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 The push of the past half century to redefine the American canon through the 

incorporation of writers representative of America’s heterogeneousness has given voice 

to a range of marginalized writers. This movement, predicated on the belief that 

American society was never as unified as its early leaders would have us believe, has 

overstated what it sought to challenge: the unitedness of early Americans. Casting the 

leaders of the Early Republic as in complete accord, such critical readings negate the 

significant differences that existed and the pains necessary to present something akin to 

national unity and identity. 

 It is my aim to show that this unity came about through a constructed rhetoric 

meant to unify the citizens in colonial America and the Early Republic. In this thesis, I 

will examine three modes of this rhetoric: American Exceptionalism, the American 

Enlightenment, and the movements supporting a mono-dialectal view of American 

English.



    

 

 

DEDICATION 

 This manuscript, the first of many I hope, is dedicated to my editor, my muse, my 

travel partner, my best friend, the mother of my two year old daughter as well as the one 

on the way, my wife, my love.  

 Azure, sans toi, les étoiles seraient toujours hors de portée  

 

 



v 

 

 

 

 

THE RHETORIC OF UNITY IN A PLURALISTIC EARLY AMERICA 

 

Introduction ......................................................................................................................... 1 

A Messianic Nation from its Birth .................................................................................... 22 

Enlightened Exceptionalism: The American Rhetorical Conflation                                                          

of the Sacred and the Secular ................................................................................ 44 

American English: from Colonial Dialect to National Unifier ......................................... 74 

Notes ............................................................................................................................. 109 

Works Cited .................................................................................................................... 144 

 

 



    

1 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

“E veramente, alcuna provincia non fu mai unita o felice, 

se la non viene tutta alla ubbidienza d'una republica”
1
 

--Niccolò Machiavelli,    

Discorsi sopra la prima Deca di Tito Livio XII 

 It was a rainy Tuesday morning when the fifty three delegates of the Second 

Continental Congress began to gather in Philadelphia in the Pennsylvania State House on 

the auspicious 2
nd

 of July, 1776. They gathered, not to yet again debate independence, but 

to vote on Richard Henry Lee’s recently drafted resolution calling for the complete 

dissolution of political connections with Britain. The Second Continental Congress had 

already debated the question of independence at length; much of May and several days in 

June were dedicated to the issue and a failure to reach an accord on July 1
st
 jeopardized 

many states’ resolution to gain their political freedom. While a declaration of 

independence was certain, whether the colonies would support it nemine contradicente 

was not. Many colonial representatives felt General George Washington and his “grazing 

multitude,” his farmers with guns, were ill-equipped to wage the inexorable war 

independence would bring.
2
 The delegates that supported Washington urged the 

dissenting colonies to throw their undivided support behind Lee’s resolution and by 

extension, the fledgling Continental Army. Without the full support of all thirteen 

colonies, pro-independence delegates believed that the war would not be fought between 
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the colonies and Britain. Rather, they feared, a handful of independent colonies would 

fight an untenable war with Britain and the colonies loyal to her, essentially devolving 

into a colonial civil war. 

Of the thirteen colonies, two flatly opposed independence: South Carolina and 

Pennsylvania. Maryland and New Jersey were ambivalent but expressed interest in a 

renewed effort at reconciliation with the crown. In fact, New Jersey had just replaced 

their initial five delegates with five who would not flatly reject independence as did their 

predecessors. As for New York, its delegates had abstained on July 1
st
, as they had not 

received instructions from their colonial government. Delaware’s two present delegates, 

Thomas McKean and George Read, were divided and the third delegate was on a leave of 

absence from the Continental Congress. The day before, South Carolinian delegate 

Edward Rutledge suggested the delegates recess for the day, all the while intimating that 

his colony may be willing to sacrifice their prerogative for the sake of unanimity.
3
 

News of the Congress’s disunity—and especially Delaware’s deadlock—traveled 

to Dover via McKean’s courier, where Delaware’s third delegate, Caesar Rodney, had 

been attending to a rumored violent uprising by British loyalists. Upon hearing of the 

division between his fellow delegates, Rodney immediately took off for Philadelphia, 

riding some eighty miles “along the dark, unmarked roads all night, through thunder and 

lightning storms” as well as the heat and humidity of the mid-Atlantic summer to arrive 

just as the formal vote was taking place on the morning of July 2
nd

 (Hoffecker 88).
4
 

“Weak, weary and evidently suffering from his painful complaint,” and still wearing his 

boots and spurs Rodney met with McKean and Read before the morning’s session began 
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(Eberlein 172). George Read had opposed the war, not out of allegiance to Britain, but 

out of fear of a loss and the subsequent British retribution upon him and those who 

favored independence. With Rodney present, however, Read was defeated two to one in 

order for Delaware to vote for independence. As colonies voted according to the majority 

of their respective delegates, Delaware voted to join the nine colonies from the preceding 

day who favored independence. Pennsylvania’s leading anti-independence delegates, 

John Dickinson and Robert Morris, intentionally missed their colony’s vote in order not 

to obstruct a decision they would neither prevent nor support. Thus, Pennsylvania too 

joined in favor of independence. South Carolina, as Rutledge had suggested, voted to 

support these eleven colonies as well. And New York, the most Loyalist of all the 

colonies, continued to abstain. 

This charged day in American history is salient to our discussion for multiple 

reasons. For one, the day’s events reflect the fact that Americans’ national unity was 

forged under trying times and with frayed allegiances. More appropriately for this the 

thesis that follows, however, it demonstrates an uncharacteristic reconceptualization of 

the word unanimous. For on July 4
th

, when Congress decided upon the finalized wording 

of the Declaration of Independence, the heading curiously read: “The unanimous 

Declaration of the thirteen United States of America.” Upon reflection on the events of 

July 2
nd

, Jefferson’s diction seems misleading, regardless of the fact that the delegates’ 

necessary “unanimity” was achieved—the colonies were in rhetorical, not actual 

unanimity. While technically no colony opposed the July 2
nd

 vote, Jefferson’s portrayal 

of a “unanimous Declaration” is at best questionable. Jefferson’s word choice 
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oversimplifies the vote and thereby eclipses the prerogative of the individuals who were 

in favor of reconciliation with Britain. George Read, Robert Morris, and John Dickinson, 

the vehement leader of the anti-independence faction in the Continental Congress, among 

other naysayers did not unanimously support their respective colonies’ votes for 

independence. Yes, some, like George Read, acquiesced and signed the document despite 

their reservations. But Thomas McKean includes some interesting testimonies in his 

journal, also “entered on [Congress’s] secret journal”: “no person should have a seat in 

Congress during that year until he should have signed the declaration” (McKean 50). 

Evidently then, some founders may have signed under duress in order to keep their 

administrative position. Others stuck to their principles and chose not to be associated 

with the “unanimous” founders, like Dickinson, who resigned from the Continental 

Congress and Robert Alexander, who chose exile in Britain over assent by association.  

Thomas Jefferson is certainly not alone in proponing this myth of a unified 

American citizenry unilaterally voting for independence. In an often cited letter to his 

wife, Abigail Adams, John Adams elaborates on the supposed unity asserted in 

Jefferson’s declaration. Adams candidly notes, “Time has been given for the whole 

people maturely to consider the great question of independence, and to ripen their 

judgment, dissipate their fears, and allure their hopes, by discussing it in newspapers and 

pamphlets.” Now the “whole people,” mature, wise, fearless, and hopeful, according to 

Adams, are not merely ready for independence, but “in every colony, have now adopted 

it as their own act.” He continues, “This will cement the union, and avoid those heats, and 

perhaps convulsions, which might have been occasioned by such a declaration six months 
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ago.” Is this evidence that Adams truly believes in complete American solidarity? More 

likely, Adams here intends to convince both his wife and himself, reinforcing his 

personal belief that his cause is synonymous with the cause of all Americans, “the whole 

people” “in every colony.” With the conviction that such a unified front exists, Adams 

wishfully prognosticates that the day of Americans’ demonstrative concord, July 2
nd

, will 

be “solemnized with pomp, shews, games, sports, guns, bells, bonfires and illuminations, 

from one end of the continent to the other, from this time forward forever” (Adams, 

Letters 128). 

Jefferson and Adams shared such unrealistic perspectives with other founders. 

Opposing Dickinson and Morris within Pennsylvania’s delegation to the Continental 

Congress was Benjamin Rush, another ardent patriot and staunch advocate for 

independence. Reflecting back on that momentous vote of July 2, 1776, Rush would later 

write in 1788 to his fellow delegate from New Jersey, Elias Boudinot: “I do not believe 

that the Constitution was the offspring of inspiration, but I am as perfectly satisfied that 

the Union of the United States in its form and adoption is the work of a Divine 

Providence as any of the miracles recorded in the Old and New Testament” (Rush 471). 

This trope of divine intervention in the course of American government will be discussed 

at great length in the subsequent chapter, but through such conviction in the heavenly 

preordained “union” of the states, a casual reader would wonder whether there had ever 

been any dissension. Perhaps Rush simply remembered the July 2
nd

 vote favorably since 

the vociferous Dickinson was deliberately absent. Or more likely, Rush was engaging an 

intentional rhetorical stratagem designed to convince Boudinot (who had not yet been 
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elected to the Continental Congress in 1776) that enlightened America followed the 

banner of divine guidance and millennial optimism. 

The latter possibility, that Rush is deliberately writing in a manner that persuades 

his readers to put faith in the unity and unanimity of the Early Republic, seems plausible 

when we consider further texts in addition to his letter to Boudinot. Urging the 

Continental Congress’s committee to create what would later be called the Articles of 

Confederation on August 1
st
, 1776, Rush impassionedly pleads for the necessity of not 

requiring the consent of every state in order to implement the Articles of Confederation. 

He says, “We represent the people … We are now a new nation.” The mere existence of 

his argument demonstrates the division among the “unanimous … thirteen States of 

America.” But such discord will not do, Rush contends, and he suggests that in order to 

overcome it, those in power should limit provincial and individual choice in matters of 

national governance. Rhetorically, his use of the singular direct object, “the people” 

unifies, in word only, the newly free citizens of the United States of America. As the 

people are one, Rush insinuates, so a majority of representatives may decide for the 

whole nation. As “we are dependent on each other,” Rush reasons, nonconformists 

should essentially be ignored. Rush concludes his speech by emotively declaring, “I 

would not have it understood that I am pleading the cause of Pennsylvania; when I 

entered that door, I considered myself a citizen of America” (Adams, Works 2:499-500). 

As the adage goes, if we recall our mothers’ voices, actions speak louder than 

words. Rush may have ardently advanced the notion of a providentially united nation 

with every citizen working for the good of the state both in 1776 and 1788, but his 
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actions in between those years belie such harmony. Consider one example: Rush initially 

supported George Washington as commander-in-chief, commenting that Washington 

“has so much martial dignity in his deportment that you would distinguish him to be a 

general and a soldier from among 10,000 people. There is not a king in Europe that 

would not look like a valet de chambre by his side” (McCullough 43). Such adulatory 

comments dissipated as soon as Dr. Rush joined the front lines. Rush’s experience under 

Washington ultimately led to his contemptuous attempt to overthrow the man Adams 

calls “one of the most important characters in the world” and who would “have great 

effect in cementing and securing the union of these colonies” (Adams, Works 1.176). In 

October of 1777, about two years after Washington’s appointment as commander-in-

chief, Rush sent an unsigned letter to John Adams pleading for Washington’s removal. 

Quoting Thomas Conway, the instigator of what is now known as the Conway Cabal, 

Rush wrote, “‘A great and good God,’ […] ‘has decreed that America shall be free or 

[Washington and his] weak counselors would have ruined her long ago’” (Rush 161). In 

addition to serious concerns regarding “bad bread, no order, [and] universal disgust,” 

Rush also called the solders under Washington’s command “an unformed mob,” and 

questioned the very appointment of George Washington, the supposed embodiment of the 

patriotic American revolutionary (Historical Society of Pennsylvania 147; Rush 160). 

 By no means do I condemn Rush’s sowing of disharmony, nor do I believe one is 

not allowed simply change their mind. To a greater extent, I do not intend to discredit 

Rush or any of America’s preeminent founders. What I am attempting to do, however, is 

to trouble America’s belief in a mythic early unanimity, even among its ruling class. 
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From its colonial beginnings to its contemporary history, Americans have largely viewed 

themselves as a proverbial melting pot, a place where all differences coalesce in order to 

create what J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur would describe in his Letters from an 

American Farmer as “a new man.” This singular American man, Crèvecœur elaborates, 

is a “strange mixture of blood, which you will find in no other country. … He is an 

American, who leaving behind him all his ancient prejudices and manners, receives new 

ones from the new mode of life he has now embraced, the new government he obeys, and 

the new rank he holds” (Crèvecœur 69-70). Again, notice a deliberate rhetoric meant to 

persuade the reader that the American lacked a multiplicity of identities, as if any 

differentiating characteristic was left on board the ship that brought the person to the New 

World. Should Crèvecœur’s description of America’s unitary identity not be obvious 

enough in the preceding lines, he explicitly invokes the concept of the “melting pot.”
5
 

Crèvecœur writes, “[In America] individuals of all nations are melted into a new race of 

men, whose labours and posterity will one day cause great changes in the world.” 

Americans from Crèvecœur’s age to ours, hear from their politicians and pedagogues 

variations of his pre-Revolutionary treatise: “The American is a new man, who acts upon 

new principles, he must therefore entertain new ideas and form new opinions. From 

involuntary idleness, service dependence, penury, and useless labour, [they have] passed 

to toils of a very different nature, rewarded by ample substance. –This is an American” 

(Crèvecœur 70). 

 This harmonious view of America was not something new in 1782 when 

Crèvecœur published his internationally acclaimed collection, nor was it new when Rush, 
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Jefferson, or Adams participated in the Second Continental Congress’s critical vote. Such 

a unitary vision of American identity finds its unveiling through one of the first colonists: 

John Winthrop. In 1630, Winthrop famously offers the utopian vision of a divinely yoked 

populace, “Wee must consider that wee shall be as a citty upon a hill. The eies of all 

people are upon us.” Yet, as often as that passage is cited in discussions on American 

exceptionalism or on the prospect of  freedom Winthrop offered to his fellow Puritan 

refugees from the oppressive Anglican religious system, rarely are the earlier lines of his 

proclamation analyzed. Knowing the natural human proclivity towards division, 

Winthrop urges his listeners to unite for the good of the world. He writes, “Wee must 

love brotherly without dissimulation, wee must love one another with a pure hearte 

feverntly. Wee must beare one anothers burthens. Wee must not looke onely on our owne 

things, but allsoe on the things of our brethren.” Indeed, for Winthrop’s colony and 

America as an idea to succeed, he insists “Wee must be knit together, in this worke, as 

one man.” Borrowing from Christian ethos and metaphors particular to Saint Paul,
6
 

Winthrop admonishes the colonists to “delight in eache other; make other’s conditions 

our owne; rejoice together, mourne together, labour and suffer together, allwayes 

haueving before our eyes our commission and community in the worke, as members of 

the same body” (Winthrop 45-47). Indeed, Winthrop’s impassioned plea for 

communalism indicates the reality of disunity even among the very first European 

Americans, all of whom shared a common faith, language, and ethnicity.
7
 

 If disunity existed on Winthrop’s ship, the Arbella and among its passengers, an 

even greater disunity would emerge as emigrants from all over Europe, all with different 
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creeds and ideologies, skin colors and languages descended upon America’s shores—a 

diverse cohort that would only become more so in the presence of the Natives already 

there and the Africans soon to be forcibly brought over. From Winthrop to the founders 

discussed earlier, and persisting till our day, the history of American identity formation 

becomes synonymous with the struggle to both believe in and create a unified society 

where one simply does not exist. On into the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 

centuries, sharp divisions grew up between those living and working in the colonies. 

Were the colonies to become, as millennial optimists—Winthrop, William Bradford, and 

other Puritan settlers—had imagined, a spiritual haven, perhaps even the Biblically 

prophesied New Jerusalem? Alternatively, was colonization of the New World meant 

merely as a pecuniary endeavor? John Smith and the Virginia Company of London’s for-

profit colonization as well as their treatment of the Natives presents quite a different 

colonial model from the tenets of Winthrop’s Model of Christian Charity. As early as 

1622, eight years before Winthrop’s trans-Atlantic voyage, The Virginia Company had 

issued orders for a “perpetual war without peace or truce” in order “to root out [the 

Indians] from being any longer a people” (American Anthropoligcal Association 138). 

Such incommensurate views of the purpose of the New World persisted into the mid-

eighteenth century, leading to further differences between individual leaders of the 

colonies and the colonies they governed. 

 Such colonial differences are reflected in their wrangling over innumerable issues, 

such as dealings with the Native Americans, the relationship with England, economic 

development, as well as the issue that ultimately led to the American Civil War, slavery. 
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It is no wonder then that Simitere’s “E Pluribus Unum,” proposed in 1776, became the 

official motto of the newly independent United States when it was finally adopted by an 

Act of Congress in 1782. His motto, intended to characterize the differences between 

colonies and not colonists, has been rightfully read as doing both by contemporary 

scholars. As colonies differed on vital issues, so did their inhabitants. Even between 

individuals of the same colony, as seen in the case between Dickinson and Rush, 

differences were often unbreachable. Should these divisive splits persist, the nation 

would never have coalesced to form the unified front necessary to not only combat the 

British during the long Revolutionary War, but remain the United States itself. The 

founders well knew national identity was necessary to ensure a nation’s longevity, as 

Jeremy Engels notes: “Adams and Jefferson were real historical figures, but they were 

also symbols of a different political age that valued consensus and unity” (Engels 13). 

The founders knew Cicero and Aristotle; Jefferson himself even said that his conception 

of America was based on “the elementary books of public right, as Aristotle, Cicero, 

Locke, Sidney, etc.” (Jefferson, vol. 15 118-119). And so they, like Bradford and every 

other rhetorician from the founding of the Massachusetts Bay Colony to the present, 

contributed to a deliberate system of rhetoric that became integral to the United States 

itself: a comprehensive rhetoric meant to create a sense of a unified identity in a truly 

pluralistic society. 

 Indeed, the reasons to implement such a rhetorical system are manifold. Linking 

this rhetorical outcome to the necessitation of colonial independence, historian Garry 
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Wills argues in his book, Inventing America: Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence, 

that regarding: 

the motive for declaring independence there can be no doubt. It was not 

done to found a new nation— the colonies took special measures to 

prevent that. It was not done to make the colonies self-governing— they 

were already that in fact[.] … It was not to bind other colonies more 

securely to one’s own. No—there was only one motive, dwelt on 

repeatedly by both friends and foes of the move, that made declaring 

independence look attractive. It was a necessary step for securing the 

foreign aid in the ongoing war effort (Wills 325). 

While Wills himself dwells extensively on this issue, somewhat dogmatically reasoning 

that the sole motive for independence was to ultimately secure French foreign aid to 

counter unfair treatment by the British, he does touch on a germane point—the rhetoric of 

American unanimity served divergent interests and purposes, from securing foreign aid to 

eliciting cohesion between otherwise disparate American citizens to fashioning a new 

national identity. Such identity and unity was necessary in the inchoate country, where 

the peoples’ religions, ethnicities, economic statuses, and motivations for settling there 

varied not from colony to colony, nor town to town, but from door to door. Lacking a 

shared, consistent identity could eventually tear the nation apart, and so these various 

American nationalists who will be discussed at length in this thesis—Jonathan Edwards, 

Thomas Paine, Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur, Noah 
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Webster—preemptively sought to remedy what had always been problematic in the Old 

World of Europe: provincialism and social stratification. 

Without enumerating the causes of these European social quandaries, suffice it to 

say that provincialism and social stratification contributed to the divisions that the 

Americans both knew and feared. Great Britain’s internal divisions, not only between the 

Scottish, Irish, Welsh, and their English lords, but the county differences in dialect and 

social status were indelibly impressed upon the minds of many American rhetoricians.
8
 

While unmistakable differences smacked the early Americans in the face, so to speak, the 

task laid before the founders of America was to use these differences as a pretext for 

unity—but how could they find unity in diversity? American rhetoricians needed to 

attend to the single source from which all their fellow countrymen emanated. Instead of 

concentrating on every individual difference and trying to explain it away, the various 

speeches, sermons, and political pamphlets of the revolutionary era pointed to the 

existence of American unity through difference, not from one another, but from the Old 

World. In other words, the rhetoricians argued that a new world necessitated a new 

identity; they argued that Americans were not a continuation of Europe’s Age of 

Enlightenment but a fulfillment of it; they argued that Americans lacked the 

provincialities of aristocratic and parochial Europe that they or their families left behind; 

they argued that Americans were divinely inspired to shed the shackles of their 

imperialistic overlord. As such, Americans were united in their being altogether different 

from Europe; their dissimilarity from the old was their fundamental source of unity in the 

new. Thus, Simitere’s proposed motto was not about divergent faiths or ethnic 
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heterogeneity.
9
 “ἐκ πάντων ἓν,” “E Pluribus Unum,” “Out of many, One” was not an 

acknowledgement of these superficial differences between individual Americans—

diversity in their unity—as those paled when compared to the overwhelming difference 

between their paradisiac New World and dilapidated Old. The multiplicity of faiths and 

races in contemporary America are not novel; they have always existed in this nation. 

Simitere’s simple rhetorical move was not an acknowledgement of the obvious. Three 

austere words in a foreign language connected Americans to a long history before and an 

equally long history to come, effectively persuading American colonies and their 

colonials to identify with a new, unified American self and shed the divisive cultural 

pluralism of their progenitor’s continent. 

The rhetoricians of that era thus persuaded their listeners to turn a blind eye to 

America’s profound disunity through this rhetoric of unity. And so what was never 

homogenous about American society was ostensibly homogenized. Indeed, America’s 

motto for its first century and a half demonstrates the effectiveness of this rhetoric of 

national unity. For years, Americans uncritically studied their colonial history and 

imagined their nascent nation as a place where all men, Anglo-Saxon as well as patriotic 

blacks, free or enslaved, loyal Native Americans, and a host of other freedom-loving 

residents of the colonies, concomitantly rose up against their tyrannical oppressors to 

establish the perfect will of God on earth. Such myths were engrained in the national 

unity-promoting curriculum taught in America’s schools and depicted in popular movies 

and TV series. Jefferson’s “unanimous Declaration of the thirteen United States of 

America” and Simitere’s “E Pluribus Unum” certainly contributed to this part 
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misperception, part calculated subterfuge, as have a multitude of other nationalists with 

similar agendas. In the recesses of their minds, however, Americans today are aware that 

their unity has always been tenuous. They know that at the time of independence, only 

approximately a third of their predecessors were politically unified in support of 

independence from Britain.
10

 A cursory historical dig unearths the truth that before the 

House of Commons in 1766, Benjamin Franklin testified regarding racial unity, 

specifically the nonexistence thereof. He snipingly estimated a third of Pennsylvanians 

spoke only German, not to mention noting somewhat pejoratively another third being of 

Scotch-Irish descent.
11

 As for the Revolutionary War itself, as early as Washington’s 

1777-78 sojourn in Valley Forge of 1777-78, he camped with an ethnically and 

religiously diverse host, including not only Natives and free and enslaved African-

Americans but Scots, Irish, Dutch, Germans, Poles, Scandinavians, and French 

Huguenots.
12

 

My intention is not to condemn America’s founders by drawing back the 

diaphanous curtain veiling the heterogeneity that has always existed on this side of the 

Atlantic—but to explore how America’s attitudes and beliefs, for better or worse, 

descend from Jefferson, Adams, Crèvecœur, Paine, and their compatriots and our cultural 

predecessors, and to introspectively as whether or not America still implements, 

societally or individually, its founders’ rhetoric of unity. . Irish playwright and poet Oscar 

Wilde reminds us that “Children begin by loving their parents; as they grow older they 

judge them; sometimes they forgive them” (Wilde 89). Similarly, if we both understand 

and appreciate the need for the rhetoric of unity then, we may not so quickly condemn it 



    

16 

 

or its proponents and moreover, I believe we may recognize the need for a new rhetoric 

of unity appropriate for our “postmodern” and critical world.  

Of the all various lines of thought issuing forth from the efficacious and 

methodical rhetorical system of such founders—visual, textual, or otherwise—I propose 

to consider three.
13

 In my first chapter, I will consider how American ecclesiastics 

affected a rhetorical, providential unity among early Americans through their shared 

belief in their own exceptionality. Often thought of as merely a Puritan doctrine, this 

ideology was rampant among the varied religious groups and laid the basis of a trans-

colonial touchstone for all new immigrants to the New World. From America’s colonial 

beginnings, exceptionality was intrinsically linked to identity and pervaded the colonials’ 

sense of self. 

This belief in exceptionality, culturally inseparable from Christian theology in the 

eighteen century, led to its calculated amalgamation with the Age of Enlightenment’s 

emphasis on the individual in order to form a singular American version of the Age of the 

Reason—the subject of the second chapter. Rhetors of the era present America as the 

only enlightened population on earth, in part, due to America’s communal and individual 

exceptionalism, thanks in part to the new found humanism of the Enlightenment. 

Eventually necessitating its own government founded wholly on enlightened principles, 

late colonial leaders welded the two belief systems into a uniquely American 

Enlightenment connected to notions of virtue and self-amelioration. In essence, politician 

and preacher colluded in order to forge a singular American identity, one that ran counter 

to the general antipathy towards religion issuing from Europe’s Enlightenment and many 
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of its deistic and pantheistic thinkers. While many of the founders held these untraditional 

religious views, they too liberally borrowed from theological tropes to suit their 

conflationary goal of unifying the populace, suggesting America’s independence was the 

fulfillment of divine purpose. American rhetoricians, knowing well the religious 

sentiment of the citizenry, used the discourse they knew to be most effective, that of 

religion. Capitalizing on what is essentially theological metonymy, that is, analogizing 

America as the New Jerusalem in order to educe national pride and religious amour-

propre, the founders fashioned an identity rife with exceptionalist and enlightened 

sensibilities. Such American exceptionalism has persisted into our postmodern world and 

arguably pervades of America’s history, identity, and culture.  

