were united and willing to make sacrifices, just as husband and 

wife mimicked each other in placing their burdens upon their God and each other. When 

John’s father passed away, he wrote of how the loss “tenderly affected me, but I hope with 

full Confidence to meet him in a better World.” His faith in God remained strong, but the 

death of those around him also drew him closer to his dear wife. Not two lines later and John 

addressed Abigail, “I feel for you, as I know how justly dear to you, your father was.”214 

Stress and tension, while having the ability to tear apart some marriages, was used to share 

closer emotions and strengthened the union between John and Abigail. 

 Marital unions are commonly professed before God, and the Adams’ union was no 

different. Religion played an important role in their marriage and family life, and it is 

unlikely that it was insignificant in other affairs, including politics. While exploring the many 

letters between John and Abigail that have survived, one would find very few without some 

reference to God or Heaven. In his letter on July 3, 1776, explaining the passage of a 

resolution to declare independence, John attributed it as “the Will of Heaven, that the two 

Countries should be sundered forever.” Concluding that letter, John placed his full faith 

before God. “But I must submit all my Hopes and Fears,” he said, “to an overruling 
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Providence, in which, unfashionable as the Faith may be, I firmly believe.”215 Overjoyed 

with the news, Abigail wrote of her desire for the future of their country. “May the 

foundation of our new constitution, be justice, Truth and Righteousness.” Having oft times 

made use of literary and scriptural language in her letters, Abigail chose in this letter the 

spiritual word. “Like the wise Mans house may it be founded upon those Rocks and then 

neither storms or tempests will overthrow it.”216 Theirs was a union between husband, wife 

and God, and there was no reason not to believe that God would not be part of the new union 

between the states.  

 The next two lines in Abigail’s reply may shed a degree of light on the future 

discussion of church and state relations in America’s governance. “I cannot but feel sorry,” 

she wrote, “that some of the most Manly Sentiments in the Declaration are Expunged from 

the printed copy. Perhaps wise reasons induced it.”217 At first glance, her use of manly brings 

questions regarding her views of manhood. The fact, however, that it is capitalized and 

follows her discussion of the scriptural parable regarding the wise man denotes a religious 

connotation. Why did the delegates in the First Continental Congress seek a union with less 

religious assertions, or “Manly Sentiments,” than some would have expected? As Abigail 

answered her own query, perhaps wise reasons did dictate these decisions. Nevertheless, to 

Abigail the idea of separating church and state did not mean detaching religion from public 

servants. Years later when Europe was undergoing its own set of revolutions, Abigail wrote 

to her sister of her distress regarding obstacles to religion. “It is a part of Religion as well as 

morality, to do justly and to love mercy and a man can not be an honest & Zealous promoter 

of the Principles of a True Government, without possessing that Good will towards man 

which leads to the Love of God, and respect for the Deity.”218 These were thoughts shared by 

her husband as well, whose advice in 1776 to the individual states was to balance legislative, 

executive, and judicial power.  This balance was to be, as John suggested, in a “government 
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of laws, and not of men.”219 What is a government of laws as opposed to a government of 

men? Being well-acquainted with philosophy, Adams knew, “the government of laws, said 

Aristotle, is the government of God.”220 Taken in comparison to Abigail’s requests regarding 

women, it is not unreasonable to suggest that Abigail also sought for a government of laws, 

and not of men. 

 At the time of the American Revolution, women were largely seen as inferior to men 

and, as the nation of liberty and equality developed, were not allowed their complete and 

equal rights. Nevertheless, many men and women created unions during this time that lasted 

their entire lives. The marriage between John Adams and Abigail Smith was a strong and 

special union fostered by mutual love, faith in God, and intellectual discourse. Given the 

disparities in gender relationships, their union was uniquely equal in many respects. Just as 

the Revolutionary War and subsequent Constitutional Convention of 1787 created a union 

unparalleled in history, the marriage between John and Abigail was likewise beyond compare 

to other contemporary marriages. It was a union that was far from perfect, but so was the 

American Union. Just as the United States Constitution allowed for the amendment process 

to address unsolved inequalities, the issues of gender would likewise be revisited during the 

next two centuries. In addition, balancing between union and sovereignty remains a difficult 

and challenging task both in personal and political lives. If the marital union has the power to 

survive over centuries of disparity, surely a political union must be capable of the same. 

THE COWPER-PARKER UNION: “FOREVER DISSOLVED 

AND ANNULLED” 

 Due to the individualistic nature of human beings, conflict regularly threatens unions, 

regardless of their size. From marital vows to political alliances, unions between people and 

peoples have experienced various crises that have made up the events of our historical 

analyses. By examining documents concerning the family of William Cowper and Ann 

Pierce Parker, including Ann’s request for a divorce, and comparing these to other 

documents of Southern families during the same time period, this study has enabled a better 
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understanding of the requirements of union. The institution of marriage serves as a prime 

example of the balance between sovereignty and subjection. In addition to respecting 

individual sovereignty, in order to form a union one must also sacrifice a degree of that 

sovereignty. In modern America, married couples often recognize the need to sacrifice 

individual interests for the good of their partners and children. This includes sacrificing 

leisurely pursuits as well as making decisions jointly rather than independently. A more 

perfect union in marriage is obtained when these sacrifices are equally made and a balance of 

powers, so to speak, is implemented. There were certainly instances where such equal 

treatment in marriage was experienced in nineteenth-century America, but marital laws were 

not favorable to both parties. British principles of coverture were commonly in practice 

throughout the states, wherein “the very being or legal existence of the woman is suspended 

during the marriage.”221 The limitations on a feme covert whose legal rights were swallowed 

up by her husband tilted the balance of the marital union in favor of male sovereignty and 

female subjection. This imbalance made the female participants in these unions particularly 

vulnerable in instances where husbands exercised excessive control, including engaging in 

verbal or physical abuse. Perhaps the only weapon a woman had was the threat of divorce, 

but given the laws governing divorce even this was not in their favor. 

 The laws in Antebellum America prevented women from holding the bargaining 

power that is common in political unions. In early American politics, for instance, sectional 

rhetoric was commonly utilized as a bargaining tool. Threats of secession are found in the 

debates of Congress as early as 1811 by Federalists opposing war, and continued thereafter. 

In the debates concerning Missouri, Senator Barbour recognized “some who are ready to 

make the sacrifice” of dissolving the union though he admitted that when it came to voting 

for secession, he was “not ready to perform.”222 The Tariff Bill of 1824 sparked considerable 

debate as Mr. Randolph of Virginia spoke out against it as a threat to the Union. “There is no 

magic in this word union,” he said, following up by comparing union to marriage. “Marriage 

itself is a good thing, but the marriages of Mezentius were not so esteemed. The marriage of 
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Sinbad, the sailor, with the curse of his deceased wife, was a union; and just such a union 

will this be, if, by a bare majority in both Houses, this bill shall become a law.” In an 1826 

judicial bill, the marriage between the “Old Thirteen” and “New States” was once again 

threatened in a debate that Representative Burgess argued “will bring us a profound 

discourse on the probable disunion of these States.”223 In the year prior to the Nullification 

Crisis, “disunion and nullification were instantly made the watchword, and every yelper of a 

particular cast immediately joined in the cry.”224 Politicians regularly utilized this threat of 

dissolution for the first generation of the United States, but theirs was a threat that enabled 

them to extract concessions from other states because secession was a credible threat both for 

the states that could exist outside of the union and for the politicians, whose prestige and role 

would only be enhanced at home.  

 Despite their use of marriage as comparable to their idea of union, in 

contemporaneous marriages women did not have as much bargaining power as any other 

section in the United States. The law rarely favored women in situations that required legal 

activity, especially in considerations of divorce. For instance, women generally were not 

given priority, or even equal consideration, in child custody cases. As Bertram Wyatt-Brown 

explains, “By common law tradition in regard to male property rights, children were 

considered to be possessions of the head of household. Thus, in law, fathers had the better 

case for child custody.”225 This does not mean that fathers were always granted custody, but 

the way for women to gain guardianship over their children was more difficult under 

coverture. As such, the threat of divorce did not enhance a woman’s bargaining power within 

marriage because after a divorce a woman’s legal and social standing were reduced. This 

may be one reason why Ann Pierce Parker threatened divorce a few times, but without any 

real changes occurring in her marriage. When the abuse worsened and Ann’s husband forced 
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her from her home and denied her access to her children, she had nothing left to lose and she 

sought divorce one more time. 

 The petition of Ann Pierce Parker to divorce William Cowper illustrates her 

understanding of the male-dominated laws that she faced. On November 20, 1816, Ann wrote 

a petition directly to the General Assembly of Virginia, the highest office in the state. She 

began the petition, not with any statement regarding the unfortunate circumstances of her 

marriage, but by introducing herself as the child of the late Col. Josiah Parker. Recognizing 

her legal status as being tied to another man Ann chose to avoid opening her petition by 

addressing her relationship with her husband and instead invoked the name and memory of 

her father. Almost the entire first page was dedicated to an account of the life of Josiah 

Parker, much in the same way his life is found in a biographical dictionary. Josiah was a 

member of Virginia’s convention in 1775 and fought in the Revolutionary War. He moved 

up in the ranks from major to lieutenant-colonel, and was eventually promoted to colonel 

over his own regiment in 1778. After three months of serving as colonel, he resigned his post 

in the army, but continued commanding the militia from 1778-1782 while serving from 

1780-1781 in Virginia’s House of Delegates. Following the Revolutionary War, he became a 

naval officer and was later elected to represent Virginia in the U.S. House of Representatives 

in the First through Sixth Congresses. He had lived a noble life that deserved attention, and 

with his life Ann sought to gain that attention.226 As Thomas E. Buckley, S.J. explains in his 

examination of her case, Ann “writes in a style deliberately designed to evoke the sympathy 

and support of the male lawmakers.”227 Indeed, Col. Parker’s behavior throughout his life 

and the duties he performed on behalf of Virginia are consistent with the Southern male ethic 

of honor. According to Bertram Wyatt Brown, “the principles of honor were the means to 

create and bind together a privileged group and to classify the ranks of its members for the 

purposes of establishing order and group cohesion.”228 Ann’s petition sought to place her, 
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through her father, within this group while at the same time showing how her husband failed 

to meet these principles. The structure of her petition contrasts the honorable life of her father 

to the dishonorable behavior of her husband. 

 The contrast between honor and dishonor is most evident in Ann’s points concerning 

the patriarchal duty to provide for one’s family. Following her long remembrance of the 

service Col. Parker rendered to his state and country, Ann finally turned to her family. It was 

after retirement that Col. Parker could move “from publick life to the bosom of his family.” 

The single line where Ann mentions his actions toward her while she was young is “that he 

spared neither trouble or expense; for my improvement or gratification.” Following this 

mention, the petition moves on to explain Ann’s “sad narrative of [her] misfortunes” in her 

marriage to William Cowper. Any following remarks concerning Col. Parker dealt with “his 

protection” of Ann through financial support. This was contrasted with the failure of William 

to provide for his own family, even to the point of receiving aid from his father-in-law. 

Perhaps one of the strongest indictments of William’s honor was in his reliance not on Col. 

Parker but on Ann who “would send him secretly the greater part of the money; allowed me 

by father for my expenses.” Although William himself had served as a Captain in the Navy, 

no service could hide such shame and dishonor he inherited in his failure to provide for his 

family.229 

 The transition from Col. Parker to Capt. Cowper in Ann’s petition was gradual, for 

Col. Parker’s death did not take away his continued assistance to their marriage and family. 

Before his death, Col. Parker had already spent considerable time and money providing for 

his daughter and her family. When William could no longer provide support Ann was taken 

in by her father who promised to “divide with me his last shilling.” William was often away 

at sea, either on naval voyages or engaging in trade, and in eight years of marriage Ann lived 

under William’s “entire controul” for only six months. Eight years was enough for Col. 

Parker to recognize that Ann would continue to need his support even after his death. In his 

will, Col. Parker provided Ann with regular assistance, including quarterly payments, slaves, 

and the use of his home. The property, however, could not be bequeathed to Ann without it 
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legally belonging to William. Col. Parker maneuvered around this legal point by granting his 

estate to Ann’s eldest son, Josiah. Anything given to Josiah, as a minor under the legal 

guardianship of William, would also be in danger of falling completely into William 

Cowper’s hands. As such, Col. Parker managed to place an additional stipulation in his will, 

granting his estate only upon the condition that Josiah would change his surname to Parker. 

The change of surname and, therefore, legal inheritance could be postponed until the boy 

reached the age of adulthood. Beyond the grave the honorable colonel provided all the 

assistance he could legally conjure, but it was not enough.230 

 For the next six years William continued to provide evidence of his dishonorable 

character. He had previously been before the courts, even on a charge of assault and battery 

in 1806. After the death of his father-in-law, William sought to gain control over the estate. 

