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CHAR′ACTER , n. 1. A mark made by cutting or engraving, as on  stone, metal . . . ;  hence, a mark or figure made with a pen or style,  on paper....4. The peculiar  qualities, impressed by nature or habit on  a  person, which distinguish him from  others. . . .
—NOAH WEBSTER,  An American Dictionary, 1828
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“Insightful and engaging. . . . Lepore’s handling of [these men’s] distinctive careers gives them the place they deserve in the  national consciousness.” 
—St.  Louis Post-Dispatch
“Lepore’s fresh work is suggestive of new ways of imagining  what  unites and divides us, what binds us to this earth.”
—The News & Observer
“Entertaining . . . a charming book about the quirky origins of some influential early American inventions.”
—The Washington Times
“Lepore has . . . produced a work of cultural history that is both diverting and informative.” 
—Book
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Samuel F. B. Morse, Noah Webster, 1823. (Courtesy of the  Mead Art  Museum, Amherst College.)

Prologue
A Likeness
COIN′CIDENCE, n. The falling or meeting of two or more lines,  surfaces, or bodies in the same point.
—NOAH WEBSTER,  An American Dictionary, 1828
In 1823, Noah Webster sat for a portrait. He was sixty-five, stiff, vain, and about to leave home for a year of study in Europe. There he would  pore  over crumbling pages at the British Museum and the Bibliothèque Nationale,  trying to track down the elusive origins of words.  Meanwhile, the portrait  was to be kept by his wife, Rebecca, to remember  him by during his long absence.  And on his return it was to serve as frontispiece for his soon-to-be-published   American Dictionary of the English  Language, his magnum opus,  his life’s work. Ever since 1783, when a  very young Webster published his  first “American” spelling book, his passion had been to develop—and,  literally, to spell and define—what he called the American language.  “Language,  as well as government  should be national,” Webster  insisted in  1789. “America should  have her own distinct from all the  world.”  1
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Samuel F. B. Morse, Self-Portrait,  1812–13. (Courtesy  of the Addison Gallery of American Art, Phillips Academy, Andover,  Massachusetts.)
In 1823, when Webster, now an  aging man of letters, sat in his crimson-cushioned chair and  stared at his portraitist with a kind  of grim  curiosity, his eyes fell on  the familiar face of a man half his  age. The  artist, Samuel Finley  Breese Morse, was the son of  Webster’s longtime friend  and  new neighbor Jedidiah Morse.  Noah and Jedidiah had just  missed each  other at Yale in the  1770s (Webster graduated in  1778; Morse entered in  1779),  but both men had recently resettled near their alma mater, just a few doors apart on Temple Street,  not far from the New Haven Green. Now,  in 1823, Morse’s eldest son, Finley to his friends, was called upon to take  Webster’s likeness.
And so it came to pass that the inventor of the code painted the  man  who wrote the dictionary.
That day, in the humble parlor of Webster’s New Haven home, Samuel Morse and Noah Webster stared at each other, sniffing as oil paint fumes filled the space between them. They paused, no doubt, to stretch, to take  a  cup of tea, to chat. What they said went unrecorded. Still, what brought Webster and Morse together bears looking into, not least because both  men  are central figures in the story this book has to tell, a story about how  a few early Americans tried to use letters and other characters—  alphabets,  syllabaries, signs, and codes—to strengthen the new American  nation,  to string it together with chains of letters and cables of wire, even  as  other Americans strained to break those chains and labored to stretch  those  cables across ocean floors.
A national language is a  national tie,” Noah Web-ster had insisted  in 1786,  “and what country wants it more  than America?” What  country,  indeed? Already larger and more  racially, ethnically, and linguistically  diverse than any western  European country, America in  Webster’s lifetime  tackled the  problem of unifying itself as a  nation by stirring nationalist  sentiment. The new United States  cast off all things British and  instead  created its own holidays  (the Fourth of July, Washington’s  birthday), produced  its own literature (Cooper, Emerson, and  more), invented its own founding moments (including the Pilgrims’  landing at Plymouth Rock), and  adopted  new, decidedly un-English ancestors, the noble but  savage American Indian.  To Webster and his supporters, the passion for American distinctiveness  naturally  extended to language:  America could never be fully independent from England,  or fully united as  a nation, without its own peculiar but common tongue.  As one writer  asked in 1815, “How tame will his language sound, who  would describe  Niagara in language fitted for the falls at London bridge,  or attempt the  majesty of the Mississippi in that which was made for the  Thames?”2
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Noah Webster’s American Spelling Book, 1790. (Courtesy  of the Library of Congress.)
