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ABSTRACT

THE LONG JOURNEY OF NOAH WEBSTER
By

Richard M. Rollins

Noah Webster's life was a psychological, intellectual
and emotional journey encompassing a wide range of beliefs
and activities. It covered a span of more than eight decades
and touched an enormous number of significant events and in-
dividuals. This study is an intellectual portrait, concentrat-
ing on the development of his views of himself and the world
in which he lived.

Webster's family, education, religion and general
milieu failed to provide him with a sense of direction and be-
longing. By 1781-1782 he felt rejected by his father, his
first love, and by American society as a whole. This led to
an identity crisis of the kind described by Erik Erikson.

Erikson points out that identity crises are often re-
solved by embracing a strong, systematic ideology. Webster
spent the early 1780's agitating for universal white male suf-
frage, equal distribution of property, complete religious tol-

eration and abolition of slavery. His Grammatical Institute

of the English Language (1783-1785) embodied these principles.

Webster viewed the schools as tools of social change.
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As a result of the civil unrest and economic trouble
symbolized by Shays' Rebellion, Webster began to advocate a
balance between his revolutionary ideals and a stronger form
of government. He established the first national magazine in
New York in 1787 and wrote an important essay in favor of the
new government.

Erich Fromm notes that those who begin by fighting
for freedom often end up on the side of the oppressors.
Chapter five is a detailed analysis of the beginning of that
transformation in the life of Noah Webster. 1In 1793, with
the backing of Jay, King, Hamilton and others, he became the
leading Federalist editor in New York. His concern with the
expansion of human freedom and its manifestations in the gen-
eral trend of events is evident throughout his work. As a
culmination of anxieties and fears that had been building up
since the mid-1780's, Webster carefully rethought all his
values and beliefs. He concluded that man was not basically
good, but savage in nature. From this point on, the control
of human passions and the restriction of human freedom were
his major concerns. By 1798 he reached the state of mind
that Fromm calls "moral aloneness:" alienation, helplessness
and despair. 1In April he fled to Connecticut, as he himself
indicated, to save his own sanity. 1In a frenzied Fourth of
July speech he called for the imposition of authority and re-

pudiated the very principles he had espoused in the 1780's.
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In 1808 he experienced a conversion to evangelical
Protestantism. It was the result of deep anxiety over national
events, his relationships with his family, and religious intro-
spection. Evangelical Protestantism dictated his political,
social, historical and religious views. He believed that per-
sonal and public tranquillity could only be achieved if all
Americans were completely submissive to their civil and reli-
gious authorities. A member of the "second great awakening,"
his main concern was social control.

The American Dictionary was originally conceived as a
patriotic attempt to enhance American independence from
England. Yet after 1808 it became something quite different.
Webster believed that language could influence the behavior
and opinions of individuals. As early as 1790, he consciously
attempted to influence the thinking of his readers by defining
words in certain ways. In his later work he used the defini-
tions of key terms, such as "free," "equal," "liberty," "edu-
cation," and "authority" to influence the development of spe-
cific personality traits. If all Americans believed that the
United States was not a democracy but a republic, that all
men were not equal and that no man was really free, that edu-
cation should be used to convince individuals to submit to
religious and political authority, then social control could
be established.

The last decade of Webster's life was among his most
productive. He wrote several major and minor essays, all bit-

terly critical of American society and advocating strong
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£ social control. Finally, the "log-cabin campaign"
him of the futility of his efforts. The long jour-
Webster ended in bitterness and despair in 1843.
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INTRODUCTION

The good and the brave of all nations are
welcome to the last resort of liberty and
religion; to behold and take part in the
closing scene of the vast drama, which has
been exhibited on this terrestrial theater,
where vice and despotism will be shrouded
in despair, and virtue and freedom triumph
in the rewards of peace, security and hap-
piness.

N. W., 1783

We deserve all our public evils. We are a
degenerate and wicked people.

N. W., 1836

vi
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"I have in the course of my life been often obliged
to change my opinions."1 With these cryptic words seventy-
six year-old Noah Webster acknowledged that his life had en-
compassed an extraordinary sweep of events and ideas, that
they had affected him in profound ways. For nearly six dec-
ades he had walked among the men who even in the early years
of the republic assumed mythic dimensions. In 1775 he heard
the news of Lexington and Concord and marched off to fight
the British. 1In the 1780's Webster traveled the length and
breadth of the Confederation strenuously advocating the opti-
mistic doctrine he believed the Revolution had been fought
for: liberty, equality and a utopian future. George
Washington, Benjamin Franklin, James Madison and many others
paid tribute to these endeavors. As the leading Federalist
editor in New York in the 1790's, Noah Webster became deeply
involved in national affairs and joined John Jay, Alexander
Hamilton, Rufus King, Oliver Wolcott, Jr., and others in their
attempts to control and contain the flow of events. With
these men he voiced strong criticism of many aspects of
American life and of the very nature of man. After 1800 he
expressed deep hostility toward most of the developments he