Had Josiah’s name been changed to Parker, according to the will, he would have inherited 

the estate and he and his inheritance would immediately fall under William’s guardianship, 

especially if the boy died. William attempted numerous times to have the boy’s name 

changed, but Ann and others familiar with the situation effectively prevented the immediate 

change. Despite various strategies utilized to secure authority over the estate, William was 

usually prevented by legislators in the assembly. He continued his cruelty, abusing Ann to 

the point of peace warrants being issued against him and eventually in kicking Ann out of 

Macclesfield, the home left by her father, and preventing her from seeing her children. The 

courts regularly failed to protect Ann or ensure application of her father’s will. Once the 

executor of the will died others feared taking on the role of managing the estate. Forced from 

her family and home, Ann stayed with nearby relatives while William squandered away 

“virtually all the movable property” of the Macclesfield estate, “including Josiah Parker’s 

bequests to his daughter.” Ann was in dire circumstances under the principles of coverture, 

and none of the courts seemed willing to engage in actions that would allow a married 

woman to own property or enter contractual agreements. She had no other hope left but to 

petition the highest council in Virginia for divorce and a redress of her grievances.231 
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 The response of Virginia’s General Assembly is illustrative of how protective the 

government was of marriage. On January 9, 1817, the Assembly granted Ann’s petition for a 

divorce, but with certain stipulations. While William Cowper’s rights and authority “over the 

person and property” of Ann and her children were legally dissolved and her status as feme 

sole restored, the honorable institution of marriage needed to be protected. After all, marriage 

was a union recognized by God above all else. In Ann’s petition, her grievances regarding 

property rights were addressed by granting feme sole status, but there was one form of 

contract this newly single woman was denied to pursue. Both William and Ann were denied 

the right of future marriage while the other yet lived. If either attempted to marry another, the 

law would recognize that person as “guilty of bigamy, and shall be punished in the same 

manner as if this act had never passed.” Ann was free from any obligations to her husband, 

but she was not free to pursue other relationships. It could be argued that future marriage was 

prohibited to protect the children, but only Ann was granted legal custody. William was also 

prohibited from remarrying.232 Given that the principle of coverture was accepted in 

nineteenth century America, reason seems to suggest that early laws concerning marriage 

after divorce were also practiced. An earlier seventeenth century text provides the answer. In 

Judgment of the Reformed Churches, the author restates the principles of coverture and then 

follows by showing that marriage after divorce was acceptable in instances where adultery 

had occurred. This was based on the Christian doctrine that “whosoever shall put away his 

wife except it be for whoredoms, and shall marry another doth commit adultery.”233 In early 

nineteenth-century Virginia, marriage was still a union that included God’s laws. Despite all 

the abuse William may have inflicted on Ann, there was never any proven adultery. As such, 

even granting a divorce was not fully acceptable according to tradition.  

 Legislators throughout the states were increasingly accepting additional reasons other 

than adultery for divorce, which led to the formation of two forms of divorce. As one 

nineteenth century law book states, “there are two kinds of divorce, namely a mensa et thoro, 
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which merely separates the parties, without destroying the contract; and the divorce which 

severs the tie, quoad foedus et vinculum which is a dissolution of the marriage contract.”234 

Although Virginia’s Assembly recognized the marriage between Ann and William as 

“forever dissolved and annulled,”235 neither of these types of divorce is mentioned. This is 

probably because the divorce they were granting was somewhere in between the two. 

Property obligations were no longer in force as found in a divorce a vinculo, whereas the 

right to remarry was prohibited as found in a divorce a mensa. Various states adopted their 

own allowances and laws regarding divorce, especially when it came to property. In most 

instances, property was awarded according to fault. For instance, “in Kentucky, when a 

divorce is caused for the fault of the husband, the wife takes as if he were dead.”236 This, 

however, was very rare as property was often divided according to pre-marriage contracts. 

Things usually became a bit more difficult when it came to child custody.  

 The existence of children in this case makes it unique when analyzing how unions are 

broken apart. The separation of Ann from her husband could be conducted legally just as 

their union was created. In the midst of this union, however, children were created, and such 

a union between children and parents could not so easily be severed. In a system that 

regularly favored the father with regard to child custody, it should be asked why the 

Assembly granted Ann’s petition. Was it due to her father’s prominence in the community, 

the many abuses inflicted upon her by her husband, or the testimony of witnesses on behalf 

of Ann? The full deliberations or implications of this case may never be known, but the same 

could be said of any union in crisis. Why did the South later secede from the Union, and why 

did the North choose to go to war to maintain the Union, or at least to prevent a divorce a 

vinculo? Were there “children” involved? It could be argued that the Federal Government 

had purchased the Louisiana Territory, and that those states residing in that territory were 

children of that union. In addition, the land further to the west was in danger of being 

segregated between North and South. Who would have been granted custody over the land 

acquired following the War with Mexico? Many reasons for maintaining union can be 
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speculated upon. Even in the simple case of Ann Pierce Parker and her family, the choice to 

allow dissolution was also a choice confirming union, or at least the prevention of alternate 

unions. Granting child custody to Ann is also consistent with the ideals of southern honor. 

Again, as Wyatt-Brown explains, “male honor required masculine headship of the family.”237 

Ann’s father had proven his honor with regard to serving the state of Virginia, rearing an 

educated woman, and in providing not only for her but for her children as well. As the father, 

William was also required to fulfill this ideal, but he had proven to be a dishonorable 

husband as well as a father incapable of supporting his family. Nevertheless, the union of the 

family needed to be protected. Ann was granted legal custody of her children, and it was to 

them that her marital obligations continued. 

 Ann’s case not only shows how important children were as a consideration in divorce 

proceedings, but it also reveals the subordinate status women held not only below men but 

also below the needs of children. In closing her petition, Ann wrote, “You who have 

daughters that are blooming, think of my Father; you who have darling infants think of me!” 

This emphasizes the contrast between how Ann was brought up by an honorable man, and 

the future her children faced under the control of a man like her husband. By bringing up her 

children, she was not asking the legislature to think of her as a woman, but as a mother with 

responsibilities to her children and the future of Virginia. These responsibilities she wrote in 

the third person: “Her wish is to support and educate her children, to rescue them from vice 

and ignorance (to which they are now exposed under their father) and bring them up in piety 

and virtue.” Ann was concerned for the welfare of her children, especially if they were to go 

on in life without a father. Even William Cowper understood the weight of a parent’s duty 

when considering children. With the Parker estate left to Ann’s eldest son on the condition he 

change his name, William did all he could to gain legal possession over the inheritance. 

When he tried to have Josiah’s surname changed, he spoke to the courts of his “natural love 

and affection” for young Josiah. Nevertheless, all of his rhetoric could not hide the petitions 

of his wife which claimed that William had threatened to take Josiah’s life.238 
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 Despite the importance placed on children in Antebellum America, historians are 

faced with the difficult task of trying to recreate Ann’s entire family. According to John 

Mack Faragher, “any study of marriage under circumstances of male social dominance will 

be a study of a struggle between men and women that includes the continuing subordination 

of wives, women’s social and emotional battle against that subordination, and the alternatives 

of accommodation or resistance to patriarchy.”239 All that has been previously considered 

proves this point, but children are usually absent from discussions concerning this case and 

others like it. What was it like for Ann’s sons growing up in the early years of the American 

Union, and how did they feel while watching their parents bicker and eventually divorce? 

From this story we gain a limited understanding of life as a child in Antebellum America, or 

of childrearing. Since children are rarely discussed in historical documents, except in 

concerns over custody, some of the best details of youth are found in biographical and 

fictional accounts. Caroline Gilman’s Recollections of a Southern Matron is a fictionalized 

story, though, according to her, “every part, except the ‘love-passages,’ is founded in events 

of actual occurrence.” Naturally, her goal to write a successful novel would necessarily 

“present as exact a picture as possible of local habits and manners” in order to reach human 

emotion. For instance, we can assume that there were moments when Ann, while living with 

her father, could have written, as Gilman, “My children are frolicking on the lawn where my 

first footsteps were watched by tender parents.” Surely there were moments of hardship, 

especially in the effects of being torn between father and mother during the earliest years of 

one’s life. Nevertheless, Ann probably spent quite a lot of time with her children during the 

years that William was out to sea. Family unity was important to Southern families, as 

evidenced in another recollection of Gilman’s. “My children,” Gilman wrote, “love to lead 

me to the spot where they may spell the inscription on one princely monument to my 

grandfather, and hear the tale I have to tell of the fair, the good, and the brave who sleep in 

that enclosure, sacred to the domestic dead. There is but one inscription there,” she continues, 

“for we were as one.” In addition to the many stories about their grandfather Ann could have 
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told her sons, especially about his service in the Revolutionary War, Ann probably did all she 

could to keep her family unified as one.240 

 Giving birth to and raising children in early American history was no easy task, 

especially for a single woman. Infant deaths were not uncommon, even in the Parker family. 

Within Col. Josiah Parker’s family cemetery are headstones of some of Copeland Parker’s 

children who died in the early Nineteenth-Century having not reached two years of age. 

Despite this possibility and the hardship endured when losing a child, we also find the 

possibility of forced abortions. As with any union, particularly that between parents and 

children, sovereignty would need to be sacrificed. William was not keen on the idea of being 

responsible for another child, and urged Ann to induce a miscarriage when she was pregnant 

with their fourth son. Such action was out of the question to Ann, though it is significant that 

the question was even considered by William. Abortions were more commonly accepted, or 

at least performed, in the North, usually being rejected by southerners except in cases where 

the mother’s life was threatened. This even applied to slaves, as slaveholders feared the 

repercussions if their slave women no longer had any children of their own to supply their 

future labor market. Regarding whites, however, the God-given union between parent and 

childbirth required protection. According to “J. Boring, professor of obstetrics at the Atlanta 

Medical College, … only God could give or take a life.” Southerners saw that the union 

between God and mankind was threatened, and “that the destruction of ‘the product of 

conception’ should be regarded as murder.” These arguments were had throughout the 

country, but in the South, it was an issue of honor and respect for God’s creative process.241 

Nevertheless, these thoughts were had in the southern conscious of honor, which was 

confined to the private sphere. Southern lawmakers avoided legislating laws concerning 

abortion until the Civil War when abortion was, for the first time in American history, 

politicized.242 Prior to the emergence of abortion laws, issues of a moral nature that 
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“endangered personal piety and family responsibility” were seen as confined to the church 

and apart from the central authority of the state.243 The strongest authority in deciding upon 

issues of abortion, therefore, was that of the parents. Of course, in cases such as Ann’s, this 

authority was unnaturally tilted toward the father. Nevertheless, Ann stood up to William’s 

request, even in the face of additional physical abuse, and continued her dedication to 

childbirth and childrearing. 

 With limited documentation, it is difficult to pinpoint how Ann raised her children, 

but with regards to education an answer can probably be surmised based on her own 

upbringing. James F. Crocker, a family historian and genealogist, wrote that “Col. Parker had 

educated his daughter, as if she had been a son, in the languages and in all manly arts.”244 

Ann’s petition alone demonstrates the value this education provided. Female education was 

not common during this time, but was beginning to be accepted throughout the Union. In 

1833, for example, the Angerona Seminary was founded as “a Boarding and Day School for 

Young Ladies, and their instruction in the higher branches of Education.”245 With the 

influence of an exceptional education in her youth, Ann likely sought to foster within her 

own sons a love of books and learning. This is evidenced in one of the attempted 

reconciliations between Ann and her husband. Following numerous failed attempts to have 

young Josiah’s name changed, William requested in 1811 for Ann to return to Macclesfield. 

She agreed, largely based on her concern over the welfare of her children, with the added 

stipulation that she would attempt to procure “estate funds for Josiah’s education” by sending 

him to an academy in Smithfield. Ann soon realized that this was simply another attempt of 

William’s to gain complete access to the estate when he tried again to have Josiah’s name 

changed. When this attempt failed, William “now ‘choaked’ his wife and threatened to kill 

her.” As the abuse increased, Ann once again fled to nearby relatives. Regardless of the 
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regular separation she endured from her sons, Ann sought every opportunity to remain a part 

of their lives until the Assembly granted her full custody.246 

 Future records provide evidence of the closeness that Ann and her boys enjoyed 

despite family problems. It appears that Ann was particularly close to her son, Thomas 

Frederick P. P. Cowper. Their close relationship is confirmed by a sworn affidavit of Colonel 

Frank A. Dwyer as well as records from Smithfield’s Christ Episcopal Church that show Ann 

attending church with her daughter-in-law, Virginia Smith. The son of Thomas Frederick and 

Virginia, Josiah Parker Cowper, wrote sometime around 1900 a short biography of his great-

grandfather, simply titled Col. Josiah Parker. These records suggest not only that the family 

remained close, but that stories of Ann’s father and his courage continued to be told through 

the generations, just as Gilman depicted in her Recollections. Even distance could not 

permanently separate the family. Ann’s eldest son, Josiah, married Mary Ann Keith and lived 

with his family in Virginia, Kentucky, and Missouri. In 1853, Josiah passed away and his 

widowed wife and her family returned to Virginia where she was taken in by another of 

Ann’s children, Leopold C. P. P. Cowper. Leopold and Thomas Frederick both followed in 

their father’s and grandfather’s shoes by serving the state of Virginia. After practicing law in 

Portsmouth, Leopold entered the political sphere when he was elected from Norfolk County 

to serve in the House of Delegates in the 1840’s. He later served as Lieutenant Governor of 

the Restored Government in Virginia during the Civil War. While Leopold followed the 

political side of his grandfather’s roots, Thomas Frederick took on the military side. He also 

practiced law serving as a Justice in Wight County, but he was a ship’s Captain, just like his 

father. Also, during the 1840’s, he was a Major over Isle of Wight’s 29th Regiment. In their 

honorable positions in the military, public service, and fatherhood, Ann’s boys remained 

united in their dedication to state and family.247 

 The Parker family was not the only family unified by military pursuits and honor in 

warfare, particularly in the South. The unity that Southern families enjoyed in their desire to 
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defend America’s freedom is also shown in John W. Carroll’s Autobiography. A careful 

examination of Carroll’s writings would suggest that unity in war was one mode of 

patriotism that was consistent in Southern culture, regardless of class. John’s upbringing was 

less than luxurious, especially when compared to the elite Parker family. Nevertheless, both 

families joined in recollecting the stories told of their forebears involved in war. In relating 

his grandfather’s involvement in the War of 1812, John spoke of how “these recitals fired my 

youthful heart with a burning patriotism and how I wished to wear a uniform; to hear strains 

of martial music and the roar of cannon; and see glorious war.” John would see how glorious 

war truly was as the Civil War broke out when he was nineteen years old, “full of patriotism 

and hope of success [and] anxious to take part in the struggle.” The longest chapter in John’s 

entire Autobiography is dedicated to his Civil War experience, and is replete with pride in 

fighting for the Southern cause, despite their eventual loss. John inherited his wartime 

patriotism from his ancestors, as far back as his paternal great grandfather who fought 

alongside his own brothers in the American Revolution. In the second war for independence, 

John’s maternal uncle, Samuel Burns, was sent to New Orleans in charge of a volunteer 

battalion to aid General Andrew Jackson. He was sent home, “owing to the great number of 

men offering their service.” The fact that “many were turned away sadly disappointed” 

shows how Southerners heeded the call to battle above expectations. They understood, 

however, that such sacrifices were required within a union of interests.248 

MARRIAGE & UNION 

 The expectations of union are complex and differ depending on its size and the parties 

involved within the union. Nevertheless, in order for individuals to unite, whether in political 

alliances or at the marriage altar, choices must be made in regard to sovereignty and 

subjection. The goal of America’s Founding Fathers was to create “a more perfect union,” at 

least one better than that which existed under the Articles of Confederation. Within a century, 

the American Union was separated and faced with the bloodiest conflict in its existence. 