My third chapter will unravel another thread of the rhetoric of unity: the myth that 

Americans spoke the same dialect of English, and as such, were naturally more unified 

than any country of Europe. Noah Webster, among other proto-nationalists, intentionally 

used this rhetorical “κολακείαν” (flattery), to use Plato’s term, as an additional 

foundation for a unified national identity. This linguistic unity simply could not have 

been the case, however. With so many emigrants leaving Britain, all speaking their own 

peculiar dialect, not to mention those from the rest of Europe, a single, unified Standard 

American English could not ever have possibly existed. To call America dialect-free was 

as factually incorrect as calling America’s citizenry homogeneous. Large swaths of the 

American population around the time of the Revolution could not speak a standard 

American form of English, let alone the tens of thousands who spoke no English at all; 

and those trends were only to compound by geopolitical moves such as the Louisiana 
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Purchase of 1803 and the annexations of Texas in 1845 and California in 1846. Early 

American rhetoricians’ argument that America was linguistically unified not only 

equivocated on the reality but it affected public policy throughout the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries and continues to do so in the twenty-first century. These insidious 

persuasions have greatly affected contemporary American sentiment regarding 

bilingualism and have fueled American English purists’ advocacy for English-only 

government and education, as if Standard American English has been the only linguistic 

game in town for America’s near two hundred and fifty year national history. While I will 

limit my discussion principally to the era of the Revolution, considering the later effects 

of this mass deception is important. We may tend to point the finger of blame at the 

founders for convincing millions of Americans to believe in their unified dialect and 

more broadly, their unified identity. Yet it is also important to see that this crafty piece of 

two hundred and fifty year old rhetorical propaganda has subtle implications for 

contemporary society and our personal beliefs. Additionally, we also must acknowledge 

the continual perpetration of this myth by elements within America’s political and 

educational systems. 

Some may question the value of presenting any of this research or implicating 

contemporary American society as colluding with the founders and their rhetoric of unity. 

In part, such reservation is due to the important work that has taken place during the past 

fifty years within academia. At the surface, my analysis may seem redundant as various 

forms of study including ethnic, feminist, and postcolonial approaches have explicated 

the role of America’s early pluralism in shaping contemporary America’s multifaceted 
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identity. And the push of the past half century to redefine the American canon through 

the incorporation of writers representative of America’s heterogeneousness has given 

voice to a host of previously marginalized writers. This push to recreate America’s self-

knowledge has led to tectonic shifts in American epistemology. These various intellectual 

discourses, as important as they are to our contemporary understanding of America, are 

predicated upon the belief that American society was never as unified as its early 

historical and literary narratives would have us believe. Yet, they too have ironically 

reinforced the false beliefs they sought to challenge. Cultural Studies and the other 

literary approaches mentioned above emerged as a reaction to the gauzy homogenization 

of the American identity by the nation’s early rhetors. In intending to prove the 

hegemony of early male white leaders and intellectuals, postmodern academic studies 

have formally homogenized a canon that was already rife with differences; modern 

multicultural approaches to American studies ironically gain their traction by defining, 

solidifying, and attacking that which at best, only thinly existed among the American 

canonical writers and leaders I discuss. In essence, these modern studies in subversion 

and deconstruction, again not to discount their importance, became necessary only 

because of the founders’ success in making Americans proud of their imagined 

singularity and solidarity. But the authors and texts that created this homogeneity are not 

as solid and certain of their task. From the first drop of ink on the paper, these texts 

contained their own undoing and modern studies of early America do not recognize this. 

The movement to pluralize American literature, in rightfully denying the homogeneity of 
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Revolutionary America, has only reinstated a new homogeneity at the level of the 

rhetoricians’ texts. 

The unifying of America and the historical creation of a canonized literature that 

claims to have been homogenous never genuinely took place. American unity was only 

diaphanous at the point of its incipiency and the fact that some two hundred years later, 

entirely new literary approaches were needed to deconstruct it only shows just how 

successful the rhetoric of unity was. Instead of recognizing historical American unity as 

merely rhetorical, modern studies have created the quintessential straw man of fictitious 

unity to attack. True, the rhetoric of unity does not represent the multitude of minority 

voices; but insofar as it creates hegemony, it also overlooks the sharp contrasts between 

those who modern studies categorically dismiss as hegemonic.  

I propose an alternative to both the postmodernist’s straw man and willfully 

succumbing to the early rhetors’ persuasions. By restoring the diversity and complexity 

of the early American voices promoting the rhetoric of unity, we can expand the tent of 

American studies more broadly, and in ways that postmodern studies are desirous of 

realizing—bringing us closer to recognizing that just as “rhetoric is the counterpart to the 

dialectic,” so heterodoxy is the counterpart to orthodoxy (Aristotle 1). Such a recognition 

of the omnipresence of both ends of the ideological spectrum might foster an appreciation 

for early America whose veritable orthodoxy was created by its diverse leaders 

persuading an even more diverse and already willing-to-believe citizenry possessing a 

vested interest in being unified, that they were indeed so. Perhaps such an appreciation 

for the cultural realities of the era will, as I hope, efface our wont to believe in the 
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maleficence of the rhetoric of unity. If such an appreciative vision is possible, then 

perhaps Americans might come closer to answering what seems to be a question of 

timely importance to contemporary America: should Americans value their diversity over 

their unity or their unity over their diversity?  Like the founders of our nation, I, for my 

part, believe we should recommit to the latter, to emphasize unity over diversity, for 

doing so may provide the necessary catholicon for our ever balkanizing society. 
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II. A MESSIANIC NATION FROM ITS BIRTH 

“Like Israel of old, we were a messianic nation from our birth” 

-- Reinhold Niebuhr
14

     

Few writers have more succinctly expressed their faith in America’s 

exceptionality than Reinhold Niebuhr. Americans, with little commonality, have for over 

four centuries fashioned a shared identity of their own, a common typology that connects 

them not to the members of an ambulant Germanic tribe in Europe or a once mighty 

confederation of Native Americans, but something far more cosmic in scale—a spiritual 

heritage derived from an exalted relationship with the Creator of heaven and earth. It is 

little wonder then that Niebuhr then draws the simile of his nation as the archetype of 

God’s chosen nation in Scripture, a trope as old as English America. American society at 

large yet manifests similar sentiments when it imprints “In God We Trust” on its coins 

and bills, posts the Ten Commandments outside of courthouses across the nation, recites 

prayers at football games, and all but requires its presidents to declaim “God bless 

America” at the conclusion of every address. 

None of this is unique to the twenty-first century; Niebuhr’s faith in America’s 

exceptionalism is a largely inherited characteristic, much the same as when the average 

American, Christian or not, places his or her hand on the Bible when taking an oath in 

court, thereby expressing placing the burden of ultimate truth not on the evidence of the 

court but on a testimony vetted by the God they may or may not worship. Religion is 
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intrinsically bound to American society—it has been the crux of American identity for 

four centuries, and continues to be. In Western Europe, where, on average, only half the 

population believes in God, and even less, approximately ten percent, regularly attend 

church, America by comparison comprises a far more pious population—an inherited 

feature far older than Niebuhr’s theological treatises.
15

  

Therein lies my concern in this chapter: from where did Americans acquire this 

perceived special relationship with God? Various scholars have pointed to various 

periods to explain this relationship, and they have derived differing meanings from it. 

Nicholas Guyatt has recently traced Americans’ belief in their exceptionality vis-à-vis 

God as an inherited characteristic from the British who saw divine intervention in their 

defeat of the Spanish Armada as evidence of England’s Reformation receiving divine 

favor. An alternative view is presented by Thomas Kidd who, in his recent work entitled 

God of Liberty, points largely to the period before the American Revolution as the hotbed 

of exceptionalist thought. He argues that American contributions to the victories over the 

“popish” French and “heathen” Indians during the French and Indian War galvanized the 

nation’s perception of providential favor and a subsequent sense of moral superiority. 

The historian Gordon Wood has argued for a third birth-era: Americans’ “beliefs in 

liberty, equality, constitutionalism, and the well-being of ordinary people came out of the 

Revolutionary era. So too did our idea that we Americans are a special people with a 

special destiny to lead the world toward liberty and democracy” (Wood 2-3). More 

examples can be named, but suffice it to say there is obvious and significant 

disagreement among Americanists about the origins of such a central American ideology.  



    

24 

 

This is problematic. If Guyatt is correct, then American exceptionalism is no more 

than an inherited relic of British rhetoric effectively transplanted into American society. 

Guyatt is right that such exceptionalism existed in England, but what country has not 

looked to God to justify its existence?
16

 Arguing that exceptionalism is merely a 

keepsake ignores that such rhetoric has largely disappeared in England as it has in many 

nations but it persists in America to such a large degree. Kidd is correct that American 

exceptionalism played an important role in Americans’ self-assertion of proto-national 

identity after the French and Indian War, culminating in an independent national identity 

after the war. But in much the same manner as Guyatt, Kidd does not account for why it 

would persist past the necessary political revolution nor does he consider how such 

exceptionalism was formed in the first place. Could the itinerant preachers of America’s 

Great Awakening have swayed the beliefs of such a large population possessing such 

diffuse creeds? Even if that were the case, did Jonathan Edwards, George Whitfield, and 

their contemporaries merely contrive the notions of exceptionalism, and if so, for what 

purpose? Neither Edwards, Whitfield, nor any of their contemporaries in the 1750s 

considered America to be anything but a loyal vassal of Great Britain. Wood, for his part, 

identifies the erection of this American belief system with post-Revolutionary America. 

While it was significantly manifested in the texts of the Revolutionary era, as we shall see 

in later chapters, he flatly ignores early colonial texts dating close to two hundred years 

earlier that forefront a perception of British America’s role in providential design.  

Without a doubt, Guyatt, Kidd, and Wood’s arguments do much to flesh out a 

larger understanding of how exceptionalist thought has formed a singular American 
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identity and how that identity continues to operate in American contemporary society. 

But none of these recent works by eminent scholars nor any other work in recent history 

considers the multifacetedness of what was a truly diffuse ideology in the earliest of 

European Americans, nor how these discrete strains of exceptionalism contributed to a 

distinct colonial identity and a unitary sense of exceptionalism across the social spectrum 

in pre-Great Awakening America. While mention of American exceptionalism almost 

always evokes Winthrop’s “City on a Hill” metaphor, Winthrop was not alone in his 

profession of divine guidance leading America’s inhabitants. His fellow English émigrés 

brought with them a rhetoric meant to instill in their chary hearers faith that, come what 

may, God approved of their mission. Such rhetoric of unity was necessary because, in a 

harsh land, five thousand miles from civilization (or at least one which the colonists 

understood), surrounded by often hostile peoples, the colonists had little place to turn 

besides to one another and their belief in a common Christian God cradling them in the 

crook of His arm. Puritans were not alone in expounding exceptionalism. Baptists, 

Quakers, Catholics—leaders of all faiths had to convince their audiences of the 

righteousness in their endeavors in the New World. Moreover, while preaching a 

generally similar conviction in God’s approbation, these diffuse faiths contributed threads 

to a wholly American web of identity, still subject to the throne and proud of being part 

of the British empire but singularly consecrated to a perceived latter-day raison d'être. 

Such rhetoric and the resultant identity were well established long before the colonists 

thought of themselves as anything other than loyal British lieges or enlightened citizens 

of a new republic. Yes, they were through and through subjects to benevolent monarchs 
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in England, but more important to their communal identity, they were the chosen people 

to a munificent God who guided their various endeavors in transplanting their ideologies, 

Christianity, and civilization to a world ostensibly bereft of it. Blame them as we may 

with our twenty-first sensibilities, without the compelling rhetoric of exceptionalism, the 

social cohesiveness of early American may not have long survived.  

I. The Original Exceptionalists 

 Although Alexis de Tocqueville is often credited with bestowing the designation 

of “exceptional” upon Americans, he himself pointed out that Americans’ exceptionalism 

predated his neologism by at least two centuries.
17

 Immediately after calling the 

American condition “entirely exceptional,” Tocqueville points to their “wholly Puritan 

origin” which, despite the “American spirit’s singular manner of concerning itself with 

purely material things,” moves them “from time to time, to raise passing and distracted 

glances towards heaven” (Tocqueville III.i.9). How intermittent these “distracted” 

heavenly reflections were in the mid-nineteenth century when Tocqueville observed 

American’s spirituality is not so much the issue here. More important to the matter of 

how American unity was rhetorically forged is the frequency with which Americans of 

the early seventeenth century directed their gaze on the celestial and how that affected 

generations of their physical and intellectual progeny. 

Early in his formative work, Democracy in America, Tocqueville instills in his 

readers a socio-political truism: “The growth of nations presents something analogous to 

[the relationship between the development of an infant and the mother]; Peoples all bear 

some marks of their origin. The circumstances that accompanied their birth and 
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contributed to their development influence the rest of their course” (Tocqueville I.i.2). 

Tocqueville’s analogic mother has returned to direct recent scholars of early American 

studies, like Tocqueville a hundred and fifty years before, to analyze England and 

continental Europe for the origins of American exceptionalism. Historian Nicholas 

Guyatt, a recent proponent of turning to English culture of the seventeenth century in 

order to find the roots of American exceptionalism, extracts two pertinent beliefs that 

dominated European religious thought during this period. First, as he describes it, the 

belief that “God controlled everything that happened on earth” “enjoyed wide currency 

… from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century” (Guyatt 14). While Guyatt and others are 

correct in identifying traits rooted in Calvinistic Christianity and British exceptionalism, 

we cannot limit the Puritans’ intrinsic motivations and reliance on faith to merely a 

European contrivance. Guyatt’s argument presents valuable information as to the genesis 

of Puritan thought but glosses over the exceptionality of the Puritan emigrants 

themselves. Europeans and the British in particular did not immigrate to the New World 

en masse. The faith of the Puritan settlers, though affected by their contemporaries, was 

truly unique, and such exceptional religiosity is responsible for the shaping of generations 

of Americans far more than the ideologies of their British and European counterparts. 

The American political historian George McKenna goes so far as to note that “it would 

not be out of place to call them the founders of America’s political culture and rhetoric” 

(McKenna 4). Affecting all aspects of life, politics or otherwise, the American Puritans’ 

unwavering and distinctive faith in divine guidance led Puritan emigrants to entrust their 

voyage to God, regardless of what vicissitudes colonization would inexorably bring. 
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Despite early problems in the colony—lack of food, epidemics, violent encounters with 

the natives—faith in God’s control over terrestrial matters moved the colonists to trust 

that in some incomprehensible manner to humans, God’s will was taking place. Even 

“illness, a shipwreck, or a storm,” notes Guyatt, “could be treated as evidence of God’s 

judgment of a particular individual or community” (14). God’s will, reasoned the 

Puritans, was manifest in both the actions of the faithful and the events of mankind. 

The second belief that bears immeasurable significance in this era transcends 

mere conviction that positive and negative events were manifestations of God’s will. 

Faithful Protestants of this era believed that all events—good or bad—were part of God’s 

great plan. Thus William Bradford, another Puritan patriarch, could reconcile the 

difficulty those aboard the Mayflower experienced in these terms: “What could now 

sustain them but the Spirit of God and His grace? May not and ought the children of these 

fathers rightly say: ‘Our fathers were Englishmen which came over this great ocean, and 

were ready to perish in this wilderness; but they cried unto the Lord, and He heard their 

voice and looked on their adversity.’” In a direct citation from the book of Deuteronomy, 

Bradford calculatedly casts the Pilgrims as the archetypal Israelites, crying for 

deliverance from oppression and in recompense for their faithfulness, they are 

providentially repatriated into a virgin land: “‘Let them therefore praise the Lord, because 

he is good: and His mercies endure forever.’ ‘Yea, let them which have been redeemed of 

the Lord, shew how He hath delivered them from the hands of the oppressor.’”
18

 Perhaps 

Bradford’s most overlooked choice of rhetoric is found in his expression, “Our fathers 

were Englishmen,” where he envisions the children and subsequent generations as 
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somewhat distanced from their antecedents’ identity as Englishmen. This is well 

supported by the Biblical passage to which Bradford chooses to allude: “My father was a 

wandering Aramean, and he went down into Egypt with a few people and lived there and 

became a great nation” (NIV). When Moses penned the words found in Deuteronomy, no 

longer did his audience think of themselves as Arameans, though the patriarchs certainly 

were ethnically so. Rather their progenitors’ sojourn-turned-slavery in Egypt caused a 

radical shift in identity, ultimately leading to the formation of a new and “great nation.” 

This, Bradford’s words intimate, was the destiny for the Puritans who, English for now, 

would like the Israelites foster from their loins “a great nation, powerful and numerous.”  

With such a future in view, no wonder Bradford and his companions would conclude the 

“Mayflower Compact” in order to “solemnly and mutually in the presence of God and 

one another, Covenant and Combine ourselves together into a Civil Body Politic, for our 

better ordering and preservation and furtherance” (Bradford 62-63, 76). Not a preacher 

nor a theologian but a weaver turned governor, Bradford’s parallels between the Puritans 

and the delivered Israelites again demonstrate the essential typology the colonial leaders 

needed in order to persuade the settlers to persevere despite the difficulties of 

colonialization. It encouraged them to work together, and persevere “for the Glory of 

God.” In turn, such expressions of faith and confidence in divine favor inspired the early 

settlers to engage in the onerous work of building the world anew, as well as fashioning 

an exclusive identity both secular and spiritual in nature.  

Winthrop and Bradford’s fellow emigrant, the preacher John Cotton, also offers 

words of encouragement to the early Puritans—directing them to see God’s will in their 
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voyage. Similarly using the immigration of the Israelites from Egypt to the Promised 

Land as allegory, Cotton asks, “Wherein doth this worke of God stand in appointing a 

place for a people?” then responds to his own question in such a manner to evidence both 

central religious tenets of his era: 

First, when God espies or discovers a land for a people, as in Ezek. 20.6. 

he brought them into a land that he had espied for them: And that is, when 

either he gives them to discover it themselves, or heare of it discovered by 

others, and fitting them. Secondly, after he hath espied it, when he carrieth 

them along to it, so that they plainly see a providence of God leading them 

from one Country to another. 

Cotton demonstrates in this short passage God’s constant attention to His purpose, 

suggesting He is constantly espying or seeking out an ideal “country” for a select people 

in order to fulfill His purpose. Here, Cotton suggests something not only exceptional 

about the people benefiting from God’s munificence towards them, but something 

exceptional in the land itself, “espied for them.” Even when his chosen people “heare of 

it discovered by others” they may rest assured God is using an unchosen people to further 

the fulfillment of his will for those whom He has chosen. Whether or not all of Cotton’s 

listeners unquestionably believed their providence at this point in time, or whether it was 

Cotton’s jeremiad meant to compel his wayward audience toward repentance, or whether 

it was merely a rhetorical and religious ploy to unite the colonists amidst the adversity 

they faced on a constant basis, we cannot definitively determine. However, Cotton’s faith 

that “this placeing of people in this or that Country, is from Gods soveraignty over all the 
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earth, and the inhabitants thereof” would soon be shared by his fellow colonists and their 

posterity. “The earth is the Lords, and the fullness thereof,” Cotton thereafter believed, 

“his are our Countries, our Townes, our houses; and therefore let us acknowledge him in 

all them.” And so the colonists in towns spread all over the eastern seaboard wholly 

acknowledged the special propriety God had over both them and the land they inhabited. 

While Tocqueville’s aforementioned mother-infant metaphor for nation-formation 

was intended to subsume the Anglo-American relationship as the title to the chapter from 

which his words are drawn indicates, he too later acknowledges the importance of 

religion in the origin of American society. As Cotton, Winthrop, and Bradford and their 

fellow emigrants were Separatists from the state church of England and, in essence, from 

the king himself, Tocqueville’s mother-infant metaphor is even more pertinent to the 

studies of the roots of American exceptionalism. Thus, through this analogy and his own 

recognition of the entirely Puritan origins of the American people, Tocqueville lays the 

groundwork for modern Americanists to study the interconnectedness of faith and the 

blossoming of colonial identity and proto-national unity through the rejection of 

patriarchal authority and tradition.
19

 In short, as the American Puritans believed 

themselves to possess a truer Christianity and a closer relationship to God, they felt 

obliged to separate themselves from the wickedness they perceived in the Old World. 

From their origin then, they saw themselves as purer, holier, more in tune with divine 

guidance, in a word, exceptional. While various scholars have incorrectly argued that the 

origins of American exceptionalism are bound up with America’s revolution, 
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Tocqueville’s quote as well as the early American Puritan leaders’ sermons and writings 

suggest otherwise.
20

  

The Puritans, who founded the moral backbone for all of America, not just New 

England,
21

 believed God had sent them on an “errand into the wilderness,” an expression 

first used in 1667 by Jonathan Mitchell. Appearing first in his sermon entitled “Nehemiah 

on the Wall in Troublesom Times,” Mitchell calls the “study and practice [of] true 

Scripture Reformation” at the ends of the known world, where the colonists were free to 

live out the true “Reformation,” their “errand” and their potential “Crown” (Mitchel 28). 

After Samuel Danforth, Urian Oakes, and Thomas Shepard Jr. espoused Mitchell’s 

succinct metaphor for their shared American hermitage, the perception of a spiritual 

calling became more than a mere literary trope. The colonial “errand” became a forceful 

piece of rhetoric that both incorporated missiology and the existential reality the settlers 

faced daily. Moreover, New England’s errand became a cultural touchstone for the first 

generation of settlers, and one that could be bequeathed upon subsequent generations of 

New Englanders and by extension American at large.
22

 

II. Son of the American Exceptionalists 

Turning to the generation after the earliest proponents of American 

exceptionalism does much to prove that such thought was engrained in the American way 

of life far earlier than scholars who consider it as a component of the “spirit of ’76” 

choose to believe. Increase Mather, son-in-law of John Cotton, not only demonstrates the 

Puritan penchant for didacticism, but does so in a manner consistent with prior portrayals 

of the American colonists as the antitype of the Old Testament’s nation of Israel. Hence, 
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his writing is valuable to consider as it proves to be an extension of American 

exceptionalism, namely as a cultural response to outside adversity and waning internal 

resolve. As Americanist Reiner Smolinski notes, Mather’s 1676 A Brief History of the 

Warr With the Indians in New-England “fosters an American mythology born out of 

crises and rooted in the Old Testament language of Israel” (Mather, Earnest Exhortation 

ii).
23

 These crises offered Mather the opportunity to invoke, like the earliest of American 

exceptionalists, the parallels between America and the Hebrews and moreover to do so in 

a manner that endowed individuals with a sense of unity in a tested community that, if it 

were to remain righteous, would be collectively blessed and emerge even more united.  

Increase Mather’s account of King Philip’s War, waged between the colonists of 

New England and their Native American allies against a coalition of Native tribes allied 

under Metacomet, or King Philip as he was known to the Europeans, provides plenty of 

fodder for textual analysis of the second generation of American exceptionalists. 

Historian Jill Lepore refers to this war as the commencement of a distinct national 

identity for the American colonists.
24

 With good reason, for with little backing from 

England, the some 110 towns stretching across four colonies were forced to depend upon 

mutual support and a heavy dose of perceived providential assistance. Mather, who 

provides what he believes to be an “impartial” account of the war, provides important 

connections between the colonists’ belief in their providence and the unity that both their 

dogmatic outlook and a “defensive” war helped to forge. In case one were to forget that 

Mather’s report was not merely secular in nature, the latter portion of his title, “An 

Earnest Exhortation to the Inhabitants of [New England]” is featured in prominent, 
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capital letters, with “Exhortation” particularly accentuated, in his manuscript. In his first 

paragraph, Mather insinuates not so subtly the connection between the accounts of the 

Israelites’ in Numbers, Joshua, Judges, Kings, and Chronicles and his account of the 

“warre with the Indians” waged by the inhabitants “whose Land the Lord God of our 

Fathers hath given to [them] for a rightfull Possession” (Mather, Brief History 9). 

Demonstrating his assurance that earthly events are demonstrative of God’s will and 

moreover that the colonists’ trials were exemplary of His ongoing refinement of his 

people, Mather’s repeated references to God’s people also confirms that the colonists’ 

self-designation as the new group of divinely chosen people had not worn off as the 

second generation of inhabitants began to formulate a colonial identity.
25

 Furthermore, by 

incorporating their “Brethren at Connecticut,” Mather deliberately and decisively 

expands this identity by aggregating those living beyond the borders of Massachusetts 

into an alliance with God. Even more importantly, Mather casts the war in soteriological 

terms—with the “perfidious and bloudy Heathen” on one side and God’s chosen but 

chastised “Jerusalem” on the other (Mather, Brief History 17, 34, 78).
26

 Mather’s 

“Jerusalem,” unlike the first generation of American exceptionalists, is not representative 

of one community, or even one colony. As the shift between colonial to provincial 

mentality Perry Miller famously documented is taking place, so Mather can universalize 

the diffuse colonies in his Jerusalem tropology.
27

 As Scripture tells him, God punishes 

those whom he loves, so Mather reasons that God was punishing the colonies for their 

iniquity, but he would not do so to their annihilation.
28

 To that end, God frequently 

intervenes in the colonists’ behalf, Mather felt, at times by causing confusion within the 
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enemy army, at other times rescuing pious individuals from certain death, yet another 

time causing miraculous “Thunder and Rain, which caused the Enemy to turn back” in a 

way reminiscent of Biblical passages of divine intervention, and still more often by 

preserving colonists alive through harrowing battles (Mather, Brief History 47).
29

 Despite 

his constant reference to the colonists as “English” and “Englishmen,” Mather’s casting 

of the war provides the English settlers inhabiting Massachusetts Bay, Connecticut, 

Plymouth, Maine, and New Haven an important designation that would have an impact 

on their proto-nationalistic tendencies and their application of the errand to a much larger 

audience than their own ethnic heritage. Through Mather’s rhetorical blend of 

sermonizing and chronicling, the Englishmen of “United Colonies,”
30

 as he importantly 

and repeatedly calls their home, Mather makes a sweeping gesture towards an integrated 

future, exceptional by means of God’s repeated intervention in its history and the 

colonies’ consecrated relationship with Him. Mather seems to characterize this 

consecrated relationship as idiosyncratic, altogether dissimilar from Englishmen on the 

other side of the Atlantic. This shared colonial distinctiveness is manifested not only in 

the belief that God was molding events in the colonists’ favor and providing them a 

virgin country away from the impurity of the Old World, but also by a newfound shift in 

Mather’s generation towards a definitive communal unitedness across a pan-New 

England region. Mather’s narrative then becomes one of the first textual touchstones 

articulating what had so far been a cultural ideal meant to elicit unity through shared 

struggle and providential purposiveness. Despite challenges, this unity would tenaciously 

flourish and adapt to new realities as the colonies continued to perceive “God’s hand” in 
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this and subsequent victories in war and in economic prosperity at home (Mather, Brief 

History 74).
31

  

III. Grandson of the Original Exceptionalists 

Though following a single family’s genealogy seems somewhat limiting to my 

goal of tracing the development of American exceptionalism during the hundred and fifty 

years prior to the Revolution,
32

 it nevertheless proves beneficial to consider another strain 

of exceptionalism added by another leading figure in the colonies: Cotton Mather, son of 

Increase Mather and grandson of Richard Mather and John Cotton. In 1710, close to a 

century after the first English immigrants arrived in the New World, Cotton Mather 

reimagines exceptionalism as not particular to a colony, or New England, or even the 

“United Colonies” as his father had as the fulfillment of divine prophecy, but rather for 

the first time he envisions British America at large as the realization of God’s purpose: 

Psal. 2. 8. I will give thee the uttermost parts of the Earth for thy 

Possession. And, Psal. 86. 9. All Nations whom thou hast made, shall 

come and worship before thee, O Lord, and shall glorify thy Name. And, 

has it not been promised? Mal. 1. 11. From the Rising of the Sun even 

unto the going down of the same, my Name shall be great among the 

Gentiles. AMERICA is Legible in these Promises. (Mather, Theopolis 

Americana 31) 

While the influential Americanist Sacvan Bercovitch directs scholars to later figures in 

colonial history as central to the extension of exceptionality to all American colonists, 

Cotton Mather’s homily seems to suggest the augmentation of American “specialness” 
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took place earlier than Bercovitch and more recent scholars believe.
33

 Though his 

grandfather limits the divinely blessed exceptionals to those who emigrated across 

Atlantic to settle in Massachusetts and his father limits it to the “United Colonies” of 

New England, Cotton Mather’s “AMERICA,” featured in capital letters is a clear textual 

gesture towards his belief that America at large, inclusive of all its diffuse peoples in 

cities and towns spanning the continent, will be the fulfillment of divine promise. 