observed. In 1808 Noah Webster experienced a profound

1'To the Editor of the Palladium," February 7, 1835,
Harry R. Warfel, The Letters of Noah Webster (New York:
Library Publishers, e De >

vii
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religious conversion. For the rest of his life he expressed
the conviction that man was innately depraved and that democ-
racy was unworkable. America seemed to the elder Webster an
erring nation, one that could only function smoothly if all
citizens submitted their hearts and minds to the command-
ments of divine and civil authority.

The life of Noah Webster was a long journey through
a myriad of psychological, intellectual, emotional, religious
and political changes. It was tightly interwoven with and
directly connected to a half-century of tumultuous changes
on the ﬁaticnal level. The structure and vicissitudes of his
world-view may be traced in everything he wrote; newspaper
articles, letters to friends and enemies, his diary, books,
essays and intimate letters to his family. They even appear
in his essays on economics, science and linguistics. His
most famous work, the American Dictionary, was a summary of
his life experiences as well as a monumental scholarly achieve-
ment. Writing to Thomas Jefferson in 1790, Webster indicated
he was aware that his public writing carried the burden of his
views of the world at large. One of his reading books, he
said, might never be as widely used as his spelling book.
Yet both were vehicles with which he hoped "to diffuse some
useful truths; which is my primary object in all my publica-

tions."2

zNoah Webster to Thomas Jefferson, quoted in Edwin A.
Carpenter, Jr., A Bibliography of the Writings of Noah Webster
(New York: New York PuSEIc L¥5rary, 1958), p. 268.
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This study is an inquiry into the relationships of
the thought and feelings of a specific individual and the
world in which he lived. As such it is not a standard bio-
graphical narrative of the events in the life of a "great
man."3 Nor is it a full analysis of everything he said or
did. scholarly monographs could be written concentrating on
his scientific treatises alone. His educational achieve-
ments have already been the subject of much discussion.4
"The Long Journey of Noah Webster" seeks to suggest how and
why a man who started out as a celebrator of man and American
society ended his life as one of their most bitter critics.

Noah Webster contributed significantly to the develop-
ment of American society and is a unique figure in American
cultural history. One of the earliest apostles of educa-
tional reform, he was the first American to attempt to re-
formulate curriculum along nationalistic lines. His American
Magazine was the first truly national literary and political
publication, and his newspapers had the widest circulation
in New York during the 1790's. His famous dictionary, a monu-
mental achievement unduplicated by a single individual in the
century and a half since its publication, was the product of

twenty-five years of daily labor. Wherever English is spoken

aﬂarry R. Warfel, Noah Webster: Schoolmaster to
America (New York: Octagon Books, 1936) and John S. Morgan,
Noah Webster (New York: Mason/Charter Publishers, 1975).

4Ibid., and Ervin C. Shoemaker, Noah Webster, Pioneer
of Learning (New York: Columbia University Press, 1936).

ix
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"Webster" is synonymous with correct spelling and authorita-
tive definitions. In addition to all this, he wrote scien-
tific treatises still highly regarded as turning points in
their field, numerous essays on economics, mythology, two
histories of the United States, schoolbooks of all kinds,

and commentaries on religion, politics, foreign affairs, law,
and many other subjects. Certainly no other individual has
accomplished all of these feats.

Webster's life offers an unusual opportunity for the
student of American civilization, for he was representative
of a significant pattern of development. Many of the revolu-
tionary generation began as supporters of the Revolution,
risking their lives for a cause with no assurance of success.
They believed in the ideas of equality and freedom as set
forth in the Declaration of Independence. Yet the social
and political events of the 1780's and 1790's shocked and
profoundly disturbed Webster and a number of his contempo-
raries. In his case, they demolished an optimistic belief
in the perfectability of man and led to drastic changes in
his view of the world he lived in. Like Webster, many of the
revolutionary generation living in the late 1790's, and es-
pecially after 1800, became severe critics of the emerging
pattern of national events. Concerned with what they per-
ceived as the growth of chaos and anarchy, they turned to
Federalism and then to an authoritarian form of Christianity

as a means of stopping or controlling history itself. The
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only way for America to become stable, they believed, was for
all her citizens to live passive lives in submission to both
civil and religious authority.