In the 1780s and 1790s, fully convinced that the fledgling United States must break free from England in language as in politics, Webster encouraged Americans to spell differently from their English neighbors—  and more like one another. Americanizing spelling, he believed, would  help  Americanize Americans. By making American spelling different from English spelling, Webster hoped to cultivate a kind of orthographical  independence; by eradicating spelling variations within the United States,  he  hoped to build Americans’ fragile sense of national belonging. He largely succeeded. While Webster’s more radical spelling proposals—writing dawter for daughter, for instance—subjected him to scathing  attacks (one  hostile critic dubbed him No-ur Webstur, and even his adoring  brother-in-law once complained, “I ain’t yet quite ripe for your   Orthography”), his  patriotic American Spelling Book sold  wildly. Between 1783 and 1801 it  was reprinted fifty times, for a total of  one and a half million copies. By  1829 ten million copies had been printed,  and by the time Webster died in  1843, nearly every schoolchild in the now-sprawling  American Republic  had learned to spell using one of the millions of cheap  blue-backed copies  of Webster’s beloved speller.3
In 1800, flush with success, Webster turned to a new linguistic  project:  he boldly announced plans to compile a dictionary full of Americanisms, arguing that “new circumstances, new modes of life, new laws, new ideas of various kinds give rise to new words.” Critics were appalled at  Webster’s  audacity. An editorial in the New England Palladium snickered, “If  he will  persist, in spite of common sense, to furnish us with a dictionary  we do  not want, . . . let, then, the projected volume of foul and   unclean things  bear his own christian name and be called NOAH’S ARK.” Meanwhile,  the Gazette of the United States printed fictitious fan  mail for Webster’s  “nue Merrykin Dikshunary” from the most mocked  of America’s polyglot  masses. African slave “Cuffee” wrote: “Massa  Webser plese put sum  HOMMANY and sum GOOD POSSUM fat and sum two tree good  BAN-JOE in your new what-you-call-um Book for your fello Cytzen.” “Hans Bubbleblower” recommended, “As I find der ish no DONDER and BLIX-SUM  in de English Dikshonere I hope you put both in yours.” And the  entrepreneurial “Martha  O’Gabble” inquired whether Webster intended  to “buy words by  the hundred or by the dozen,” while her husband certified that his foulmouthed  Irish wife had “the best knack of coining new  words of any I ever knew.” 4
But that had been in 1800. Nearly a quarter century later, when  Webster sat to have his portrait painted, he had greatly recovered from the derision that had greeted much of his earlier work. In the intervening  years  his spelling book had become a publishing phenomenon, work on  the dictionary  had progressed, and largely through his own impassioned  and prolific public  defense of it, more and more Americans had come  around to Webster’s point  of view, becoming convinced that there was  indeed such a thing as an American  language and that if anyone could define it, that man was  Noah Webster. Webster at sixty-five was a  failed schoolmaster, a passable  flutist, a lousy lawyer, an intriguing  essayist, an inexhaustible lobbyist,  a  shrill editor, a pompous lecturer,  and a man once dubbed “critick  and  coxcomb general of the United  States,” but he was undoubtedly also a prominent American citizen  and, to many Americans, an eminent and  admirable man of letters.
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The “porcupine portrait” of Noah   Webster. (Courtesy  of the Library of Congress.)
To promote his work, Webster  had great need for a good portrait;  he was desperate to replace the  crude and outdated woodcut that  served  as the frontispiece of his  spelling book. At least one reviewer  worried  that the so-called porcupine  portrait was so ugly that it might  even “frighten  children . . . from  learning to read.”5 Before leaving for Europe and befitting his decades of  labor in preparing the American  Dictionary, including the learning of more than twenty languages,  Webster wanted a mature, scholarly, and most decidedly nonporcupine portrait to accompany his lasting legacy to the American people, a work that, for many Americans, would make “Webster” a synonym for “dictionary.” For  that, he turned to his neighbor’s son Finley.
In 1823 Samuel Finley Breese Morse was thirty-two and broke. He had  always  wanted to be a painter, even as a boy, and his loving parents had  indulged  him by sending him to England in 1811 to train with Benjamin West and Washington  Allston. In London, Morse was a star; his  eight-by-six-foot Dying Hercules  won prizes and praise when it was exhibited there in 1813. Two years later  he returned to the United States seeking fame and fortune. He was profoundly  disappointed. A friend had  warned Morse in 1816, “Portrait painting  alone is profitable in this country, our rich men not having yet obtained  that relish for the fine arts  which would  lead them to  admire a painting for its own  sake, or to patronize Genius from the noble principles of  love for excellence, & love for  country.”  6 Morse found these  words painfully prophetic. In  America no one would  pay him  to paint epic art, and when he  exhibited his work, no one  would  pay to see it. By 1823,  married with two children,  Morse found himself living  in  his decrepit New York studio,  farming his family out to the  care of  his father, Jedidiah, in  New Haven. To help pay for  their charge, he diligently  traveled to New Haven to paint the  portraits of the Elm City elite:  Eli  Whitney, inventor of the  cotton gin; Jeremiah Day, president of Yale; and  No-ur Webstur, spelling fanatic.