Essentially, the separation of the Southern from Northern states was a very messy divorce, 
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specifically given the issue of child-custody when considering the vast tracts of land 

purchased under the Union. If the United States is to learn from the past, it must understand 

the complexities of union and the ways in which unions have faced crises. This can be done 

on the political level by analyzing state constitutions, but even the most profound lessons can 

be learned from the smallest of unions. If, as John Demos suggests, “the family usually wears 

an aspect of similarity across a broad reach of geographical space within a single culture,” 

then the lessons learned of a single family in crisis should be applicable to multiple families 

and a variety of unions.249 In addition to providing a glimpse into family life in early 

America, particularly the South, Ann’s story also provides lessons for contemporary 

America. Her life and trials in marriage are, in many cases, not new to modern relationships. 

Ann’s account provides an exceptional example of the threats posed to any union, including 

marital and political, that does not seek to balance sovereignty and subjection. If modern 

Americans are to learn from history, they must create an historical union; one that allows the 

sovereignty of the present to be subjected to the lessons of the past. By applying the lessons 

seen in these early unions, both the Adams-Smith and Cowper-Parker marriages, a more 

perfect union may be maintained “till death do we part.” 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE CLASH OF POLITICS AND CULTURE: 

CRISIS OF UNION 

 Families were separated upon arrival, each person sold to the highest bidder. Men and 

women were whipped, chained, beaten, and worked to death. They were sexually, 

emotionally, and mentally abused and assaulted. They were forced to live in conditions of 

filth, squalor and degradation. Not every slave in early America had to endure all of these 

hardships, but they nonetheless existed to a large extent. Racially, America was unequal. 

When Congress began debating the issue of slavery, it revolved largely around the Union’s 

westward expansion and property rights. Standing before the House of Representatives in 

February of the year 1819, Louis McLane of Delaware, who would later become Secretary of 

State under President Andrew Jackson, stood to speak. He abhorred the institution of slavery, 

and reluctantly said the following: 

It is of the very essence of our Government, that all the States composing the 

Union shall have equal sovereignty. It is the great principle on which the Union 

reposes—the germ of its duration. How long would this empire be held together, 

composed as it is of the many parts united together for a common interest, if all 

those parts were unequal in their privileges, unequal in their rights, but compelled 

to make an equal contribution to the support of the others? It would be a motley 

tribe of sovereign and demi-sovereign States—a congregated mass of incoherent 

particles—disorder and dismemberment would be the inevitable consequence.250 

The inequality forced upon the black race did not occur to him as an incoherent particle 

within American society. The equality of privileges and rights meant to be enjoyed in the 

United States was to be that between white men in the states. The issue of slavery was 

detestable only in its application of brutality. As far as McLane and many of his 

contemporaries were concerned, whether slavery was to be allowed or not, the white race 

was still superior. The crisis over Missouri and the issue of restricting slavery was not so 

 
250 Joseph Gales, ed., Annals of The Congress of the United States: Fifteenth Congress – Second Session 

(Washington: Gales and Seaton, 1855), 1230-1231. 



 

 

123 

much an issue of humanity as was an issue of ensuring that white leaders in their respective 

states were given equal power amongst each other. The structure of American union had 

been firmly placed upon a foundation of white male supremacy. 

 Historical scholarship is traditionally dictated by perceived structures in time. These 

structures are often signified, though not limited, by people, places, and beliefs. The 

significance of discussing particular structures is, however, usually limited to what is 

typically noticed as an event. In order for an event to have some degree of interest to 

historians, it must represent something new. Either this means a modern discovery in how 

scholars perceive the past, or the discovery yields an understanding of human interactions 

that cross cultures. Culture may include ideas regarding politics, literature, ethnicity, race, 

gender, and religion. Scholarly interests in historical events are piqued when these ideas are 

in conflict, whether contemporaneously or simply when comparing beliefs between the past 

and the present. Because of the individualistic nature of human beings, conflict regularly 

threatens unions, regardless of their size. From marital vows to political alliances, unions 

between people and peoples have experienced various crises and compromises that have 

made up the events of our historical analyses. One such event in American study is 

commonly referred to as the Missouri Compromise. This episode of crisis and compromise is 

included in every major textbook of American history, and is meant to signify the growing 

divide between North and South that eventually led to the Civil War. In focusing upon the 

differences that yielded the crisis, particularly with regard to the extension of slavery, 

scholars too often neglect the elements that unified the states. Though the question of slavery 

and the rights of states are central in the discussion of the crisis and compromise over 

Missouri, these factors overlook the importance of religion, race, and even gender in 

maintaining a unified American culture. A rhetorical study of the Missouri Compromise as 

an event reveals that the North and South were united despite sectional rhetoric, while 

notions of white male superiority and heavenly blessing dominated America’s early 

nineteenth-century culture of interaction. These ideas were those same rational and religious 

ideas that embodied the Enlightenment and Awakening, as discussed in Chapter 3. Although 

tradition dictates that compromises were made whereby both sides sacrificed internal 

interests, a closer investigation into union, rather than division, helps further to explain the 

ideas utilized that not only calmed the storm, but postponed a civil war for forty years. 
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 The Missouri Compromise is important to study, not because it represented some 

astounding change in American history, but because American historical study has made it 

such a significant event in antebellum sectionalism. It has become a part of America’s 

rhetorical and cultural history. Some historians have gone as far as illustrating this event as 

the “greatest political crisis between the Revolution and the Civil War.”251 Such an argument 

is presumptuous and dismissive of so many other important events in American political 

history. The formation of political parties and the successive Jeffersonian Revolution were 

extremely charged events that led many to believe the fabric of the nation was torn in two. 

The War of 1812 placed partisan politics on an entirely new level, as Republican War Hawks 

rhetorically battled with Federalists over the validity of the war. In some ways, the 

partisanship that divided the nation in the second decade of the nineteenth century was worse 

than that experienced during the first decade of the twenty-first century over the war in Iraq. 

Riots erupted in Baltimore over Federalist publications denouncing the war, where “several 

people, including an old Federalist Revolutionary War general, were beaten to death in the 

streets.” Then, in 1814, the five New England states sent delegates to Hartford to discuss 

their possible secession from the Union. They had already threatened secession three years 

earlier and prior to the war. It was at this later Convention of Federalists and Northerners that 

state authority over unconstitutional federal usurpation was affirmed.252 When Rep. McLane 

stood in defense of state rights, even over an institution he despised, it was to this republican 

principle that he was supporting. It is not the historian’s duty to place people or events in any 

hierarchical order of importance, but surely these events are just as important as those 

surrounding the Missouri Compromise. 

 When historians label any event as being the “greatest” or “worst” in a particular 

period, it is often because crisis is emphasized over unity. The American Revolution was not 

about the states uniting; that crisis would come in 1787. Rather, the Revolutionary War was a 

crisis of grievances against the principles of liberty. So it was with the crisis over admitting 
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Missouri into the Union. Could a nation built on individual liberty allow the perpetuation of 

keeping a people in bondage? It was not, however, the bondage of the black race to white 

America that dominated discussion. The only way that race factored into the debate was the 

fact that slaves were black, and many Northerners felt that slavery itself was evil. They did 

not go so far as claiming that blacks were equal to whites, however. The significant issue was 

that brought up by Southern leaders. Could their principles of individual state sovereignty be 

trampled upon by a federal government bent on preventing states from selecting their own 

institutions of commerce? This was no easy question to answer, and the Missouri 

Compromise could most definitely be seen as a crisis in American political history. It was an 

event that gradually intensified beginning in 1817, but the incidents and rhetoric in the next 

three or four years help to demonstrate that the severity of the crisis may not have been as 

harsh as scholars often propose. Threats of secession were not new to the American political 

landscape, as discussed earlier, and were simply used as a power mechanism because of the 

importance that “union” held to so many statesmen. To illustrate the progression of crisis and 

compromise regarding Missouri, this chapter will first turn to the seemingly simple process 

of incorporating states into the American Union, and thereafter show how the rhetoric on 

both sides of the aisle maintained white male dominance. 

PROPOSING STATEHOOD 

 The American Union was based on certain constitutional rights and governed by three 

branches that were established to maintain and preserve those rights. It was a union of states, 

hence, the United States. The thirteen colonies that fought in the American Revolution made 

up the first thirteen states, and by 1818, twenty states were represented. The admittance of 

new states into the Union had become a regular procedure as Americans continued to move 

westward. In 1817, the citizens of Missouri began their request for statehood. The House 

received their petitions the following year on March 16. It is interesting to note that on the 

day Missouri was presented to the House for statehood consideration, the delegate from 

Missouri, John Scott, had his own petition for Congress to consider.  He “presented a petition 

of sundry inhabitants of the southern part of the Territory of Missouri, praying for a division 
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of the said Territory.”253 This southern portion would later be known as the Arkansas 

Territory, which would also request statehood in the future. The delineation of territories, 

particularly with the intent to incorporate future states, was common practice in Congress 

since President Jefferson purchased the Louisiana Territory and sent Lewis and Clark to 

examine the land for westward expansion. One must wonder, however, why the entire 

Missouri Territory needed to separate for two possible states rather than entering the union as 

one. Was the separation of the Missouri Territory from Arkansas a maneuver to ensure a 

greater number of slave states in the future? We may never know all of the reasons why 

certain actions were taken by political individuals or groups, even when some explanations 

are professed, but slavery and its expansion westward was a political issue strong enough to 

merit much discussion during the first half of the nineteenth century. 

 Laws intent on gradually diminishing the institution of slavery were proposed as early 

as the Constitutional Convention, so it comes as no surprise that such would be put forward 

again at the time of Missouri’s petition. On Saturday, April 4, 1818, Arthur Livermore of 

New Hampshire proposed an amendment to the Constitution which would prevent slavery 

from expanding into any future state admitted into the American Union. “The resolution was 

read, and, on the question of proceeding to its consideration, it was decided in the 

negative.”254 Why Livermore presented this resolution is entirely left to speculation. Some 

historians suggest that “Livermore and other New Englanders feared the future population 

growth of additional slaveholding states in the West and South would further weaken New 

England’s already diminishing position in Congress.”255 This statement, however, assumes 

that a division of power was only had on the account of slavery, not to mention the 

assumption that plans for westward expansion were limited to space below the Mason-Dixon 

Line. Events surrounding the War of 1812 illustrate that plenty of other issues were divisive 

and that New England states were less concerned about balancing power than they were with 

perceived constitutional principles. This yields the question as to whether slavery or power 
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was the dominating issue, rather than slavery as power. Not much is known about Livermore 

other than his being a judge like his father and brother before him.256 According to the 

Congressional Records, he was involved in the process of state admittance. Livermore had 

been one of the seven members appointed to the committee considering the admittance of 

Missouri as a state. Had this committee already discussed the possibility of slavery or the 

restriction thereof in a newly admitted state? It stands to reason that this was a consideration, 

and it seems Livermore decided to propose a constitutional amendment rather than attach the 

question to state admittance.  

 If the issue of slavery really had been dominated by a power ratio in Congress, 

Livermore must have known that his proposal was unlikely to pass. In addition, slavery was 

not simply to be prohibited, but was no longer to “be tolerated in any State hereafter admitted 

into the Union.”257 The use of tolerate can not easily be dismissed, for toleration in 

contemporaneous political rhetoric was often linked to religious liberty. Nine days before 

Livermore’s proposed amendment, when Congress was discussing the Spanish American 

Provinces, Richard Mentor Johnson of Kentucky spoke of how “the principles of religious 

toleration and political emancipation must march on steadily till the will of Him who controls 

the destinies of the world shall have been executed.”258 Religious rhetoric like this was 

common in these early years of America’s Union, and increased as ideas of America’s 

“manifest destiny” were promulgated. Clearly in Livermore’s mind, religious liberty did not 

promote toleration of slavery. In this era of “political emancipation” it also seems difficult to 

place Livermore’s motivation entirely against tolerating states that could counter New 

England. Nevertheless, on the day of Livermore’s proposition to amend the constitution, the 

House decided it was time to consider the admission of a new state into the Union. Instead of 

Missouri, however, it was Illinois that was given attention. Also, instead of discussing 

slavery in the proposed state, roads and canals were the topic for consideration. On April 14, 

the Senate informed the House of their passing of the bill enabling “the people of the Illinois 
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Territory to form a constitution and State government, and for the admission of such State 

into the Union on an equal footing with the original States.”259 The Senate attached some 

amendments to the bill and it was sent back into committee in the House. This was no great 

impediment, however, and on April 18 it was approved. There was no mention of slavery in 

the bill, though race and gender were factored into the equation. In Section 3 of the bill, the 

legal qualifications of voting were granted to “all white male citizens.”260 The incorporation 

of “white” and “male,” though not found in the U.S. Constitution, were regularly found in the 

proceedings of Congress as well as the individual state constitutions. America’s political 

leaders did not fight over the use of these terms, even if slavery was a controversial topic. 

Citizenship granted on the basis of race and gender were points of union that required no 

compromise between North and South, and by the end of the year Illinois became the twenty-

first state in the Union. 