"A social movement, and the democratic revolution
above all, must be understood in terms of the men who made
it," writes historian Adrienne Koch of one of the most sig-
nificant events in the life of Noah Webster and the republic:
"the root is man."5 Human events and ideas like the Revolu-
tion, the Enlightenment, Federalism or the second Great
Awakening, as Koch indicates, are the result of many complex
human acts and individual choices that are sometimes wide-
spread and sometimes localized. While many of the revolu-
tionary generation shared similar experiences and ended, like
Webster, highly critical of American society, the route they
took varied widely and was highly individualized. Social and
moral assumptions underlying political views must be studied.
It is especially important that they be understood in the
context of individual or shared experiences.

And if the individual must be studied in order to
comprehend the nature of the larger social movement, that in-
dividual must be studied as a whole, complete entity. A per-
son's views on religion, politics, history, law or society
are inextricably bound to his or her personal and family re-

lationships, education and roles in society. Thoughts and

5
Adrienne Koch, ed., The American Enlightenment: The

Shaping of the American Experiment and Free Society (New York:
George Braziller, 1965), p. 22.

xi






values as a whole include all manner of hopes and anxieties.
As Erich Fromm has said, professed opinions in the main re-
sult from the "total existence" of an individual.® This
study is an attempt to understand the total existence and

the long journey of Noah Webster.

6Erich Fromm, The Sane Society (Greenwich, Connecticut:
Fawcett Publications, 100, Pl
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CHAPTER I
FAILURE

In this situation of things, his spirits

failed, and for some months, he suffered

extreme depression and gloomy forebod-

ings....

N. W. on himself
in 1781-1782
By any standards, Noah Webster's life experiences
were extraordinarily diverse and contradictory. Friend and
associate of Franklin, Washington, Adams, Madison, Hamilton,
Rush and many other well known men, Webster achieved monumen-
tal success in education, medicine, and lexicography. Yet
in his youth he was an abysmal failure. His family and re-
ligious background did not provide a solid intellectual or
social framework for meaningful self-definition. In addition,
he was ineffective at virtually everything he attempted before
1781. The period between 1778 and 1781 were years of role
experimentation. Failure fo find his own niche in society
led to a psychological crisis and his attempt to begin another
life.
Noah Webster was born into an old New England family

in 1758. The founder of the American branch of the family,
John Webster, had come to Massachusetts Bay Colony in the

early 1630's from Warwickshire, England. Like many other

1
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Puritans, he fled the wrath of Archbishop William Laud and
settled near Boston. There he joined the congregation of
Thomas Hooker, following him into Connecticut in 1635. Set-
tling near what is now Hartford, John Webster became a member
of the Court of Magistrates and Governor of the colony.1

Yet John Webster's odyssey was not over. The death
of Thomas Hooker precipitated a crisis lasting ten years,
climaxing in 1656 when Webster led a small group of about
fifty settlers out of Connecticut and into western Massachu-
setts.z

Obscurity surrounded John Webster in his final years
as it did six generations of his descendants. The Websters
were small farmers and petty merchants, and Noah Webster,
Senior, the father of the lexicographer was no different.
The owner of a small ninety acre farm near Hartford, he left
few written documents and only one semi-literate letter ad-
dressed to his son. The younger Noah recorded the words of
only one conversation with his father, who was the Deacon
of the fourth parish in Hartford, and Justice of the Peace

from 1761 to 1796. Noah, Sr., married Mercy Steele, of whom

1The material on Webster's family background and

most of the information on his early youth is drawn from
secondary sources, since no primary documents from the years
before he went to Yale survive. The earliest full-length
study, Horace E. Scudder, Noah Webster (Boston: Houghton,
Mifflin and Company, 1888), is virtually useless. A few
items of information appear in Emily E. F. Ford, Notes on the
Life of Noah Webster 2 Volumes (New York: Private Printing,

. Most helpful for the Webster family is Noah Webster,
Genealogy (Brooklyn: Private Printing, 1876).

2Webster, Genealogy.
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even less is known. Together they produced five children,
all raised on farm work like rural children everywhere.3
Religion was a central part of life in eighteenth-
century Connecticut, and the Websters attended church regu-
larly. The God overlooking Connecticut in Noah Webster's
youth was far different from the one who peered down over
John Webster's world. He had been a fearful, omnipotent
being, full of wrath and anger. But as new generations re-
placed the original Puritans, God had taken on a less oppres-
sive character. Now most citizens of New England worried
more over the relationship between men than between man and
God. Over the years the religion of the first generation had
mellowed, and now between God and man their appeared a book
in which man could look for his direction: nature. God seem-
ed less omnipotent and fearsome to Noah Webster's generation,
and they marveled at the wonder of his work in fashioning
their bountiful continent.4 In the only clear statement of
his religious beliefs before 1808, Webster said the essence

of religion was the universal brotherhood of man and that

3Ibid., and Warfel, Webster, Chapter 1.