Supporting this, Mather argues that “the wonders of the CHRISTIAN RELIGION, [are] 

flying from the Depravations of Europe, to the American Strand” (Mather, Magnalia 

Christi Americana 25). Although Guyatt argues America neither exclusively possesses 

nor originated exceptionalist thought, he keenly observes that “Mather established a 

providential significance for America that was lacking in … England” (Guyatt 50). To 

Guyatt’s credit, Mather does not deny the possibility that God had used England, nor any 

European nation to some extent, as he had used other nations in the past to aid and deliver 

His People—but colonial America, part of Britain’s sovereignty but possessing an 

entirely different relationship with the Almighty, was, to reiterate, unique from its 

mother. Mather was no political revolutionary; calling him an American-theological 

revolutionary may be more apropos. In Mather’s own words, America “exceeded all that 

has been hitherto done for any other Nation” (Mather, Magnalia Christi Americana 32) 

Mather’s citations from the Old Testament as well as his liberal weaving in of New 

Testament corroborates this conceptual framework, as America, born and subjugated to 

another, albeit to a lesser extent, divinely supported nation, would ultimately satisfy the 

prophetic pronouncements of both the New and Old Testaments. In doing so, it thus 
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becomes both the New Jerusalem and the old restored, much as the first century Christian 

church was the bride of Christ while yet under the dominion of the Roman Empire.
34

 

Cotton Mather lays out his epoch vision of British America in his most important 

work, Magnalia Christi Americana, which Bercovitch has likened to the great tales The 

Aeneid and Paradise Lost, appropriately calling it the first American epic. Comparing it 

to Virgil’s germinal tale, Bercovitch writes, “Inspired by Christ, not the pagan muse, it 

reveals the truth rather than dealing in fables, and glorifies not an Aeneas but a 

covenanted theocracy,” devoid of political overtones (Bercovitch, “New England Epic” 

340). Beyond what at this point is the familiar trope of likening the colonists to the 

delivered Israelites, exiled from Egypt, Mather’s choice of lexis—“utopia,” protected, 

instructed, and directed by a “guard of angels,” and repeatedly described in idyllic garden 

metaphors—decisively paints America as the restored garden of Eden, the earthly pearl 

that Christ’s integrity under temptation restored, as recounted in the Gospel of Luke and 

expanded upon in Milton’s Paradise Regained (Mather, Magnalia Christi Americana 85, 

90, 181).
35

 In other words, Jesus’s faithfulness under trial paved the way for the return of 

what had been lost, both by sinful Adam and Eve and, hundreds of generations later, by 

popishly Protestant Europe. America, with her Puritans and their “errand into the 

wilderness” of Canaan would thereby fulfill God’s purpose and usher in the greatly 

anticipated Kingdom of God on earth. According to New England Puritan centered 

dogma and Mather’s rhetorical mythos, New England is the antitypical Eden, out of 

which the blessings of God would ultimately encompass all of Cotton Mather’s pan-
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American utopia and perhaps stretch back across the Atlantic as the Garden of Eden 

gradually was to envelop the whole world.  

IV. Exceptionalist Cousins 

Leaving the Cotton and Mather genealogy and Puritan Massachusetts, one might 

expect to find an entirely different, and moreover unexceptional colonial rhetoric, and to 

some degree this is the case. A noteworthy example can be found in Roger Williams, 

John Cotton’s contemporary and the founder of Rhode Island. Williams flatly contradicts 

the Puritan view of America as God’s special property: “America (as Europe and all 

places) lies dead in sin,” thus how could its inhabitants claim to be the “Kingdome of 

Christ Jesus” and “the Land of New England, Judea, Canaan?” (Williams 3:322; 4:403) 

Yet insofar as Williams refutes the Puritans’ self-aggrandizing, his motive for doing so 

ironically provides a more enduring foundation for American exceptionalism than sheer 

Puritan dogma and hackneyed parallels to the Hebrew patriarchs. Indeed, times have 

changed since the seventeenth century, and Americans today rarely view themselves as 

exceptional because of their Puritan heritage—but Williams’s belief in the ability of 

man’s conscience to forge a personal relationship with God sans a state-sponsored 

religion provides the basis for later justifications of all Americans, regardless of their 

specific creed and inclusive of all eras, to see themselves as under God’s proprietorship. 

While Williams would never go so far as to argue this, his own life testifies to this 

American universalization of exceptionalism. The capital of the colony he founded bears 

the name Providence in recognition of his “sense of God's merciful providence unto me 

in my distress” after his banishment from the Massachusetts Bay Colony, a place 
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Williams’s intended to be a haven for all religious minorities in the New World (Staples 

30). Williams believed that members of a God-fearing community worshipping Him as 

individual members’ consciences dictate did not need a government to support or 

establish one creed above all others. As Williams’s biographer notes, “It would be he, not 

Thomas Jefferson, who first called for a ‘wall of separation’ to describe the relationship 

of church and state … It would be he who first defined the word ‘liberty’ in modern 

terms, and saw the relationship between a free individual and the state in a modern way” 

(Barry 6). The liberty of conscience Williams founded would permit future generations of 

Americans, including Jefferson and the founders of the nation, to have the utmost 

confidence in their own salvation without the need to subscribe to a single, unifying 

religion. Each and every one of them—Catholic, Presbyterian, Baptist, Quaker, Deist—

were all exceptional through their self-determined worship and were providentially 

chosen on account of it. On this account, despite the pejoration that John Quincy Adams 

intended in his indictment of Williams, the latter was truly “altogether revolutionary.”
36

 

As a recent scholar suggests, Williams, in opposing the transposition of the Old World’s 

system of state-sponsored religions into the New World, shaped the American soul 

insofar one’s choice or practice of religion did not automatically include or exclude 

providence. Rather, in addition to the sense of American exceptionalism as constituted 

through divine providence that the Puritans bequeathed to later American communities, 

Williams contributed the American value of disestablished state religion, a genuinely 

exceptional, prescient, and altogether enlightened proposal for mid-seventeenth century 

American.
37
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Almost fifty years later, William Penn, the most famous of all American Quakers, 

who had endured great persecution in England, would emulate Williams in envisioning 

America as his opportunity to assist in recreating a world free from interreligious 

animosity. Concurrently, much in the tradition of the New England Puritans, Penn saw 

what he perceived to be the operation of the divine hand in his establishment of New 

Wales, later known as Sylvania, and finally renamed Pennsylvania. On March 5
th

, 1681, a 

day after King Charles II would sign the charter Penn needed to found his colony, he 

exuberantly writes, “It is a clear and just thing, and my God who has given it me through 

many difficulties, will, I believe, bless and make it the seed of a nation” (Fantel 149) The 

first part of his exclamation, that God has given him a blessing through many difficulties 

is in no regard a manifestation of American exceptionalism—such outcries of piety 

predate America and Christendom itself. However the later part of his expression holds 

much to be examined. While Penn evidently envisions God blessing the American 

mission—there is nothing particularly unique about his confidence therein—he more 

importantly sees direct intervention, as evidenced in his choice of the verb make. Penn 

does not see God as a celestial watchmaker or absentee landlord; reminiscent of God’s 

promise to Abraham, God’s relationship with Pennsylvania as it progresses to nationhood 

is even more intimate than that of a parent watching a child progress to maturity. God 

would “make,” actively mold and fashion that Abrahamic-like seed, foretold in the 

earliest of the Hebraic writings, into become a full-fledged nation. As Penn’s preeminent 

biographer Hans Fantel notes, Penn saw America as “an ongoing expansion of the 
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boundaries of human existence. He saw America in terms of civilizational change” 

(Fantel 4).  

Penn’s lexical choice of nation cannot be summarily dismissed either. Penn is 

well-known for having established his Frame of Government of Pennsylvania before 

having left for America. He created a charter of liberties for the new colony under his 

direction, hailed as the first of its kind in the world. While Williams established the 

principles for religious freedom, Penn established the legal context necessary for 

Pennsylvania itself to become not merely another colony, but a nation in and of itself 

with the political and social structures necessary for an ideological schism from the Old 

World’s divine right of kings and state-churches, not to mention laying the groundwork 

for future independence (though such thoughts were distant from his mind). He saw 

Pennsylvania as the herald of a new type of government, one that, because of the 

righteousness of its inhabitants, governed little to not at all. Pennsylvania was to become 

“an example [that] may be set up to the nations as ... a holy experiment.” If Pennsylvania 

were to succeed, Penn reasoned, what would be next (Fantel 149-150)? Such rhetoric 

does not sound too different from Cotton Mather’s vision of “AMERICA [as] Legible in 

these Promises.” But far more importantly, the strain Penn contributes to American 

exceptionalism creates latitude for an exceptional government, one that would furnish 

“Jefferson and the later framers of the Constitution with a bold and persuasive precedent 

for democracy in America” (Fantel 4). Fantel further notes, though not directly wedding 

it to American exceptionalism, that Penn contributed to the shaping of “America’s self-

image”: “A century before the founding of the United States, Penn pioneered a libertarian 
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republic at the edge of the wilderness,” and though Fantel stresses his secular 

motivations, we must not forget that Penn himself clearly identified the source of his 

fundamental motivation:  “By the good providence of God, a country in America is fallen 

to my lot” (Fantel 4). By the end of the seventeenth century then, the “city on a hill” 

founded by the Puritans, combined with Williams’s emphasis on the liberty of 

conscience, and now fused with Penn’s progressive model of government that legalized 

freedom of religion as it conducted a providentially directed “holy experiment,” led to the 

emergence of an American social identity that begins to feel familiar to many today. 

By no means do the examples of this chapter, disparate in faith as they are in 

background, serve as a full compendium of exceptionalism in American thought, nor am 

I suggesting that these early leaders were political revolutionaries in any way. 

Nevertheless, it is apparent that from the founding of the English colonies there was a 

sense of a present day American fulfillment of prophecy, where all exegetical readings of 

sacred scripture directed the colonists of almost every faith, all of whom were 

exceedingly predisposed to typological interpretation, to see their new home as the grand 

realization of God’s purpose, regardless of the creed to which they individually adhered. 

Sociologist Stephanie Kermes correctly states that American colonists from “different 

social backgrounds and different areas of the region, belonging to different religious sects 

or emerging political parties, were able to forge shared ideas about regional and national 

identity” (Kermes 5). We can state with certainty that American exceptionalism provided 

a large share of this identity while it was in its nascent stages; but it was not alone in 

doing so. The era commonly referred to as the Age of Enlightenment, which spread 
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through the western world during the eighteenth century, also influenced American 

thought greatly—so much so that a purely theological interpretation of America’s 

“errand” became an increasingly outmoded provincialism in the minds of the leaders 

during the mid-eighteenth century. These leaders of subsequent generations of 

Americans, then, needed a way to reconcile these diffuse strains of exceptionalism with 

the winds of the Enlightenment drifting west across the Atlantic. It would be in the fusion 

of these two belief systems that the expression of America’s singular mission could be 

definitively formed and finally disseminated through all ranks of American society in 

order to unify an otherwise dissonant populace. 
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III. ENLIGHTENED EXCEPTIONALISM:  

THE AMERICAN RHETORICAL CONFLATION OF THE SACRED AND SECULAR 

“By whose authority do you act?” 

“In the name of the Great Jehovah and the Continental Congress!” 

-- Lieutenant Jocelyn Feltham’s question and Ethan Allen’s response 

upon Allen’s storming of Fort Ticonderoga, May 10, 1775
38

 

A once in a nation’s lifetime event took place on New Year’s Day, 1802.
39

 To be 

sure, it was not a conspicuous moment in the annals of America history: it was no signing 

of the Declaration of Independence or Constitutional Convention; its significance pales 

in national history compared to the Louisiana Purchase the following year. Neither was it 

a momentous political milestone, as in 1800 when the United States peacefully executed 

its first transfer of executive power when Thomas Jefferson defeated John Adams in what 

Jefferson referred to as the Revolution of 1800. No—this event was one more 

gastronomic in nature. On January 1
st
, 1802, a 1,235 pound block of cheese reached its 

final destination in Washington D.C. As it was believed to be too heavy to transport on 

wheels, the producers of the “mammoth cheese” hired a sled and later a sloop to haul the 

gargantuan fromage for three weeks and five hundred miles across the snowy roads 

between Cheshire, Massachusetts and Washington D.C. Neither the distance the cheese 

traveled nor its massive quantity
40

 are of the greatest import to this discussion. The 
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cheese’s greatest true significance lies in the juxtaposition of the recipient, Thomas 

Jefferson, and the man who conceived and delivered it, Elder John Leland.  

Few two individuals are, on the surface, such sharp contrasts of one another as 

Jefferson and Leland. Leland, a fervent Baptist evangelical preacher was, in short, a man 

of faith: “My only hope of acceptance with God is in the blood and righteousness of Jesus 

Christ. And when I come to Christ for pardon, I come as an old grey-headed sinner; in the 

language of the publican, ‘God be merciful to me a sinner’” (Leland 35). On the other 

hand, fiercely anticlerical Jefferson believed only reason redeemed mankind, and he was 

inimical to what he determined as the clergy class’s opposition to rationality: “In every 

country and in every age, the priest has been hostile to liberty. … they have perverted the 

purest religion ever preached to man, into mystery & jargon unintelligible to all mankind 

& therefore the safer engine for their purposes” (Jefferson, Papers 7:248).
41

 Jefferson 

chose tutelage to no priest, reverend, pastor, or orthodoxy. In a letter dated July 30
th

, 

1816, Jefferson goes so far as to call the Trinity, the core tenet of traditional Christianity, 

“the mere Abracadabra of … the priests of Jesus” (Severance 18).
42

 Diametrically 

opposed to Leland’s evangelicalism, Jefferson’s brand of Christianity was scarcely more 

than a brand of moral philosophy, much the same as any other creed that would issue 

from the Scottish Enlightenment. Thus, the question is, what would provoke Leland and 

his pasturage to bestow such a monumental gift upon a man who was, by all reports, 

averse to traditional Christianity? 

True as it may be that the two men could not be more different in their religiosity, 

what they do share provides the real foundation for this chapter: Baptist and Deist, both 
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believed in America’s enlightened exceptionality.
43

 Leland places his faith in the 

individual to make an enlightened choice on the subject of religion states that government 

has no business intruding in matters of personal faith:  

Every man must give an account of himself to God, and therefore every 

man ought to be at liberty to serve God in a way that he can best reconcile 

to his conscience. If government can answer for individuals at the day of 

judgment, let me be controlled by it in religious matters; otherwise let men 

be free. (Leland 181) 

Tinging very much of Jefferson’s Declaration, Leland expresses the need for religious 

matters to be an inalienable right of conscience, subject to self-legislation alone. As early 

as 1779, Jefferson similarly championed religious freedoms as well as the 

disestablishment of state religion in Virginia. In his 1781 Notes on the State of Virginia, 

Jefferson writes, “Millions of innocent men, women, and children, since the introduction 

of Christianity, have been burnt, tortured, fined, imprisoned; yet we have not advanced 

one inch towards uniformity. What has been the effect of coercion?” Jefferson answers, 

“To make one half the world fools, and the other half hypocrites. To support roguery and 

error all over the earth.” Often accused of being an atheist during his life, Jefferson’s 

writings purport no disbelief in God. Rather, simply put, he chose and was permitted to 

choose a different manner of believing than did Leland, a doctrinal system where 

“Reason and persuasion are the only practicable instruments” and harmonized with true 

theology (Jefferson, Notes 218). Nevertheless, regardless of their outward differences, 

both men cherished their privilege to exercise enlightened choice. 
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 Most significant of all, Jefferson and Leland’s differences become the catalyst for 

the rhetorical formation of national identity. Though possessing very different ideologies, 

Leland and his congregation’s preponderant gift to Jefferson is emblematic of the 

complex ideological compromise necessary for a unified national identity. On one hand, 

Jefferson, the son of the Age of Enlightenment, embodied the shared conviction of many 

of the founders that “human affairs [ought] to be guided by rationality rather than by 

faith, superstition, or revelation; [and their] belief in the power of human reason to 

change society and liberate the individual from the restraints of custom or arbitrary 

authority” (Outram 3). Leland, on the other hand, represented an even older American 

tradition, dating back, as discussed in Chapter 1, to the original settlers and their 

descendants who viewed America as exceptional, unique in divine purpose and in 

constantly being molded by God. Invoking this tradition in his 1802 Celebration of 

Independence Oration, Leland recounts in verse what he considered celestial intervention 

during the American victory at Yorktown in 1781: 

Ye clouds of heaven distil no rain,  

   The great Jehovah said, 

Till haughty Britons are all slain, 

   Or bow the stubborn head. (Leland 261) 

Reflecting on America’s history of divine intervention and particularly the years since the 

providential victory of Yorktown, Leland optimistically proclaims: “As kind Providence 

has been so propitious, in appearing in behalf of America, so often, and so wonderfully, 

we have ground to hope that it will interpose, again and again” (Leland 268). Leland thus 
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reiterates what becomes a common trope in American studies: American exceptionalism, 

the belief that America has a singular purpose in the world, often one believed to be 

providentially determined. Though holding disparate world views, perhaps ostensibly 

irreconcilable ones, Leland and Jefferson could agree that unity in the Early Republic 

required a harmonious intertwining of their two discourses. 

Although Jefferson and Leland’s ideologies have been discussed extensively, 

albeit separately, in academia in recent years, my wedding of their two ideological 

systems, the American Enlightenment and American exceptionalism, is by no means 

purely an exercise in academic novelty.
44

 Rather, considering the American 

Enlightenment and American exceptionalism as parts of an organic whole that developed 

during the eighteenth century presents a cogent method of understanding the important 

proto-nationalistic rhetoric that developed during the years of the Early Republic and 

shaped America’s national identity through the unification of its populace. Calculating 

rhetors of this era chose to unify the disparate American masses by convincing them of 

two things that were intrinsically related: 1) they were God’s chosen people because 2) 

they, as the product of the Age of Enlightenment, were conclusively enlightened. Here, 

the syntax of the word is all important. Enlightenment itself suggests a progressive action 

vis-à-vis the word enlightened, which denotes a concluded process. Even Immanuel Kant, 

the quintessential figure of the continental European Enlightenment famously makes note 

of this philological feature when, in 1784, he writes, “If we are asked ‘Do we now live in 

an enlightened age?’ the answer is, ‘No,’ but we do live in an age of enlightenment” 
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(Kant 5).
45

 Yet Americans of this era, while not offering a strident answer to Kant’s 

hypothetical question, arguably confirm such a response through their collective rhetoric. 

As the founders of America merged their belief in American exceptionality with 

the elements of the Enlightenment, they forged an American national identity as a chosen 

people, begotten of corrupt Europe, but both holy and wholly unified in their distinctness 

from the Old World. American politicians and ecclesiastics’ alteration of European 

Enlightenment rhetoric facilitated Americans’ belief in their exceptionality as the only 

enlightened population on earth, thereby necessitating their own government founded 

wholly on enlightened principles. It is my purpose in this chapter not only to elucidate 

how these two conspicuous elements in colonial America were amalgamated, but also to 

broadly gesture towards how they persist two centuries later. To do so, I will begin with 

the inheritors of exceptionalist ideology, the preachers of the eighteenth century, and 

examine how they recast that belief system in a manner consistent with the ever 

transformative nature of colonial American society as it was affected by waves of 

rationality and humanism from Europe’s Enlightenment. Of these colonial American 

rhetors, none were more effective than Jonathan Edwards. Considering a sampling of his 

writing demonstrates how his large debt to the Enlightenment’s ideals, despite his and his 

listeners’ supposedly adversarial to the Enlightenment’s emphasis on reason. Whereas 

European secular thinkers could disengage religion from the Enlightenment, even those 

American thinkers who were secularly inclined could not. This necessitated an entirely 

new Enlightenment discourse, in essence, an entirely new, American enlightened 

exceptionalism. Finally, I will conclude with a discussion of how both the sacred and 
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secular operated together for the sake of America’s early unity, most notably in the 

writings of Jefferson and Thomas Paine—both declared Deists—who laid the basis for 

this blend to persist in American thought. As schisms continue to tear apart America’s 

carefully constructed unity, calling into Americans’ nostalgic yet ahistorical and specious 

belief in the national unity of yesteryear, our reflection on how that perceived unity was 

rhetorically created provides a means to see how truly intrinsic the melded strain of 

American enlightened exceptionalism is to national identity and more exigently reflect 

upon and reassess the contemporary American mind and its (dis)unity. 

I. The Decommunalization of Providence 

The question Americanists must answer is not when American exceptionalism 

commenced in the American mind; the question should be how did the different strains of 

exceptionalist thinking that marked the various communities outlined in Chapter 1 

coalesce into something resembling a larger “national” consciousness? The answer, I 

argue, has to do with the individualization of religion and the sanctification of the 

individual. In Chapter 1, I argued that beyond the Puritan cities on hills, individuals like 

Penn, Williams, and Calvert perceived that America offered greater possibilities for 

individuals to make discrete choices in matters pertaining to faith and yet remain in a 

covenanted relationship with God.
46

 Such liberties they explicitly or implicitly argued 

would constitute America’s true exceptionality. The multiplicity of religions that existed 

in the colonies as well as the accompanying socioeconomic, educational, and ethnic 

divisions necessitated a sort of sanctification of the individual in order to prevent the 

transplantations of the divisions that plagued stratified Europe into the colonies. While 
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Cotton Mather begins the trend of exploiting American exceptionalism as a unifier of 

thought beyond the Massachusetts colony’s borders, Maryland’s Quakers of the same era 

exemplified exceptionality and would be depreciatively characterized as “governed by 

God's law and the light within them, and not by man's law” (Browne 162). However 

depreciatory the metaphor of “light within” was meant to be, it took on a new meaning in 

the eighteenth century of enlightened epistemology. As religion became more a matter of 

individual expression, the light “within” not only the solitary individual but his 

community represented the manifestation that community’s progressivity towards the 

mental illumination offered by the Age of Reason. The threads of thought marking these 

two characteristics, one seeing all Americans as consecrated before God and the other 

being seeing them as guided from within towards enlightenment, can be seen as 

coalescing in the American mind by at least mid-eighteenth century in the writing of 

three key preachers: Jonathan Edwards, Joseph Bellamy, and Samuel Davies. 

These three authors represent an important break from the ecclesiastics discussed 

in the previous chapter principally because the mid-eighteenth century colonial American 

milieu of which they were a part was in the process of being greatly affected by the 

European Enlightenment. But Europe’s Enlightenment could never be their 

Enlightenment; Robert Ferguson aptly summarizes the American Enlightenment’s 

singularity when he writes that it was “a manifestation of protracted conflict, and in the 

pressure of that conflict are the delineations of a specifically American expression” 

(Ferguson, American Enlightenment 25). Liberty and loyalty, republicanism and 

democracy, individuality and communality, rationality and religion—these engrossing 
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paradigms forced colonial America to reassess its mid-eighteenth century cultural values. 

Jonathan Edwards, America’s first “mind capable of sustained independent speculation” 

as Perry Miller describes him, was both intellectually and culturally attuned to the needs 

of his contemporaries as they navigated these paradigms (Miller, New England Mind 

48).
47

 More to the point, Gordon Wood presents Edwards as an opportunistic weaver of 

natural and theological thought who “used the new cause-and-effect philosophy [of the 

Enlightenment] to justify God’s sovereignty,” a sort of “secular version of divine 

providence” (Wood, The Idea of America 97). Here, Wood frames the instrumentality of 

Edwards in the expansion of exceptionality to include America’s individual inhabitants, 

whether or not they professed faith in the same manner as he.  