 Missouri was all but forgotten, but now that Illinois was admitted (and as a free state 

for that matter), the admission of Missouri as a slave state would not change the free-to-slave 

state power ratio. In fact, during the entire time in which Illinois was being allowed to 

organize itself into a free state, one must wonder why Missouri was not given further 

consideration, given its petitions at the same moment. Unfortunately, for those hoping to see 

Missouri added as the twenty-second state, the next admission to the Union discussed before 

Congress was an entirely different state. On January 12, 1819, the Senate passed “the bill to 

enable the people of the Alabama Territory to form a constitution and State government.”261 

The bill passed in the House on March 2, and by the end of the year, Alabama became the 

twenty-second state to enter the Union. What of Missouri during all of this? The fact that 

Missouri had been placed behind other petitioning states helped to bring the issues at hand 

into the limelight. The first item on the agenda would surely regard slavery. Of course, if 

slavery were such an evil, why not try and restrict it in the consideration of Alabama as a 

new state? Not only was Alabama admitted before Missouri, it was brought in as a slave 

state, and with little, if any, opposition. 
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 The strongest argument regarding the admittance of Alabama as a slave state came 

from one of the most unlikely of places. On February 13, 1819, a month after the Senate 

passed the bill allowing Alabama’s entrance into the Union James Tallmadge of New York 

presented an amendment to a bill that would grant Missouri statehood. The Tallmadge 

Amendment sparked the debate over Congress’ power in limiting Missouri’s legislature from 

drafting laws respecting the institution of slavery. Three days later, on February 16, 

Tallmadge addressed his reasoning behind allowing Alabama’s entrance as a slave state. 

“While we deprecate and mourn over the evil of slavery,” Tallmadge argued, “humanity and 

good morals require us to wish its abolition, under circumstances consistent with the safety 

of the white population.”262 Once again, the supremacy of the white race and its security 

outweighed all other considerations, including such an evil as slavery. In addition to race, 

religion also played an important role in decisions regarding slavery and statehood. Slavery 

was seen as an evil, not only against God but also against humanity. Did humanity include all 

races? Only to a degree; for actions were only to be taken if the circumstances provided 

“safety” for the “white” race. Tallmadge understood that the proximity of Alabama being 

surrounded by slave states would endanger whites when free blacks and slaves could live so 

close together, and possibly interact. America’s culture of interaction was mindful of God’s 

laws, particularly those dealing with “good” morality, but it was also a culture limited and in 

preference to white men. 

A UNION OF WHITE MEN 

 A union between whites in the North and South was difficult to separate, though that 

does not mean a separation was not considered. Representative Joel Crawford of Georgia 

balanced the argument of union with that of slavery, saying, “If the Union is of more 

importance to the South than slavery the South should immediately take measures for the 

gradual emancipation of the slaves, fixing a period for its final extinction.”263 Crawford did 

not believe that this was possible, and as such, suggested the secession of the states if the 

South wished to maintain the institution of slavery. He also believed that the time was 
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appropriate when such could happen without provoking a civil war. Statements like 

Crawford’s help to illustrate the concern Southern leaders had over Northern aggression 

against their perceived rights, but it is likewise significant that union was chosen over what 

was believed to be a possible peaceful secession. Also, unlike the New England delegates in 

1814, Southern leaders never held a convention to discuss secession. Their feelings of 

concern were addressed alongside their fellow white men in the North. Nevertheless, the 

threat of disunion was used regularly throughout the debate. In February 1819, when the 

House reconvened to create a Territorial Government for the Arkansas Territory south of 

Missouri, John W. Taylor of New York was the first to make a motion. He “moved to amend 

the bill by inserting a clause (similar to that incorporated, on the motion of Mr. Tallmadge, in 

the Missouri bill) to prohibit the existence of slavery in the new Territory.” Once again, 

southern statesmen threatened that dissolution would be the result if the issue continued 

further. Taylor answered the secessionist threat of Hugh Nelson from Virginia with the 

following: 

That honorable gentleman greatly mistakes the people of this country, if he 

supposes this Union—cemented by so strong interests, necessary to all, and 

especially to the slaveholding States—consecrated by so much glorious 

achievement—sanctified by the blood of so many heroes—endeared by victories 

won with the exertions and treasures of all—that this Union, the preservation of 

which is the first lesson of lisping infancy, and the last prayer of expiring age—

that this Union can ever be destroyed or in the least impaired by promoting the 

cause of humanity and freedom in America.264 

The cause of humanity which he was addressing was the degraded condition of laborers as 

slaves. Freedom from slavery was to be the goal, but not freedom from white superiority. 

Either way, the important thing to Rep. Taylor was that Congressional leaders recognized 

their dependence upon union. 

 Southerners accepted and embraced the union, particularly the union between whites, 

and they often called upon this unity. Felix Walker of North Carolina accepted Taylor’s 

claim of union, arguing, however, that all were to have “the same advantages as other States 

in the Union.” He spoke about how the Louisiana Territory was purchased by the entire 

United States and, as such, the Southern States had contributed toward that purchase. With 
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this logic, one could also say that the Northern States had contributed their fair portion. This 

begs the question that if the Southern States were ever to secede, would they not need to 

engage in a custody battle over ownership of that land? That is another discussion, and one 

that has been alluded to earlier, but nevertheless merits repeating. Walker then turned to a 

racial reason for allowing slavery in the Arkansas Territory, arguing, “It is further south than 

the 35th degree of latitude, a low and warm country, that will not support a laboring white 

population.” If it could not support whites who labored, what good would the land be to 

them? Was this a promotion of white idleness? No, but it certainly defended the racial 

hierarchy that ensured white supremacy. Walker then turned to that union of white 

dominance between South and North, asking, “Have not the Southern States yielded to the 

Eastern States so much of their favorite system of free white population, as to give up and 

relinquish the new States of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and all the vast territory north of the river 

Ohio?265 Notice that the Northern States were built upon a free “white” population, rather 

than merely a free population. No objection was raised to this point. 

 Once it became obvious that it would be difficult to prevent the expansion of slavery 

westward, northern politicians opposed to slavery began drawing lines. Rep. Taylor 

introduced the following bill: “That neither slavery nor involuntary servitude shall hereafter 

be introduced into any part of the Territories of the United States, lying north of 36 degrees 

and 30 minutes of north latitude.” Interestingly, this line lay south of Missouri, which had yet 

to be fully considered for statehood. Perhaps Taylor was already trying to create a 

compromise, only this would have been an Arkansas Compromise, rather than the Missouri 

Compromise, for slavery in Missouri would be outlawed under this provision. Arthur 

Livermore saw the bill “to be made in the true spirit of compromise, which ought to be met, 

but suggested a different line.” The record is silent on what line, if any, Livermore suggested. 

Nevertheless, Taylor’s line would be accepted two years later, granting of course that 

Missouri enter as a slave state. William Henry Harrison of Ohio liked the idea so much that 

he proposed an additional amendment, “That all that part of the present Territory of Missouri, 

lying north of a line to be ran due west … shall form a part of the Territory of Michigan; and 

the laws now in force in the said Territory as well as the ordinance of Congress prohibiting 
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slavery or involuntary servitude in said Territory of Michigan, shall be in force in that part of 

the Missouri Territory.”266 These suggestions were far less than a compromise than simply an 

attempt on the part of these men to secure larger amounts of territory where slavery would be 

prohibited. Needless to say, these measures were opposed strongly and squashed by their 

opponents. The rest of the month remained seemingly quiet on the issue and the next few 

days focused on more important issues of the ruling white elites – the Bank of the United 

States. Missouri statehood came back to the floor of the House on March 2, after having been 

amended by the Senate, whereupon Thomas Willis Cobb of Georgia took the opportunity to 

offer his vehement opposition to bills restricting entering states from choosing their own laws 

regarding slavery. As the record states, “he might perhaps subject himself to ridicule for 

attempting the display of a spirit of prophecy which he did not possess … but he warned the 

advocates of this measure against certain effects which it must produce. Effects destructive of 

the peace and harmony of the Union.” He continued with an even greater threat than 

disunion, arguing that “they were kindling a fire which all the waters of the ocean could not 

extinguish. It could be extinguished only in blood!”267 Forget the fact that African blood was 

being spilt with every whip of the lash; it was pure-white American blood that was now in 

danger. The Second Session of the Fifteenth Congress ended with no resolution possible on 

the issue of Missouri’s statehood until the Sixteenth Congress, only that assembly would not 

reconvene until December, nine months later. 

A “HOUSE” AND “SENATE” DIVIDED 

 The House reconvened on December 6, 1819, and the Sixteenth Congress would 

thereafter be faced with a greater battle as Missouri was joined by Massachusetts’ district of 

Maine in their request for statehood. On that first day, Henry Clay of Kentucky was elected 

Speaker of the House by an overwhelming majority of votes. It was not his first time in this 

station, but he thanked the members for their votes and proceeded to speak of the importance 

of that Congress. “In our extensive Confederacy,” he said, “gentlemen, embracing such 

various and important relations, it must necessarily happen that each successive session of 
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the House of Representatives will bring with it subjects of the greatest moment.” Indeed, and 

that moment centered on the controversy over slavery in Missouri’s statehood consideration. 

Perhaps in preparation of the heated debate that Clay knew would follow, he reminded the 

representatives of the importance of civility: “To give effect to our deliberations; to enable us 

to command the respect of those who may witness or be affected by them; and to entitle us to 

the affection and confidence of our constituents, the maintenance of order and decorum is 

absolutely necessary.” On the third day, December 8, John Holmes of Massachusetts 

presented the petition from the District of Maine to be admitted “into the Union as a separate 

and independent State, and on an equal footing with the original States, by the style and title 

of the ‘State of Maine.’” A committee was appointed and, immediately after, “the several 

memorials of the Legislature of the Territory of Missouri, and of the inhabitants of the said 

Territory, presented to the House at the last session of Congress, relative to the admission of 

that Territory into the Union as a separate and independent State, were referred to a select 

committee.” Then, James Strong of New York “gave notice that on to-morrow he should ask 

leave to introduce a bill to prohibit the further extension of slavery within the Territories of 

the United States.” The battle took only three days before it began to heat up. There were, 

however, other matters that needed to be dealt with, and although Rep. Strong did mention a 

bill restricting slavery the next day, it was not until December 14 when the issue escalated.268 

 Almost immediately upon its discussion, slavery was linked to considering Missouri 

for statehood, though not everyone agreed with this connection. John W. Taylor of New 

York opened the issue of restricting slavery by addressing it as an issue of union and family. 

He addressed it as the most important moment of recent times, and challenged, “All who love 

our country, and consider the Union of these States as the ark of its safety, must ever view 

with deep regret sectional interests agitating our national councils.” No matter what was 

decided, it needed to rest on the security of the Union. Taylor then compared the states to 

family, saying, “It ought not to be forgotten that the American family is composed of many 

members; if their interests are various, they mutually must be respected; if their prejudices 

are strong, they must be treated with forbearance.” It was not the human family, however, 

that Taylor was concerned about, for that would have included blacks in America. While the 
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American family was composed of different members, they were all nonetheless white, at 

least in Taylor’s mind. Interestingly, he then compared this struggle to that of the 

Revolutionary War and Constitutional Convention, hoping that it “be settled in that spirit of 

amity and brotherly love which carried us through the perils of a Revolution, and produced 

the adoption of our Federal Constitution.” Taylor then proposed that a committee be formed 

in order to decide whether preventing slavery west of the Mississippi was constitutional or 

expedient. The committee was formed the following day, December 15, after which Taylor 

requested the Missouri bill be postponed until the first Monday in February. Some members 

stood in opposition to this proposal, saying that Missouri’s statehood had nothing to do with 

the issue of slavery, including the delegate from Missouri John Scott. Others, like Arthur 

Livermore, concurred with Rep. Taylor in that time was needed for that committee to discuss 

the issue. In the end, the proposal of Charles F. Mercer from Virginia was accepted to 

postpone the bill, only until the second Monday in January.269 

 As the House was forming its committee on restricting slavery and postponing the 

Missouri bill, the Senate received the first of many religiously and racially charged petitions 

from Pennsylvania regarding the issue. Senator Jonathan Roberts of Pennsylvania “presented 

the memorial and remonstrance of the American Convention for promoting the abolition of 

slavery, & … against the admission into the Union of any new States, which may hereafter 

be formed, unless on the condition that the further introduction of slavery therein be 

prohibited.” The same was read in the House the following day on motion of Pennsylvania 

representative John Sergeant. The American Convention had met on October 5 earlier that 

year, and requested these measures based on “the evil consequences which must inevitably 

result” if Missouri was admitted as a slave state.270 Over the next few days, various such 

petitions were read in the House from “sundry inhabitants” throughout Pennsylvania. Then, 

on December 22, Pennsylvania’s legislature itself sent a resolution, arguing that “the several 

States are invoked by the duty which they owe to the Deity, by the veneration which they 

entertain for the memory of the founders of the Republic, … to refuse to covenant with 

crime, and to limit the range of an evil that already hangs in awful boding over so large a 
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portion of the Union.” Although, to the legislators in Pennsylvania the religious 

consequences of allowing Missouri into the Union as a slave state were also attached to racial 

considerations. The resolution included a three-point explanation of its consequences, saying, 

“they are persuaded that, to open the fertile regions of the West to a servile race, would tend 

to increase their numbers beyond all past example, would open a new and steady market for 

the lawless vendors of human flesh, and would render all schemes for obliterating this most 

foul blot upon the American character, useless and unavailing.” The American character, or 

the white race, was threatened by an increase in numbers of the black race, and this was of 

greater concern than the blot of slavery itself.271 This is not to suggest that other states were 

not as bold or active, for many Northern states presented their own anti-slavery memorials to 

be read in the Senate. One such memorial was even sent from the Manumission Society in 

Tennessee, but Pennsylvania became very active in the debate.  

 The people of Missouri were not going to allow their request to be challenged 

religiously without their own reply. Many had grown weary of waiting for Congress to 

address their petition for statehood. In a renewed petition presented by Senator William 

Smith of South Carolina, Missouri’s Legislative Council placed its request in spiritual terms, 

“praying to be admitted into the Union as a separate and independent State.” It was not going 

to be easy to have their “prayer” answered, for religionists were not entirely in their favor. 

Nevertheless, the petition also called upon the importance of union as their main objective, 

saying, “These distant frontier settlements, thus insulated, must ever be weak and powerless 

in themselves, and can only become important and respectable by being united.” The petition 

continued by addressing the “rights, privileges, and immunities belonging to the citizens of 

the United States,” of which they did not enjoy as long as they were waiting for their 

statehood. 272 As the debate further intensified, the Baptist Association of Mount Zion in 

Missouri sent their own memorial to Congress, “protesting against the interference of 

Congress in the provisions of the constitution contemplated for said Territory upon its 

admission into the Union as a State; as also against any restrictions on the rights of 
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property.”273 Whether religious or not, rights, privileges, or immunities were not discussed by 

any group by referring to the black race, whether slave or free. All concerns centered on the 

rights of the state, governed exclusively by whites. 