4This generalized description of Connecticut in
Webster's youth is based mainly on Richard L. Bushman, From
Puritan to Yankee: Character and the Social Order in
Connecticut, 1690-1765 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1967). Also helpful were Christopher Collier, Roger Sherman's

Connecticut: Yankee Politics and the American Revolution

etown: Wesleyan University Press, 1971), and Forest
Morgan, ed., Connecticut as a Colony and as a State, or one
of the Original Thirteen (Hartford: The Publishing Society
of Connecticut, &
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"God is love.">

Yet the old system of religion had left a strong resi-
due of certain beliefs and accepted patterns of behavior.
The theology of New England gradually softened, but the values
and precepts it was based on and which it had fostered con-
tinued. Max Weber and a host of others have long debated the
relationship of capitalism and the Protestant ethic.6 This
system of values, primarily composed of an abhorrence of ex-
travagance and idleness and an emphasis on thrift and fru-
gality, was widespread in eighteenth-century America. Es-
pecially strong was a belief that all individuals should lead
honest, moral lives devoted to hard work, not to materialis-
tic enrichment and political manipulation for personal better-
ment. As Edmund S. Morgan has pointed out, congregationalists
like Sam Adams of New England and Benjamin Rush of Pennsylvania
shared this system of values with Anglicans from the South
like Henry Laurens and Richard Henry Lee, as well as with
deist Thomas Jefferson.7 Benjamin Franklin's autobiography
is a clear example of these ideas at work in a specific in-

dividual.8 The Protestant ethic was the most important

5[New York] Daily Advertiser, September 5, 1788.

sMax Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism (New York: Scribners, 1958).

7Edmund S. Morgan, "The Puritan Ethic and the American
Revolution," William and Mary Quarterly, XXIV (1967), pp. 3-43.

8Benjamin Franklin, Autobiography and Other Writings
Edited with an introduction by Russel B. Nye (Boston: The
Riverside Press of Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1958).
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ingredient in Webster's early years. His belief in these val-
ues was so deeply ingrained that it affected everything he
wrote or did for the remainder of his life.

There were other, more pessimistic elements of the
Puritan residue. The brooding fear of an omnipotent God and
the belief that man was helpless and inherently depraved were
hard to erase, even after several generations. This under-
lying uneasiness, submerged beneath the general optimism of
American thought in the late seventeenth and most of the
eighteenth centuries, appears in all periods of New England
history. The revolutionary generation's perfectionist view
of the nature of man as expressed in political essays of the
1770's and 1780'59 deteriorated under the impact of civil dis-
ruption symbolized by Shays' Rebellion and the French Revolu-
tion. In the 1790's Webster succumbed to the cosmic pessimism
of his Puritan forefathers as did many others who participated
in the second Great Awakening.10
: But religion was not the center of his youthful con-
cerns. When the farm work slackened during the winter, Webster
went to school. Connecticut law provided for eleven months of
school, and children under the age of seven attended in the
summer while the older ones went in the winter.

In his mature years, Webster made educational reform

‘one of his many preoccupations, and his early school

9See Chapter 2.

1°See Chapter 5.
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experiences undoubtably were a stimulus. The schools of
Connecticut in the 1760's were wretched at best. Often housed
in dilapidated buildings, the children were in the hands of
men and women who frequently could find no other means of mak-
ing a livlihood. Webster himself later referred to school-
teachers as the dregs of society, and his own education was
meager. In school, he later remembered, there were no geogra-
phy or history lessons, and the only books available were a
speller, a Bible, and a collection of psalms.11 He never spent
more than an hour actually engaged in reading and writing,
"while five hours of the school time was spent in idleness--
in cutting the tables and benches to pieces--in carrying on
pin lotteries, or perhaps in some more roguish tricks."lz
The society outside the schools was in the midst of
important changes. Seventeenth-century Connecticut had been
a conservative and deferential colony. Social rank often dic-
tated church-pew assignments. Men of family, wealth, and edu-
cation usually rose through local offices to positions in the
colonial government, often without even making a political
speech. Levellers were abhorred because they jeopardized
authority. Each institution melted into and reinforced the
others; theology emphasized the wickedness of rebellion against
community standards and preachers savored and planned election

day sermons the year around. The highest civil offices were

llLetter to Henry Barnard, March 10, 1840, New York
Historical Society, Archives, Webster Papers.