Edwards and his contemporaries placed greater stress on the individual by 

emphasizing man’s providential exceptionalism. Reconceptualizing exceptionalism in 

this way inevitably placed less influence on the “holy” community of which man was 

merely a part, thereby in essence, decommunalizing providence. Such stress, regardless 

of whether it was tied to sermons, was a clear characteristic of the Enlightenment man-

focused rhetoric—yet this in no way is meant to suggest that Edwards was devoted to the 

corpus of enlightened ideals. In his “Treatise Concerning Religious Affections,” Edwards 

dismisses the idea of rationalizing faith and in a gesture prefiguring nineteenth century 

Romanticism, invokes individuals’ “sense of heart.” “There is a distinction to be made 

between a mere notional understanding, wherein the mind only beholds things in the 

exercise of speculative faculty;” Edwards waxes, whereas one’s sense of heart “relishes 

and feels” (Edwards, 5.156). For one, such a division of the mind into faculties is 
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preeminently an Enlightenment artifact. More importantly, while Edwards seems to reject 

the Enlightenment’s rationality, he embraces man’s personal interaction with Scripture 

and spiritual enlightenment along with the “affections” that arise from it, for by means of 

these, “men understand the true glory of heaven” (Edwards 5.159).  

Edwards’s decentered theology, as well as his accent on man’s will, affected even 

the many eighteenth century Americans who professed to be enlightened Deists, 

especially those in political power, for such notions created a communal American cult of 

self. John Adams, like many of the founding fathers, attended sermons of revivalists 

while growing up and was as influenced by their beliefs as they were expounded upon 

during the Great Awakening. Writing many years later, Adams would forever link 

Revolutionary principles and a religiously affected populace: “But what do we mean by 

the American Revolution? Do we mean the American war? The Revolution was effected 

before the war commenced. The Revolution was in the minds and hearts of the people; a 

change in their religious sentiments of their duties and obligations” (emphasis added, 

Adams 10:282). Such enthusiasm did not develop spontaneously, but the unifying 

rhetoric of orators like Edwards sponsored millennial optimism, or faith that the kingdom 

of God was on the verge of being replanted in colonial America.
48

 Regarding this great, 

spiritually enlightened revolution on the horizon, Edwards reckons, “When God is about 

to turn the earth into a Paradise, he does not begin his work where there is some good 

growth already, but in a wilderness. … he will begin … where the church of God has 

been planted last of all” (Edwards, Rogers, Dwight 1:382). While Deists did not 

necessarily subscribe to this outlook and the belief that God took an active role in human 
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events (though professing to do so would later provide a powerful rhetorical tool to 

persuade the religious masses that providence favored the cause for independence), they 

had no quarrel as to whether or not the evangelicals’ omniscient God existed as such 

arguments provided a means to merge Americans’ inherited missiology and gravitate 

towards Edwards’s proto-nationalistic rhetoric of unity.  

Fully invested in the two discourses of his time, Edwards could provide the 

rhetoric necessary for their ideological mergers through his assertion that exceptionality 

belonged not to a specific religious community, but the entire body of America’s politic 

populace. Most notable is his description of America itself: “Beautiful as Tirzah, comely 

as Jerusalem, and terrible as an Army with Banners”—“Put on thy beautiful garments, O 

America, the holy city!” Edwards’s desire to broaden what had in many respects been 

limited exceptionalism is clear. Anyone living in the “holy city” could be as inviolable as 

Tirzah, a champion of rights of Hebrew Scriptures, a woman who supplicated Moses and 

the patriarchal leaders for the inheritance of land after the death of her father. Because 

Tirzah was enlightened enough to insist upon her rights, she was granted the natural right 

of individual property.
49

 The Old Testament’s nation of Israel was communally blessed 

as God’s chosen people, but Tirzah’s favorably heard request reveals Edwards’s belief in 

an enlightened concomitantly communal and individual covenant with God. Edwards’s 

exegesis cannot be dismissed as mere fundamentalism—welding reason and religion, 

Edwards charges his readers to draw the same conclusion as him: “We cannot reasonably 

think otherwise, than that the beginning of this great work of God … will begin in 

America” (Edwards, Rogers, Dwight 2:381). In effect, to borrow Bercovitch’s poignant 
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description, Edwards hermeneutically discovers America’s enlightened exceptionalism in 

Scripture.
50

 

Edwards’s arguably most famous sermon, Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God 

further attests to the individual relationship professedly enlightened Americans had with 

their Maker, especially when contrasted with the American jeremiads of the century 

prior.
51

 No longer was Sunday’s sermon meant to reform the community who believed 

itself to be God’s special property. Edwards stresses the need for the individual, 

precariously close to being “cast … into hell at any moment,” regardless of what 

“religion [or] whatever prayers he makes,” to awaken since “God is under no manner of 

obligation to keep him a moment from eternal destruction.” Edwards’s repetitive uses of 

the third person singular masculine pronouns are not rhetorically insignificant. They are 

intended to set up the contrast found in his sermon’s application. No longer is Edwards’s 

subject the general, ambiguous “he,” “him,” and “his”—no, Edwards switches to the 

rhetorically extoling second person pronoun, “you.” “There is hell's wide gaping mouth 

open; and you have nothing to stand upon, nor any thing to take hold of; there is nothing 

between you and hell but the air; it is only the power and mere pleasure of God that holds 

you up,” Edwards warns (emphasis mine).
52

 Edwards’s intent is clear; his emphasis on 

salvation through personal actions places the onus on the individual, like Tirzah, to 

actualize his or her own personal covenant with God. Enlightened individuals could then 

avoid the ghastly fate Edwards describes by accepting God’s will that very day, “a day 

wherein many are flocking to him, and pressing into the kingdom of God” to repent and 

reconcile themselves to being God’s sacrosanct individuals belonging to His sacrosanct 
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nation. Edwards’s invocation of the “many pressing into the kingdom of God” was 

opportune, for between 1700 and 1750 the population in the colonies had increased from 

a quarter million to one million, with another one to two million on the horizon before the 

Revolution.
53

 While natural increase accounts for some of the growth, hundreds of 

thousands of new immigrants were slaves or indentured servants, creating an unsettled 

sentiment throughout the colonies.
54

 Those to whom Edwards immediately directs his 

sermon, the “yous,” are those who had not yet acknowledged the role individual 

providence played in their life as independent members of America’s enlightened, 

hallowed citizenry, those who had yet to conform their errantry to what God expected 

from members of his New Jerusalem. Edwards suggests that if all individuals acted in 

accordance with what such a personal, affected relationship between man and God 

entailed, all citizens would be providentially exceptional, and thereby effectively recreate 

the communal exceptionality of the earliest Americans and consummate the long-awaited 

Kingdom of God on earth.
55

 Sociologically speaking, Edwards’s rhetorical sermons 

offered his contemporaries the necessary ideological conflation to become, to use 

Benedict Anderson’s term, an “imagined community,” a unified mass of discrete 

individuals who independently choose to live the same spiritual life, worship the same 

God in the same manner, and see themselves, individually and collectively, as the 

fulfillment of His purpose.
56

 

Like Edwards, other ecclesiastics implemented the prevailing humanistic 

discourse of the Enlightenment to further American exceptionalism. Joseph Bellamy, 

Edwards’s most influential intellectual heir, provides a “brand of talk” that “does not 
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sound that different from Jefferson’s,” though the two men’s vision of America rest 

entirely on different ideological persuasions (Ferguson, American Enlightenment, 53). In 

his 1758 sermon, The Millennium, Bellamy refers to the profound change in history that 

various Biblical figures, including Moses, David, and Jesus effected. Such forerunners 

were to “raise in us, who live in these ages, the highest assurance, that it is God’s design 

to ‘give to his son the heathen for his inheritance, and the uttermost parts of the earth for 

his possession.’” Immediately thereafter, Bellamy provides both a theologically historical 

basis for the next, upcoming cataclysmic change in human affairs as he inverts God’s 

rhetorical question posited in Isaiah 66:8 (“shall a nation be born at once?”) and 

gloriously affirms His intent: “A nation shall be born in a day” (Bellamy 493). Robert 

Ferguson elucidates Bellamy’s encrypted message: “Since ‘the glorious day is coming 

on,’ history itself may already have begun to change!” (Ferguson, American 

Enlightenment 52). Combining Lockean principles and Scripture, Bellamy prophesies a 

time when “a nation shall be born in a day and all the people shall be righteous,” a time 

when that nation and those people can turn their attention to “useful labour, [and] ben[d] 

their swords into plow-shares, and their spears into pruning-hooks.”
57

 Bellamy implicitly 

suggests America’s people will “awake from sleep, … act worthy [of] their glorious 

character and high expectations; and in their several stations exert themselves to the 

utmost to promote the Redeemer’s glorious cause” and finalize the glorious illumination 

of God’s promises and be His “living temple” (Bellamy 516, 521). Bellamy’s message 

provides the intermediary between Edwards and the Revolution, sounding stridently 

during the debates over providence and progressiveness as well as the political debates 
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over the revolution: “Glory out of crisis, optimism from revolutionary change, corruption 

in Europe, deliverance through America, the value placed on union, the miracle of sudden 

nationality, and the saving rewards of natural prosperity—all of these concepts transpose 

easily to the political debates of the 1760s and 1770s” (Ferguson, American 

Enlightenment 53). Indeed, Bellamy’s extension of the role America’s citizens, awakened 

and ready to inherit a world of peace and prosperity, happiness and righteousness, 

propounds a rhetoric infused with American exceptionalism and American 

Enlightenment thinking.
58

 

Bellamy’s writing reflected this enlightened exceptionalism, as did the training he 

offered to clergymen and theological leaders. In what was an American theological 

emulation of Europe’s salons, revivalists trained in Bellamy’s home, and they 

popularized a rhetoric of enlightened exceptionalism and capitalized on tropes found in 

these two strains of thought—with light shining and America’s inhabitants on the verge 

of waking up, they were no longer exactingly tethered to a communal worship of God.
59

 

Rather, individual Americans’ search for peace, prosperity, and providence would find 

those characteristics manifest in all facets of life. This “conjunction of religion, science, 

literature, and Enlightenment” is “well illustrated in the career of Samuel Davies,” 

historian Ned Landsman contends (6). Besides merely succeeding Edwards as president 

of what would come to be known as Princeton University and being widely popular in 

Virginia as a preacher and politician, Davies wrote poems and hymns, studiously 

observed natural phenomena, and, like Bellamy, saw mankind at a critical junction in 

history. As with Edwards, Davies’s indebtedness to the Enlightenment is manifest in his 
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deep interest in the literary, natural, and historical worlds as well as in “a quest for 

awakening and union” with the Divine and the esoteric (Ferguson, American 

Enlightenment 53). Davies was deeply interested in individuals’ rights, and cited the 1689 

Act of Toleration on numerous occasions to justify evangelicals’ activity in Virginia, 

channeling Awakening fervor into a form of “official dissent” (Bailyn 251).
60

 In perhaps 

the greatest sign of Davies’s indebtedness to the Enlightenment, Landsman observes that 

unlike many Deists who rejected religiosity in favor of reason, Davies sought to reconcile 

the two, thereby demonstrating “some of the ways in which the cultures of Americans of 

learning were coming to share elements of a common provincial culture,” a true 

American Enlightenment envisioned by Edwards, Bellamy, and their contemporaries, 

where the individual was favored by God and moreover, possessed the divinely endowed 

“power to begin the world over again,” a world that would become “the asylum of liberty 

and true religion” (Landsman 6; Paine 109).
61

 

II. Politicizing Enlightened Exceptionalism 

Protestant thinkers and theologians were not the only ones reflecting upon this 

blend of exceptionalist and Enlightenment thought. Indeed, politicians steeped in 

Enlightenment thinking invoked the sacred in order to appeal to the great crowd of 

Americans who were quite fluent in that discourse. Patrick Henry’s writings and orations 

exemplify this well. Though a faithful Anglican, Henry transposes the effective rhetoric 

employed by the Congregationalists and popularized by the evangelicals during the Great 

Awakening into the Revolutionary period.
62

 In fact, considering Henry after Davies’s 

reflects the cultural continuity that Henry’s first biographer William Wirt suggests when 
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he notes that, in his youth, Patrick Henry was in attendance at many of Davies’s 

sermons.
63

 “[Patrick Henry’s] early example of eloquence … was Mr. Davies, and the 

effect of his teaching upon his after life may be plainly traced,” explains Wirt (Wirt, Life 

16). The blending of theology and the Enlightenment’s emphasis on universal and 

inalienable liberties, especially in the advancement of political independence and rights 

of the polis, was not Henry’s invention; yet no one amalgamated the two during the 

revolutionary era like Henry. His most famous speech, “Give Me Liberty Or Give Me 

Death!” provides ample evidence of the ideological melding necessary for the tangible 

expression of the American identity through religion, rights, and revolution.  

Couching his revolutionary argument in the terms familiar to his fellow 

enlightened thinkers, Henry speaks of the “one lamp by which his feet were guided,” 

harkening to the French, German, and English philological origins of the words 

Enlightenment, Aufklärung, Lumières—all of which connote illumination, as if provided 

by a lamp to mankind. Yet the one lamp he speaks of is not in reference to Psalms 

119.104, which Davies and other divines would point to, being God’s Word as a lamp—

while his allusion is scriptural, his meaning is not. There is no equivocation in Henry’s 

words—he is guided by the Age of Reason and its “lamp of experience.” Such experience 

leads him to the conclusion that America “must fight!” as “an appeal to arms and to the 

God of Hosts is all that is left us.”
64

 Henry’s plea to call upon the God of Armies and 

fight for the rights in order “to preserve inviolate those inestimable privileges for which 

we have been so long contending” deliberately invokes the certitude that God will fight 

on the colonists’ side. “Three millions of people, armed in the holy cause of liberty” 
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cannot fail. “Besides,” reasons Henry, “we shall not fight our battles alone. There is a just 

God who presides over the destinies of nations; and who will raise up friends to fight our 

battles for us.”
65

  

Henry’s power lies not in political theory, though notions of citizens’ rights, 

limited government, repression, freedom, and republicanism are all superabundantly 

present in his oration. The power of his elocution does not rely on history, sociology, or 

science, all of which were fundamental to enlightened thinking and men of learning. 

Henry’s appeal to arms and to “liberty” or “death,” is rooted in a wholly other discourse, 

one with which colonials across America were well familiar. Henry’s clarion rhetoric 

appealed to the ubiquitous exceptionalism throughout America’s history, to the effect of 

“unifying” Virginia for the war effort. William Wirt notes that “After the trance of a 

moment, several members started from their seats. The cry, ‘to arms,’ seemed to quiver 

on every lip, and gleam from every eye! … [T]here existed a mutual and noble 

confidence, which deemed the opponents of a measure no less worthy than its friends, to 

assist in its execution” (Wirt, Sketches 142-143). We must not overlook two things here. 

First, as already alluded to, Henry, an enlightened statesman, did not fail to capitalize on 

what knew to be a most effective discourse even to an audience of fellow enlightened 

statesmen: America’s exceptionalist rhetoric. He did not reason on Montesquieu; he did 

not wax Lockean; he did not summon D’Holbach. Instead, paralleling such 

pronouncements as the Hebrew General Joshua’s “But as for me and my household, we 

will serve the Lord” and Jesus’s “Do you have eyes but fail to see, and ears but fail to 

hear? And don't you remember?” Henry invokes scripture because faith ran hand in hand 
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with reason in the hearts and minds of America’s enlightened exceptionalists and he 

knew it to be the most effective unifier.
66

  Henry well knew that “Faith, not logic, carries 

a rebellion” (Ferguson, American Enlightenment 49). Secondly, Wirt’s belief that the call 

for war quivered on every lip and gleamed in every eye is intentionally misleading; it, 

just as much as Henry’s supposed speech, is a piece of America’s rhetoric of unity. Even 

if Wirt embellished or even fabricated the speech and the contexts surrounding it, as has 

been suggested,
67

 he did so with an understanding of precisely the power of invoking a 

fused theological-enlightened rhetoric. In short, whether the myth of Henry’s speech or 

Henry’s speech itself blended these ideologies, the effect is, in essence, the same after 

Wirt gets finished relating it. Henry’s speech served as a national unifier, a model of the 

patriotic “spirit of ’76,” the pinnacle of oration for a nation that valued and integrated the 

ideals of secularism and spiritualism. 

Patrick Henry’s integration of the religious and the rational for sake of the early 

nation’s unity is further evidenced in the Virginia Declaration of Rights, passed by the 

Legislature of Virginia on June 12, 1776. Though introduced by George Mason, 

Virginia’s Governor Edmund Randolph’s History of Virginia attributes the authorship of 

Articles 15 and 16 to Patrick Henry. Article 16, which reads in part, “That religion, or the 

duty which we owe to our CREATOR and the manner of discharging it, can be directed 

only by reason and conviction,” reflects a tradition of liberty of conscience already 

established in America for over a hundred years.
68

 More importantly, Henry’s 

contribution, later incorporated into the American Constitution’s Bill of Rights, 

juxtaposes the words reason and conviction, thereby giving them equal weight, much 
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unlike Europe’s enlightened thinkers. Reason, in effect, must work in conjunction with 

faith in order for American society to meet its potential. Henry thereby accomplishes two 

things for two disparate groups: on the one hand, Henry justifies the practice of deism or 

even no religion, provided that the non-Christian “practice[s] Christian forbearance, love, 

and charity” toward others. On the other hand, those who devoutly practice their faith 

may also practice the same goodly qualities. Both, though on completely different 

grounds, “are equally entitled to the free exercise [or disregard] of religion” and are both 

unified through their reason directed free exercise of religion. In short, Henry’s unity 

grows not so much out of a specific shared religious practice but in the reasoned choice 

to practice. 

What Henry accomplished in oration, Thomas Paine accomplished in text. Paine’s 

popular treatise Common Sense draws together the two themes thus far discussed, 

spiritual providence and secular enlightened freedom, and melds them into an indivisible, 

organic whole capable of firing the Revolution in all parts of America.
69

 “This new world 

hath been the asylum for the persecuted lovers of civil and religious liberty from every 

part of Europe,” Paine reminds his readers, tacitly gesturing towards one of America’s 

sources of potential disunity as he transitions to a pan-American touchstone of unity, its 

history of exceptionality. Paine’s powerful and persuasive rhetoric of independence 

presents England as a menace to both America’s established and cherished ideologies, 

founded by a long genealogy of exceptionalists and esteemed by their descendants and 

those “from every part of Europe” who have come to participate in America’s “holy 

experiment.” By characterizing European leaders as wasteful vagabonds, full of deceit, 
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ostentatiousness, ill-reason, and impiety—qualities not only unchristian, but 

unenlightened—Paine sets up his key contrast: “Of more worth is one honest man to 

society, and in the sight of God, than all the crowned ruffians that ever lived” (Paine 79). 

Of course, in Paine’s view, America possessed not one honest man but a proto-nation of 

them, and to prove so, he not only liberally alludes to the Enlightenment’s ideals of 

universal law, but in the language of American exceptionalism, he conjures up what the 

fusion of the sacred and secular means for Revolutionary America: “We have every 

opportunity and every encouragement before us, to form the noblest, purest constitution 

on the face of the earth. We have it in our power to begin the world over again.” And in 

case the Biblical allusion was not plain enough, he reiterates: “A situation, similar to the 

present, hath not happened since the days of Noah until now” (Paine 109). 

Paine’s intentions are clear: to bequeath the American citizenry confidence that 

their political revolution would usher in a divinely sanctioned, enlightened world. Paine’s 

ecclesiastical counterpart, Reverend Samuel West, concurs, noting in very enlightened 

language that this was possible as America’s “public” are the “proper judges to determine 

when rulers are guilty of tyranny and oppression” for “by their conduct they have shown 

that they were regulated by the law of God written in their hearts.”
70

 Reinforcing his 

vision of a latter-day, post-deluge world, Paine summons the individual of ancient 

Israel’s period of judges, a period in Hebraic history akin to patriarchal law. Paine 

contrasts this bucolic period prior to the establishment of a kingship with the notion that 

governments originate with the Devil and are his means to subjugate mankind.
71

 Notably, 

“Paine’s personal religious skepticism” never kept him “from appropriating biblical 
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arguments and evangelical rhetoric to mobilize a population that understood that 

language very well” (Kidd 88). 

While Paine formulates his argument through Old Testament parallels, discerning 

readers can see seventeenth century America depicted in his text. Although ruled by 

England, the earliest colonies did not exactly have a government in so far as Paine’s 

argument presents it. Early American society, like that of the Israelites, was produced by 

their “wants” but the gradual establishment of government was by their “wickedness” 

(Paine 66). Indeed, Bradford, Winthrop, and other earlier colonists were “what we would 

think of today as a civic-minded citizen[s],” but their civic-mindedness didn’t prompt 

them to “believe in democracy” or concern themselves with secular politics principally 

because, like the Israelites during the administration of the judges, they saw God ruling 

over them (Baker 245). As society had an exceptional relationship with God, they did not 

need formal institutions of government, Paine insinuates. Furthermore, in comparing 

England’s sovereign to a “hardened, sullen tempered pharaoh,” and quoting the Hebrew 

judge Gideon, Paine reemploys the already common trope of providential liberation. 

Paine follows the illustrious descent of American exceptionalists and their philippics, 

including Winthrop, Bradford, Williams, Penn, Edwards, Niles, and West when he 

entrusts America to their enlightened exceptionalism: “The Lord Shall Rule Over You” 

(Paine 73, 87). Furthermore, by calling the American cause that “of all mankind,” Paine 

universalizes and eternalizes the rights enlightened exception earned a people. Paine’s 

series of inferences are clear and nigh on to anarchy, or at best, theocracy: the 

culmination of all Enlightenment should result in solely God’s rulership over individuals, 
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in essence providing some Edenic paradise of enlightened exceptionalism. To Paine, as 

for so many of his countrymen, America was the grand culmination of Europe’s 

Enlightenment; as America needed no further illumination, it too required no human 

ruler—an argument not located in logos, but in stirring and self-congratulating pathos, 

effectively uniting readers of Common Sense in the same call issued by Patrick Henry and 

countless other revolutionaries: “To Arms!”  

III. The United American 

“Even as Paine castigates his opponents for ‘mingling religion with politics,’ his 

own narrative constantly conflates biblical and secular imagery and explanations,” notes 

Ferguson (“Commonalities” 468). Paine’s intent was certainly not anarchical; it was 

crafted and calculated with the explicit purpose of unifying the population—using two of 

America’s integral discourses to create a religion of the individual. Of course, the 

citizenry who yielded support to Paine and his fellow revolutionaries would never 

experience Paine’s promised restoration of a decentralized paradisiac theocracy. But for 

inchoate America’s leaders to reach their political goals, they had to overthrow the 

superpower of that day, and to do so, they would most certainly need a volunteering 

population who ultimately were motivated more by faith than by logic. Thus Paine, like 

Jefferson, Washington, John and Samuel Adams, and a host of other politicians 

implemented his rhetoric with two synchronous aims: to affect the religious minded and 

secular-minded into becoming the American minded. 

In his recent study of the role religion played in the foundation of the United 

States, historian Thomas Kidd too narrowly argues, “With the onset of the revolutionary 
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crisis, a major conceptual shift convinced Americans across the theological spectrum that 

God was raising up America for some special purpose” (Kidd 8). As we have seen thus 

far, this belief had long been established—really since the colonies themselves came into 

being. While the revolutionary crisis may have furthered the colonists’ belief that God 

was raising them as a nation “for some special purpose,” it would not by itself be enough 

of a motivator for America’s self-proclaimed enlightened leaders. Remembering Rome 

and the Greek city-state’s history which they so cherished, leaders feared what would 

become of their “holy experiment” in nationhood. Yet they found comfort in the 

theological undertones buttressing their society. Christian virtue was what Athens lacked. 

Christian virtue would cure the excesses from which Rome suffered. Christian virtue 

would assure the prosperity of Winthrop’s “City on a Hill.” In an often cited letter to his 

wife in July of 1776, John Adams, very much in the tone of the jeremiad, expressed faith 

that the difficulties ahead evidence God’s refining process: “It may be the Will of heaven 

that America shall suffer Calamities still more wasting and Distresses more dreadful.” 

But Adams does not resign himself to pessimism: “If this be the Case, it will have this 

good Effect, at least: it will inspire Us with many Virtues, which We have not, and 

correct many Errors, Follies, and Vices, which threaten to disturb, dishonour, and destroy 

us” (Adams, Abigail and John 140).
72

 Six years later, Samuel Adams would elaborate on 

what particular kind of virtue his cousin John believed would be refined in America when 

he foresaw Boston, and by extension America, becoming a “Christian Sparta” so long as 

she “remain virtuous” (Writings of Samuel Adams 238).
73

 Virtue, an intellectual 

shibboleth of the Enlightenment and especially of Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws 
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(where he asserts that only virtue in a democracy could keep a nation from falling into 

anarchy or tyranny), was of great interest to America’s revolutionary politicians. Few 

Enlightenment thinkers excoriated the principles behind Christianity, though they were 

seldom so gentle with the institution itself. Thus the Adamses invocations of religion, and 

particularly Christian virtue in the context of a democratic government, led to a palatable 

blend of Christian and republican ideology for ecclesiastics and their followers as well as 

the secular politicians, all of whom could, like Leland and Jefferson at the onset of this 

chapter, with great facility “embrace wholesale the concept of republican virtue” (Kidd 9) 

Robert Ferguson has effectively demonstrated how “eighteenth-century 

Americans,” politicians, clergymen, and the masses, “were steeped in a bible culture even 

as they were concurrently obsessed with their place on the cutting edge,” and perhaps, we 

may add, the fulfillment, “of the Enlightenment. Caught up in secular-religious 

associations, they were neither surprised nor intimidated to find their independence 

presented as part of God’s plan.” Even the secular-minded could reason historically—

“the reformation was preceded by the discovery of America, as if the Almighty 

graciously meant to open a sanctuary to the persecuted in future years” (Ferguson, 

“Commonalities” 486). Alternatively, Americans could argue that they were, 

intellectually and politically speaking, the product of the Age of Enlightenment; they 

could, with good reason, suppose that the Enlightenment’s ideals of rights, liberty, and 

individuality were manifested in the proto-national spirit and for those ideals to be 

brought to completion, their independence was necessary. Emory Elliott appropriately 

remarks, “Since the 1620s, the political and religious rhetoric of the New England 
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Puritans has pervaded American expression, and even appears in the works of those like 

Franklin who would reject many other features of a Puritan worldview or ideology” 

(Elliott 173). No wonder Paine’s pamphlet was so captivating; Henry’s speech so 

riveting; Edwards’s theology thirty years earlier so inviting—each weaved both lines of 

American thought in to a harmonious, oganic whole.
74

 In addition to the Old Testament 

typology, these writers used geography, astronomy, and secular history, in addition to 

enlightened political values, all of which were disciplines valued by the Enlightenment, 

in order to craft their irrefutable exegeses.
75

 

Thomas Paine’s 1776 tract would find its conflationary match six months later, 

namely through Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence. As even cursory 

textual comparison exhibits, Jefferson’s crowning achievement, the hallmark document 

of the American Enlightenment, borrows heavily from his home colony’s recently drafted 

Virginia Declaration of Rights, principally authored by George Mason and adopted just 

days before America’s Declaration of Independence. The most salient point to draw on, 

however, lies not in the commonality but the discrepancy between the two documents—

namely in the matter of endowment of rights. Mason’s Declaration argued that man was 

“by nature equally free and independent,” a resonant claim of the Age of Reason and a 

potential source of conflict with evangelical America. But Jefferson, ever the careful 

rhetorician seeking to appease the two incommensurate factions of the American mind, 

did not recycle the European Enlightenment’s concept of natural rights. No, in its 

preamble, Jefferson’s Declaration subjects both man’s rights and the nature that endowed 

them to “Nature's God.” Such a turn of phrase would effectively unite the fervent 
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ecclesiastics, who, too, would subordinate nature to God, with Jefferson’s fellow secular-

minded sons of the Enlightenment. In an 1823 letter to John Adams, Jefferson, using very 

American Enlightenment language, justifies scientific rationality as the basis for his 

belief in and reference to Nature’s God: “I hold, (without appeal to revelation) that when 

we take a view of the universe, in its parts, general or particular, it is impossible for the 

human mind not to perceive and feel a conviction of design, consummate skill, and 

indefinite power in every atom of its composition” (Jefferson, Memoir 363-365). Instead 

of expressing this naturalistic view of the Divine in the Declaration, of course, Jefferson 

inserted carefully crafted statements of tempered belief that would allow both sides to 

overlook perceived faults and agree upon the rights both believed were owed to 

Americans.  