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Samuel F. B. Morse, Dying Hercules,  1812–13. (Courtesy  of the Yale University Art Gallery.)
“You may read Pedant in his very phiz,” William Dunlap  once said of  Webster.7 And you may read a pedant in his portrait  too. Morse was a fine  portraitist, and however much he hated hackwork, his  rough portrait  captures Webster’s character well: he painted him as a tight-lipped, supercilious, embittered patriarch, all true to contemporary descriptions and to everything knowable about Noah Webster, who was as a man  rather Pecksniffian.
Webster’s wife considered Morse’s portrait a wonderful likeness  and  years later the lexicographer’s great-granddaughter reported that it “was considered by most of the family as the best ever painted of him.”  8 In  1823, Webster himself must have admired the likeness. When he returned from Europe, he chose to include an engraving based on it in the American Dictionary, first published in 1828, after which Morse’s  painting toppled the notorious porcupine portrait, becoming the most common image of the great lexicographer, even long after his death.
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Pages from Morse’s 1832 sketchbook, with his first plans for the telegraph  and  numerical code. (Courtesy of the Library of Congress.)
Yet despite Samuel Morse’s obvious talent, favorable critical reviews, and occasional important commissions, he never found fortune as an  artist.  Within a decade of painting Webster, Morse had nearly abandoned  his art altogether  in favor of pursuing “new plans.” In 1832, returning from  a trip  to Europe, he fell into dinner conversation with other ship’s passengers on  the question of electromagnetism, a small interest of his since his  college  days. Inspired, he drew plans in his sketchbook for a refined electromagnetic  telegraph and a coded system of dots and dashes by which it  could be used  to communicate at a distance. He hoped that this invention  might bring him  the wealth that, as a painter, he had found so elusive.
Initially Morse devised a numerical code of dots and dashes, a cipher to be used only by government operatives for secret communiqués. Why a secret code? Morse never said. But at the time he believed there was a clandestine, international conspiracy to overthrow the U.S. government, a plot led ultimately by the pope, by which European monarchs were  exporting  Catholics to the United States to undermine and eventually to  destroy American  democracy. In 1835 Morse’s ferocious nativism led him  to publish Imminent  Dangers to the Free Institutions of the United States  through Foreign  Immigration, advocating the passage of a new naturalization law whereby “no  foreigner who comes into the country after the  law is passed shall ever be  allowed the right of suffrage. ”9
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Morse’s first telegraph message, 1844. (Courtesy of the Library  of Congress.)
Morse never gave up his hatred of immigrants, but by the late 1830s  he  had abandoned his secret numerical cipher as impractical and inefficient and had settled instead on an ingeniously simple dot-and-dash alphabet. In 1844 he achieved his long-awaited public triumph when he sent his  now-famous  message along a forty-mile test wire built between Washington and Baltimore.  Sitting at a desk in the chambers of the U.S. Supreme  Court, Morse tapped  out on his telegraph, “W-H-A-T H-A-T-H G-O-D  W-R-O-U-G-H-T?”  10
What indeed? From the start Samuel Morse’s invention was hailed  as a  glue that, like Noah Webster’s spelling book, might help bind Americans  to  one another. As early as 1838 Morse himself had predicted that before long “the whole surface of this country would be channelled for those nerves which are to diffuse, with the speed of thought, a knowledge  of all  that is occurring throughout the land; making, in fact, one neighborhood    of the whole country.” The telegraph, the American Telegraph  Magazine  reported in the 1850s, “renders us emphatically ‘ONE PEOPLE.’ ” By  1860 fifty thousand miles of telegraph wires would stretch across the country, connecting over fourteen hundred stations, staffed by ten thousand  telegraph operators, sending millions of messages in Morse’s simple,  elegant  code. On the eve of the laying of a cable under the Atlantic, many  people  on both sides of the ocean expected the international telegraph to  go beyond  tying Americans together to paving the way for “universal harmony” and global peace; in 1855, Morse himself predicted, “I trust that  one  of its effects will be to bind man to his fellow-man in such bonds of  amity  as to put an end to war.”11
In 1823, when Samuel Morse and Noah Webster sat in the parlor of  Webster’s  New Haven house, sniffing at oil paint fumes, neither man  could have predicted  that although in their lifetimes both would be  hailed by Americans from Albany  to Albuquerque as men whose innovations helped hold the growing nation together,  Morse’s legacy would eventually loom larger, especially  on the global stage. From the perspective of  the twenty-first century, Morse’s  alphabetic code of dots and dashes, even  if it didn’t “put an end to  war,” began the worldwide revolution in communications we ourselves  participate in each time we log on to the Internet,  while Webster’s greatest  global legacy is the kind of petty parochialism by  which Americans write  honor and the British write honour.