lzPord, Notes, I, p. 14
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often occupied by those stationed at the head of the social
ladder, and most felt they were there because of the wisdom
of God. The total impact was immense. The inhabitants of
Connecticut knew exactly where they stood, both in politics
and in society.13

Much had changed by the third quarter of the eight-
eenth century. New people emigrated to the banks of the
Connecticut river, people who had not fled England because
of religious or economic oppression. Others, less concerned
with ideals than with living space, wandered west and north
to new farms and towns. More importantly, the religious re-
vival of the 1740's pitted friends and neighbors against one
another in debates over social and political questions as
well as theological points. The 0ld Lights, relying on tra-
ditional concepts of social order as well as a less enthusi-
astic religion gradually lost ground in Connecticut to the
new emphasis on internal authority and law. Over the years,
the new group coalesced and became accustomed to thinking in
anti-authoritarian terms. Civil authority had opposed their
movement as well as the religious establishment. Respect for
all forms of authority was weakened not only by social mo-
bility, but by the very actions of civil and religious au-

thority.l4

By the time of Noah Webster's youth, a new social

135ushman, Yankee, passim.

L41pia.






order, fragmented and potentially explosive, was emerging in
Connecticut. Divine authority had been undercut by the con-
troversies over the Awakening and men could now oppose the
civil officers without fear of eternal damnation. The urge
for liberty had been an incentive for submission to authority
at the beginning of the century. It was a platform for op-
position to any intrusion upon individual or community rights.
A significant shift in the perception of the relationship be-
tween the ruler and the ruled had taken place. God was still
the final source of authority. Yet now the emphasis was
placed not on the duty of the ruled to obey the rulers, but
on the obligations of the rulers to serve the people,15
The Connecticut of Webster's youth was then a tra-
ditionally based yet changing society. In the early 1760's
parliament passed an act requiring that all paper goods sold
in the colonies be taxed. The Governor, Thomas Fitch, took
an oath to enforce it over the objections of most of his coun-
cil. A mob captured the man who shouldered the direct respon-
sibility of collecting the tax in September of 1765, forcing
him to resign his commission on the threat of death. The
same mob, calling itself the Sons of Liberty, then met with
the Governor and informed him that unless he refused to honor
the act his house would be "levelled with the dust in five

minutes."16 Connecticut was thoroughly aroused and for the

L51pia.

lsuorgan, Connecticut, p. 41.
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next year town after town met and condemned the Stamp Act
until it was repealed. From then until the outbreak of the
war, Connecticut stood beside Massachusetts in opposition to
England. When the Port Bill was enacted, Boston was fed with
supplies from Connecticut. In 1766, Thomas Fitch was voted
out of office, an act virtually unheard of in previous years.
He was replaced by an anti-tax man.17

Amidst the growing tension of pre-revolutionary events,
Noah Webster began to express an interest in matters less rou-
tine than daily farm chores. In 1772 he informed his father
that college interested him. This greatly disturbed the elder
Webster, who had four other children to provide for and pre-
cious little to work with. The father had a hard decision to
make for it would be an expensive venture. Furthermore, he
was not at all sure that it would be worth the cost or effort,
not to mention the loss of a strong body around the farm. He
hesitated for a while but finally agreed to do as much as he
could. In the autumn he took his son to the Reverend Nathan
Perkins of Hartford, who began to tutor him in the subjects
necessary to prepare for college. A year later Webster enter-
ed the grammar school run by Mr. Wales, also in Hartford.

The following year he applied for admission to Yale, and was

171bia., p. 44.
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10

accepted for the 1774-1775 school year.l8

The tiny campus in New Haven housed a small but dy-
namic institution. Just eight years before Webster arrived
the system of seating students in class according to their
social standing had been abolished. A system of alphabetical
seating was substituted, giving the school a more democratic
air. Former students had spent two days each week studying
theology, a subject on which Webster spent less than one day
a week. During his years at Yale an anti-clerical faction
called for specific reforms toward a more practical curriculum,
and some of their plans were successfully implemented. In
Webster's years a few literary societies appeared, open even
to freshmen. Yale substituted English for Latin in classroom
exercises, and formal debates over the morality of slavery
and the legality of opposition to England kept the students
astir. A new concern for mathematics, astronomy, physics and
anatomy slowly forced more changes. Overall it was a dynamic
period, one in which a young man from the country was exposed

to many different ideas, and especially to the belief that

18[Noah Webster], "Memoir of Noah Webster," Yale
University Archives, Webster Family Papers, Box 1. The mem-
oir is autobiographical in nature, and was probably an attempt
to organize the beginning of a full-scale work. Webster evi-
dently based it on his collection of his own writings, for it
is quite accurate when checked against other sources. In fact,
he includes several letters within the body of the memoir it-
self. The New York Public Library collection, now ten boxes
altogether, was his private collection and several of the
letters quoted in part or in full in the memoir can be found
there. The memoir is unsigned and in the third person, but
it is in Webster's hand.
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progressive change was possible and even necessary.19