 The fear of the black race living amongst God’s chosen white inheritors of America 

was nothing new to Congress. In between the two petitions from the American Convention 

and Missouri’s delegates, a message from President James Monroe was read before the 

Senate concerning the slave trade. The importation of slaves into the United States had been 

prohibited almost twelve years earlier, but was this because of the evil of slavery? If it had, 

would not slavery also have been abolished? From President Monroe’s remarks, it appears 

the great concern was not so much an issue of slavery or the inhumane treatment of slaves, 

but the overgrowth of the black population on American soil. With additional acts passed 

regarding the prohibition of the slave trade, President Monroe took it upon himself to ensure 

Congress that he was fulfilling the requirement “on the Executive to cause all negroes, 

mulattoes, or persons of color, who may be taken under the act, to be removed to Africa.” 

Why would the United States commit itself to such expenditures in shipping slaves back to 

Africa rather than simply freeing them, or selling them to the highest bidder in other slave-

owning countries in the Americas, like Brazil? Monroe understood “the obvious import of 

the law, that none of the persons thus taken should remain within the United States; and no 

place, other than the coast of Africa.” America’s move to abolish the slave trade seems much 

less noble if we are to believe that the act was stimulated by fears of too many blacks. 

Nevertheless, this fear seems to have been a factor when considering the extension of slavery 

to the west.274 America’s leaders in 1820 felt just as Thomas Jefferson did in 1787 when he 

wrote of the inferiority of the black race. Not only were blacks inferior to whites in 

Jefferson’s mind, their inferiority threatened whites if the races were ever to mix. As 

discussed in Chapter 3, Jefferson proposed that, “When freed he (the slave) is to be removed 

beyond the reach of mixture.”275 By the time of Missouri’s statehood request, America’s 
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statesmen were already in the process of following Jefferson’s suggestions in order to protect 

the white American family. 

A UNION OF TWO: MAINE AND MISSOURI 

 The tension on the issue of restricting slavery in Missouri reached its climax when 

some sought to attach Maine’s statehood to Missouri’s petition, but this took some time and 

plenty of discussion on the subject of slavery. Just as Maine and Missouri were both 

discussed on December 8, when the committee on Maine’s statehood request presented its 

bill of admittance on December 21, it was followed up by another connection to Missouri. 

John Floyd of Virginia immediately “moved that the bill be made the order of the day for the 

second Monday in January, and committed to the same committee of the whole House as the 

bill for admitting the Territory of Missouri into the Union.”276 This request did not have 

enough votes and Maine was to be discussed the next day. That day, however, losses of the 

Seminole War dominated discussion, and Maine was forced to wait. The next day, there was 

still no discussion of Maine, but the possibility of forming a National University was 

introduced, particularly in its aim “to perpetuate the Union, and form a national character.”277 

It seems significant that Rep. Hill of Massachusetts made this proposal at a time when 

national unity was supposedly being threatened over Missouri. The bill was rejected, after 

which appropriation of naval funds were discussed, particularly in regard to suppressing the 

slave trade. Some attempted to discuss the possibility of certain funds going to repair vessels, 

whereupon John Floyd of Virginia reminded the House “that the money therein appropriated 

was intended to be applied to the purpose of transporting to Africa persons taken from slave 

ships, or illegally introduced into the country.”278 This statement serves as yet another 

reminder of the united American desire to purge their soil, not of slavery, but additional 

Africans. A week later, on December 28, Rep. Taylor reported on behalf of the committee 

meant to inquire on the possibility of prohibiting slavery in the western Territories that, “after 

a free interchange of opinions, they could not, consistently with their ideas of public duty, 
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come to any conclusion, or agree to any report which could promise to unite in any degree 

the conflicting views of the House on this question.” The committee asked to be discharged, 

whereupon Rep. Taylor requested yet another committee, only this time to form an actual bill 

prohibiting slavery. This, he argued, would enable the House to then debate upon the subject 

once a bill was formulated. John Rhea of Tennessee opposed the measure because of 

language of “the resolution was worded as if the question of expediency was settled. … 

There was a great deal to be said on that question,” he continued, “and he would not agree to 

a resolution which should have the appearance of admitting principles which had not been 

discussed or conceded fairly.” After considerable discussion, the question on the matter was 

postponed, given that the issue would come to fruition on the Second Monday of January 

when the Missouri committee would report.279  

 Once the issue of Maine’s statehood was presented, the North-South divide began to 

be rhetorically outlined. On December 30, the committee on admitting Maine as a state was 

able to present their bill. Upon its presentation, Henry Clay, as Speaker of the House, spoke 

first, suggesting that “he was not yet prepared for this question.” He assured the House that 

he was not opposed to Maine becoming a state, but that “he wished to know, he said, whether 

certain doctrines of an alarming character … with respect to a restriction on the admission 

into the Union of States west of the Mississippi, were to be sustained on this floor.” It was 

here that it was suggested that Missouri and Maine be linked together, just as “the State of 

Kentucky, if he was not egregiously mistaken in the history of the times, was delayed 

eighteen months before she was permitted to come in, until Vermont also was ready.” 

Massachusetts Representative John Holmes was the first to respond, declaring that such a 

comparison was not applicable or connected in any form. Rep. Livermore followed, asking 

why Clay did not, “when the State of Alabama was admitted in the Union by a bill passed at 

this session, make the objections which he had now raised to the admission of Maine?” The 

debate intensified as questions were asked about whether representatives who connected 

states in history had done so on the basis of northern or southern interests. Clay argued that 

he was sure Kentucky’s statehood was postponed due to Northern propositions. Northern 

politicians began defending their actions with respect to Missouri, arguing that they had no 
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intention of preventing southern or western states from enjoying the same privileges of 

northern or eastern states.280 Without any stipulations, the bill was eventually sent to the 

Senate where the issue was once again addressed. 

 It was in the Senate that the attachment of Missouri to Maine was first sought in 

writing, spearheaded by Senator James Barbour of Virginia. On January 3, once the bill to 

admit Maine into the Union was read, Senator Barbour followed Clay’s suggestion by 

introducing an amendment. Barbour moved that consideration of the bill be postponed two 

days or “be committed to the Committee on the Judiciary, with instructions so as to amend it 

as to authorize the people of Missouri to establish a State government and to admit such State 

into the Union upon an equal footing with the original States in all respects whatever.”281 A 

heated exchange followed as some rose in opposition to such a suggestion. Nevertheless, the 

bill was postponed and referred to the Judiciary Committee, giving the members ample time 

to consider and frame their opinions. It was ten days later on January 13 the Senate received 

the bill from the committee with an amendment that attached Missouri. Senator Jonathan 

Roberts of Pennsylvania immediately rose and motioned that the bill return to the Judiciary 

Committee to remove the amendment. Senator William Smith of South Carolina, who had 

reported the bill on behalf of the committee, responded with reasons why the two states were 

joined. Using the rhetoric of union, Smith defined the word “incorporate,” as found in the 

treaty of cession from Louisiana’s purchase, meaning “to mingle different ingredients, so as 

they shall make one mass.” Seeing that Maine and Missouri were different ingredients to be 

incorporated within the Union, he then turned to the word “union.” He said, “In addition to 

this is the comprehensive and appropriate word Union. This makes Missouri as much a 

component part of the Union as Maine, and as much an object of its care and protection. … 

The Constitution in all its features points to Union. To secure a perfect Union, it has many 

provisions securing equal rights to the several States.”282 Smith reiterated throughout his 

speech the importance of equality of rights, respecting both the states and individuals within 

those states.  
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 The differentiation between states and individuals is a reminder of the republican 

versus national principles discussed regarding the Constitution, only this time they were 

joined in one family. In addition to offering the same rights to the states, it was also argued 

that the citizens of those states be treated equally. “In another section [of the Constitution],” 

Senator Smith argued, “it says, ‘the citizens of each State shall be entitled to all privileges 

and immunities of citizens in the several States.’ The preamble of the Constitution inculcates, 

in the strongest terms, justice and Union.” Smith then placed union in the context of family 

relationships: 

This, and many other provisions of the Constitution, point directly to an union of 

interest, and a perfect equality of rights; all of which demonstrate Maine and 

Missouri to be of the same subject-matter, and the same family of cases, and fit 

and proper subjects to be incorporated in the same bill, which shall lead them 

hand in hand into the great family of the nation.283 

It was a riveting speech on the prospects of equality, either in republican or national virtues. 

It would be difficult to argue against this rhetoric, though someone could have brought up the 

obvious racial inequalities shown in slavery. Instead, the issue was challenged on the basis of 

it being a type of marriage. Senator Prentiss Mellen of Massachusetts responded to Smith by 

challenging the union of Missouri and Maine. “This union,” he said, “has been pleasantly 

called (though with some confusion of sexes,) a marriage between Maine and Missouri; but 

they appear in awkward circumstances. … The parties never saw each other until a week ago; 

and now, at the very alter, one of them is protesting against the connexion.”284 If such a union 

were forced, one would have to wonder if divorce would be the inevitable result. 

 Up to this point, no one had actually taken the opportunity to address the real issue at 

hand – slavery – and whether it was an issue of philosophy or morality. So much of the 

rhetoric was focused on state rights, until Senator Edward Lloyd of Maryland posed the most 

stinging question: “How did they know … but we might impose a restriction upon Maine, to 

compel her to admit slavery within her limits?”285 The question was ignored. It was as if the 

word “slavery” was too charged to begin such a discussion, at least within the walls of 
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Congress. North Carolina Senator Nathaniel Macon was perturbed that allusions had been 

made regarding slavery, but only discussed “out of doors. … It may,” said he, “be a matter of 

philosophy and abstraction with the gentlemen of the East, but it is a different thing with us. 

They may philosophize and town-meeting about it as much as they please; but, with great 

submission, sir, they know nothing about the question.”286 He did not go any further into 

explaining how it was different with “us,” but one statement by House Representative James 

Pindall may provide that answer. In a long speech on February 12, Pindall connected the 

institution of slavery to the people’s character, most likely meaning the Southern people: 

“Any attempt to reform the manners or character of the people, by extirpating slavery, or by 

other means, will, at any time, be found a task, the performance of which will bring us into 

collision with long rooted prejudices, as well as local jealousies, and must draw the 

Government from that lofty and impartial stand which it ought to sustain as the arbiter of 

differences between the respective States.”287 It is also interesting to note that Pindall placed 

this principle of character as essential to the preservation of the Union. Senator Macon’s 

suggestion that enlightened philosophy had dictated the debate for many Northerners 

prompted Senator David Lawrence Morrill of New Hampshire to argue that it was rather an 

issue of awakened morality. He confirmed his belief that Maine should be admitted into the 

Union, but argued that “it is politically and morally wrong to admit Missouri without 

prohibitions.”288 The next day, Senator Barbour responded to this moral argument, saying 

that Missouri had its right to “self-government – the choicest blessing of Heaven to human 

kind.” To Barbour, it was also a moral matter, and he maintained this kind of religious 

rhetoric throughout his speech. “We are pledged by the most solemn sanctions of our 

religion,” he argued, “to reject the mediated restrictions on Missouri; the Constitution, which 

we have sworn to support, forbids it.”289 To what was Senator Barbour bound; the 

Constitution or religion? To him and many of America’s earliest politicians, these were most 

likely inseparable in their configurations of America’s civil religion.  

 
286 Ibid., 97-99. 

287 Ibid., 1288. 

288 Ibid., 99-100. 

289 Ibid., 104-106. 



 

 

142 

 The attachment of Missouri to the Maine Bill sparked controversy, threatened the 

Union on a North-South divide, and brought both enlightened philosophy and religious 

awakening to the discussion. On February 17, 1820, the House debated for hours concerning 

the validity of placing restrictions, like those against slavery, on an admittance bill. After 

listening to an hour on each side of the debate, Representative John Tyler from Virginia 

stood to speak, having been absent in previous debates due to ill health. Tyler was astounded 

that the division in Congress was no longer centered along party lines, but was now 

geographical in nature. “The republican of the North has now turned his back on the 

republican of the South,” he said. This statement lends greater criticism to the power-ratio 

argument, at least in regard to partisanship. In politics, parties typically vie against each other 

for power, but in a North-South debate, this was now a moral issue that, for many 

Northerners both religious and rational, required an immediate solution. It was an issue of 

morality to Tyler and his associates in the South as well. Tyler called for justice based on 

constitutional principles and liberty based on the Declaration of Independence. Some had 

used the Declaration in their arguments against slavery, and Tyler accepted the principle 

“that all men are, by nature, equally free, sovereign, and independent.” Nevertheless, 

“distinctions will exist,” he argued, including “virtue and vice, wealth and poverty, industry 

and idleness.” It was a rational argument that slavery was permitted due to nature’s 

distinctions. According to Tyler, Congress had not the power to “obliterate those distinctions 

in society which society itself engenders and gives birth to.” Congress was in danger of 

interpreting liberty as license, wherein the rule of law would collapse and the states in danger 

of experiencing the guillotine of the French Revolution. By using their understanding of 

French history, Tyler then turned to religious rhetoric. If the bill were to pass with 

restrictions on Missouri, America would not only fight against itself but God, just as France 

“fought even with the Creator, and mocked at the immutable truth of religion.” As far an 

enlightened and awakened Tyler was concerned, the separation between the races was a 

natural consequence both of society and the way God created the world. Abolishing slavery 

could not remove the vice, poverty, or idleness of the black race. “If we cannot raise the 

black man up to the level with the white – and that we have not the constitutional power to 

do so none here have denied – let us raise, at least, the white man up to this level. Extend an 
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equality of rights to the people of Missouri.” Of course, by people he meant white males, and 

this white dominance was justified rationally and religiously.290 

 The enlightened and awakened rhetoric surrounding the Missouri Crisis was not 

limited to Congress, but was also discussed in the executive office. Former President James 

Madison was in regular contact with President Monroe concerning the issue, both of whom 

saw slavery as an evil. They were particularly concerned, however, as Representative Tyler, 

of the geographical nature of the politics. Madison, Monroe, and Tyler were all from 

Virginia, a state that would most likely be concerned with “dividing the Republicans of the 

North from those of the South.” In addition to this concern, Madison wrote in this February 

10 letter concerning the issues regarding “migration or importation” of slaves and whether or 

not Congress had the authority to prohibit slavery in future states. According to Madison, the 

Northwest Ordinance of 1787 showed “there was no mode in which Congress could check 

the evil, but the indirect one of narrowing the space open for the reception of slaves. Had a 

federal authority then existed to prohibit directly & totally the importation from abroad,” 

Madison asked, “can it be doubted that it would have been exerted?”291 Madison believed 

that slavery was an evil, but his awakened feelings could not be separated from his 

enlightened belief that racial difference was also a consideration. In a response to Frances 

Wright’s A Plan for the gradual abolition of Slavery in the United States without danger or 

loss to the Citizens of the South, Madison wrote on September 1, 1825 addressing “the 

magnitude of this evil” and “a satisfactory remedy for it.” Turning from religion to race, an 

enlightened Madison argued that the difficulty of abolition was “vastly augmented by the 

physical peculiarities of those held in bondage, which preclude their incorporation with the 

white population.” Madison applauded Wright’s suggestions, particularly in “that it 

contemplates the removal of those emancipated, either to a foreign or distant region.”292 Just 

as abolition of the slave trade required the removal of the black race, so did abolition of 

slavery itself. President Monroe was of the same feeling, having discussed specific plans for 
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the colonization of the black race with Thomas Jefferson years earlier.293 Either dictated by 

God or nature, American leaders believed that the white race remained dominant to blacks, 

whether or not slavery itself was wrong. 