But surely our modern-day perspective misses the point. To see Morse as a man of technology and Webster as a man of letters, to call Morse’s code a technological innovation and Webster’s spelling a literary one is to draw artificial, ahistorical boundaries. And to consider Morse a visionary globalist and Webster a stubborn nationalist is to forget that both despised foreigners and their influence on American life (Webster once memorably grumbled that “the country would be as prosperous and much more happy if no European should set his foot on our shores”); both placed the  nation  above all; and both were swept up in nineteenth-century fantasies  of universal harmony (Morse hoped his code would put an end to war; Webster expected American English to become the global language).12
One remedy for this blurry hindsight is to focus on Webster and  Morse  as they sat together in Webster’s parlor in 1823. Picturing them in  that  room and thinking about how they came to be there and where they went next remind us that while Webster’s critics worried he would let foreign words into his dictionary, Morse worked to keep foreigners out of American  ballot boxes. Webster wanted to nationalize language, and Morse  ended up  internationalizing communication, but both embraced early  America’s passionate  nativist prejudices and nationalist fervor.
This book commits many such acts of juxtaposition. A Is for American    is a collection of character sketches, in which I’ve attempted to take  the  likenesses of seven men: Noah Webster (1758–1843), William Thornton (1759–1828), Sequoyah (c. 1760–1843), Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet (1785–1860), Abd al-Rahman Ibrahima (c. 1762–1829), Samuel  F. B.  Morse (1791–1872), and Alexander Graham Bell (1847–1922).  By most  conventional measures, these men had little in common. And, although they meet time and again on the pages of this book, most of them never  caught  a glimpse of one another while they walked the earth. What binds  the characters  in this book is something other than personal acquaintance. Here Webster is  compared with Morse, and Morse with Bell, and  Bell with Gallaudet, and on  and on, because all of them explored the idea  that letters and other characters—alphabets,  syllabaries, signs, and  codes—hold nations together, and not because  they shared a cup of tea.
Webster, Thornton, Sequoyah, Gallaudet, Abd al-Rahman, Morse, and  Bell are a motley crew, but they are also, each of them,  fascinating characters, men whose lives are rich with irony and passion and  a certain kind of  flawed earnestness. Taken singly, it would be easy to get  lost in these lives.  Taken together, they bear on the most pressing issues  facing the newly  United States on the roller coaster ride from Revolution  to Reconstruction: the need for an educated citizenry, the problem of faction  in a large  republic, the fear of disunion, and the challenge of unifying  a diverse people. And they also trace several major trajectories of nineteenth-century American history: from arts and letters to technology and progress; from nation to race; from union to disunion.
In the pages that follow, I consider these characters one at a time,  to  share with you their small, sometimes thrilling stories, and all together,  to  tell a tale, sometimes chilling, of the birth and growth of the American nation. Noah Webster is a kind of beginning for the tale I have to tell,  and  Samuel Morse is a kind of end. That they met, somewhere in the middle, and stared at each other for a good long while, seemed a fine place to  begin.
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CON′STITUTE, v.t. 1. To set: to fix; to  enact; to establish.  2. To form or compose; to give formal existence to; to make  a thing what  it is. . . .
—NOAH WEBSTER,  An American Dictionary, 1828


1
An American Language
On July 23, 1788, the people of New York spilled out onto the  streets  of the city, streets that had been specially swept and  watered the night  before. In the summer sun, five thousand New  Yorkers formed a procession  a mile and a half long, while thousands more  watched from sidewalks, windows,  doorways, and rooftops. The Federal  Procession was meant both to stir and  to display the people’s passions in support of the Constitution, drafted  in Philadelphia in 1787, already  ratified by ten out of the thirteen states,  and now being debated at New  York’s ratifying convention in Poughkeepsie.  Meanwhile, in Manhattan,  marchers expressed their support for the Constitution  with a splash of  panache and a fair bit of wit. A contingent of confectioners  carried a ten-foot-long “federal cake,” one foot for each state  that had ratified. Thirty-one skinners, breeches makers, and glovers wore “buckskin  waistcoasts,  faced with blue silk, breeches, gloves, and stockings, with  a buck’s tail in  their hats,” and waved a standard bearing the motto “Americans,  encourage your own manufactures.” The butchers’ stage carried a thousand-pound  ox and a flag reading, “Skin me well, dress me neat, and send me aboard the federal fleet.” Even the solitary  equine veterinarian was  dressed in “an elegant half shirt, with a painted  horse on his breast,” over  which was written, “Federal Horse  Doctor.” From early morning until  nearly dusk, a parade of trumpeters,  artillery pieces, mounted horses,  floats, and citizens from physicians to  upholsterers inched its way down  Broadway, through Hanover Square, and, still  more slowly, back again. At  the end of it all, Noah Webster, who marched  with the rest, wearily  summed it up in his diary: “Very brilliant,  but fatiguing.”1
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Noah Webster in 1788, from a  miniature by William Verstille.    (Courtesy of the Litchfield Historical Society,  Litchfield, Connecticut.)