Yale introduced Noah Webster to the Enlightenment.
Not a coherent system of philosophy put forth in one great
treatise, it was instead a way of thinking, a diverse group
of assumptions and beliefs clustered around reliance on human
reason. Sometimes all of the modes of Enlightenment thought
could be found in the writings of one person, but usually only
a few were exhibited by a single individual. Yet they all
saturated the culture as a whole. The emphasis on reason, or
man's ability to use his own mind to understand the universe
without recourse to supernatural explanations, was widespread.20

The scientific methods discovered during the previous
century by a host of Europeans reigned supreme. God was the
architect of the universe, and through the study of his crea-
tion one could learn all the important secrets. All phenomena,
from the stars to the smallest insect, were believed to func-
tion according to logical and rational principles. They could
be understood and reduced to the certainty of natural laws as
specific and ironclad as mathematical formulas.

Webster indicated his interest in science in a paper

delivered in 1778 as the culmination of his formal education.

19The most recent and by far the most scholarly treat-
ment of Yale is Brooks Mather Kelley, Yale: A History (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1974).

20On the Enlightenment in America, see Koch, Enlighten-
ment; Charles A. Barker, American Convictions: Cycles og
Public Thought, 1600-1850 (Philadelphia and New York: J. B.
Lippincott Compan: 1973); Merle Curti, The Growth of American
Thought (New York: Harper and Row, 1964), and Gordon S. Wood,

ed., The Rising Glory of America (New York: George Braziller,
1971) .
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"A Short View of the Origin and Progress of the Science of
Natural Philosophy" celebrated the accomplishments of
Copernicus, Galileo, Descartes and others. His hero, however,
was clearly that "great genius," the "immortal Newton." No
other subject, said Webster, could furnish as much pleasure
for a speculative mind like his own "than that of Natural
Philosoghy_."21
The enlightened students of Yale conceived of human
nature in optimistic terms. Man's fate was no longer pre-
determined by an arbitrary being. It was the natural result
of the environment and could thus be encouraged and advanced
by man himself simply by bringing it into line with natural
law. Evil and depravity were religious fictions invented by
priests and their cohorts to control the populace; any evil
that did appear was the result of natural causes. More im-
portantly, men had the power to improve their environment
through science and education by using reason, and many
Americans during the Revolution believed that there was no

22

better place for this to happen than in America. Noah

Webster's essays on America as an "empire of reason" reflected

all these ideas.23

21This paper was published in the New York Magazine
and Literary Repository Volume 1 (1790), pp. 338-340, 383-384.

22Gordon S. Wood, The Creation of the American Re-
ublic, 1776-1787 New York: W. W. Norton, 1969) and Bernard
Bailyn, Ideological Origins of of the American Revolution
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967) both stress the
utopian thrust of revolutionary ideology.

23

A great many Europeans shared this optimistic

See Chapter 2.



. e mam
SPONCIN

~S
Vo
- -
-\.\:‘;
R

R
ROSEIR}
Sy
-
EREE
. .y
-w -




3

view of the future; noted English radical Richard Price be-
lieved that the Revolution was the dawn of a "new era in the
history of mankind," while Goethe, Schiller, Lessing and Kant
sang German praises of America.24
0ld ways took on new meaning when seen through the
lens of the Enlightenment. The covenant system of the Puri-
tan forefathers now looked very much like the compact system
of government which many Englishmen seemed to believe had
been discovered by John Locke. But now obligations of the
state and the individual were not handed down by God. In-
stead they seemed more like natural devices by which men could
put his world in order. The most important concept of all was
natural rights, which were not granted by God but part of man
because of his very humanness.