Jefferson’s Declaration, then, provides a median, historically and ideologically, 

between Edwards’s and Emerson’s conflation of the secular and spiritual. As few 

Americans likely had the opportunity to read the text of Declaration of Independence 

themselves, when it was “read out loud,” from town hall to town hall and public reading 

to public reading as Jay Fliegelman notes, “the document that denounced a false 

community would galvanize the bond of a true one,” or at least an imagined community, 

validated in the textual rhetoric of American civil religion (Fliegelman, Declaring 

Independence 26).
76

 And such was Jefferson’s intention; he himself would write in 1825, 

“[The Declaration] was intended to be an expression of the American mind … its 

authority rests then on the harmonizing sentiments of the day” (Jefferson¸ Writings 1854 

7:407). We can only imagine the passion with which the criers throughout the American 
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states would convey Jefferson’s text. Such entreaties no doubt affected the hearts of their 

listeners when their new nation’s founding document invoked the cultural discourse with 

which they were invested. Instead of Americans saying, “You are a follower of Reason, 

and I of Faith,” or vice-versa, Americans were impelled by the Declaration as well as 

their leaders’ fusion of the core principles of both American exceptionalism and the 

American Enlightenment to rally behind the nonpartisan banners of freedom, liberty, 

virtue, self-determination, and self-improvement.
77

 Thus, the Declaration is neither 

essentially an Enlightenment nor religious document, but it embodies the self-

consciousness of the different audiences it addresses. For one American, God had 

foreordained it to be so; for the other American, it was the natural progression of things, 

the manifestation of freedom from tutelage, the birth of an enlightened citizenry. The two 

did not need to agree on the source; they only needed to cherish the product—and be 

united by it. Alexis de Tocqueville famously comments on these two ideals running hand-

in-hand: “I had seen among us the spirit of religion and the spirit of liberty almost always 

march in opposite directions. Here, I have found them intimately united, one to another: 

they ruled together over the same ground” (Tocqueville II.ii.9) Indeed, among the French 

of the early nineteenth century, as well as Europe at large, reason and faith were often at 

odds. But American Enlightenment thinkers could, for the sake of unity with their more 

spiritual brethren, present their tenets, reason, rights, and liberty, as an endowment from 

the Grand Creator of the universe, effectively recreating the connection between 

Christianity and liberty that finds its origins in the New Testament and that was 

resurrected during the Reformation. They could see America as the fulfillment of 
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typology and not only in a purely theological sense: America’s genesis came at the 

apogee of the European Enlightenment. Thus America, as country and idea, could satisfy 

their own beliefs and maintain its elevated, providential status. Did America’s political 

leaders, who, unlike many European societies, happened also to be its intellectuals, 

necessarily believe their own persuasive confluence?
78

 Whether they did or not, my point 

is that the rhetoric of unity they and their ecclesiastical counterparts propounded helped 

Americans to gloss over their significant differences, not merely between the secular and 

the spiritual, but even within elements of the two factions. No wonder Ethan Allen 

revised the words he (never) spoke to the British Lieutenant overseeing Fort Ticonderoga 

from “Get out of here, you old damned rat!” to “In the name of the Great Jehovah and the 

Continental Congress!”
79

 Invoking Jehovah, the God of the Hebrews as well as the only 

“enlightened” governing body on earth would not only provide Allen with the repute 

necessary to inscribe his name in America’s history, but provide a rallying cry fit for 

America’s duel interest. His words, replete with American exceptionalism and the 

enlightened rights claimed by America’s leaders, would contribute to the conflation of 

the two opposing camps in America who truly needed to overlook a myriad of differences 

in order to achieve their common goal.  

Indeed, Americans’ widespread belief in their own exceptionality, whether or not 

individuals profess faith in God, reflects the durability of religion in America and 

moreover reflects the durability of God’s supposed relationship with this nation both then 

and now. Perhaps this is why the coin in your pocket still bears the inscription, “Annuit 

Coeptis.”
80

 Your dollar still reminds you, “In God We Trust.” This nation yet trusts in 
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that unifying providence proponed by the visual rhetoric of the eye of Providence 

illuminating the Novus Ordo Seclorum, as well as the pyramid, one of mankind’s greatest 

feats of reason and ingenuity and a choice symbol of the Enlightenment. Despite the 

explicit references to America’s singular and historical relationship with Providence, it 

seems more than ironic that these elements of visual and textual rhetoric should be 

juxtaposed to the eagle and its escutcheon, resting upon nothing, intimating that America 

is and has always been self-reliant. For a fact, it was not self-reliance that fashioned the 

American identity but the core tenets of the American exceptionalism and the ideals of 

the Enlightenment that were bent to rhetorically fabricate the unitary mind of eighteenth 

century America.  
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IV. AMERICAN ENGLISH: FROM COLONIAL DIALECT TO NATIONAL UNIFIER  

“Quando si acquista stati in una provincia disforme di lingua,  

di costumi e di ordini, qui sono le difficultà”
81

 

-- Niccolò Machiavelli, Il Principe III  

Machiavelli’s statement regarding the difficulties that arise when a social body 

does not share a single language was penned in 1513, but his sentiments were surely 

shared by any number of prominent observers of early American society.  During the 

Revolutionary era and days of the Early Republic, none other than Hugh Henry 

Brackenridge, in his picaresque novel Modern Chivalry, claimed that the “tongues of 

people [were] altercating with one another” in this new national mixing bowl 

(Brackenridge 17). Still, at virtually the same moment, other writers and social critics, 

such as Noah Webster, insisted on claiming that “the people of America…speak the most 

pure English now known in the world” (Webster 288). Given that Brackenridge’s 

assertion carries the weight of historical truth, as discussed by many scholars, one 

wonders why it is that Webster and others like him imagined such linguistic purity and 

unity. 

The reasons, I argue in this chapter, have everything to do with Webster’s attempt 

to provide a linguistic corollary for the political independence America secured less than 

a decade earlier. In the face of the Brackenridges, the Royall Tylers, and the Charles 
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Brockden Browns; the relentless onslaught of British denunciations upon American 

locution and lexis being issued from the other side of the Atlantic; the uncertainty and 

factionalism of the post-Revolutionary era; the multiplicity of cultures and languages, 

beliefs and politics; and the divergent visions of republicanism in America, the Early 

Republic needed a tangible unifier, more palpable than the ideological amalgam 

discussed in the previous chapter. The peoples of the thirteen states who, as we shall see, 

spoke a variety of English dialects and non-English languages needed the efforts of an 

individual like Webster as well as “the collective efforts of a nation bent on unity” in 

order to, at least rhetorically, secure that end (Kramer 23). 

These efforts to advance a national rhetoric of linguistic unity in Early America 

have been inadequately discussed in academia. While over the past century attempts to 

describe the origins of American English have been undertaken, they are incomplete for 

they do not discuss the intentions underpinning the polemics on unity and national 

language. At times, even, they have perpetuated a myth of a unified American English 

since the colonization of the New World. Such is the case, for example, with the first 

modern philological study undertaken by H.L. Mencken, who limits the divergence of 

American English from British English simply to the “unfamiliar landscape and weather, 

flora and fauna,” as well as the other linguistic influences confronting the first English 

speakers in the New World (Mencken 3). Indeed, Mencken seems to follow Webster’s 

lead completely, arguing that one of American speech’s chief characteristics has been “its 

general uniformity throughout the country, so that, dialects, properly speaking, are 

confined to recent immigrants, to the native whites of a few isolated areas and to the 
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negroes of the South” (Mencken 19). George Philip Krapp, in his English Language in 

America, seems to have continued in this vein, adhering to the assertions made by 

individuals like Webster, James Fenimore Cooper, and Edward Everett—men whose 

personal, America-centric crusades and nationalistic enthusiasm led them to largely 

discount the contributions of a large mass of unrepresented, multidialectal Americans of 

that era, individuals who for a multiplicity of reasons did not document their lexicons, 

idioms, syntaxes, prosodies, intonations, and pronunciations. Since Krapp, “linguists like 

Abert H. Marckwardt, Charlton Laird, and J.L. Dillard have taken over writing the 

history of language in America,” notes Michael Kramer, but “have all but expunged the 

history of the study of language from their pages” by viewing American English as a 

product of sociocultural causes (Kramer 24). And while studies in the past decade 

vacillate between pedantic historical linguistic analyses or, like Kramer, esoteric literary 

convolutions of American writers striving to differentiate America’s literary history from 

her cultural, intellectual, and linguistic mother, I propose instead to reexamine American 

English not merely as a colonial dialect, a manifestation of literary identity, or a 

battleground for an Anglo-American culture war during the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, but an key component of an ongoing rhetorical system, a deliberate 

nationalistic maneuver meant to unite the disparate Americans, from the earliest colonists 

to the citizens of the Early Republic.   

This view of American English as an element of unitary rhetoric becomes clear as 

a one sees the gradual amalgamation of various colonial dialects, much the same as those 

dialects of English found anywhere in the world outside of England proper.
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 By 
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American English, I mean the same as what linguist Julie Amberg refers to as: “a 

collection of diverse language communities, each using a variety,” or dialect, “of 

American English” (Amberg 19). Its history began when the seventeenth century 

American colonists left England and due to the nature of transatlantic correspondence in 

that century irregularly communicated with their mother country. Furthermore, the 

colonists themselves generally came from humbler walks of life.
83

 This, in connection 

with the dialect of English they spoke within their home counties in England, as well as 

the Puritan insistence on “plain” language, made all the more popular in both England 

and New England after the puritanical Glorious Revolution’s de-emphasis of embossed 

language.
84

 Thus the formation of American English dialects began as early as colonial 

history itself—and for an array of reasons. By the eighteenth century, the colonists’ 

establishment of new towns further and further away from havens of English civilization 

became the norm. This, combined with the fact that the rates of immigration and natural 

birth were doubling the population every two decades, contributed to constant population 

unsettlement and subsequent widespread dialect mixing and blending of accents.
85

 

Nevertheless, after the Revolution and at the tail end of the century, as well as for much 

of the first half of the nineteenth century, men like John Adams, Benjamin Rush, 

Benjamin Franklin, Webster, as well as literary figures like Tyler, Barlow, and Cooper, 

attempted to reconceptualize the linguistic heritage of America. The French immigrant 

Michel Guillaume Jean de Crèvecœur as well as the Marquis of Chastellux commented 

on the reshaping of identity politics in connection to linguistics before, during, and after 

the revolution. A half century later another Frenchmen, Alexis de Tocqueville, as well as 
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a plethora of European travelers, could objectively (and unobjectively) present America 

as linguistically unified compared to their home countries. Yet there is a caveat that 

seems important to remember—all descriptions of America’s linguistic unity must be 

seen as relative to England’s “fifty-two” counties, each with “peculiar vulgarisms, 

dialects, and brogues, unintelligible to their neighbours” (Edgeworth 358).
86

 While this 

chapter is not to serve as a philological enquiry into the nature of American English nor 

its phonology, considerations of certain expressions will prove useful in observing the 

gradual shift towards national linguistic consciousness in America. Americans have never 

been dialectally unified, and in all likelihood never will be, but the linguistic leaders of 

America were successful in using their rhetoric to convince Americans that they were in 

fact in linguistic unison, or at the very least, more so than Europe. The rhetorical effect 

has persisted—Americans still feel the ramifications of the Early Republic’s linguistic 

rhetoric of unity two hundred years later and this has caused great division both in 

communities and public policy—but this is not to say that it must. Indeed, by the end of 

this chapter, I hope to provide reasons why Americans need not be torn apart by 

dialectical or linguistic, or any other kind of fractioning. 

I. American English in the Seventeenth Century 

Contrary to the assertions of Krapp and other linguistic historians, the romance of 

American English was not inscribed into history along with the fifty-six signatures on the 

Declaration of Independence. American English was not “invented … solely through the 

efforts of an individual like Webster” nor by the collective efforts of a “nation bent on 

unity” (Kramer 23). While Mencken’s linguistic study of American English limits its the 
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reasons for its divergence from England to mere functionality in the New World, he 

rightly contends that it began with “The first American colonists [who] had perforce to 

invent Americanisms” (Mencken 3). To be sure, the New World required an entirely 

different system of nomenclature. John Smith’s “Map of Virginia,” published in 1612, 

introduces several words completely foreign to Europeans, several of which are still in 

place today. Smith remarked on the natives’ cutting tools which he called tomahacks as 

well as their garments made of skins and pelts which he called matchcores.
87

 Besides 

introducing food names like pone and macock to the English language, Smith’s usage of 

recently neologized foods such as jerky and maize helped cement the necessity for 

nomenclature in the American dialect. While not all of Smith’s borrowed words acquired 

the same longevity as moccasin and tomahawk, his mere inclusion of these words in his 

writings indicate more than clustered groups of words entering the English language. 

Smith’s usage of neologisms are almost always contextual, as if he expects his readers to 

already be familiar with the words’ definitions and usages. Couple this with his candid 

accounts of the colonization efforts of the New World, in addition to his promotion of the 

colonies and immigration in his writing, and a pattern begins to emerge. Smith becomes a 

speaker of proto-American English, in whom a sort of America-centrism develops 

concurrent with a linguistic propensity to fashion a vocabulary necessary to suit an 

entirely different set of experiences. 

Later colonists would, like Smith and Thomas Hariot before them, continue to 

tailor their English to suit an utterly foreign world requiring an epistemology that they 

had not yet developed, indeed, a world where both New World and Old World languages 
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regularly demonstrated the need to adapt. American philologist Thomas Pyles remarks, 

“Inasmuch as an understanding of the principles of semantics is not congenital, people 

generally are wont to ask when they see some new object, ‘What is it?’ and expect in 

answer to be told its name, supposing then that they have learned something really 

significant about it” (Pyles 30). Thus, as two dueling epistemologies competed over the 

colonists’ locution, the colonists often chose to blend the two. Such has been the case 

worldwide, as linguist J.L. Dillard observes that “None of the English-speaking 

immigrant groups came into a linguistic or cultural vacuum” (Dillard 22). Dutch, like the 

Native tongues, also exerted a massive influence on the British colonists in the New 

World to the extent that many words like cookie, waffle, and cruller, generally unused in 

England, are thought to be as American as their producers: Famous Amos, Denny’s, and 

Dunkin’ Donuts. Evidently then, English was by no means a privileged language in 

seventeenth century North America and more to the point, in the following years and 

decades, American English never would remain “pure English.”
88

 Dillard additionally 

notes that when Governor Bradford received letters from the Dutch colony of Manhattan, 

the letters were received in French and Dutch and he was expected to be able to 

understand and reply to them in those languages. When the Englishmen moved “into 

New Netherland around 1640 and established Southold and Southampton on Long 

Island[, T]hey may well have been the ones who had to adapt linguistically” (Dillard 23). 

By the 1650s, it is clear that in America, English, just like those speaking it, would never 

remain as it was across the Atlantic.
89
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Linguist Peter Trudgill presents another source of great divergence particularly 

applicable to colonial Englishes: “None of the early Anglophone settlements on the east 

coast of what is now the United States was settled from a single location in England” 

(Trudgill 2).
90

 Trudgill’s claim is important for at least two reasons: first, because it 

suggests that even for those English speaking settlers, differences in dialect were 

significant, and second, that despite these significant differences, “Americans” could yet 

feel part of a communal body in the same way that Englishmen with provincial tongues 

almost incomprehensible to one another nevertheless found unity in their identity as 

citizens of both a particular locale and a larger national body (i.e., England/Great 

Britain). This then seems to be the most salient point in this discussion of seventeenth 

century America and language as a means of colonial unification: the colonists, all 

coming from various counties of England, brought their divergent dialects with them, but 

over time these contributed towards the erecting of localized American Englishes. “In 

several regions colonized during the seventeenth century—New England, the mid-

Atlantic, and the Chesapeake—colonial English speech appears to have been initially 

diffuse,” remarks historian Paul Longmore (522). However, these local varieties of 

English, these dialects made up of other dialects, compounded with borrowings of Native 

and European words, contributed to the conflation of not only the tongues but naturally 

the people using them, for often those who speak the same dialect find a sense of unity 

and identity through it. In essence, “the colonists found that their native language,” and 

we may read their native dialect of their native language, “was no longer sufficient” for 

life and social interaction in the New World (Amberg 23), and as their dialects melded in 
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their local communities, their new local colonial dialect became integral to their larger 

colonial identity.
91

  

Part of this local linguistic unity prevalent in the colonies may also be attributed 

to the colonists’ shared socio-economic heritage. Linguistic historian M.M. Mathews 

explains, “The English people who first settled in New England came as a rule from the 

humbler walks of life” (Mathews 4). Though colonists could trace their origins 

throughout the British Isles and continental Europe, early immigrants were not of nobility 

nor were the vast majority from the slowly growing class of educated English merchants 

and artisans; neither were they farmers in the sense of experience with agriculture and 

animal husbandry. Bill Bryson’s badinage addresses a sad reality: “It would be difficult 

to imagine a group of people more ill-suited to a life in the wilderness. They packed as if 

they had misunderstood the purpose of the trip” (Bryson 2). Among their professions, the 

Mayflower’s manifest relates that there were “two tailors, a printer, several merchants, a 

silk worker, a shop keeper, and a hatter,” and other than these, most were planters who 

may not have actually done any planting themselves (Bryson 3).
92

 The earliest colonists 

were ill prepared for life as they were not familiar with rural living, and, more important 

for this discussion, they did not have lettered officials to direct them. Even William 

Bradford, who would become an influential governor, never received any formal 

education, instead laboring in the corduroy business in Europe. With few educated 

Englishmen to inculcate English locution and composition, these “humbler” colonists’ 

provincialisms constituted the colonies’ lingua franca.
93
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This unusual situation, compared with other historical colonial models where an 

appointed, educated governor, supported by a colonizing army, imposed colonial law and 

custom over a colonized people, meant many unlettered colonists were called upon to 

perform tasks that would generally have been entrusted to someone more prepared for 

such a position. Even though a large percent of men in New England could read, “It is 

clear from an examination of these [colonial] records that they were in many instances 

kept by men who were not used to the pen” (Mathews 5).
94

 Mathews provides some 

examples of misspellings that crept from colonial pronunciation into a literal 

phonography, attested to by early New Haven records which includes these aberrations in 

spelling: “absenc,” “brest,” “meddow,” and “sid.”
95

 Unfamiliarity with standards in 

composition led colonial writers to write as they spoke colloquially, thereby transferring 

grammatical errors to the written page: “Neither to-day or to morrow” lacking the nor; “I 

see him yesterday” lacking past tense conjugation; “It lays in Bucks county” instead of it 

lies, a confusion that persists to our day (Mathews 19-20). Perhaps the greatest testimony 

to colonists’ inexperience with writing, John C. Miller remarks, is revealed in the fact 

that “of the nine women appointed in 1692 at Salem Village to examine the bodies of 

those accused of witchcraft, only one could write her name” (423). The literary situation 

was grimmer outside of New England where reading Scripture was less emphasized. As 

early as 1619, John Pory, the Cambridge educated secretary to Governor Yeardley of 

Virginia, laments, “In these five moneths of my continuance here there have come at one 

time or another eleven sails of ships into this river, but fraighted more with ignorance 

than any other marchansize” (Mencken 114). Colonial historical documents are replete 
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with rustic and unscholarly linguistic traits, transmitted from spoken English to the 

written records available today. While this attests to a colonial propensity towards 

ignorance, it also divulges a certain equitableness in ignorance.
96

    

Propensity towards neologism as well vernacular-driven composition persisted 

into second and third generation Americans, who, along with influxes of immigrants, 

continued molding new local dialects out of those inherited from the diffuse counties in 

England. Longmore states, “Several generations of American-born Anglophone colonials 

dwelling in the regions that would become the core of the new nation gradually selected 

or reallocated elements from England’s dialects as they unconsciously fashioned new 

North American varieties of English” (Longmore 522). Longmore is correct in 

identifying, not the first wave of emigrants, but rather their children and grandchildren as 

the architects of these distinctly American dialects. Through their linguistic interactions 

and physical displacement,
97

 these descendants consciously and unconsciously melded 

their dialects with those of other colonies in order to forge inchoate regional American 

colonial dialects, or to use a linguistic term, compromise dialects.
98

 David Hackett 

Fischer refers to this complex dialect mixing as a sort of regional speech evolution based 

more on complex derivation than simple, gradual replication.
99

 Moreover, the two 

subsequent generations after the initial wave of colonists that came during the Great 

Migration did not, like their forefathers, have to welcome thousands of new immigrants 

and their dialects (and languages) to their towns and villages.
100

 Linguistically speaking, 

this was important—it provided time for the extant local dialects to level and blend and 

create compromise dialects, which, given more time, further leveled and blended into 
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regional compromise dialects. Similar dialect mixing and linguistic appropriation was the 

norm outside of New England. With the majority of colonists coming from similar social 

classes, arbitrary linguistic differences such as “a Sussex countryman … dropp[ing] his 

h’s” and “Somerset folk … turning s into z” blended early in colonial history.”
101

 These 

regional compromise dialects created the appropriation of various aspects of dozens of 

other dialects (and other languages) and in Longmore’s words “began to produce a new 

[regional] variet[ies] of English that derived but diverged from the founders’ many native 

dialects” (524, 525).  

Besides dialect mixing, a second and equally important trend was common, 

especially in the New England colonies. The colonists’ division between the secular life 

and the spiritual life was diaphanous at best. For one, as itinerant preachers traveled from 

one locale to another, evangelizing in a regionalized dialect, they contributed to dialect 

mixing in the townships in which they preached. Secondly, as discussed at length in 

Chapter 1, the American exceptionalism advanced by the colonial leaders led many 

colonists to believe America to be the new Promised Land and therefore could see the 

world in very soteriological terms, identifying “Great Britain with vice and America with 

virtue” (Morgan 17). Krapp supports Morgan’s evaluation, saying, “The Americans were 

inclined to see in these differences [between Standard English and their dialect as] a mark 

of their peculiar virtue” (Krapp 4). In essence, the colonists saw England as 

representative of innate corruption, including in matters of language. Flowery eloquence 

had, in fact, been blamed as the source of the religious and political enthusiasm, in the 

pejorative sense, leading to the bloody English Civil War.
102

 In response, largely Puritan 
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America had generally adopted a more straightforward style, dubbed by Joseph Glanvill 

the “plain style.”  Bradford, for instance, contributed to the formation of this early 

American literary standard when he wrote his masterpiece entirely in plain style, 

avoiding figurative speech and imagery, using an everyday lexis, and conveying the 

necessary ideas as succinctly as possible. Such writing emulated Puritans’ worship—

straightforward, modest, and void of all superfluous elements. Perry Miller effectively 

contrasts the plain style in conjunction with the Puritans’ worship with traditional 

Anglicanism: 

The Anglican sermon is constructed on a symphonic scheme of 

progressively widening vision; it moves from point to point by verbal 

analysis, weaving larger and larger embroideries about the words of the 

text. The Puritan sermon quotes the text and ‘opens’ it as briefly as 

possible, expounding circumstances and context, explaining its 

grammatical meanings, reducing its tropes and schemata to prose, and 

setting forth its logical implications (Miller, New England Mind 332-333) 

Miller’s analysis proves beneficial when considering the effects such simplified 

Puritan prose had on its populace. In Fischer’s words, the people were “constantly 

bombarded” with this simplified discourse. “Every Sunday they sat with bowed heads 

while showers” of this language, “rained down upon them from the pulpit” (Fischer 61). 

In sermons, metaphors were used, but they were summarily explained and expounded 

upon so as to not leave their meaning ambiguous and for no rhetorical interpretation to 

take precedence over clear Biblical exegesis. If New England Puritans were unified in 
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their worship, this unity arguably emerged through the rhetorical style of the language of 

that worship as it did through the doctrinal ideas being preached—and both of these, it 

should be noted, were intrinsically bound to their identity as inhabitants of the New 

World. 