Webster trudged along the streets of New York that day as a member  of  the New York Philological Society, “whose flag & uniform black  dress,” he  noted with pride, “made a very respectable figure.” The society, founded in  March 1788, “for the purpose of ascertaining  and improving the American  Tongue,” had spent much of  July preparing for the grand procession,  where, dressed in black, the philologists  marched in a division with other  pen-pushers—lawyers, college students,  merchants, and traders. Perhaps  they hoped to keep their distance from more  muscular marchers whose  displays they could not hope to rival. But if the  philologists could not bear  the weight of a federal cake or pull a half-ton  ox, they did manage to carry  four symbolic props: a flag (“embellished  with the Genius of America,  crowned with a wreath of 13 plumes, ten of them  starred, representing the ten States which have ratified  the Constitution. Her right hand pointing to  the Philological Society, and  in her left, a standard, with a pendant,  inscribed with the word, CONSTITUTION”); a copy of “Mr. Horne  Tooke’s treatise on language” (an influential  linguistic tract); a scroll “containing the principles of a Federal  language” (the text of which unfortunately has not survived); and  an extraordinarily elaborate coat of arms.  Designed in part by Webster himself,  the coat of arms depicted three  tongues; a chevron; an eye over a pyramid  inscribed with Gothic, Hebrew,  and Greek letters; a crest and key; and a  shield ornamented with oak and  flax, supported, on one side, by Hermes with  a wand and, on the other, by  Cadmus in a purple robe (holding, in his other  hand, papyrus covered by  Phoenician characters).2
In the aftermath of the bloody War for Independence, New York’s philologists hoped that peacetime America would embrace language and  literature  and adopt, if not a federal cake, a federal, national language.  Winning the  war had gained the former colonies their political independence from Britain,  ratifying the Constitution would unify the states  under a national government,  but what would hold ordinary Americans  together? Inhabitants of the thirteen “united” states were both too much  like the English and not enough like one another.  Americans in the 1780s  shared very little by way of heritage, custom, and  manners, and what little  they did share, they shared with England. What,  then, made them American? Noah Webster and his supporters believed that Americans  needed,  first, a national government and, second, a national language.
That any group of people form a “nation” is a kind of  fiction, an act of imagination. A common ethnicity, heritage, and culture  make this act of imagination a bit less strenuous, and a common language  can make  it a great deal easier. As early as the seventh century Isidore  of Seville  observed: “Nations have arisen from tongues, not tongues  from nations.”  Yet national boundaries and language boundaries are  rarely one and the  same. Spain is not a nation of only people who speak “Spanish,” nor do all  Spanish speakers live there. According to one recent estimate, “there  are  some four to five thousand languages in the world but only about 140 nation-states.”3 Much as their governments might claim,  or wish otherwise, all the world’s nations are multilingual to one degree  or another.  Why, then, do so many people believe, and some insist, otherwise?