Eighteenth-century America was concerned with morals.
England, many believed, was in its death throes, diseased
beyond hope and engulfed by luxury, money, and vice. America
must be kept virtuous; its leaders, therefore, must be un-
selfishly devoted to the good of the whole and moral beyond
a shadow of a doubt. The public good could only be served by
men who were free of private temptations, full of industry
and simple in ambition as well as in lifestyle. Thus the yeo-

men farmers, whom Jefferson called the chosen people of God,

24A good article on the European image of America is
Michael Kraus, "America and the Utopian Ideal in the Eighteenth
Century," Mississippi Valley Historical Review, Volume 22
11936), pp. 487-504.
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were the heroes of the second half of the century. They were
the people on whom the republic would be founded; the ultimate
hero in an age of heroes, of course, was that stoic, plain
farmer from Virginia, George WBshington.25
The need for heroes also led down another path, one
that pointed back to the past. Numerous examples were dredged
up out of the ancient world and used as models for the new one.
The newspapers, poliéical pamphlets, theater, poetry, and in
fact virtually every area of American culture in the late
eighteenth century was saturated with references to the an-
cient republics. People wrote letters to newspapers and ar-
ticles, signing themselves "Camillus," "Phocian," "Cicero,"
or "Publius." Plutarch, Polybius, Solon and Lycurgus were
quoted on every important occasion as if the spirits of the
past republics could ensure success for the new one. When
Webster finally began to write, long after he left Yale, all
of the characteristics of Enlightenment thought appeared in
his work. His essays stressing America's utopian nature,
man's capacity for reason, morality and heroic endeavor would
often be signed with classical pennames, including "Honorius,"
"Orpheus," "Curtius," and his favorite, "Cato.“26
Young Noah Webster's first year away from his father's

farm was a momentous one, full of events and people as well as

25Wood, Creation; Robert Hay, "George Washington:
American Moses," American Quarterly, (1969), pp. 780-791.

26Koch, Enlightenment, and Wood, Glory, passim.
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books, ideas and heroes. His classmates formed, in the opin-
ion of the most recent historian of the college, "one of the

greatest classes to graduate from Yale.“27

Webster struck up
friendships with Josiah Meigs and Oliver Wolcott, Jr., future
Secretary of the Treasury. His closest friendship was with
Joel Barlow, who was, like Webster, the product of a small,
poor Connecticut farm and who became one of revolutionary
America's foremost poets.

In February, 1775, while political tensions with
England increased, the students of Yale began preparing for
combat. They formed a militia company and drilled enthusi-
astically under the eyes of two regular soldiers. Breastworks
were being constructed when on April 21st a courier arrived
with the long awaited news that colonists had exchanged fire
with British troops. Captain Benedict Arnold quickly assembled
the company on the college green and marched up to the powder-
house, seizing the stores of arms and ammunition. The whole
company then marched off towards Boston, dressed in scarlet
coats, white breeches, black leggings and fur head pieces.28

The 16 year old farmboy was quickly swept up in the
war. Classes were dismissed and did not meet again for about

six weeks. Yale became a center of rebellion, and one alumnus

27Ke11ey, Yale, p. 85.

281bid., p. 84.
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regarded it as "a nursery of sedition, of faction, and re-
publicanism." Those suspected of loyalism were drummed off

the campus.29

In June, two distinguished looking men on their
way to join the troops around Boston stopped for the night at
the home of Isaac Beers, a local tavern owner. The students
discovered that one of the men, George Washington, would take
over command of all the militia then encamped near Boston.
The Yale company turned out to drill in front of the Beers'
residence, an event that Webster remembered for the rest of
his life. Sixty years later he recalled that he was among
the musicians who led Washington and Charles Lee out of town.30
The next month the usual commencement ceremonies were cancel-
led and not resumed until after the war.>l
The rest of Webster's college days were even more
chaotic. Classes were suspeneded twice in 1776; once because
of disease and once because of a lack of food. His entire
third year was spent not in New Haven but in Glastonbury, after
the corporation decided that the town was too susceptible to
invasion. Each class and its tutor was sent to a different
town, and in April, 1777, the library was broken up and dis-

bursed to prevent it from being ransacked or burned by the

British. In January 1778 the school told the students that

291b1d. See also David Potter, "Nathan Hale and the
Ideal of the American Union," Connecticut Antiquarian, VI
(1954), p. 23.

30

Ford, Notes, I, p. 18.

31xelley, Yale, p. 85.
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those who could keep up their studies at home or elsewhere

neeé not return. Webster came back only to pick up his degree.32
Webster joined the army twice during his student days.