As we have seen, the colonists of the seventeenth century began to forge new, 

local dialects from their very arrival in the New World. Linguistic exchanges with the 

Native Americans as well as European colonial powers such as the Dutch, French, and 

Spanish helped grow the English language during this period, but more importantly 

began to give the American tongue unique flair and a proto-national commonality across 

the local and regional dialects. Usage of foreign words became so engrained that even 

today it is often impossible to tell origins as demonstrated in the case of the endless 

debates on the origin of the word Yankee.
103

 Again, this is by no means to say that the 

white settlers spoke a single dialect—however their shared New World experiences and 

the vocabulary they developed to accommodate those experiences laid the foundation for 

distinct, if localized, American linguistic identities, which their heirs would assume and 

meld with other local dialects on their way to creating regional dialects and, eventually, 

even a national compromise dialect, which nevertheless left portions of local linguistic 

identities intact. The divergent local dialects compounded with the Puritan persistence on 

plain style led to the colonists’ sense of virtue about the inceptive national tongue they 

were establishing for the inhabitants of their New Jerusalem. 

II. American English in the Eighteenth Century 
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There is tantalizingly little evidence to determine the way in which words were 

pronounced in America during both the seventeenth and the eighteenth century.  There is 

even less evidence by way of when words entered into common usage, as resources such 

as the Oxford English Dictionary merely trace the earliest known usage of a word in 

print. One such case of unclear usage case is worth considering. English travel writer 

Francis Moore visited Georgia in 1735. In his writing, he references the Americanism 

bluff, and while Moore does not indicate how long it was in use, his description, in 

Mencken’s pithiness, sets “the tone that English criticism has maintained ever since”: 

“When he was gone, I took a View of the Town of Savannah; it is about a Mile and 

Quarter in Circumference; it stands upon the flat of a Hill, the Bank of the River (which 

they in barbarous English call a Bluff) is steep” (Moore 23-24; Mencken 3). Recalling our 

earlier discussion, the word bluff, a nautical adjective meant to describe a broad, flattened 

front was most likely borrowed from a language with which colonists were greatly 

familiar already—Dutch. More to the point, by the second decade of the eighteenth 

century, and much to the chagrin of English travelers and linguistic purists, Americans 

had long implemented such words into their dialect. The relationship that develops along 

the two paradigms of British and American perceptions of American English, I argue, 

ultimately contributes to greater divergence not so much between the dialects but the 

speakers thereof, and thus provides an element on which American leaders capitalize in 

order to rhetorically forge national unity through a shared national dialect.  

Curiously, the British leveled such broadsides not on distinct regional 

Americanisms, a term coined by John Witherspoon at the end of the eighteenth century, 
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but upon Americanisms at large, in effect singularizing a dialect which the colonists 

themselves had not yet singularized. Few British leveled more attacks upon American 

colonial English than the always sunny Samuel Johnson, who would be so inclined to 

review one piece of “American” scholarship this way: “This treatise is written with such 

elegance as the subject admits, tho’ not without some mixture of the American dialect, a 

tract of corruption to which every language widely diffused must always be exposed” 

(Mencken 4). Aside from his acerbic attitude towards the work’s phraseology, Johnson’s 

reduction of the multiplicity of American dialects to a sole, “American dialect” is most 

significant. By 1754, when Johnson wrote his ambivalent review, the colonists, mobile in 

both a geographical and social sense, had largely mixed local dialects, while still 

retaining some of their peculiarities, to the point where regional dialects and even proto-

national standard was emerging.
104

 Every year, more tracts of land were cleared
105

 

(generally of Natives) and colonists from every region of the New World rained in upon 

new farms and towns, thereby creating a societal interaction and dialect mixing that had 

not existed in the history of the English language.
106

 Hence, three contributing factors 

helped create, in a relative sense, a unified national American dialect: a lengthy period of 

colonies unaffected by the Englishes imported by new immigrants, a subsequent blending 

of already blended dialects, and a constant dialect mixing due to the itinerant nature of 

colonial society. 

This is not to say that American English was as uniform as critics, travelers, and 

later patriots would lead us to believe. We must remember that American English 

uniformity was strictly relative to Britain’s idiosyncratic dialects and exacerbated by the 
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immobility of British peoples, both physically and socially. “As in dialect or any other 

area, ‘unification’ remains a highly relative term,” Dillard reminds us. He goes on to 

note, however, that “this unifying pattern [in the colonies]—highly reportable, although 

of course never absolute—is discernible in any overall viewpoint of the colonies in the 

mid-to-late eighteenth century” (Dillard 44). There were individuals such as Hugh Jones, 

professor of mathematics at William and Mary College, who corroborate the variance in 

colonial tongues. In 1724, Jones expresses the desire to see a “Publick Standard” for the 

colonies, an American English Academy much the way of what was being called for in 

England by the Royal Society fifty years earlier, whereby Americans might create a 

“Touchstone to true English” in order to “direct Posterity, and prevent Irregularity, and 

confused Abuses and Corruptions in our Writings, and Expressions” (Jones 22). 

Evidently then, at least to this mathematician, America lacked a standard colonial dialect, 

and it seems unlikely that a mere thirty years would have been adequate time to nullify 

local and regional linguistic provincialities and create a pure national standard to arise. 

Notably, a lifetime after Jones, when the first Continental Congress gathered, it was 

reported that many of the delegates had the utmost difficulty in understanding one 

another.
107

 

The fact that arguments exist that both a national and local/regional dialects 

existed at the same time tells us that, just like today, colloquialisms, pronunciations, word 

usages and other linguistic traits persisted in communities at the same time that those 

communities’ connection to the larger body politic (brokered by circulating media and 

individuals, among other things) also gave them access to larger nationally shared lexes 
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and speech characteristics—permitting in effect what many linguists call “code-

switching” between proto-standard dialect and the local variance with which a colonist 

felt most comfortable. Clearly the preponderance of evidence on both sides allows us to 

safely assume that there was a diversity in American Englishes during the eighteenth 

century that coexisted alongside an emergent (if only just, and if largely imagined) 

national dialect. It was the effect such a supposed existence of a unified dialect would 

have on a concurrently emergent national conscience, as evidenced by the increasing use 

of American as an adjective and identifier, that is of interest here. For various reasons, 

including the American contributions to the French and Indian War of 1754–1763 and the 

Great Awakening discussed in the previous chapter, American colonists at large began to 

feel a sense of importance both in Britain’s expanding empire and in providential design. 

For this reason, their relative linguistic unity became a source of communal, or proto-

national pride, and as Tocqueville would remark less than a century later, “The tie of 

language is perhaps the strongest and most durable of ties that can unite men” 

(Tocqueville I.ii.49). No doubt, this tie became even more intrinsically unifying because 

of the commentary of outsiders like Dr. Johnson and William Eddis who, on the eve of 

the Revolution, would write, “The language of the immediate descendants of such a 

promiscuous ancestry is perfectly uniform and unadulterated; nor has it borrowed any 

provincial or national accent from its British or foreign parentage” (Eddis 33). Such 

outside observation would serve to galvanize the integrity of a shared and relatively 

united proto-national dialect into an incipient national identity that had little other 

unifying, tangible point of pride and little in the way of shared history. 
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From such a supposedly unified, American dialect of English, came a shared, 

gradual linguistic patriotism, which in turn produced a sort of non-provincial social 

cohesiveness. Eddis confesses he is “at a loss to account for the apparent difference 

between the colonists and persons under equal circumstances of education and fortune 

resident in the mother country.” Contrary to the England’s poor, all speaking their 

“peculiar dialect,” America’s socioeconomic equivalent spoke with “an accuracy and 

elegance that cannot fail [to] gratify[] the most judicious ear” (Eddis 33). Neither does 

this suggest that the American mob spoke a different dialect than the fledgling colonial 

aristocracy—rather Eddis’s comment largely applies to all classes of American society. 

Pyles makes this plain: “The comparative lack of class dialects in the United States is 

certainly to be attributed to the theoretical and to some extent actual classlessness of 

American society” (Pyles 68). Pyles correctly identifies a component of American social 

and linguistic unity: while there was stratification in American society, an American 

social hierarchy, like linguistic differences, was not as pernicious compared to England. 

It did not compare in any degree to the massive disproportion of wealth and land between 

classes in England.
108

 A far greater percentage of Americans could describe themselves 

as yeoman, not tenant farmers or laboring on the farms of a gentry class.
109

 Again, this is 

not to say that there was no difference between educated and uneducated speech—

language, as postmodern sociologists have shown us, has always constituted one’s 

identity and “linguistic exchanges … are also relations of symbolic power in which the 

power relations between speakers or their respective groups are actualized,” making 

language in essence an unstated but tangible oral/aural system of insiders and outsiders 



    

94 

 

(Bourdieu 37). It is unreasonable to believe that wealthy Americans, poor as they were 

compared to the English aristocracy, did not differentiate their speech (and one could 

argue their dialect) from poor Americans, rich as they were compared the English rabble. 

America was then, as it is now, a hierarchal society, and despite these flares of 

egalitarianism, language was then, as it has always been, a means to perpetuate social 

stratifications. Nevertheless, the linguistic differences between the wealthy and the poor 

in the colonies were mitigated by the pedigrees of Englishes spoken by the disparate 

social castes in England.
110

 In America, every man was a gentleman and every woman a 

lady;
111

 even domestic workers insisted on not being called servants, as one young maid 

would tell British author Charles Janson: “I’d have you to know, man, that I am no 

sarvant … None but negers are sarvants.” The young non-“sarvant” insisted, “I have no 

master. … I stay here. … I am Mr —’s help” (The Edinburgh Review 109).
112

  

Interestingly, the first true linguistic polemic to be issued against American 

English came from one of its most recent immigrants and the only clergyman to sign the 

Declaration of Independence—the philologically conservative John Witherspoon. 

Scottish-born Witherspoon must have been attuned to linguistic differences, as the 

Scottish vernacular had for close to a century already been recipient of England’s 

linguistic ire.
113

 This predisposition for linguistic purity Witherspoon took with him when 

he accepted the invitation to become president of Princeton, and during his tenure he 

documented many American aberrations from the British dialect. Despite his signature on 

the Declaration of Independence, towards the end of the Revolutionary war, Witherspoon 

ironically decided to issue a directive on American English, a sort of linguistic 
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jeremiad.
114

 One example that particularly provoked Witherspoon’s ire was the 

expression fellow countrymen: 

This is a word of very frequent use in America. It has been heard in public 

orations from of the first character, and may be daily seen in newspaper 

publications. It is an evident tautology, for the last word expresses fully 

the meaning of both. If you open any dictionary you will find the word 

countryman signified one born in the same country. You may say fellow 

citizens, fellow soldiers, fellow subjects, fellow Christians, but not fellow 

countrymen.” (Witherspoon 230) 

What Witherspoon summarily dismisses as tautology is telling as to the relative 

classlessness and declining provincialities in America. While many of the dialectal 

differences are due to the colonists’ formation of their own expressions and at times their 

own vocabulary, in order to cope with the realities of an entirely different existentiality in 

the New World, fellow countrymen evokes an entirely new social reality. The colonials 

were “fellow citizens, fellow soldiers, fellow subjects, [and] fellow Christians” but none 

of those designations invoke the common, unifying heritage they had as Americans. To 

cope with this deficiency, they subconsciously created what was on the surface a 

redundancy but one that doubly highlighted their social tie, thereby invoking not only 

their common cause but their shared experience, homeland, and nascent country. 

Neologizing, tautologizing, and the creating of new expressions were not the only 

areas of linguistic change in America; Witherspoon remarks on syntactic and usage 

changes such as using the word either to indicate more than two options existing. Such “a 
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mark of ignorance,” Witherspoon says, can be found even in “the most able and accurate 

speakers and writers,” evidently an inheritance from their unlettered ancestors 

(Witherspoon 230). Witherspoon and others’ examples abound, but suffice it to say that 

as colonial writers effected changes in their lexis and phraseology, in addition to 

employing archaisms such as sick (to mean ill without the connotation of nausea) and 

metaphorized other words, such as mad (to mean angry and not crazy), as well as the 

continued, wholesale adoption of Native American, Dutch, German, Spanish, and French 

lexis. Through these means, the colonists forged an American English certainly not 

altogether uniform, but more than mutually intelligible enough for Americans of all 

classes, regions, and localities to communicate with ease.  

Even more remarkably, this national dialect was forged despite Americans’ varied 

environments, economies, relationships with native tribes, as well as antagonistic feelings 

toward one another and themselves. While Benjamin Franklin would apologize profusely 

to David Hume for his Americanisms in a letter dated 1760, less than two decades later 

he would, as instructed by Congress, dutifully give to the French “all [his] replies or 

answers … in the language of the United States” (United States Department of State 

246). Crèvecœur could fittingly say of late eighteenth century Americans, “Their only 

points of unity will be those of religion and language,” even if those unifiers would prove 

to be in name only (Crèvecœur 48).  

Unlike various linguistic models existing throughout history, Americans did not 

develop massively distinct dialects, diffuse and perhaps even unintelligible to their fellow 

countrymen. This was certainly the case in England and throughout the world really, and 



    

97 

 

such dialect differences persist in many nations up to the present. James Fenimore 

Cooper would later make a perspicacious argument on this subject, when he would write, 

“If the people of this country were like the people of any other country on earth, we 

should be speaking at this moment a great variety of nearly unintelligible patois; but, in 

point of fact, the people of the United States … speak, as a body, an incomparably better 

English” (Cooper 125) Cooper was and still is historically correct: at the onset of the 

French Revolution, the general French population did not speak French. Immanuel Kant, 

the most famous philosopher of the age, did not speak the prestige dialect of German but 

spoke “Low German,” considered to be more linguistically similar to Dutch. While the 

nationalistic ideal that the inhabitants of a nation should speak the same language had not 

yet been popularized, to America’s linguistic patriots, it was a social exigency, and 

perhaps the world owes its modern belief in the necessity of an intra-national language to 

Noah Webster. He implores, “Let us then seize the present moment, and establish a 

national language, as well as a national government” (Webster 406).Webster’s blithe 

“leaping from politics to pronunciation” becomes, as Kramer argues, “a postwar gloss on, 

or sequel to, Paine’s Revolutionary writings” (Kramer 47). According to Frederic Litto, 

Webster’s writings and in particular his Speller, represented a “cultural Declaration of 

Independence” (Litto 141). Citing the French revolutionary Count Mirabeau, Webster’s 

epigraph for his 1783 speller intrinsically links the need to impress American nationalism 

through language at birth: “Begin with the infant in the cradle; let the first word he lisps 

be Washington” (Scudder 47). As Paine championed political independence, Webster 
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must champion the linguistic and subsequent cultural independence that he believes 

naturally should follow:  

As an independent nation, our honor requires us to have a system of our 

own, in language as well as government. Great Britain, whose children we 

are, and whose language we speak, should no longer be our standard; for 

the taste of her writers is already corrupted, and her language on the 

decline. But if it were not so, she is at too great a distance to be our model, 

and to instruct us in the principles of our own tongue. (Webster 20-21). 

While Webster was perhaps the most outspoken eighteenth century proponent for 

American linguistic nationalism as a cultural unifier, he had compatriots. Besides 

Crèvecœur and Franklin, John Jay and John Adams would add their voice to the rhetoric 

of linguistic unity. Writing in The Federalist Papers, Jay invokes another ideology, 

American exceptionalism, into his query of American English: “With equal pleasure I 

have as often taken notice that Providence has been pleased to give this one connected 

country to one united people—a people descended from the same ancestors, speaking the 

same language” (Hamilton 38). The rhetorical aspect of the argument becomes ever 

clearer: Jay, along with Madison and Hamilton wrote The Federalist Papers in order to 

convince New York’s Congress, as well as other holdouts, that America’s recently 

drafted Constitution was in their best interest. Harkening back to the Puritan mode of 

writing, the United States’ Constitution is a stunning example of a political document 

written in plain style—it is a mere twenty five pages, compared with, to use an American 

“barbarism,” far lengthier constitutions.
115

 While Bourdieu and other postmodern 
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sociologists would not articulate the way identity is shaped by language for another two 

centuries, these eighteenth century men nevertheless were keenly aware of the intricate 

bond between language and identity. While his characterization of “the same language” 

was not technically true, Jay was rhetorically obligated to obviate any local and regional 

linguistic difference that existed among the colonists in favor of focusing on the emergent 

sense of national dialect and using it to forward his argument about America’s 

exceptionalism. True to his inherited Puritan plain style, reiterated by Witherspoon in his 

Princeton University opening lecture only a couple decades earlier, and found in the 

Constitution, Jay deftly argues in austere language while still invoking Aristotle’s ethos, 

pathos, and logos. “Eager to acknowledge their collective commonness,” the holdouts 

finally assented to the rhetoric of unity (Burnstein 6).
116

 Jeremy Engels notes that “A 

shared Americanized English was at times, and in the absence of shared enemies, all 

Americans had to tie themselves together, and thus they desperately needed, and 

unwaveringly valued, communication” (Engels 324). Reminiscent of publisher Isaiah 

Thomas’s comments on Thomas Paine’s style in Common Sense, Jay wielded “common 

sense, in common language,” to influence his fellow countrymen (Thomas 63). Jay 

effectively played on the unification argument in this unifying plain style, reminding his 

audience that they could effectively understand his words and relate to the history he 

presents and for that, they should realize, to paraphrase Webster, “national language [was 

their] national tie” (Massachusetts Historical Society 129).  

Prior to the end of the Revolutionary War, John Adams would likewise see 

language as a means to an enduring American union, and he petitioned Congress for 
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funds to establish an American Academy like that found in France as well as in antiquity. 

In an anonymously written letter to Congress he provides his rationale: “It is not to be 

disputed that the form of government has an influence upon language, and language in its 

turn influences not only the form of government, but the temper, the sentiments, and 

manners of the people.” According to Adams, the disposition of a people is wholly 

related to the language they speak, and while government may not directly determine the 

dispositions of its subjects, it may indirectly do so through the alteration of language as a 

determinant factor in its subjects’ “tempers,” “sentiments,” and “manners.” Since 

language is so inherently significant, not only to individuals but also to the governments 

to which they are subject, Adams entreats Congress to form “the first public institution 

for refining, correcting, improving, and ascertaining the English language.” On one hand, 

Adams demonstrates his awareness of the nonconformity of American dialects. More 

importantly however, Adams perhaps sees the possibilities of either a more republican or 

more pliant people, or perhaps both concurrently.  Either way, Adams argues that 

standardization would “have a happy effect upon the union of the States.” “Eloquence 

will become the instrument for recommending men to their fellow-citizens,” he argues. In 

effect, Adams believes that all Americans possess the capability to not only speak the 

same dialect with the same “signification and pronunciation,” if they were so directed by 

their government-sponsored academy, but to transcend cultural and social boundaries as 

well. Eloquence, not anathema to plain style, would ensure that accents, idioms, diction, 

and syntax, among other traits, would first of all, not grate one’s fellow countrymen’s ears 

and, more importantly, would be a tangible oral/aural amalgamator of identity. Should 
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this not be enough of an impetus, Adams demonstrates that he, like Jay and Webster, 

knows how to play upon the temper and sentiments of the people, as later he eerily and 

correctly predicts, “English is destined to be the next [world language] and succeeding 

centuries more generally the language of the world than Latin was in the last or French is 

in the present age.” Why? In his further rhetorically moving response, “The reason is 

obvious, because the increasing population in America and their universal connection and 

correspondence with all nations … force their language into general use” (Adams, Works 

7:249-250). Adams’s nationalistic rhetoric was transmitted to the nation-at-large and over 

the next century, America’s national dialect became American Standard, gradually 

diverging further from British Standard. Moreover, as Adams hoped, it persuasively 

united tongues previously “altercating with one another.” 

It is not my aim, however, to provide a compilation of politically charged 

linguistic polemics of the age. Suffice it to name a short list of people whose eighteenth 

century writings we could consider: Benjamin Rush, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas 

Jefferson, John Pickering, David Humphreys, and Theodoric Beck. Instead of looking to 

these writers’ political and linguistically-political treaties, we may more conclude by 

closely observing the linguistic aspect of America’s rhetoric of unity in action in a 

creative work from the era. Fittingly, Royall Tyler’s play, The Contrast, provides a 

unifying message by satirizing those who do not appreciate all things American. In 

addition to the mere lampooning of Americans lusting after Parisian fashion, Tyler’s 

characters convey an important message regarding language itself.  
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As often is the case in dramatic works, the denouement is most accentuated 

through the words and actions of the fools of the story. In this case, the antagonist Billy 

Dimple’s manservant, Jessamy, is as risible as his master, spouting off lines in French, as 

it is considered a la mode: “Votre très humble serviteur, Monsier” when speaking to the 

patriotic country bumpkin Jonathan, who, like the maid in Charles Janson’s account, 

insists on being called a “waiter” as “no man shall master [him]” (Tyler 53-54). After 

another bout of French, “sans ceremonie,” Jonathan is forced to wonder, “What the dogs 

need of all this outlandish lingo?” and complains that he can’t speak all “them lignum 

vitæ words” (Tyler 54, 56). The contrast becomes more acute as Jonathan blithely 

continues speaking his “philistine” English, and Jessamy plans to exploit his inexperience 

using New Yorkers’ supposed sophistication. 

As expected, Jessamy’s master, Billy Dimple, is scarcely better, pontificating on 

Lord Chesterfield’s writing, musing about which coquettish woman to woo, and devising 

a way to compel the virtuous Maria, his betrothed, to dump him for his “sang froid 

behavior” (Tyler 65). The conversation between the two shortly thereafter is itself very 

outré, especially as Jessamy attempts to mock Colonel Manly, the protagonist of the play, 

in the most exaggeratedly erudite and pretentious language: “He really has a most 

prodigious effect upon my risibility” (Tyler 66). When duplicitous Dimple reveals his 

intentions to the virtuous Manly, Manly chastises him, saying “The man who, under 

pretentions of marriage, can plant thorns in the bosom of an innocent, unsuspecting girl is 

more detestable than a common robber” (Tyler 82). Here, by Act III, Tyler has set up his 

intended contrast between the plain speech of noble Manly and his honest, albeit boorish 
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servant and that of the pretentious Jessamy and his fittingly and superficially named 

master, Dimple. Plain and patriotic speech is associated with homespun virtue, heroism, 

and gentility; recondite language, like Jessamy’s snobbish “Frenglish,” is associated with 

deceitfulness, coquettishness, and more importantly foreignness. Maria, whose 

genuineness the audience is made to sympathize with, begins to fall in love with (the also 

symbolically named) Manly, who, though “not strictly handsome” speaks “the language 

of sentiment”—of far greater worth than the perfidious Dimple (Tyler 88). Tyler’s 

intimations are made clear in Dimple’s own words: those who love Europe, intertwine 

foreign tongues, and use abstruse language have “a distaste for [their] native country” and 

its dialect, and they, like Dimple at the conclusion of The Contrast, will ultimately be 

disgraced for it. Thus, Tyler provides the literary counterpart to the political-linguistic 

rhetoric of Webster and the cultural linguistic rhetoric of Adams, urging his audience, 

reminiscent of the Puritan plain style, to use unadorned speech and, reminiscent of 

Webster, to beautify themselves with the grace, habits, and language of their unified, 

native country—all of which were exemplified by America’s founders and heroes, none 

greater than Washington, The Contrast’s first subscriber. 

The point I am attempting to make is simple—by the end of the eighteenth 

century, with a greater percentage of Americans craving national conciliation than craved 

independence a quarter century earlier, a rhetorical unification of the divergent 

viewpoints on the oral language of America was necessary to cement the elusive goal of 

national unity. For the more nationally minded, there was Tyler’s argument that 

Americans should reject the imposed acculturation of England and Europe and look to its 
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own differences as a means to achieve a unity unheard of since the Roman Republic—for 

many Americans, the pinnacle of Enlightened Republicanism.
117

 For those who realized 

the differences but still desired a certain purity to exist, Webster and Adams’s arguments 

for a standardization of American English and an American Academy were rhetorically 

moving. Such would provide national accordance; in Webster’s words: “All persons, of 

every rank, would speak with some degree of precision and uniformity. Such a 

uniformity in these states is very desirable; it would remove prejudice, and conciliate 

mutual affection and respect” (Webster 397). To be sure, American leaders would not let 

the difficulties associated with a union of states with different customs and tongues tear 

apart their incipient nation (as Machiavelli envisaged). Whatever an American was 

disposed to believe about his or her language, there was a rhetor ready to supply 

corroborating arguments; whatever corroborating argument was supplied was supplied in 

the name of national union.  

III. American Unity and Contemporary Society 

At the end of the eighteenth century, George Washington did not leave the office 

of presidency on a terribly hopeful note. His “Farewell Address” expressed doubts about 

America’s future stability, and he concluded with the unsettling rhetorical question, “Is 

there a doubt whether a common government can embrace so large a sphere? Let 

experience solve it” (Washington 291). Experience has always been and continues to be a 

merciless problem solver. In contemporary America society, fractious movements are 

poised once again to sever what has been wrought together in society, and so, once again, 

the need for a rhetoric of unity arises. “Modern America is not much more homogenous 
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than was the America of the early nationalist period,” David Simpson affirms , “but it has 

lost … the discourse once available to describe its differences and tensions” (Simpson 4). 

This discourse that American society needs to resurrect, this rhetoric of unity, need not 

ignore America’s pluralistic nature—it need not force assimilation upon a heterogenous 

population. There is indeed great value in America’s diversity. But the story of American 

English, like American exceptionalism and the American enlightenment, has always been 

prefaced with that nationalizing adjective. These ideologies have never been mandated 

from above, in a top down system reminiscent of aristocratic Europe. True, the rhetoric of 

unity was persuasive, but it could only be effective because of Americans’ predisposition 

for unity—it appealed to an ingrained inclination towards national consensus and 

community. Americans were not duped into believing they spoke the same dialect, were 

blessed by the same God, or enlightened in the same manner; these were willing 

acceptances of rhetoric by a willing population’s whose unity was foregrounded as a 

paradigm for subsequent generations to emulate. The recently deceased, influential liberal 

historian, Arthur Schlesinger referred to the creation of this identity as a “brilliant 

solution for the inherent fragility, the inherent combustibility” of America’s early 

pluralistic society. Concerning ethnic diversities, he argued that the national identity 

proponed by the founders absorbed yet transcended the petty differences of the time, 

effectively uniting diverse peoples in a shared value system (Schlesinger 17). While 

Schlesinger limits his discussion to ethnicities and race, it can be largely extended to 

include politics, language, faith, education—truly, the cathedral of contemporary 

ideology susceptible to a new rhetoric of unity is legion. 
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Witherspoon, over two hundred years ago, wrote that “We shall find some centre 

or standard of our own, and not be subject to the inhabitants of [England], either in 

receiving new ways of speaking, or rejecting the old” (Witherspoon 230). Witherspoon 

never spoke of “centres” or “standards,” but the prospect he held out was for his fellow 

countrymen—diverse in language, politic, ethnicity, religion, social standing, and 

education—was to be unified by values. America today is balkanizing; she needs look no 

further than her obdurate leaders on both sides of the political gulf—but a recommitment 

to unity despite diversity can alleviate the social tension those in touch with the reality of 

society experience. Indeed, invective abounds as to the causes of contemporary disunity. 