A “nation” is a relatively recent Western invention.  And the idea that  languages define nations—that how we speak and write  and even spell is a  necessary marker of our national character—is an  assumption or really an invention that many people now  take for granted but that first became  commonplace and assumed special prominence  during Noah Webster’s  lifetime. By 1849, six years after Webster’s death,  the French minister  Paul de Bourgoing could declare with confidence that “this  principle of  the division of nationalities by their languages thus appears  to be in truth  the ruling political idea of our times.” 4
During the early modern era, when modern nation-states were  founded,  the idea that languages define nations had a special resonance.  In Europe,  nations fully emerged as political bodies only when vernacular  languages  began to stabilize. Before the invention of the printing press in  the fifteenth  century, books that circulated in manuscript were usually  written in Latin  and read only by scholars and nobles; literacy among the  common people, who  spoke a variety of vernacular languages and dialects,  remained very low.  With printing came not only a proliferation of print  and a sharp rise in  literacy rates but also printing in vernacular tongues.  Over time a single  French dialect out of the many spoken in France came  to be favored by printers,  and that “French” became a national standard.  That the people  of France began increasingly to read and eventually to  speak something that  came to be called the French language made it easier for them to consider  themselves as belonging to a single nation. They  might continue to speak  different dialects and even different languages,  but the fiction of linguistic  uniformity made the fiction of nationhood easier to swallow: the French are  French because they speak French.5
The new United States could adopt no such seemingly simple solution. An American is an American because he speaks . . . English? In the aftermath  of the American Revolution, Americans faced the same problem  many postcolonial  nations face today: speaking the language of the now-despised mother country.  As one American put it in 1787, “In most cases,  a national language  answers the purpose of distinction: but we have the  misfortune of speaking  the same language with a nation, who, of all people  in Europe, have given,  and continue to give us fewest proofs of love.”  Noah Webster believed  he had found the solution. “Language, as well as  government  should be national,” he insisted. “America should have her    own distinct from all the world. Such is the policy of other nations,  and  such must be our policy.”6
On that sultry New York summer day in 1788, a phalanx of philologists dressed in black and carrying a flag, a scroll, a treatise, and an extraordinary  coat of arms insisted that a national language was nearly as necessary  to  national unity as the Constitution itself, a main but missing ingredient in a half-baked nation. Were they right?
Our Pretended Union 
Noah Webster was an ardent Federalist, an admirer of the Constitution and a vigorous proponent of its ratification. He admired the Constitution so much that he liked to take credit for it, even though he wrote not a line of it and was nowhere to be found among the fifty-five delegates to the convention in Philadelphia in 1787 who debated and revised a document  initially  drafted by James Madison. (Although Webster was at the time  in  Philadelphia,  serving as schoolmaster and delivering lectures on language). What Webster  liked to take credit for was not the text of the Constitution but the idea  of it. In 1785 he had published a pamphlet in  Hartford, titled Sketches  of American Policy, that included an essay on a  “Plan of Policy  for improving the Advantages and perpetuating the Union  of the American States,” and later in life he claimed that this essay contained “the first  public proposition” urging “the establishment of a  National Constitution.” 7
At the time Webster wrote his Sketches of American Policy, very  many  Americans were eager for a new plan of union. Since 1777 the thirteen states had been united under a legal pact called the Articles of Confederation,  but especially because Article II declared that “each state retains  its  sovereignty, freedom and independence,” America under the Articles  was  basically a loose alliance of wholly independent states over which the  Continental Congress had almost no authority. When the war ended in 1783, terms of peace had to be negotiated with all thirteen states, and after the peace, the states only fragmented further. With no executive or judicial body, and with a legislative body lacking any real power, the federal government  was unable to intervene in the disputes between states that  became all too  common in the war’s aftermath, not least because seven of  the thirteen colonies  printed their own money, nine had their own navies  (likely to seize the ships  of other states), most passed tariff laws against  neighboring states, and  many quarreled over boundaries. Eyeing this state  of affairs, Alexander Hamilton  complained that the Articles had created  “little, jealous, clashing,  tumultuous commonwealths, the wretched nurseries of unceasing discord,” while George Washington called the Continental Congress “a half-starved,  limping government, that appears to be  always moving upon crutches, and tottering  at every step.”8
Noah Webster agreed. “Our pretended union is but a name,” he  declared in his Sketches of American Policy, “and our confederation,  a  cobweb.” Before the Philadelphia convention met in 1787, most critics  of  the existing government had called for revisions to the Articles that  would  give more power to the Continental Congress, including the power to  tax.  Webster, however, believed increasing the powers of Congress required  a  wholesale reconstitution of the federal government and the establishment of a wholly national union. “Must the powers of Congress be increased?”  he asked, and answered: “This question implies gross ignorance of the nature of government. The question ought to be, must the American  states  be united?” If yes, “there must be a supreme head, in which the power of all the states is united.”9
Webster was neither the first nor the only pundit to advocate abandoning  the Articles in favor of a federal constitution (his own distant relation Pelatiah Webster had earlier published A Dissertation on the Political    Union and Constitution of the Thirteen United States of North Amer  ica).10 And, although Noah Webster urged modeling the national  constitution on state constitutions (specifically, on the Connecticut constitution), his “Plan of Policy for Improving the Advantages and Perpetuating the Union of the American States” was more polemic than plan. Still, he  did  write with passion about national union. In his Sketches, Webster  contended that “three principles . . . have generally operated in combining the members of society under some supreme power: a standing army, religion  and fear of an external force.” None of these “can be the bond  of  union among the American states.” Americans would never allow a  standing army, a weapon of despots. The Protestant religion might bring peace and harmony to the United States, but it would never compel union as do religions of “superstition” by keeping people in ignorance. And  America,  remote from Europe, need not fear invasion or conquest. “We  must  therefore search for new principles in modelling our political system,”  Webster concluded. “We must find new bonds of union to perpetuate the confederation.”