SECTIONALISM AND UNION 

 This study has purposefully presented little sectional rhetoric found in the 

Congressional debates concerning Missouri (though there is plenty) because threats like these 

were never new to American political discourse. Politicians regularly utilized this threat of 

disunion from the first generation of the United States, and the crisis over Missouri was not 

immune to this language. Senator Barbour recognized “some who are ready to make the 

sacrifice” of secession, though he admitted that when it came to voting to secede, he was “not 

ready to perform.”294 Just ten days earlier, the Senate was engaged in considering resolutions 

regarding the Bank of the United States, when Senator William Logan of Kentucky argued 

that certain stipulations allowed threatened the Union. “To cherish a unity of feeling and 

friendly understanding between our governments,” he said, “is as vitally important to the 

content and repose of the Republic, as to nurse with care the tender ligaments which connect 

the head and other indispensable members of our system.”295 He discussed further the 

differences throughout the Union and that, as such, they needed to be very careful to ensure a 

perfect equality between state and federal powers. No matter the issue, the Union was always 

“tender.” Sectional rhetoric like this was used before and after 1820 for various reasons. In 

the constitutional debate of 1787, proponents and opponents threatened that disunion would 

result if a faulty form of government was created. Threats of secession are found in the 

debates of Congress in 1811 by Federalists opposing war, and continued thereafter. The 

Tariff Bill of 1824 sparked considerable debate as Representative John Randolph of Virginia 

spoke out against it as a threat to the Union. “There is no magic in this word union,” he said, 

following up by comparing union to marriage. “Marriage itself is a good thing, but the 

marriages of Mezentius were not so esteemed. The marriage of Sinbad, the sailor, with the 
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curse of his deceased wife, was a union; and just such a union will this be, if, by a bare 

majority in both Houses, this bill shall become a law.” In an 1826 judicial bill, the marriage 

between the “Old Thirteen” and “New States” was once again threatened by sectional 

rhetoric. Representative Tristam Burges of Rhode Island criticized such talk as an abuse of 

God’s gift to man, seeing it “will bring us a profound discourse on the probable disunion of 

these States; so, and so grossly, do we abuse ‘Heaven’s first, best gift to man,’ language.”296 

This did not prevent American politicians from continuing to abuse language, particularly in 

regard to the rhetoric of union. In 1831, Representative Henry Daniel of Kentucky criticized 

how “disunion and nullification were instantly made the watchword, and every yelper of a 

particular cast immediately joined in the cry.”297 With all these instances of sectional 

rhetoric, it comes as no surprise that such political jargon was used concerning the crisis over 

Missouri. 

 As westward emigration among Americans increased in the nineteenth century, the 

forces of union and sectionalism naturally grew. As William R. Steckel explains, “In a nation 

as large as the United States, the geography was a matter of different and distinctive regions. 

As those regions became more densely settled and their cultures more highly developed, 

regions evolved into ‘sections.’” Steckel points to Stuart Chase’s Rich Land, Poor Land to 

show how regions and sections differ, the first providing the geographic basis for economic 

planning and the latter yielding politics based on economy and culture. Steckel concludes, 

“Sectionalism, thus, is a centrifugal force in a nation” while nationalism plays the 

“centripetal force.”298 In other words, the concerns during the Constitutional debates 

regarding the possibility of a republic surviving over a vast geographic area were only 

logically revisited as the Union continued to grow over regions, thus creating additional 

sections or states. Sectionalism, therefore, will always threaten unions, but in order for 

political unions to survive, a centripetal force is required. To Steckel that force was 

nationalism, at least until the Civil War, but given the unity of religious, racial, and gendered 
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rhetoric, this theory is either challenged or changed. Perhaps religion, race, and gender were 

all factors within nineteenth century American nationalism. The root wherein nationalism is 

derived is nat, meaning nature, and religion, race, and gender were “naturally” constructed 

according to nineteenth century rhetoric. Even other words associated with nationalism 

illustrate these connections. For instance, patriotism and patriarchy are both derived from the 

same root, thus suggesting national loyalty to be male-centered. While sectionalism may 

have threatened the American Union, feelings of patriotism and nationalism were fostered by 

religious, racial, and gendered rhetoric. 

 Sectionalism may have created the Missouri Compromise as an “event,” but the 

harmony that was shared in a religious, racial, and gendered union places this event in an 

entirely new light. A crisis of division existed and a compromise was made, but religion, 

race, and gender constructs required no compromise at all. Despite this union of interests, 

and their role in maintaining America’s union in 1820, scholars still emphasize division and 

compromise. This single event, to some, indicated the first moment when southerners felt a 

national consciousness outside of the American Union as a whole. Others would argue that a 

southern distinctiveness existed as early as 1789, or even earlier. The motivation in seeking 

the beginnings of a separate southern identity is clearly in tracing America’s path to the Civil 

War. Often the intent is to understand what factors held greater importance in dividing the 

states. Was it social, economic, or political differences that divided the South from the 

North? Arguably all of the above varied, not only from North to South, but even from state to 

state. Differences in cultures exist on every level and between every individual and state, yet 

the states remained united for four more decades after Missouri’s admittance. Culture is 

about interaction between these differences and within a culture similarities emerge. Ideas 

about an American civil religion, white racial favoritism, or patriarchy are not new to 

historical scholarship, but by approaching crises in the context of union rather than division, 

we are able to view additional constructs within the society and culture. In the case of 

Missouri, we find that religion, race, and gender were intrinsically linked within political 

rhetoric. By understanding this “spiritual” union, scholars can better understand why other 

instances of America’s culture of interaction include notions of gender, race, and class within 

a framework that recognizes a “natural” Creator of the American Union. 
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CHAPTER 6 

NATION AND EMPIRE: IDEOLOGIES WITHIN 

THE UNION 

 When he wrote The Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith may not have been thinking 

about any post-structural theory regarding language, but he clearly understood the 

importance of language in society: 

After the irruption of the barbarous nations who overturned the Roman Empire, 

Latin gradually ceased to be the language of any part of Europe. But the reverence 

of the people naturally preserves the established forms and ceremonies of religion, 

long after the circumstances which first introduced and rendered them reasonable 

are no more. … Two different languages were thus established in Europe, in the 

same manner as in ancient Egypt; a language of the priests, and a language of the 

people.299 

When early American statesmen began to create a union that they hoped would be perpetual, 

they did not wish to make the same mistakes of past empires. This statement of Smith’s 

shows a number of lessons. First, nations within empires can threaten the union. Second, 

religion is strong enough to endure the fall of empires. Third, religious and secular languages 

were often separated in these ancient cultures. To prevent the possibility of disunion, 

American intellectuals and elites sought to create a united “nation” as synonymous to their 

“empire.” Understanding also the power of religion, first in its endurance through trial and 

second in its threat of division, they also sought to combine the secular and religious, or the 

“enlightened” and “awakened,” in a form of civil religion that strengthened the Union.300 In 

order to understand how these ideologies combined “to form a more perfect Union,” ideas 

concerning empire and nation must be revisited in the context of union. 

 The effort of historians in American history has, at times, been focused on the idea of 

American empire. Books are written with the intent to prove that imperialism has been a core 
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characteristic of America since its founding. The primary focus of these efforts is 

establishing a distinction between what constitutes an “empire” and what constitutes a 

“nation” and proving that America is an empire rather than a nation. Instead of debating 

whether the United States is an empire or a nation, it would better serve our understanding of 

history to study how early Americans defined nation, and how ideologies of nationalism and 

imperialism helped forge the American Union. In previous chapters, this study has shown the 

complexity of union itself, and this chapter will now begin by analyzing the term nation, its 

root and relevant terms, and will demonstrate that “nation” was linked to nativism, 

homogeneity, and nature. Throughout, comparisons will be made to Ancient Greece and its 

empire under Alexander to show the similarities and differences between nation and empire. 

Doing so will reveal how the United States has evolved from its own notions of nation, 

which had exclusivist and nativist tendencies, to a nationalism of shared American ideologies 

within a context of pluralism that was derived from concepts of empire. Imperialism allowed 

the United States to evolve from homogenous exclusion to heterogeneous toleration. This 

was ultimately achieved when America found itself fighting against its own historical 

interpretations of nation, thus transforming the world from the Age of Empires to a new age, 

but not to the Age of Nation-States. By examining the positives and negatives of nation and 

empire, it will be seen that America is an accumulation of national and imperial traits, thus 

creating a Union in a possible Age of Nation-Empires. 

NAT IS FOR… 

 To begin to understand nation, one must first understand its Latin root, nat. Nat is the 

root for native, nature, and nation. From these three words come many other words, including 

nativism, nativity, natural, naturalism, national, and nationality. Coming from the same Latin 

root, these words not only share similar letters, they share a similar meaning. By looking at 

the definitions of each of these words, a better understanding of nation can be found. The 

word nat itself refers to birth, or being born. Such a root definition makes sense when 

thinking of words like native and nativity. The word native refers to a sense of “belonging to 

or associated with one by birth.”301 Nation, especially in the American sense, most assuredly 
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includes this belonging or association by birth. To become a citizen of the American nation, 

one only needs to be born in an association with another citizen or the land itself. Such ideas 

of citizenship as it relates to nation lead to further discussion when viewing other words 

derived from native. Native yields not only nativity, or birth, but also nativism.  

 The first definition of nativism is “a policy of favoring native inhabitants as opposed 

to immigrants.”302 Despite the United States being formed by a people who, for the most part, 

could not call the American continent their native home, American history has shown this 

policy of favoritism against immigration. As shown in Chapter 3, this nativism focused on 

“Otherness” of groups based on gender, religion, culture, or even political otherness. 

Protestant favoritism was an early manifestation of nativism, such as that encouraged by the 

19th Century nativist Samuel F. B. Morse. In a study of early American nativism, Ray Allen 

Billingon explains how Morse “urged Protestants to abandon their religious differences and 

unite against Catholic schools, Catholic office holders, and lenient immigration laws.”303 

Also, as Herbert Shapiro shows, Congregationalist minister Josiah Strong “sharply indicted 

immigration and socialism as imperiling American development [believing] that immigrants 

provided the greater portion of American criminals and harmed the morals of the native 

population.”304 Strong’s view of the American nation also included a racial bias in favor of 

Anglo-Saxonism. In his popular Our Country, Strong pronounced that in addition to having 

“the larger portion of the Anglo-Saxon race for generations to come, we may reasonably 

expect to develop the highest type of Anglo-Saxon civilization.”305 Strong’s favoritism was 

not limited to race, either, as he believed Protestantism to be closely connected to the 

political formation of the Union. This linking of religion and race was not confined to a few 

authors, either. As Paul Kramer explains, in the 19th Century, “Anglo-Saxonism was closely 
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allied to Protestantism and was often said to share its virtues.”306 The single American 

ideology of nativism did, therefore, include both racial and religious aspects. 

 A close examination into any study of early American ideology will most likely 

reveal multiple characteristics, thus showing the importance of “union” in American history. 

In the famous The American Political Tradition and the Men Who Made It, neo-conservative 

scholar Richard Hofstadter pointed to how “the major [American] political traditions have 

shared a belief in the rights of property, the philosophy of economic individualism, [and] the 

value of economic competition.”307 As Michael Kraus and Davis D. Joyce point out, though 

the title of Hofstadter’s work places “tradition” in the singular as if only one American 

ideology exists, throughout the book “traditions” and “ideologies” are referred to in the 

plural.308 Though some reviewers of Hofstadter would criticize his combining of ideologies 

into one that is exactly what early American leaders sought. Regardless of the traditions and 

principles that so many Americans espoused, in order to form a more perfect union, it was 

understood that a single American identity or character needed to be created, at least in word. 

Whether it was through political or cultural methods, the issue for many leaders was in 

preserving the American nation and empire as an Anglo-Saxon, Protestant, Capitalist society. 