Some have pointed to polarizing figures, like Newt Gingrich on the right and Jessie 

Jackson on the left; others point to the 1970s, ushering in a periods of ideological 

recalcitrance; others blame massive immigration for shaking the core of America’s 

supposed homogeneity in ethnicity and, as discussed in this chapter, language. But the 

truth is, with the exception of some conspicuous moments like the Civil War and the 

Civil Rights movement, America has always been quietly disunited. The rhetoric of unity 

has historically swept factious America under the rug and held back the balkanizing 

hordes. But as the centripetal rhetoric holding American society together is challenged by 

an enlightened citizenry and postmodern public intellectuals, the friable unity the country 

has enjoyed for four centuries is breaking down at an alarming rate. 

Four hundred years ago, William Bradford recognized the need for, to use 

Witherspoon’s words, “some centre” for his fellow transplants. His impassioned plea for 

communalism arose from this profound sense of a disunited community. Bradford’s 



    

107 

 

“Mayflower Compact” was not made solely for his spiritual brethren; it was made for 

both the Puritan settlers and a host of “Strangers,” most of whom were along for 

pecuniary gain. So, to counter the ideological divisions inherent in the colony, Bradford’s 

text focused more on communal security and concomitant prosperity than antithetic 

viewpoints.
118

 The Compact’s very existence indicates that it was needed to address a 

symptom of an already extant problem that Bradford had identified and was trying to 

redress. Yet it nonetheless ensured peaceful coexistence and commitment to prosperity 

when the alternative was sure dissolution and death. A hundred and fifty years later, 

Benjamin Franklin employed similar rhetoric through visuality in his famous “Join or 

Die” cartoon. And without a similar commitment today, the American national identity 

will be torn down by invective.
119

 We need not commit ourselves to the old rhetoric of 

unity—to some outmoded belief in our providence or in our enlightenment, to some 

falsified belief in our dialectical unity and subsequent ideological unity. We need not 

make much nor gloss over our plurality—to do either is historically out of touch with 

America’s character. Were not two out of five Pennsylvanians in 1751 German, much to 

the chagrin of Benjamin Franklin?
120

 In 1776, of the 3.1 million Americans of European 

descent, were not 800,000 from non-English ancestries? Of the 760,000 Africans or 

African Americans, did all those in Hugh Jones’s testimony truly speak, “good English, 

without idiom or tone” (Howe, Historical Collections 330)? To put these rhetorical 

questions in perspective, here is a telling detail: only three out of four Americans at the 

time of the Revolution could understand the Declaration of Independence.
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 Compared 

to the extant diversity in the United States, “the percentage of non-native English 
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speakers in the United States was actually greater in 1790 than in 1990” (Lepore, A is for 

American 28). Similar statements could be made concerning religion, education, or a host 

of other areas vulnerable to fractioning. Yet throughout America’s history, at least until 

the recent past, unity has prevailed, if only in rhetoric. But rhetoric is and has always 

been powerful, and a recommitment to a fresh rhetoric of unity can, as it has for hundreds 

of years, ensure our common prosperity and future. 
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NOTES

 
1
 “Truly any country never was united or happy, except when it gave its 

obedience entirely to one Republic” 

2
 Cited from and discussed at length in Harvey J. Kaye. Thomas Paine and the 

Promise of America.  New York: Hill and Wang, 2006, 31. 

3
 South Carolina’s possible reversal certainly came at a suspiciously convenient 

moment for at the point when the Continental Congress most needed their support, 

“Charleston was under bombardment according to the latest news which had reached 

Congress” (Lengyel 86). 

4
 See Hoffecker 84-93. No longer the most famous ride of the Revolution, 

Rodney’s was once set to verse like that of Paul Revere.  See The Spirit of ’76, vol 3. 

New York: New York Press Company, 1896, 335. 

5
 The term “melting pot” was later popularized through a play bearing that name, 

written by Israel Zangwill and first staged in 1908. 

6
 Consider 1 Corinthians 12:12-31, which I cite in part, “As it is, there are many 

parts, but one body … God has put the body together, giving greater honor to the parts 

that lacked it, so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should 

have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one 

part is honored, every part rejoices with it.” (NIV). Winthrop makes other allusions to 
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Colossians 2:2 and Romans 12:15, 16, passages where St. Paul identifies the how 

disunity can serve a greater unity, both in the body and in the church. 

7
 Even before Winthrop’s emigration, notes historian Nathaniel Philbrick, the 

Puritans made up only about half of the first Massachusetts settlers. “United by powerful 

and long-standing bonds,” they were accompanied by “Strangers” who “had little holding 

them together except, in some cases, a growing reluctance to live in a community 

dominated by religious radicals.” Nevertheless, both parties realized “that the only way 

for the settlement to succeed” was “if everyone worked together.” Despite Philbrick’s 

secular reading of the “Mayflower Compact,” the text evidences not a purely secular civil 

government but of a spiritual “civil covenant,” no doubt largely the work of the Puritan 

religious guide, John Robinson. As for their descendants a hundred years later, the 

“Mayflower Compact” represents a “remarkable act of coolheaded and pragmatic 

resolve” which wed a group that had “more in common with a cult” with a surly crowd of 

irreligious prospectors (Philbrick 42-44). 

8
 Besides persistent tensions between the Tories and Whigs and the classes that 

supported one or the other, continued “internal divisions” between “dogmatists and anti-

dogmatists [had] riven the English Church and the institution ha[d] seen its prestige and 

authority plummet to [new] depths” (Ingram 288). Larger geopolitical issues weighed in 

as well, perhaps most vividly symbolized by the Union Jack, Britain’s flag which 

represented a melding of the nations that constituted the nation. The flag consists of the 

red cross of Saint George, representing England, superimposed on the white, diagonal 
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cross of Saint Andrew, representing Scotland. In 1801, it was further amalgamated to 

include the Cross of St Patrick in order to represent Ireland. 

9
 Simitere cannot be accredited with the neologism itself, but rather he continued 

in the pattern of Augustine who borrowed from Virgil who borrowed from Heraclitus, all 

of whom laid unique shades of meaning to the expression. For his part, Augustine sought 

to reconcile the trials he faced with the solace he received from friends who bore his 

grief, thereby designating the expression to indicate the compatriotism formed through 

shared suffering—unity through difficulty. Virgil’s use of “E Pluribus Unum” in a minor 

bucolic poem dedicated to vegetable pâté demonstrates his gesture of approval towards 

rural, unsophisticated Romans, which no doubt Simitere sought to use as the antecedent 

for America’s vast population of yeomen, intrinsically, according to Virgil, more attune 

to virtue and the essence of true existence. Yet Virgil had his own antecedent, Heraclitus, 

whose original use of the expression, ἐκ πάντων ἓν, emphasized unity in diversity as 

opposed to diversity in unity—according to his philosophy, a shared source for all things, 

sentient and not. Heraclitus’s ideology as expressed through this aphorism possesses the 

most intrinsic value to our contemporary understanding. 

10
 See Thomas W. Benson, ed. American Rhetoric: Context and Criticism. 

Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University, 1989, 81. 

11
 As many Scotch-Irish moved to the frontier lands to escape any sort of 

authority over their lives, their rustic surroundings earned them the pejorative labels of 

“Hill-Billies” and “Shanty Irish.” The traveler Johann Schoepf notes that they “shun 

 



    

112 

 

 

everything which appears to demand of them law and order, and anything that preaches 

constraint. They are not wicked. Their object is merely wild” (Fischer 777). 

12
 Just on the note of the Scots and Irish, Captain Johann Heinrich of the Hessian 

troops wrote to a friend in 1778, “Call this war by whatever name you may, only call it 

not an American rebellion; it is nothing more or less than a Scotch Irish Presbyterian 

rebellion” (Hammond 41). When testifying in front of the House of Commons, British 

General Robertson contributes, “half the rebel army were from Ireland” (Griffin 1910).  

13
 Other productive lines of thought to consider the overarching effect of the 

rhetoric of unity would be within literature, art, music, theater, politics, architecture, 

historical perspectives namely regarding classics, oration, and economics. Another aspect 

to consider would be how American histories contributed to this rhetoric of unity. In his 

essay, “Creating a Usable Future,” Lester H. Cohen proposes considering the writing of 

American histories like those of David Ramsay and Jeremy Belknap as their means of 

making the Revolutionary history usable for their posterity. Lester H. Cohen. “Creating a 

Usable Future.” The American Revolution: It’s Character and Limits. Ed. Jack P. Greene. 

New York: New York University Press, 1987, 309-330. 

14
 Reinhold Niebuhr. A Nation So Conceived: Reflections on the History of 

America from its Early Vision to Its Present Power. London: Faber & Faber, 1963, 123. 

15
 See Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart. “Uneven Secularization in the United 

States and Western Europe.” Democracy and the New Religious Pluralism. Ed. Thomas 

Banchoff. New York: Oxford University Press, 2007, 31-58; Dinesh D'Souza. What's So 
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Great About Christianity. Washington D.C.: Regnery Publishing, Inc., 2007, 1-12. For a 

contrasting study, see Diana Butler Bass. Christianity After Religion: The End of Church 

and the Birth of a New Spiritual Awakening. New York: HarperOne, 2012. 

16
 Consider just a couple contemporary examples. The first line of Russia’s 

national anthem, refers to Russia as “священная наша держава,” (our holy nation). 

South Korea’s national anthem invokes God to “protect and preserve our country” 

(하느님이 보우하사 우리나라 만세). Even little Trinidad and Tobago’s national 

anthem asks God to “bless our nation.” Such invocations are almost ubiquitous, but I 

hope to show in this chapter that this does not mean America’s history of exceptionalism 

is not as exceptional we may think. 

17
 Perhaps some of his most often cited lines, Tocqueville writes in his De la 

démocratie en amérique:  

La situation des Américains est donc entièrement exceptionnelle, et il est à 

croire qu'aucun peuple démocratique n'y sera jamais place. Leur origine 

toute puritaine, leurs habitudes uniquement commerciales, le pays même 

qu'ils habitent et qui semble détourner leur intelligence de l'étude des 

sciences, des lettres et des arts ; le voisinage de l'Europe qui leur permet 

de ne point les étudier sans retomber dans la barbarie ; mille causes 

particulières dont je n'ai pu faire connaître que les principales, ont dû 

concentrer d'une manière singulière l'esprit américain dans le soin des 

choses purement matérielles. Les passions, les besoins, l'éducation, les 
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circonstances, tout semble, en effet, concourir pour pencher l'habitant des 

États-Unis vers la terre. La religion seule lui fait, de temps en temps, lever 

des regards passagers et distraits vers le ciel. (Tocqueville III.i.9) 

18
 Here, Bradford invokes the 107

th
 Psalm, verses 1-5 and 8 where the Israelites 

were commanded to praise God for his acts of mercy and deliverance towards them.  

19
 Jay Fleigelman dedicates an entire book to this subject of colonial rejection of 

patriarchal authority, and historian Gordon Wood discusses it in length as well. 

Fleigelman argues that it was during this period where “a new parental ideal 

characterized by a more affectionate and equalitarian relationship with children” was 

developing, or as he expresses it more succinctly, “the American revolution against 

patriarchal authority” (Fliegelman, Prodigals and Pilgrims 1, 5). See also Wood, 

Radicalism chs. 3 and 9. 

20
 See Kidd 8. In his prominent scholarship of the time, The Liberal Tradition in 

America, Louis Hartz says of the revolutionary Americans, “Instead of being forced to 

pull the Christian heaven down to earth, [they] were glad to let it remain where it was. 

They did not need to make a religion out of the revolution because religion was already 

revolution” (Hartz 41). Hartz places too great an emphasis on the lack of tradition, as if 

the colonists were merely disaffected by the encroachment on the recent events that 

created what he refers to as their liberal tradition. On the other hand, Bernard Bailyn sees 

“the political and social theories of new England Puritanism, and particularly … the ideas 

associated with covenant theology” as both “the most limited and parochial tradition that 

 



    

115 

 

 

contributed in an important way to the writings of the Revolution” and as the belief 

system that “contained the broadest ideas of all, since it offered a context for everyday 

events nothing less than cosmic in its dimensions.” However, I hope to direct our 21
st
 

century gaze not simply on the Puritans’ notions of exceptionalism but to the various 

strands that contribute to the formation of a rhetorically cohesive colonial identity. In this 

way, I believe that, contrary to Bailyn, we will see “a coherent intellectual pattern” 

(Bailyn 32-33). 

21
 Sacvan Bercovitch alludes to this point when he contrasts the English 

“Europeanization of the South” and the French and Spanish pecuniary interests in 

colonization with the formation of Puritan New England: “The myth of America is the 

creation of the New England Way” (Bercovitch, Puritan Origins 143). As Bercovitch 

forcefully explains, it was the New England Puritan’s incorporation of religion into all 

facets of life that provided the foundation for what I call the “moral backbone” of 

America. 

22
 For more on how expressions would be transmitted between colonies and even 

to congregations in England, see Francis J. Bremer. Congregational Communion: 

Clerical Friendship in the Anglo-American Puritan Community, 1610-1692. Boston: 

Northeastern University Press, 1994; in particular, see chapter 10. 

23
 Smolinski goes on to explain that Mather’s history of New England’s war with 

the Algonquian King Philip (Metacom) is set in a framework of cosmic struggle between 
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good and evil, God’s elect warding off Satan’s minions” (Mather, Earnest Exhortation 

ii). 

24
 Lepore notes that “The colonists’ doubts about their own identity were 

magnified both by their distance from England and by their nearness to the Indians. Most 

especially, they worried about the Indians’ origins and the reason for their barbarity. … 

Instead of becoming the “visible saints’ for all of Europe to see, the English might expect 

to become more savage with each passing year, not only les religious but also less and 

less like Englishmen” (Lepore, The Name of War 5-6). Lepore presents King Philip’s 

War as the colonists’ opportunity to distinguish themselves as neither savage nor English 

but rather as a blessed people with cultural reminders of the singular molding experiences 

they faced day to day there at the edge of the civilized world. 

25
 Consider statements and expressions such as Mather, 12: “The Providence of 

God is deeply to be observed, that the sword should be first drawn upon a day of 

Humiliation, the Lord thereby declaring from heaven that he expects something else from 

his People besides fasting and prayer”; 14: “Not yet fit for deliverance”; and 15: “God 

saw it not good for us as yet,” to name just a few. 

26
 Perceiving the war as God’s means of aiding New England to reform its ways 

and raise it to the standard God’s kingdom on earth required, Mather sermonizes, “Now, 

as the Lord, who doth redeem Israel out of all his troubles, hath graciously and gloriously 

begun our Salvation, so let him perfect it, in such a way, as that no honour at all may 
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come unto us, but that great glory may be to his own blessed Name for ever” (Mather, 

Brief History 78). 

27
 Miller notes, “The future of [Bradford, Winthrop, and Cotton’s] system was, 

obviously, up to the children (Miller,  from Colony to Province 11). Thus Richard Mather 

exhorts the colonists in 1657 to “train up a posterity for the Lord. … Tell it them as soon 

as they shall be able to learn, what a solemn Covenant there is between the God of 

heaven and them, whereby the Lord takes them to be his” (Mather, Farewel Exhortation 

12). Thus Mather, like the ancient Israelites, saw all of America’s second generation and 

the young members of the third generation as members of a consecrated family to God by 

virtue of the shared religious heritage received from those who had already dedicated 

themselves, their community, and their posterity to Him. 

28
 Mather, though not explicitly, notes the Scriptural precedent set forth in 

Hebrews 12.6 where it reads “the Lord disciplines those he loves, and he punishes 

everyone he accepts as a son” (NIV). 

29
 In order to villainize the Native warriors and further cast the war in terms of 

good and evil, Mather describes in particular detail the violence not only towards the 

colonists but their livestock: “To shew what barbarous creatures they are, they exercised 

cruelty toward dumb creatures. They took a Cow, knocked off one of her horns, cut out 

her tongue, and so left the poor creature in great misery. They put an horse, ox &c. into 

an hovil, and then set it on fire, only to shew how they are delighted in exercising 

cruelty.” After describing this and the manner of torture inflicted on their captives, 
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Mather reinforces his theological division by pronouncing, “they the perfect children of 

the Devill” (Mather, Brief History 43-45). 

30
 To be reemphasized another three times in the postscript (Mather, Brief History 

80, 86-87). 

31
 The character of Benjamin Church provides an interesting scope, particularly in 

what may only be referred to as blessed butchery—perhaps most intensely revealed in 

Church’s treatment of Metacomet’s (King Philip) body. See Thomas Church. The history 

of King Philip's war ; also of expeditions against the French and Indians in the eastern 

parts of New-England, in the years 1689, 1690, 1692, 1696 and 1704. With some account 

of the divine providence towards Col. Benjamin Church. Boston: Howe & Norton, 1825, 

100; and Philip Gould. “Reinventing Benjamin Church: Virtue, Citizenship and the 

History of King Philip's War in Early National America.” Journal of the Early Republic 

16:4 (1996): 645–657.  

32
 It is not without reason that the Mather and Cotton family looms large in this 

discussion. For one, their copious works provide the texts necessary to trace the 

progressive development of American exceptionalism. Likewise, the family’s 

prominence as both secular and spiritual leaders of New England shows that they were 

neither radical nor overly conservative in their perspectives, particularly regarding their 

belief in New England’s providential guidance. These men are fascinating figures whose 

articulations simultaneously crystalize and put forward new and persistent cultural ideas 

of the first hundred years of English America’s settlement. Another project could with 
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good reason turn to the writings of laymen, such as Edward Johnson, and find similar 

cultural affirmations. 

33
 While in his introduction Bercovitch admits to the Puritans consideration of 

themselves as “a company of Christians not only called but chosen, and chosen not only 

for heaven but as instruments of a sacred historical design,” he provides in his preface the 

caveat that American exceptionalism was intrinsically tied to a “middle-class hegemony” 

that did not exist but only had its “foundations” “laid in seventeenth century New 

England”  (Bercovitch, American Jeremiad xiii, 7-8). Bercovitch argues it is not until the 

eighteenth century where the “typology of America’s mission” was determined and the 

“traditional distinctions between the world and the kingdom [of God]” were blurred 

(Bercovitch 93, 99). For his part, the more contemporary scholar Kidd writes, “With the 

onset of the revolutionary crisis, a major conceptual shift convinced Americans across 

the theological spectrum that God was raising up America for some special purpose” 

(emphasis added, Kidd 9). Compare Wood, Idea 2-3. 

34
 It would not be for another half century until American exceptionalism would 

add another key strain to its corpus, one that would advocate for political independence 

by virtue of its theological birthright and inherent consecration to God. 

35
 Compare Milton’s Paradise Regained (I.103) with the cited pages of Mather’s 

Magnalia Christi Americana. Notice Mather’s own avowal: “Shall I tell you where that 

Utopia was? ’Twas New England!” (Mather, Magnalia Christi Americana 1:90). It 
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should be noted that Milton was among the Puritans’ favorite and most frequently cited 

authors. 

36
 As cited in Barry, Roger Williams 7; original source found in John Quincy 

Adams. “Address Before the Massachusetts Historical Society,” 1843. In Proceedings of 

the Massachusetts Historical Society, vol. 2f. Boston: The Society, 1880. 

37
 What Roger Williams began in Rhode Island was mirrored in Maryland through 

the Acts of Toleration, made into law by Cecilius Calvert, the second Lord of Balitmore. 

Calvert envisioned Maryland as a haven of religious toleration, a place where Catholics 

and Protestants would not transplant their animosity towards one another. To that end, 

Calvert effectively enjoined Maryland’s colonists, notwithstanding those adhering to 

Trinitarian Christian denominations, to set aside differences and live together in 

harmony. Thus, Calvert accomplished two feats. First, close to a century and a half later, 

the American Constitution and Bill of Rights would inscribe in national law something 

first proposed by Catholic Calvert. Second, and more importantly, it provided for the 

establishment of the freedom of religion and, in conjunction with Rhode Island and 

Pennsylvania’s original charters, set the stage for a future country where church and state 

were not intrinsically linked. As one biographer puts it, “Religious antagonisms had 

played their part in cementing the independent spirit of the American colonists, but once 

the larger question of freedom was understood in all its force and potency, the watchword 

became: ‘Difference in religion should make no difference between those seeking 

liberty’” (Guilday 89). While that may be thought to cause greater division than unity, 
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both in the future nation and the early colonists, it set up a more important tenet of 

American identity as early as the middle of the seventeen century. The Act of Toleration 

provided for the confluence of a people under a quality and moreover trusted in that 

people’s exceptionality regardless of their brand of Christianity. 

38
 This quote, indelibly written on the face of American history, is almost 

certainly spurious. See New York State Historical Association. Proceedings of the New 

York State Historical Association. New York: New York State Historical Association, 

1910, 351-356. 

39
 This anecdote is documented in much fuller detail in Esther Singleton. The 

Story of the White House vol. 1. New York: The McClure Company, 1907, 40-42; 

Thomas Kidd, God of Liberty. New York: Basic Books, 2010, 4-5; John Leland, L.F. 

Greene. The Writings of the Late Elder John Leland. New York: G.W. Wood, 1845, 32; 

and C.A. Browne. Agricultural History 18:4 (1944): 145-153. 

40
 Historian Esther Singleton remarks that “the cheese lasted a long time, 

notwithstanding the President’s lavish hospitality. It formed a feature of the Fourth of 

July public dinner in the following year” (Singleton 41). 

41
 Allen Jayne suggests Jefferson would have applied this characterization to 

Leland, as he argues that the universality of this statement and Jefferson’s use of 

“‘priests’ in the broadest sense of the term [meant] the clergy of all denominations and 

religions,” “evidenced by the phrase ‘in every country and in every age.’ Clearly, 

Jefferson viewed the priesthood as striving for or possessing control over the reason of 
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individuals.” Faith according to Jefferson, argues Jayne, “obstructed the exercise of free 

individual reason” and “obstructed the search for religious truth” (Jayne 101). 

42
 Allen Jayne notes that Jefferson was profoundly influenced by Lord 

Bolingbroke and thus, like Bolingbroke, found the need to “challenge[] orthodox 

Christian epistemic authorities” (Jayne 21). See Jayne 19-40 for further development of 

the connections between religion, the Enlightenment, Lord Bolingbroke, and Jefferson. 

43
 Part of this included, as Thomas Kidd notes, an attitude towards religious 

freedom: “They shared the view that the state should assure religious liberty for all its 

citizens” (Kidd 5). Such tolerance they inherited from advocates for liberty of conscience 

discussed in the previous chapter as well as movements in the European Enlightenment. 

However I will argue that their joint indebtedness to the Enlightenment extends far 

beyond simply believing in freedom of religion and decentralized churches. 

44
 See Stephen J. Stein. The Cambridge Companion to Jonathan Edwards. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007; William M. Shea and Peter A. Huff, eds. 

Knowledge and Belief in America: Enlightenment Traditions and Modern Religious 

Thought. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002; Thomas Kidd. God of Liberty. 

New York: Basic Books, 2010; Gordon Wood. The Idea of America. New York: Penguin 

Press, 2011, particularly chapter 10; and Nicholas Guyatt. Providence and the invention 

of the United States, 1607-1876. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007, 

specifically chapter 2.2 and 2.5. I owe the notion of this chapter to K.P. van Anglen who, 

in review of two publications I use in this thesis, writes, “Paradoxically, … the American 
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Enlightenment set the stage for the complex rapprochement between religion and secular 

thought that characterizes so much in antebellum America” (van Anglen 249). 

45
 Kant’s words in German were, “Wenn denn nun gefragt wird: leben wir jetzt in 

einem aufgeklärten Zeitalter? so ist die Antwort: Nein, aber wohl in einem Zeitalter der 

Aufklärung.” Aufklärung, literally, “clearing up” denotes a progressive action towards 

illuminism. Aufgeklärten, on the other hand, literally means “cleared up,” “to know all 

the facts,” or in this case, enlightened. 

46
 The idea of covenanted communities can be found dating back to the Hebrew 

texts of the Bible, yet it should be duly noted that in those very texts, the 

individualization of religion can be seen through figures who themselves did not belong 

to a holy community and yet retained a consecrated relationship with Him. In the earliest 

of Hebrew texts, Noah, Enoch, even Adam and Eve held such relationships with God. It 

is also appropriate to consider Abraham’s individual religion as the basis for the covenant 

between his descendants and Jehovah in the Old Testament.  

47
 Theologian Peter J. Thuesen deftly addresses Edwards’s intellectual 

background in The Princeton Companion to Jonathan Edwards, 16-33. Tying Edwards’s 

intellectuality to the culture of print of the era, Thuesen makes a compelling argument of 

Edwards’s awareness and moreover his balancing of the competing discourse of the 

Enlightenment with America’s Great Awakening. 

48
 Many scholars make this reassertion—Gerald R. McDermott, for example, 

discusses Edwards’s emphasis on a “national covenant” and how that reflects Edwards’s 
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millenialist views. Notably, Sacvan Bercovitch presents Edwards as a “post-millennialist; 

he posited a final golden age within history, and thereby freed humanity … to participate 

in the revolutions of the apocalypse” (Bercovitch, American Jeremiad 94). Compare 

Chapter 1, “God’s Manner with a Covenant People: The National Covenant” in Gerald R. 