In Webster’s mind, those new bonds of union would derive in large part from a strong national government that would serve as the “supreme power” necessary to hold the states, and the people, together. Yet,  he  hinted, something more was needed. The Articles of Confederation  were  not all that weakened the Union, weaving it together with the slender threads  of a cobweb. Poor education, which fueled local prejudices,  especially between  New Englanders and southerners, pulled the nation  apart. And, just as ignorant  Americans cherished the ways in which they were different  from one another, they also stupidly aspired to be more like  Europeans. “Nothing  can be more ridiculous,” Webster complained,  “than a servile  imitation of the manners, the language, and the vices of  foreigners. . .  . Nothing can betray a more despicable disposition in Americans, than to be  the apes of Europeans.” And nothing, but nothing, nauseated Webster  more than those preposterously affected Americans who  “must, in all  their discourse, mingle a spice of sans souci and je ne scai [sic] quoi.”
“America is an independent empire,” Webster insisted, “and  ought to  assume a national character.” A national constitution would  strengthen  political union, but Americans must also constitute themselves  as a distinct and united people. “We ought not to consider ourselves  as inhabitants of a single state only,” he implored his readers, “but  as Americans, as  the common subjects of a great empire.”  11 To develop a “national character,” America must first  cast off its cultural subservience to Europe and,  second, eradicate local  prejudices. Language, Webster believed, was the  stone that could kill both  those birds: if Americans could be shamed into  silencing their pretentious   je ne sais quois and coached out of their  provincial twangs and drawls,  the resulting national, homegrown American language would go a long way toward  establishing a national character. It was a nice, neat plan, one that Webster  had first contemplated in  1783, even before he’d come up with the idea for  a national constitution.

Our Political Harmony 
The Revolutionary War officially ended with the signing of the Peace of Paris in 1783. That same year young Noah Webster published his American spelling  book. It was, he asserted, an act of passionate patriotism:  “The author  wishes to promote the honour and prosperity of the confederated republics  of America.” Webster’s readers received the book in the  spirit in which  it was offered: Timothy Pickering, quartermaster general of  the Continental  army, wrote to his wife, “I think the work will do honor to  his country.”  12
It’s tempting to class Webster’s spelling book with a number of  other  patriotic post-Revolutionary schemes promoting a distinctive national  language. In 1787 the Marquis de Chastellux observed that Americans were considering abandoning English altogether and adopting Hebrew  as the  national language, both to distance themselves from Britain and to  signal  themselves as a chosen people. Meanwhile, an English observer reported that American revolutionaries had contemplated making French the  national  language as a means of “revenging themselves on England.”  Greek  too was apparently considered. Yet as one commentator remarked  in 1815, “ninety-nine,  out of a hundred, and more probably nine hundred  and ninety-nine, out of  a thousand, Americans, never heard” of such  plans.13
Webster’s solution was both more practical and infinitely more popular: he proposed to teach Americans to spell and speak the same as one  another,  but differently from people in England, thereby creating an  “American  language,” which over the years would become “as different  from  the future language of England, as the modern Dutch, Danish and  Swedish are  from the German, or from one another.”14
Not only was Webster’s solution more practical than adopting Hebrew, French, or Greek as the national language, but it also remedied another problem altogether. To Webster’s way of thinking, the obstacle to the formation  of a “national character” wasn’t simply that Americans spoke English, the language of the people who “give us fewest proofs of love,” but  that they spoke it differently from one another. Variant pronunciation between northerners and southerners, Webster observed, “affords much diversion to their neighbours,” while “the language of the middle  States is tinctured with a variety of Irish, Scotch and German dialects  which are justly censured as deviations from propriety and the standard  of elegant pronunciation.” A uniform, national standard for spelling,  Webster  believed, would create a uniform, national standard of pronunciation  and  “demolish those odious distinctions of provincial dialects, which  are the  objects of reciprocal ridicule in the United States.” More  than mere mockery was at stake. “Small differences in pronunciation  at first excite  ridicule—a habit of laughing at the singularities of  strangers is followed by  disrespect,” and soon enough Virginians come  to despise New Englanders, and vice versa. “Our political harmony is  therefore concerned in a  uniformity of language.”15
Webster could attempt to standardize spelling because before the  eighteenth century very few standards existed. Before the advent of printing, spelling was altogether personal and erratic; by Webster’s lifetime it had become less so, but spelling still varied by region and even by individual  (a  writer might even spell the same word two different ways on the same page). This highly irregular state of affairs was a good part of what had  led several  European nations to establish language academies to dictate both  spelling  and usage. (It was in an attempt to standardize orthography, for  instance,  that the Académie Française, founded in 1635, codified  French’s  diacritical marks over accented vowels.)16
[image: image]
The alphabet from Webster’s  American Spelling Book,  1789. (Courtesy of the American  Antiquarian Society.)