 The Greek Empire under Alexander had a similar idea of preserving its culture, and 

should be compared to American imperialism. Alexander had the idea, as William Durant 

explains in his well-documented account of Ancient Greece, of “using religion to impose 

peace upon diverse nations.”309 It should be asked whether this is due to underlying ideas of 

religion or political expediency. Alexander’s incorporation of other religions, even to the 

point of offering up sacrifices to gods of local cultures he conquered, shows that he was less 

religiously motivated than he was politically. This same idea could be seen in the Protestant 

missionary movements perpetually supported by Americans. According to Jane Hunter, 
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Americans sent missionaries throughout the world in “a new American campaign to export 

its culture.”310 This connection between religion and imperial undertaking is perhaps most 

evident in President William McKinley’s explanation of annexing the Philippines. McKinley 

claimed in 1899 that “there was nothing left for us to do but to take them all, and to educate 

the Filipinos, and uplift and civilize and Christianize them, and by God’s grace do the very 

best we could by them, as our fellow-men for whom Christ also died.”311 Many scholars 

point to the Spanish-Cuban-Filipino-American War as America’s first real imperial 

engagement, but early American dealings with Native Americans could be seen as their first 

imperial venture. After various wars and conflicts, many American leaders sought to civilize 

the Natives. Senator Richard Mentor Johnson of Kentucky proposed a bill in 1820 to 

continue the government’s policy to civilize, rather than annihilate, the Native Americans. 

He was concerned, however, “that the avarice and profligacy of Indian traders has often had 

a direct tendency to counteract the benign effects of this policy, and to circumscribe the 

influence of benevolent societies, devoted to the work of their instruction in the precepts of 

Christianity.”312 This rhetoric, much like McKinley’s, illustrates how Christianity and 

civilization were seen as congruous elements in American culture, just as Greece attempted 

to impose a single religion upon its conquered nations. 

 The second definition of nativism is “the revival or perpetuation of an indigenous 

culture especially in opposition to acculturation.”313 Although Americans were not the 

original, indigenous peoples on the continent, Anglo-Saxons, Protestants, and Capitalists 

were seen as indigenous to the American notion of nation. The American nation was also 

formed out of opposition to political acculturation. Peter S. Onuf pointed out in Jefferson’s 

Empire that “as the American people broke away from, and defined themselves against, the 

British people, their nation became self-consciously political.”314 The American nation’s 

aversion to European acculturation was primarily political, denouncing European despotism 
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and imperialism as antithetical to American freedoms. In some ways, Americans were more 

disposed to incorporating European culture within their new nation. As Angelo Repousis 

shows, Americans “built their homes and public buildings in the Greek temple style and 

named their cities and towns for those of antiquity.”315 Predominantly, however, Europe was 

seen as a degraded Old World, whose injustice and violence was indicative of its political 

inferiority to the New World’s ideas of freedom, liberty, and equality. Americans obviously 

kept a blind eye to the injustices and violence they perpetrated against the Natives within 

their own perceived borders. 

 While resisting political acculturation with Britain, Americans demanded 

acculturation from other groups within their borders. The American Union was particularly 

opposed to allowing traits from historic cultures and institutions seen as “barbaric” from 

influencing it. The cultures that saw the greatest opposition were those within its own 

territorial borders. Concerning Native American tribes, President Thomas Jefferson wrote to 

Governor William Henry Harrison in 1803 that “our settlements will gradually circumscribe 

and approach the Indians, and they will in time either incorporate with us as citizens of the 

United States, or remove beyond the Mississippi.” This incorporation into American 

citizenry would have seemed less opposing to their culture had it not been followed with 

Jefferson’s expectation that it included “certainly the termination of their history.” As 

President of the United States, and one who had participated in the formation of the Union, 

Jefferson acknowledged his desire that Americans “finally consolidate our whole country to 

one nation only.”316 Unless their history was exterminated, Native Americans would 

maintain their own nations within America’s Empire, but American civilization meant 

conforming to the idea that its empire could embrace only one nation. American nationalism 

consisted of its own distinct ideologies, and as the American borders increased, no 

conflicting ideologies were to be recognized. Despite the fact that Indians were the actual 
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“natives” to the American continent, American nativism chose to completely disregard them 

as a disappearing nation.  

NATIONAL HOMOGENEITY AND IMPERIAL 

HETEROGENEITY 

 Since Americans often compared themselves to Greek culture, it is only fitting to 

examine Americans’ relations with Native Americans in comparison to the Greek empire and 

its response to some of the cultures it conquered. Alexander often annihilated entire villages, 

but at one point, he accepted Persia as equal to the rest of his empire. As Durant explains, 

“more and more charmed by his new subjects, [Alexander] abandoned the idea of ruling over 

them as a Macedonian, and conceived himself as a Greco-Persian emperor governing a realm 

in which Persians and Greeks would be on an equal footing, and would peaceably mingle 

their culture and their blood.”317 This shows that empire allows for the incorporation of other 

cultures in ways that a nation cannot. In Alexander’s view, one did not need to be Greek to 

be a native or citizen of his empire. In America, on the other hand, nativism originally 

dictated citizenship as exclusive to a single culture and blood. It has been argued by Michael 

Feldberg that “nativism might have been a refuge for psychologically disturbed individuals 

or a socially acceptable means by which one group differentiated itself from another group in 

order to reinforce its collective ego.”318 As shown in previous chapters of this study, 

differentiating themselves from others is what Americans did best. As Onuf explained it, 

“this was a nation defined by its enemies, at home and abroad.”319 Americans were faced 

with this immediate differentiation when they, as colonies, declared their independence from 

England. Thomas Paine pointed to the Common Sense of how “in no instance hath nature 

made the satellite larger than its primary planet, and as England and America, with respect to 

each other, reverses the common order of nature, it is evident they belong to different 

systems: England to Europe, America to itself.”320 Thomas Jefferson also drew distinctions 
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between the natural rights and humility of Americans and the pretentiousness of European 

powers, but he is most famous for his differentiating between the white race and Others. 

Jefferson’s views would be carried on until Andrew Jackson completed the work of Indian 

removal from America’s nation. 

 It should be asked why extinction or extermination was so prevalent an idea in early 

American history. Empires had certainly engaged in exterminating cultures and peoples who 

were different, but not always. Turning back to Ancient Greece, there was no specific rule 

with how to deal with conquered civilizations. Whereas some villages and groups were 

ordered to be burned to the ground, others were spared and even incorporated into Greek 

culture. Durant shows how Alexander himself took to wearing foreign clothing and married 

various Persian women out of “hopes of uniting the two nations.”321 With regard to the Jews, 

upon their defeat, they were usually deported to various areas of the empire, and in many 

cases joined Greek military camps. The same would happen to the Jews under the Romans as 

well. The understanding of empire was that it could consist of different ethnic and religious 

groups, and was therefore more congruent to a heterogeneous society. Nation, on the other 

hand, originally limited itself to a homogenous society. The term “nation” was commonly 

used in the 18th Century with regards to race or ethnicity, rather than a political territory.322 

 Homogeneity in American history has been known by many words, including union, 

simultaneity, equality, and oneness. Its roots are, in many respects, linked to the Protestant 

religion. John Winthrop’s Model of Christian Charity sought to create a unified city that 

would shine for all nations to see. He counseled his followers thus: “We must be knit 

together in this work as one man; … we must delight in each other, make other’s conditions 

our own, rejoice together, mourn together, labour and suffer together, always having before 

our eyes our commission, and community in the work, our community as members of the 

same body.”323 This Christian rhetoric of being one became significant when American 
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presidents counseled the nation to hold specific days of prayer and thanksgiving. In the 

middle of the 19th Century, prominent author Sarah Josepha Hale “imagined millions of 

families seated around the table on the same day, thereby unifying the vast and shifting space 

of the national domain through simultaneity.”324 Even today, Americans join in celebrating 

Thanksgiving as a national holiday, a day where homogeneity and simultaneity within the 

Union is successfully perpetuated. 

 One of the enemies to homogeneity, faction, was vehemently written against in the 

Federalist Papers, as examined in Chapter 2. James Madison wrote, “We have seen the 

necessity of the Union, as our bulwark against foreign danger, as the conservator of peace 

among ourselves, as the guardian of our commerce and other common interests, … and as the 

proper antidote for the diseases of faction.”325 By calling upon common interests and limiting 

Constitutional rights to a select few, early American leaders understood Jean Jacques 

Rousseau’s way of thinking, as explained by F.M. Barnard, in that “to be a nation requires 

continuity as well as identity, a tradition of culture as well as the creation of a political 

structure.”326 Once the political structure was secured, Americans continued to work toward 

maintaining a homogenous culture, as shown in Chapter 3. Onuf also explained this desire 

where, “secured in their respective rights, the new state-republics would be drawn into ever 

closer union by their harmonious interests, common principles, and reciprocal affection.”327 

In his First Inaugural, Thomas Jefferson spoke to Americans with fervor: “Let us, then, 

fellow-citizens unite with one heart and one mind.”328 This meant specifically that nations, 

no matter how diverse, could, therefore, unite into one empire. As Edward G. Gray argues in 

his study of the American traveler John Ledyard, the American, and particularly Jeffersonian, 

vision was one of “faith in the universality of human nature and, in turn, the possibility that 
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nation and empire could somehow become one.”329 Perhaps early Americans had learned a 

lesson of heterogeneity from their imperial ancestors. Greek society had incorporated 

democracy to such a degree that, eventually, freedom was enjoyed by many. Again, in 

Durant’s history of Ancient Greece, he concludes with his own realization that 

“individualism in the end destroys the group, but in the interim it stimulates personality, 

mental exploration, and artistic creation.”330 In other words, while democracy may stimulate 

individual growth, it is imperative that the individual sees himself as part of the collective. 

This is where a single nationality within an empire becomes important. An empire could only 

remain successful if its individuals saw themselves as part of a homogenous national group, 

despite differences. 

 Whenever dealing with outside cultures, American ideas of successful nationality 

through homogeneity was always prevalent. When John Ledyard traveled through the 

Russian Empire, he observed, as Gray tells, that the “Russian government … had done little 

to bring any unity or definition to the empire. For Ledyard, the ill-defined nature of the 

Russian Empire, the confused and confusing boundaries and borderlands, and especially the 

uncertain relationship between ethnicity, language, culture, religion, skin color, and status 

made for a cruel, corrupt mix.”331 Ironically, the very same uncertainty existed in the United 

States as long as heterogeneity existed. In his discussion on the Philadelphia riots, Feldberg 

pointed out that although it has been the “perspective [that] cultural richness and freedom 

pluralism has been a positive good, scholars have recently begun to note that, historically, the 

heterogeneity of American ethnic groups has caused an extraordinary amount of conflict, 

disruption, and violence.”332 Throughout American history, the desire for a single nation 

within the empire constantly caused this tension. For instance, K. Scott Wong and Sucheng 

Chan have shown this “tension between pluralism and the desire for homogeneity” in their 

discussion on Chinese exclusion during the late 19th Century.333 Although the Chinese were 
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originally welcomed to the United States, it could be argued that this was out of America’s 

desire for cheap labor in the western states. The nationalism of the American Union was not 

ready to allow other nationalities to be incorporated into its society, however. As argued by 

Reginald Horsman, it was believed “that in their outward thrust Americans were 

encountering a variety of inferior races incapable of sharing America’s republican system 

and doomed to permanent subordination or extinction.”334 This could have meant a status of 

slavery, servitude under cheap labor, or perhaps even subordination to the homogenous 

culture of America. At the turn of the 20th Century, Charles Carroll wrote in The Negro a 

Beast, “the pure-blooded White is the creature whom God deigned should perform the mental 

labor necessary to subdue the earth; and that the Negro is the creature whom God designed to 

perform the manual labor.”335 This similar racial superiority was encouraged by Aristotle 

who told Alexander “to treat the Greeks as freemen, ‘barbarians’ as slaves. But [Alexander] 

had been surprised to find among the Persian aristocrats a degree of refinement and good 

manners not often seen in the turbulent democracies of Greece.”336 Alexander chose to 

incorporate Persians within his own administration, whereas Americans were doing all in 

their power to prevent non-whites from becoming voting citizens. Just as Alexander’s empire 

moved from limited democratic principles to autocratic incorporation of outside cultures, the 

American notion of nation has also adapted to its heterogeneity and allowed multiple races 

and ethnicities within its framework, but it took centuries to be realized. 

NATURE AND NATION 

 The freedom that is enjoyed by Americans today, regardless of race, is largely due to 

how “nation” has been defined, but the modern definition has seen significant changes over 

the last two centuries. When Thomas Jefferson wrote the Declaration of Independence, he 

called upon “the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God 

entitle them.”337 This is another connection using the Latin root, nat. Nature and nation have 
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been intrinsically linked to each other for as long as nations have existed. In 1584, Richard 

Hakluyt spoke of the inhabitants of the West Indies as being “natural” subjects, thus showing 

the interchangeability between nature and native, or nature and nation.338 Most American 

ideas with reference to nature were religious in origin, relying on the belief that God created 

man and his place according to nature. As God allowed man to be born as part of nature, man 

then unified according to nature to create a nation.  

 Although Jefferson’s vision of nature pronounced “that all men are created equal,” 

the practiced vision of nature by Americans was one of dividing groups according to racial or 

ethnic differences. It was not always God that separated man by nature; it was man’s own 

definition of nature that usually divided them. This was even recognized, to a degree, by 

America’s early leaders. In Federalist Paper 10, James Madison claimed that “the latent 

causes of faction are thus sown in the nature of man.”339 Although this statement may have 

been more in reference to political faction, racism was also seen as being a part of the nature 

of man. Benjamin Franklin admitted desiring an increase of whites in the world, asking, 

“why increase the sons of Africa by planting them in America, where we have so fair an 

opportunity, by excluding all blacks and tawneys, of increasing the lovely white and red?” 

Franklin concluded that he was “partial to the complexion of my country, for such kind of 

partiality is natural to mankind.”340 Franklin’s use of “country” in this context is synonymous 

to nation, therefore placing nature as a separator of nations, though it is interesting that 

Franklin accepted not only the white race, but also those he considered “red.” 