McDermott. One Holy and Happy Society: The Public Theology of Jonathan Edwards. 

University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1992.  

49
 Edwards’s allusion draws heavily on Locke, who claims that man’s three 

natural rights were life, liberty, and estate, or property. The connections between this and 

Jefferson’s life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness are unmistakable but Edwards’s choice 

of metaphor invokes the thought of property as an inalienable right and an unmistakable 

sign of Edwards’s indebtedness to Locke and the Enlightenment. 

50
 See Bercovitch, American Jeremiad, ch. 4. Edwards’s above citation is taken 

from this work, page 99. 

51
 I recognize considering his most famous yet not his most emblematic sermon 

may be questioned but I hope to illuminate how this sermon demonstrates the previously 

unexplored  ideological merger that Edwards effortlessly effects in his widely read 1741 

sermon. 

52
 My references to Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God is from Edwards, 

Works 2:7-12. 

53
 Censuses vary wildly during this era and are often used as rhetorical devices, as 

we shall shortly see in Patrick Henry’s speech. For an accurate estimation of the 
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population of America during this period, see Michael R. Haines and Richard H. Steckel, 

eds. A Population History of North America. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2000, chs. 5 and 6. 

54
 Of these servants, many became drifters, a common sight in many cities. 

Because of these masses, ecclesiastical and political leaders began to fear that the 

colonies were becoming overwhelmed with undesirables and that America’s mission, it’s 

“errand into the wilderness,” would be lost. 

55
 Towards the end of his sermon, Edwards’s asks his audience, “Are there not 

many here who have lived long in the world, and are not to this day born again? and so 

are aliens from the commonwealth of Israel?” To these, Edwards implores, “Consider 

yourselves, and awake thoroughly out of sleep. …Will you be content to be the children 

of the devil, when so many other children in the land are converted, and are become the 

holy and happy children of the King of kings?” For those who do accept the individual 

providence offered them, Edwards reminds them they are not alone: “God seems now to 

be hastily gathering in his elect in all parts of the land; and probably the greater part of 

adults persons that ever shall be saved, will be brought in now in a little time.” 

Reinforcing his inherited communal typology, Edwards declares, “It will be as it was on 

the great out-pouring of the Spirit upon the Jews in the apostles’ days, the election will 

obtain, and the rest will be blinded.” But not to end on such communal salvation, 

Edwards redirects his use of pronouns in his concluding warning: “If this should be the 
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case with you, you will be eternally curse this day … [thus] ‘look not behind you, escape 

to the mountain, let you be consumed.’” (emphasis added, Edwards, Works 2:11-12).  

56
 Anderson identifies how shared texts, rather than shared spirituality, provide 

the foundation for modern nationhood. Perhaps to clarify this irony, we may state that 

Edwards’s spoken text—his persuasive rhetoric—builds on a shared spirituality in order 

to lay the foundation for the cult of the individual. Thus, Edwards complicates and 

extends his listeners’ beliefs so as to suit both the Enlightenment’s emphasis on 

rationality, rights, and freedom, as well as its de-emphasis of traditional religion, thereby 

creating an “imagined community” of individually enlightened and exceptional colonial 

Americans. 

57
 Compare Locke’s Second Treatise of Civil Government, in particular, chs. 2, 3, 

7-9 as well as his 1689 “A Letter Concerning Toleration.” 

58
 One could compare Jefferson’s statement made famous in the Declaration of 

Independence: men are endowed with “certain unalienable Rights, that among these are 

Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness” to not only the Enlightenment and such 

English philosophers as Locke, Sir William Blackstone, and William Wollaston, but to 

Edenic promises offered in Scripture, such as those mentioned in Isaiah. For a fuller 

discussion on this topic, see Charles B. Sanford. The Religious Life of Thomas Jefferson. 

Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1984, in particular chs. 3, 6, and 8; and 

Jayne, chs. 1 and 7. 
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59

 It can be noted that even the term Awakening has much to do with the 

Enlightenment. Though not as vested in Enlightenment thought as Edwards, Bellamy, 

and Samuel Davies, the adoption of the term already prefigures Kant’s epidictic essay on 

the Enlightenment where he contrasts progressive enlightenment with mental hebetude. 

Bailyn goes a step further and argues that the Great Awakening foreshadowed the 

American Revolution through the defiance of established orthodoxy, again, a marked 

sign of the Enlightenment. He reasons that once Anglican and other established religious 

systems were challenged by those who were taking on individualistic approaches to 

religion, legal dissent was sure to follow. See Bailyn 248-251.  

60
 For more on this subject, See Kidd 50-51 

61
 The final quotation is taken from Nathaniel West’s “Election Sermon,” 1776, as 

cited in John Wingate Thornton, ed. The Pulpit of the American Revolution: Or, the 

Political Sermons of the American Revolution. Boston: D. Lothrop & Co., 1876, 311. 

62
 Due to Anglicans’ direct ties to England, they were seldom the most sonorous 

advocates for religious or political dissent. Thus, one may see Henry’s case either as a 

somewhat anomalous circumstance or, as I believe, a manifestation of the pervasiveness 

of the culture of dissent inherited from both the Great Awakening, the earliest of 

colonists, and the continuum of exceptionalism as well as indebtedness of the 

Revolutionary era to America’s Enlightenment. 

63
 See Wirt vol. 3, 14-16. 
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64

 The expression God of Hosts or God of Armies is found some 283 times in 

Scripture—notably most often in Isaiah and Jeremiah. Henry’s usage of that expression 

continues to propagate the combination between the American Revolution, the American 

Enlightenment, and American exceptionalism. 

65
 Excerpts from Henry’s speech are all taken from William Wirt. Sketches of the 

Life and Character of Patrick Henry. Philadelphia: James Webster, 1817, 117-123. 

66
 Joshua 24:15; Mark 8:18 (NIV). These two references only mark the beginning 

and end of Henry’s speech. Compare his allusion to Ecclesiastes 9:11 when he writes, 

“The battle, sir, is not to the strong alone; it is to the vigilant, the active, the brave.” The 

examples continue—Jeremiah writes, “‘Peace, peace,’ they say, when there is no peace,” 

and Henry echoes similar sentiments as Jeremiah when he states that: “Gentlemen may 

cry, Peace, Peace but there is no peace.” Such allusions, compounded with Enlightened 

values, I argue, represent Henry’s awareness of the power of religious discourse and his 

effective wielding of it, even among his fellow enlightened Virginians.  

67
 For a hundred and fifty years, his account of Henry’s unrecorded speech was 

taken as historical fact, but in 1977, historian Judy Hample challenged the textual and 

cultural authenticity of this famed American speech. Hemple argues, “Ultimately Wirt 

was left no alternative but to rely on the testimony of the best witnesses and attempt to 

reconstruct ‘Liberty or Death.’ … As an accomplished rhetorician, Wirt was capable of 

writing such a speech. Some believed that his eloquence was surpassed only by that of 

Henry himself” (Hample 300, 302). Curiously, when Port Folio magazine requested a 
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sample of Wirt’s biography of Patrick Henry, the first of biography we may add, he 

submitted “only the ‘Liberty or Death’ oration” he had reconstructed. According to Wirt, 

somewhat tongue and cheek perhaps, it was “‘a sample of my work’” (Hample 302). 

More recently, in his book Founding Myths, writer and historian Raphael Ray rejects the 

speech’s authenticity altogether, contending that it merely promoted “the agendas of 

nineteenth-century nationalists” and that Wirt devious goal was to “stimulate patriotism 

and sell books” (Ray 148, 150). 

68
 Liberty of conscience, a hallmark of early strains of exceptionalism, found its 

way into the overarching ideology by the mid-eighteenth century. Additionally, as a core 

tenet of the Enlightenment, the principle was further bulwarked by the Enlightenment’s 

emphasis on questioning the role of traditional orthodoxies as well as “free public 

examination of questions regarding religion or legislation” (Chartier 26). 

69
 Robert Ferguson notes that Common Sense “reached between 120,000 and 

150,000 copies in its first year alone. It was the first American best-seller. Hundreds of 

thousands of Americans, perhaps a fifth of the adult population in all, either read 

Common Sense or had it read to them during the course of the Revolution” (Ferguson, “ 

Commonalities” 466). No wonder Paine could justifiably claim that his tract reached “the 

greatest sale that any performance ever had since the use of letters” (Foner 2:1162-1163). 

70
 Citations from “On the Right to Rebel Against Governors,” Samuel West; 

Boston, May 29, 1776. Full sermon available in Thomas L. Krannawitter and Daniel C. 
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Palm. A Nation Under God?: The ACLU and Religion in American Politics. Oxford: 

Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2005. 

71
 Early on, Paine presents government as post-Edenic clothing, a “badge of lost 

innocence.” Paine goes on, however, to lash out at one particular mode of ruling in 

heavily theological locution: “Government by kings was first introduced into the world 

by the Heathens, from whom the children of Israel copied the custom.” The original 

Hebraic form of government “was a kind of republic administered by a judge and the 

elders of the tribes.” And yet they were not rulers, Paine argues. Citing the Israelite Judge 

Gideon, Paine directs attention to the Israelites’, and by extension Americans’, true ruler: 

“THE LORD SHALL RULER OVER YOU.” And yet at the close of this section, Paine 

returns to his enlightened ideals: “For all men being originally equals, no one by birth 

could have a right to set up his own family in perpetual preference to all other for ever.” 

See Paine 72-75. 

72
 The language of the American jeremiad is manifestly present in Adams’s letter, 

as he believes tribulations will refine the American soul and create in it a new virtue. In 

the same letter, he continues, “The Furnace of Affliction produces Refinement, in States 

as well as Individuals. ... I submit all my Hopes and Fears, to an overruling Providence, 

in which, unfashionable as the Faith may be, I firmly believe” (Adams, The Book of 

Abigail and John 140). 

73
 Adams feared that he and Massachusetts’ leaders would not be able to keep the 

people virtuous. His fear, expressed to his friend John Scollay, not publically, is 
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particularly noteworthy when we consider the fact that all the previous rhetoric employed 

regarding America thus far has cast Americans as being the most Christian, the most 

virtuous, the most enlightened people on earth. His fears, no matter how founded or 

unfounded they may be, demonstrate that the revolutionary leaders did not truly believe 

the people were all they built them up to be. 

74
 By “harmonious whole,” I am not ignoring the fissures created by Paine’s text, 

including his ad hominem attack on anyone who did not want to rebel against England, 

including his special incisive appendix written just for the Quakers. Rather, my choice of 

words references the ideological harmony Paine’s pamphlet creates, blending rhetoric 

from sacred and secular discourse in order to persuade his diffuse readers. 

75
 Paine’s Common Sense provides examples of several of these allusions to the 

Enlightenment. Early on, Paine calls society a “gravitating power,” much to the liking of 

enlightened Newtonians. Paine invokes the ideal of natural simplicity: “My idea of the 

form of government [is] from a principle in nature, which no art can overturn, viz. that 

the more simple any thing is, the less liable it is to be disordered.” Paine liberally cites 

history: “Thirty kings and two minors have reigned in [England] … in which time there 

have been … no less than eight civil wars and nineteen rebellions.” Demonstrating his 

familiarity with contemporary astronomy, Paine writes, “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.” The list can no doubt go on, as Paine 
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cites economics, seafaring, metallurgy, psychology, as well as liberalism and 

republicanism. See Paine 67, 68, 78, 86 as well as Ferguson, “Commonalities” 480-483. 

76
 In this case, unlike in Edwards’s homilies, Anderson’s concept of “imagined 

communities” formed on the basis of texts is authenticated. Needless to say, however, 

those traces of exceptionalist spirituality are still abundantly manifest in the text, creating 

both an exceptionalist and enlightened text. 

77
 Self-improvement, another important motif in the Declaration that both parties 

could unite behind, was closely linked to the importance placed on the ideal of virtue. 

Self-improvement is implicated in the axiom made famous by the Declaration, “all men 

are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, 

that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” The divine “Creator” of 

man provides not merely the right to life and liberty, but the “pursuit of Happiness,” far 

less empirical than Locke’s reference to property. “Americans defined this pursuit,” 

argues Americanist Daniel Walker Howe, “not only in economic and political terms but 

also in moral and spiritual ones, and in terms of manners and lifestyle” (Howe, Making 

the American Self 108). Indeed, men as different as Jonathan Edwards and Benjamin 

Franklin, or John Witherspoon and Thomas Paine could unite not in their individual 

belief system but societal practice of self-improvement both through and a part from 

theological exegesis as it transcended creed and politic, race and status; in effect, the 

ideal of self-improvment created a new cultural touchstone where Americans could 

decide for themselves how to achieve that ideal. This virtue, intrinsically linked to both 
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the Enlightenment and exceptionalism ideologies, is epitomized in pre-Revolution texts, 

antebellum texts, and certainly continued in all forms, from salvation from perdition 

through Edwards’s spiritual indemnification to Ralph Waldo Emerson’s admonition of 

self-reliance and self-determination a hundred years later and even found today in the 

concept of the American Dream. 

78
 Daniel Walker Howe makes a fine comparison between the think tank of the 

Scottish Enlightenment and the “Enlightened statesmen” of the American Revolution in 

his Making the American Self, ch. 2.   

79
 Noted in this chapter’s epigraph. To reiterate, Allen’s text many years later is 

the only source of this text. His companions documented his statements were much more 

akin to: “Get out here, you old damned rat!” Allen, who probably conceived his 

invocation of Congress and Jehovah while languishing on a British prison barge, thought 

it far more uniting and patriotic than what he actually said. 

80
 Annuit Coeptis is generally translated using the present perfect tense in order to 

be rendered, “God has favored our undertaking,” indicating Washington, Jefferson, 

Franklin, as well as their spiritual counterparts beliefs of providence and exceptionalism 

yet persist to our day. 

81
 “When a country acquires states that differ in language, customs, or laws, there 

will be difficulties.” Machiavelli goes on to say, “Good fortune and great energy will be 

required to hold them.” 
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82

 A linguistic purist could argue further and consider only the East Midlands 

compromise dialect of London English to be English-proper, that is, Standard English, 

which through official government correspondence became the Chancery Standard and 

later the national standard from the fifteenth century onward.  

83
 As shall be discussed briefly, many of the colonists had limited abilities in 

reading and few were engaged in professions that necessitated writing. Edward and 

Elaine Gordon note that “In the early American colonial era the ability to read at least 

parts of the Bible was the common definition of literacy” (Gordon xv). 

84
 The Puritan ideal of literary plain style will be explicated in detail but for the 

point, perhaps the Puritan preacher and author John Bunyan’s words found in his 

autobiographical piece “Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners” suffice to define the 

concept: “I could have stepped into a style much higher than this in which I have 

discoursed, and could have adorned all things more than I have seemed to do; but I dare 

not. God did not play in tempting of me; neither did I play when the pangs of Hell caught 

hold upon me, therefore I may not play in relating of them; but be plain and simple, and 

lay down the thing as it was” (Bunyan 5). 

85
 For demographical data, see Susan B. Carter, et al, eds. The Historical Statistics 

of the United States, vol. 1. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2006; Haines, 

Michael R., Richard H. Steckel, eds. A Population History of North America. Cambridge, 

Cambridge University Press, 2000; and Famighetti, Robert. The World Almanac and 

Book of Facts 1998. Boston: St Martin’s Press, 1998, 378.  

 



    

135 

 

 
86

 Maria Edgeworth continues, “As Herodotus tells us, that some of the nations of 

Greece, though they sued the same language, spoke it so differently, that they could not 

understand each other’s conversation. This is literally the case at present” (Edgeworth 

358). 

87
 Matchcores, which comes from the cognitive Virginia Algonquian word 

matchkore, is more commonly known today as match coats or matchcoats, the latter, 

according to OED. Matchcoats, traditionally made of animal pelts, are small wearable 

blankets that can also double as conventional blankets. 

88
 The common description of English as pure, or a derivation thereof, always 

seems inappropriate considering England’s history of Celtic, Germanic, Nordic, and 

Norman conquests and the accompanying linguistic amalgamation of what was originally 

a Germanic tongue. 

89
 While in this paper I focus mainly on the intra-English dialectal changes taking 

place in America (particularly due to dialect merging) as well as the identity associated 

with the new dialects formed in America contrasted with Britain, it must be noted that 

though I acknowledge Dutch and Native languages as influential on the gradual 

development of an American standard, a fascinating full length study could be dedicated 

to each linguistic influence on American Englishes, not to mention the subsequent 

identity associated with it, for these inter-language exchanges contributed to America’s 

further divergence from the British Standard. This type of study could lead fundamental 

insights to my notions of American English as a unifier, both in rhetoric and reality. 
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90

 For a greater discussion on the five principles mentioned here, see Trudgill 1-2. 

After explaining these five principles by way of example, Trudgill then introduces a new 

source of linguistic change that proves to be the thesis for his study on the divergence of 

New Zealand English from British Standard English. 

91
 The development of these various English dialects up and down the eastern 

shore does not conform to what many linguistic historians call “colonial lag,” referring to 

the manner in which the colonists’ language conforms to archaic versions of the language 

spoken in the mother country, as if the colonists preserved in some vacuum a version of 

the language they took with them from their home. “Colonial lag” certainly contributed to 

certain archaisms present in American speech, to be discussed later, but it does not 

account for the existence of entirely different American dialects nor does it explain how 

the virtual unintelligible dialects of England did not transpose into the colonies. 

92
 As Bryson notes, the term farmer since “the 1600s, and for some time 

afterward, signified an owner of land rather than one who worked it” (Bryson 3) 

93
 Mathews 8. One ought also to note that the among Bradford’s company, many 

had spent years in Holland and no doubt had acclimated to many of their expressions 

during that time. 

94
 David Hall notes that though “only a small number of the colonists seem 

wholly illiterate,” only about “60% of the adult males” could write at least their name, 

but “the ability to read exceeded the ability to write by a considerable margin” (Amory 
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120). See also Kenneth Lockridge. Literacy in Colonial New England. New York: W.W. 

Norton & Company, Inc., 1974, 13-42. 

95
 Or absence, breast, meadow, and side. See Mathews 5 for more examples. It 

should be noted that these are not simply variances in spelling—standardization would 

take another hundred years to formalize.  

96
 Come late eighteenth century, while the average American was more educated 

than the average Englishman, few Americans were considered truly erudite. Crèvecœur 

could present that as a point of unity among the colonists: “There is not among them an 

esquire, saving the unlettered magistrate … We have no princes, for whom we toil, 

starve, and bleed: we are the most perfect society now existing in the world. Here man is 

free; as he ought to be; nor is this pleasing equality so transitory as many others are” 

(emphasis added, Crèvecœur 67). 

97
 Several observers, both American and foreign, noted the “unsettled” nature of 

Americans during the eighteenth century and beyond, “moving frequently from place to 

place” so as not to be “so liable to local peculiarities either in accent or phraseology” 

(Witherspoon 228). 

98
 Albert Baugh notes a truism of American society then and now: “The merging 

of regional differences through the mixture of population that has been described has 

been promoted since by a certain mobility that characterizes the American people” 

(Baugh 358). See also Baugh 356-359. 
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99

 For examples particular to New England, see Fischer 57-62.  Over many 

generations, this process of linguistic derivation would gradually shift regional 

morphologies to something akin to a national morphology, what we now call Standard 

American English. 

100
 Bryson estimates this initial wave of immigrants to be upwards of eighty 

thousand people, twenty thousand of whom took up living in New England. See Bryson 

27. 

101
 For a more comprehensive discussion of “dialect mixing,” “Koineization,” and 

“leveling,” see Fischer, 57–62, 256–264, 470–475, 652–655. Longmore also notes some 

pronunciation differences between colonists and British. While the British elite would 

consider the pronunciations of cover as kiver, yesterday as yisterday, and yes as yis to be 

unsophisticated, “They became stylistic variants among individuals of every rank and 

region, not simply indicators of class” as in England (Longmore 531). 

102
 The conservative Duke of Newcastle would aptly note, “Controverseye Is a 

Civill Warr with the Pen which pulls out the sorde soone afterwards” (Baugh 254). 

103
 See Pyles 49-50. 

104
 William Kretzschmar Jr. presents a detailed account of the progressive western 

settlement, where “the sons and daughters of the established colonists … acquired speech 

habits as they made their way to the frontier” (Kretzschmar 41).  

105
 Though the OED traces the verb clear, meaning “To make clear from 

encumbrance or obstruction,” to the early sixteenth century, adding the suffix -ed became 
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a much derided “barbarism” almost as quickly as it was documented. See OED “clear” 

IV.10.a-b; “cleared”; Krapp 2. 

106
 The only comparable linguistic experience in the history of English is the 

creation of the London compromise dialect when individuals from all over England, 

Wales, Scotland, and Ireland converged on the seat of government in London. This influx 

of emigrants gradually molded the East Midlands dialect into a unique compromise 

dialect, a London dialect, which would then become the national Chancery Standard 

through the dissemination of official government and ecclesiastical documents to all the 

various counties and districts in the land.  

107
 See Hamlin Garland. Roadside Meetings. New York: The Macmillan 

Company, 1930, 90; Robert D. Bowden. In Defense of Tomorrow. North Stratford, NH: 

Ayer Co Pub, 1931, 171; and Alexander Cowie. The Rise of the American Novel. New 

York: American Book Company, 1931, 1. 

108
 In his book, The Radicalism of the American Revolution, Gordon Wood 

dedicates a chapter to comparing America’s truncated aristocracy with their lavish 

counterparts in England. He notes:  

All the topmost tiers of English society were missing in America. … 

Although real and substantial distinctions existed in colonial America, the 

colonial aristocracy was never as well established, never as wealthy, never 

as dominant as it would have liked. … The American aristocracy, such as 

it was, was not only weaker than its English counterpart; it also had a great 
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deal of trouble maintaining both the desired classical independence and its 

freedom from the marketplace. (Wood, Radicalism 112-113) 

See Wood, Radicalism ch. 7. 

109
 The self-designation of yeoman became popular even among those who did 

not actively work the land they owned, for even Jefferson later would write that it was 

through the yeoman that republican virtue and, one could argue, the upright American 

language would thrive. 

110
 Pyles makes note of several American class-based linguistic distinctions, 

namely those persistent in Charleston, South Carolina in Pyles 68-69. 

111
 Such an American linguistic turn can be frequently noted up to our time on 

public restroom doors in America where in England, they read almost ubiquitously the 

classless denotation men and women.  

112
 As this snippy maid’s remarks make clear, African-American slaves were not 

allowed to possess this ostensibly egalitarian dialect. Despite the overtures made towards 

such a unifying of rich and poor through a pan-American English, the fact that only 

whites, and in particular, whites of British ancestry, could be part of this “classless” 

societal and linguistic ideology, seems at best paradoxical. Furthermore, as engaged in 

note 89, another area of fruitful discussion is the linguistic import of African tongues, 

which contributed not only to what is now known as AAVE (African-American 

Vernacular English), but also made lasting impressions upon the nascent American 
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Standard as a whole—thereby connecting racial influence as a quaternary element to my 

discussion of dialect-formation, national identity, and America’s rhetoric of unity.  

113
 Before the Treaty of Union in 1707, where Scotland joined with England to 

become Great Britain, the Scottish were already under pressure to adopt Standard 

English. In fact, as early as the mid sixteenth century, the Scottish were discouraged from 

“Scottishness,” including not only the use of Gaelic but also braid Scots, or “broad 

Scots,” the regional dialect of English. See Baugh 277; Charles Jones. A Language 

Suppressed: The Pronunciation of the Scots Language in the 18
th

 Century. Edinburgh: 

John Donald, 1995.  

114
 Witherspoon, documenting these linguistic irregularities in 1781, demonstrates 

an important principle in linguistic studies: oral language has historically preceded 

written language. Hence, it is reasonable to assume that these manners of speech were 

entrenched long before they were documented by Witherspoon and other astute 

observers. 

115
 Bryson, for example notes that the Oklahoma State Constitution is 128 pages 

long. See Bryson 56. 

116
 Burnstein’s book about America’s 50 year jubilee celebration, largely, to use 

an Americanism, fits in with the theme of the rhetoric of unity for much that occurred 

after the Revolution began to reoccur fifty years later. Jacksonian Americans were 

acutely cognizant of the divisive issues such as slavery but like a generation earlier, were 
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more interested in the “elegant simplicity … underlying [their] democratic concept[s]” 

(Burnstein 6). 

117
 See Wood, Idea ch. 2. 

118
 For a fuller discussion of the two parties, and in particular, the relationship that 

led to the “Mayflower Compact,” see Philbrich, chapter 2. 

119
 Here, I reverse Jeremy Engel’s words: “The building up of a[n American] 

national identity occurred though the tearing down of invective” (Engels 320). 

120
  Franklin would write in 1751:  

Why should the Palatine boors be suffered to swarm into our settlements, and, by 

herding together, establish their language and manners, to the exclusion of ours? 

Why should Pennsylvania, founded by the English, become a colony of aliens, 

who will shortly be so numerous as to Germanize us instead of our Anglifying 

them, and will never adopt our language or customs any more than they can 

acquire our complexion? (Franklin 320) 

Ironically, those of German descent would come out in large numbers to support the 

Revolutionary, along with the Scotch-Irish who Franklin also scorned, in many 

regiments, often in higher proportions than those of English heritage. See Michael 

Stephenson. Patriot Battles: How the War of Independence was Fought. New York: 

Harper Collins, 2008, 30-31; Joseph George Rosengarten. The German Soldier in the 

Wars of the United States. Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott Company, 1890; Max von 

Eelking. The German Allied Troops in the North American War of Independence, 1776-
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1783. Trans. J.G. Rosengarten Albany, NY: Joel Munsell’s Sons, 1893; and David L. 

Valuska. “Von Heer's Provost Corps Marechausee: The Army's Military Police. An All 

Pennsylvania German Unit.” The Continental Line Summer (2007).  

121
 Lepore notes that the “number of non-native English speakers in the United 

States in 1790, then, was about 902,000”—approximately one out of every four people 

living in America. Yet Webster did not quarrel with these individuals but rather those 

who spoke different English dialects for they presented the greatest danger: “English 

dialects were the linguistic equivalent of political factions, a kind of ‘local prejudice’ that 

could rend the Union apart” (Lepore, A is for American 27-29). 
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