Webster believed the establishment of an American academy to regulate  the language was unlikely. Although he expected that “the reformation  of the language we speak will some time or other be thought an object  of  legislative importance,” in the meantime, a humble fourteen-shilling spelling book would have to do, and it might even achieve the same end.  17  If every American learned proper pronunciation by reading Webster’s spelling book, all Americans would eventually speak and spell alike. And what, other than a national government, could be more important for  national  unity?
[image: image]
A guide to pronunciation in  Webster’s American Spelling Book, 1789. (Courtesy of the  American Antiquarian Society.)

Speaking the Same Language 
“All America waits anxiously for the Plan of Government,” Webster  wrote  in his diary from Philadelphia on September 18, 1787, as Benjamin Franklin presented the Constitution of the United States to the Pennsylvania  Assembly. The day before, thirty-nine of the remaining forty-two delegates  to the Constitutional Convention had signed the final draft  (thirteen of  the original fifty-five had already gone home), and Franklin,  upon signing,  had memorably declared, “Thus I consent, Sir, to this Constitution,  because I expect no better, and because I am not sure it is not  the best.”  18
Whether it was the best, or at least good enough, was for Americans  to  decide. In order for the Constitution to become law, nine out of the thirteen  states were required to ratify it, but Federalists knew that nothing less than unanimous ratification was necessary to establish a stable government.  Immediately after it was signed, the plan was made public, printed  throughout  the states in broadsides, posted at church doors and taverns,  read aloud  on town squares. A torrent of essays and pamphlets rained  upon the nation  as proponents of the Constitution rushed to publish arguments endorsing its  ratification, most notably the eighty-five essays known  as the Federalist  Papers, written by John Jay, Alexander Hamilton, and  James Madison. (At the  request of a convention delegate, Webster added  his own contribution to this  flood of print; his Examination into the 
Leading Principles of the Federal  Constitution was published in Philadelphia in  October 1787, just a month  after the signing.19) Meanwhile, opponents of  the Constitution,  known as the Antifederalists, published their own forceful tracts, disputing  the Federalists’ claims point by point. The bells that  rang in Philadelphia  on September 18, 1787, heralded not only the new  Constitution but also nearly  two years of rancorous debate about America,  its people, and the nature of  government.
Beginning in December 1787, state ratifying conventions were assembled  to debate the Constitution’s merits. Everywhere Federalists argued  that the  Constitution was a necessary reform from the excesses of revolution. At the  New York State ratifying convention, Hamilton asserted that  in the drafting  of the Articles of Confederation, “The zeal for liberty  became predominant  and excessive,” but that the Constitution represented “a principle  of strength and stability in the organisation of our government, and vigor  in its operations.” Antifederalists meanwhile claimed  that in the interests  of such stability, the Constitution took so much power  away from the states  as to create a tyrannical national government. In  New York, John Lansing  denounced the Constitution as “a triple headed  monster, as deep and  wicked a conspiracy as ever was invented in the  darkest ages against the  liberties of a free people.” Many Antifederalists,  like Richard Henry  Lee of Virginia, considered the Constitution a reversal  of the Revolution. “’Tis  really astonishing,” Lee declared, “that the same  people who  have just emerged from a long and cruel war in defense of liberty, should  now agree to fix an elective despotism upon themselves and  their prosperity.” 20
Among Antifederalists’ prime objections to the Constitution was  its provision for a small elite to represent the people of a vast nation.  Prevailing  eighteenth-century political philosophy, most famously articulated  by Montesquieu, warned that a republican government could  only exist in a  small, homogeneous country. Only where the people were so  alike and living in such close proximity as to share common, if not identical,  concerns  could a representative government work. Antifederalists argued that  in  establishing a republic so sprawling and heterogeneous as the United States, the people would inevitably fragment into factions, each concerned  with its narrow self-interest rather than with the good of the  whole.
“Republics are proverbial for factions,” Noah  Webster would write in  his definition of faction, in his 1828 dictionary.  Indeed, this pervasive fear  of factions in large republics had influenced  the framing of the Articles of  Confederation, which essentially created an  alliance of small republics,  the states, in order to avoid the kind of factionalism  that was expected to  result from uniting
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