 By understanding that early Americans viewed racial superiority as part of nature, we 

gain a better perspective of how slavery was justified in a nation, according to “manifest 

destiny” polemicist John L. O’Sullivan, “governed by God’s natural and moral law of 

equality.”341 Some have claimed that early Americans like Jefferson were obvious 
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hypocrites, but, as shown in Chapter 3, scholars like Edmund S. Morgan have addressed the 

paradox of how equality and slavery came to be incorporated within the Union. Peter S. Onuf 

also presents his reasoning, in that “‘Nation’ proved to be a protean concept in this Age of 

Revolution, capable of taking on new meanings both for proponents of popular self-

government and for those who sought to make sense of its antithesis: the institution of 

slavery.”342 Contemporaneous non-whites also observed and questioned this paradox, and 

tried to explain white superiority as their ability to remain united and the Other’s inferiority 

being due to their disunion. In his Appeal to the Colored Citizens, David Walker explained 

that Hannibal defeated the Romans because “they were dis-united, as the coloured people are 

now, in the United States of America, the reason our natural enemies are enabled to keep 

their feet on our throats.”343 It is significant that Walker saw the different races as being 

“natural” enemies, but again, it is noteworthy that the contemporaneous understanding of 

success in a nation was determined by unity or the lack thereof, thus reiterating the earlier 

discussion on homogeneity. It is also significant that Thomas Jefferson, in his Notes on the 

State of Virginia, spoke of the “law of nature and nations” as being one and the same.344 

Slavery was not, therefore, an institution hypocritical to American principles of equality, but 

was, as Onuf explains, a “natural relationship … of war, and the only arbiter between nations 

at war was a ‘just God.’”345 God had dictated nature and, according to early Americans, had 

also dictated the superiority of the Anglo-Saxons to lesser races, and only God could 

therefore determine which nation prevailed. 

 This belief that God dictated the outcomes of wars between nations was also 

prevalent in Ancient Greece. The difference was in the connection between God and man. 

Ancient Greece had numerous gods, some of whom had previously been men. Eventually, 

Alexander declared himself a god. Although no American leader declared themselves as god, 

they certainly took it upon themselves as being God’s chosen on the earth. Even if they did 

not verbally claim God’s authority, American intellectuals consistently espoused the 
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deification of America’s leaders. Nehemiah Dodge shared in the American sentiment that 

“by the grace of God, Washington, Jefferson, and other enlightened citizens, formed a 

constitution, and for certain reasons, declared that we were free and independent States.”346 It 

was God who chose Americans as the homogenous group whose superiority was justified in 

their victories over lesser peoples. Likewise, as Durant shows, “Alexander deified himself as 

a means to easier rule over a superstitious and heterogeneous population.” Eventually, 

America’s definition of nation was able to take on Alexander’s strategy as it was faced with 

the need of “unifying [heterogeneous] worlds … by the reverence which the common people 

would give [to America’s] claims to divinity.” 347  

WAR, EMPIRE, AND FREEDOM: FROM EARLY TO 

MODERN AMERICA 

 It was an embrace of certain characteristics of empire that eventually led America’s 

development as one of the world’s most free and equal societies. Though the imperial powers 

of Europe were often looked upon as being in a degenerate state of wars, America found its 

own defining moments in war. As Onuf explained, “thousands of patriots had to lose their 

lives in a bloody war for independence; the new nation’s self-defining moment, so that 

liberty might be secured.”348 After having essentially fought two wars for independence, 

William Apess asked, “Suppose an overwhelming army should march into the United States 

for the purposes of subduing it and enslaving the citizens; how quick would they fly to arms, 

gather in multitudes around the tree of liberty and contend for their rights with the last drop 

of their blood.”349 It comes as no surprise that a nation so defined by wars was faced with a 

civil war to overcome its internal threat of slavery. Indeed, as Frank Lambert explains, 

“Americans were a people who would rather die as free men and women than live under 

slavery and tyranny.” Eventually, Americans broadened their fighting spirit to include the 
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need to “wage war against tyranny in all its manifestations,” regardless of where the battle in 

the world was to be fought.350  

 In many respects, American imperialism abroad was nurtured by both its own 

nationalism and Britain’s nationalism, incorporating religious, cultural, and political beliefs 

of superiority. Religiously, according to Hugh McLeod, “imperialism could be seen as 

growing directly out of Protestant nationalism.” American political leaders, therefore, sought 

not only political empire, but also cultural empire, knowing that cultural homogeneity at 

home allowed the empire to maintain the idea of a single nation. As described earlier, this 

could be done on a religious level, as seen in America’s Protestant missionary movements. 

As McLeod further illustrates, Protestant nationalism in America followed Protestant 

nationalism in Britain, where “there was a growing tendency to explain British achievements 

as much in terms of the intrinsic qualities of the Anglo-Saxon race as of the superiority of the 

Protestant religion.”351 The Protestant homogeneity between the United States and Britain 

undoubtedly helped to foster and perpetuate their friendly relations leading into the First and 

Second World Wars. 

 American involvement in the Second World War was the most significant factor in 

America’s move from homogenous inclusion to heterogeneous tolerance. The Civil War had 

freed the slaves, but America was far from tolerating differences. Black codes filled the law 

books throughout the South, and Jefferson’s “separate and equal station to which the Laws of 

Nature” dictated, justified racial segregation throughout the nation. Just as early Americans 

compared themselves and formed their identity opposite to European degradation, by the 

middle of the 20th Century, Americans were forced to compare themselves with Nazi 

Germany. Joining their homogenous counterpart Great Britain, the Americans agreed that 

“the war against the Nazis was … a war for democracy and civilization.”352 For the first time 

in American history, it was not merely imperial powers that the United States fought, but a 

new kind of enemy. Nazi Germany had espoused nationalism to the extreme under 

despotism. Hitler sought a homogenous society and pronounced the Aryan race as supreme. 
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Images of genocide shocked Americans, despite the fact that the United States had seen 

millions exterminated in their own lands only a century earlier. This was not the first time 

that America took on the role, designated by Robert Kagan, “as the advance guard of 

civilization, leading the way against backward and barbaric nations and empires.”353 

Americans saw their involvement in the Spanish-Cuban-Filipino-American War as one 

having humanitarian motivations, but this war was the first of its kind, introducing America 

to “nation” and nationalism as the enemy. America’s enemy in WWII was not Germany, but 

the very principles the United States had espoused for years as a nation. America found itself 

fighting nativism, homogeneity, and nature as it was defined by the Nazis. This enabled the 

Union to move beyond some of its characteristics of nation. This is in conformity with the 

sociological theories of Lee Benson discussed by Michael Feldberg, which “assumes that in 

the realm of moral and cultural preferences ‘men behave according to patterns set by groups 

to which they do not belong, or by certain individuals whose patterns influence them in 

determining their own.’”354 In essence, America needed to face its own historical problems of 

nation in order to experience a civil rights movement that later secured a heterogeneous 

society with better equality. 

 What the Second World War did for the United States was give it an entirely new 

way of looking at imperialism. Imperialism was a way to secure peace in the world as the 

world’s hegemonic power, which required the nation to look within itself. As the Cold War 

developed, the United States hoped to extend its political, ideological, cultural, and economic 

influences they saw as superior to the rest of the world. What the Union had learned was that 

in order to be an empire, nations of all types needed to be accepted as equals. This included 

nations within and outside its borders. After 9/11, the United States was confronted with 

another difficult task, that of balancing nation and empire. The motivations of terrorists along 

with motivations of American interests abroad, has shown the continued “desire of each side 

to assert the superiority of its own system of values.”355 It is now to history that Americans 
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must look for guidance, particularly in the rhetoric of union. America must learn from 

Alexander’s demise, whose “solitary exaltation and the growing multitude of his cares 

inclined him to seek forgetfulness in heavy draughts of wine.”356 After a week and a half of 

drinking, Alexander died, leaving his empire separated and governed by various successors. 

The United States must not engage in “solitary exaltation,” but rather seek international aid 

in securing freedom and equality in this world. The international community can act as an 

“empire of liberty” far greater than America can on its own. In addition, America should 

never “seek forgetfulness,” but rather look to its own history repeatedly to learn from its 

mistakes and choose wisely between traits of nation and empire. 

 When looking at American history, certain questions should be asked with respect to 

empire and nation. Is it a bad thing for the American nation to take on traits of empire? Is 

homogeneity better than heterogeneity, assimilation better than cultural pluralism, or racism 

better than tolerance? Rather than defending America as being anti-imperial, or trying to 

denounce America as being an empire, perhaps scholars should study the positives and 

negatives of empire and nation together. The Union today can not be seen as being either a 

nation or an empire. It is both. It is the accumulation of national and imperial traits, seeking 

“to form a more perfect Union,” incorporating different cultures, peoples, and ideas. 

Originally, the notion of nation included favoritism based on ethnicity, race, culture, religion, 

and politics, but by incorporating imperial traits, American nationalism has evolved and 

begun to include diversity. It has been the greatest experiment of nation-empire building this 

world has ever seen. Now, as the United States moves forward with an agenda to spread 

democracy and liberalism around the world, its nation-empire is faced with similar questions 

regarding the incorporation of different cultures, religions, and nationalities within its sphere 

of influence. The only hope is that America is able to balance the positives of nation and 

empire, avoid the negatives of both, and secure a world that is not only safe for democracy, 

but safe for union. 
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CONCLUSION 

 Historical studies are consistently challenged by the “so what” question. The study of 

union allows the question to expand far beyond this simple test. So often historians answer 

“so what” by simply explaining how their findings reveal new information of the past. 

However, historians never limit their studies to explaining what has happened, but why it is 

significant, at least in their view. Understanding that history is essentially the study of a 

series of relations between peoples, practices, and beliefs, historians should focus more on 

understanding why certain unions exist and how all the elements within a given union fit 

together. For instance, in her study on the introduction of chemical medicine in seventeenth 

and eighteenth century Mexican pharmacies, Paula De Vos concludes that there is yet more 

to learn. According to De Vos, “the significance of what was in effect the union of alchemy 

and pharmacy in the mid- to late-seventeenth century has even larger implications that 

deserve further study.”357 De Vos’ article answers the ubiquitous “so what,” but leaves the 

uncommon “why” to further research. When it comes to studies about American history, too 

often is the concern focused on what is America; a nation, empire, or republic? America is a 

union, and scholars who wish to discuss the acting ideologies within the American union, 

whether cultural or political, should no longer ask what, but why, as well as how, where, 

when, who, and any other questions that enable the puzzle pieces to be unified in a glorious 

picture in the present that reveals the past. While there are many theoretical approaches to 

history, there is one that deals very well with all of these questions. Questions and answers 

are nothing but words, and so is history. As such, this study has attempted to approach the 

all-important issue of union in the context of rhetorical history. Regardless of the specific 

model utilized, a better understanding of America’s “more perfect Union” can continue to be 

unfolded by examining further the causes, implementations, and influences of rhetoric.
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 When studying American history, academics often are faced with the question of how to 

define the United States. Is it a nation or an empire? Many scholars point to various aspects of 

nationalism or imperialism when constructing America’s political identity. Given these varying 

interpretations of American history, it is time to accept the rhetorical significance of each 

individually as well as combined in a conglomeration of political theories that illustrate the 

complexities of the modern state. Beset by the rhetorical debates of the social sciences, historians 

often fail to recognize that no political union has operated distinctly as a nation or empire. These 

are simply rhetorical constructs that are used to fit within a distinct argumentative framework. 

Every political entity can include factors of nationalism and imperialism. Union, therefore, is the 

appropriate noun when referring to political states, because of its detachment from ideological 

debate. Other terms, like nation and empire, are constrained by their respective isms which refer 

to particular actions or policies of these unions. By viewing political entities in the context of 

union, historians and scholars across disciplines will better understand the factors of equality or 

inequality found within each modern state.  

 In the case of early American history, political intellectuals battled rhetorically to “form a 

more perfect union” of states, allowing power to be equally invested in the diversities of 

government. Socially, however, these same intellectuals sought a unified American culture built 

on inequalities rather than allowing diversity in the people to foster universal equality. On a 

cultural level, the “more perfect union” required future legislation, wars, and civil movements to 

be realized. By analyzing union as a rhetorical construct, this study will aid scholars in 

understanding the complexities of political, social, and cultural structures as established in the 

founding of the United States of America. This study will be guided by rhetorical history and 

post-structural theory to understand how union can be applied or defined, specifically in regard 

to the way early American statesmen attempted to create their own political and cultural unions. 

Individual chapters dealing with four specific modes of rhetorical history will be offered to 

further illustrate the universality of the term “union.” One chapter will deal with the history of 

rhetoric in the political union sought by Federalists during the Constitutional Debate of 1787. 

The cultural union will then be discussed in the context of how early American intellectuals 

sought to create an identity by excluding the “Other” in their rhetoric of history. A third chapter 

will show how, in rhetorical practice, small unions within a given culture aid in understanding 

larger unions created by that culture by analyzing two marital unions from the early American 

period, one successful and the other ending in divorce. The employment of the social role of 

family life will aid in our understanding of the function of uniting political entities by 

demonstrating the difficulty of compromise between union and sovereignty within any given 

culture. As crises in unions always aid in better understanding the dynamics that hold unions 

together, the final chapter using rhetorical history will analyze one of the earliest crises that faced 



 

 

the United States when Missouri’s statehood came into question as a rhetorical event. Although 

tradition dictates that compromises were made whereby both sides sacrificed internal interests, a 

closer investigation into union, rather than division, helps further to explain the ideas utilized that 

not only calmed the storm, but postponed a civil war for decades. 

 Throughout this study, this work will focus on multiple aspects of cultural identity, 

including ethnicity, race, gender, class, religion, community, state and nation. In world history, 

interaction between different cultures was frequently accompanied by prejudice and feelings of 

superiority which often led to war. In the American case, conflict has often risen out of feelings 

of cultural inequality on the basis of identity issues. Early American leaders understood the 

dangers of cultural interaction, and sought to create a more perfect American Union by creating a 

balance that prevented favoring of any particular party holding power. Ironically, while the 

United States was built upon principles of individual freedom and a carefully constructed 

balance between executive, legislative and judicial powers, the culture of the Union maintained 

inequalities that favored people based on their identity. This is reflected not only in the formation 

of the political union that made up the United States, but also in the marital unions that were 

formed at this time. The results of this study conclude that the debate between referring to the 

United States as a “nation” or “empire” can better be understood in the context of union, perhaps 

even a union of these sometimes-opposing institutions. 