In 1776 he marched into Canada where one of his brothers was

33 and in the fall of 1777 he joined his father's

fighting
militia company to fight against Burgoyne. As they were mak-
ing their way up the Hudson valley amidst what Webster des-
cribed as "terror and devastation," a courier informed them
that Burgoyne had surrendered. Frustrated yet relieved, they
turned around and went home.34
The spirit of rebellion affected Yale and Noah Webster.
In April, 1776, the students petitioned the corporation to re-
nounce Naphtali Daggett, the President of the school, an act

35 Later that year,

quite unusual in early American education.
after returning from the battle of Long Island, Webster's
friend Barlow wrote a parody of the Book of Chronicles sati-
rizing life at Yale and Daggett.36 In 1777 two of Webster's
classmates were about to be punished for some now unknown

crime when Noah and twenty-five others, in a "premeditated

and preconceived combination," walked out of chapel. This was

32Ibid., p. 87 and [Webster], "Memoir," p. 4.

33Ford, Notes, I, pp. 20-21.

341pid., pp. 27-28.

35gelley, vale, p. 85.

36James Woodress, A Yankee's Odyssey: The Life of
Joel Barlow (Philadelphia:  J. B. Lippincott, 1958), pp. 44-45.
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a serious offense which shocked the school officials, and the
entire group was given the option of signing a confession of
their "audacious contempt" or taking the consequences. They
chose to admit, in writing, that their conduct had been "utterly
inexcusable, entirely Criminal, and highly affrontive, an
Example tending to the Subversion of all good Order...." They
publicly condemned themselves and promised to "Avoid all such

like disorderly Behavior" in the future.37

And that was not
all. In August of the same year Noah and the rest of his class
were drafted to serve in the continental army. They were not
opposed to the war or to fighting, and most of them served at
least once during the war. Yet they all refused to be drafted
on the grounds that it was an infringement by the government

on their rights. Claiming what may have been the first student
deferment in American history, the class of 1778 hired a lawyer
and took their case to court.>®

Despite the excitement of Yale and the Revolution,

failure was the most important aspect of Webster's youth. The
years between 1774 and 1781 formed a crucial period in his
maturation process, including a quest for identity common in

late adolescence in our own time. Neither his religious her-

itage nor social or familial traditions provided him with a

37'COnfessions of Causing a Disturbance in Chapel,
Signed by 25 Students," Bienecke Rare Book and Manuscript
Library, New Haven, Connecticut, Manuscript Vault, Section 17.
This was signed by members of the class of 1778, including
Webster, Wolcott and Meigs.

38Ford, Notes, I, pp. 26-27.
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strong sense of continuity or self. He did not become a
minister, as did others from the same milieu, like Joel Barlow.
In fact he was significantly uninterested in religion until
1808. The three years after Yale were years of consistent
failure in all fields.

Webster's college education, even though it probably
entailed no more than two years of actual on-campus study,
significantly altered his values and his life. By 1778 he
was no longer a farm boy, but was in fact a nascent intellec-
tual, deeply interested in science, literature, philosophy
and politics, not in business or agriculture. His major con-
cern in college was intellectual growth not preparation for
a vocation. His senior thesis, "Whether the Destruction of
the Alexandrine Library, and the Ignorance of the Middle Ages
caused by the Inund? of the Goths and Vandels were events un-
fortunate to Literature," emphasized his orientation. More-
over, the abbreviated and chaotic nature of his Yale ex-
perience left him dissatisfied. "The advantages enjoyed by
the students," he once said, "during the four years of College
life were much inferior to those enjoyed before and since the
revolution."39

Thus when Webster graduated he was in somewhat of a
dilemma. Interested in a subject matter by which he could not
earn a living, he could only return to his father's farm. Yet
Greek, poetry and revolution made the farm chores seem an ex-

cruciating bore; it was quite evident that he did not belong

39[Webster], "Memoir," p. 4.
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there either. His lack of interest was obvious, and within
a few weeks his father decided that he was now more of a lia-
bility than a benefit.

Noah, Sr., gave his son eight dollars in continental
currency, worth much less in actual trade, and said to him
"take this, you must now seek your living; I can do no more
for you." It was a shock, and Webster remembered the words
for the rest of his life. The stern command threw him into
what he himself called a "state of anxiety." He promptly
closeted himself in his room for three days, where he contem-
plated his future, read Samuel Johnson, and felt "cast upon
the world.'4°

After leaving the farm, Webster turned to schoolteach-
ing to earn a living. Virtually penniless and without a fami-
ly now to fall back on, he took a position in Glastonbury.
Schoolteaching in revolutionary America was generally an un-
pleasant means of employment, yet he remained until the sum-
mer of 1779. He then decided to become a lawyer and secured
a position as an aide to Oliver Ellsworth, later Chief Justice
of the Supreme Court. However, his father had mortgaged the
farm to send Noah to Yale, and he could not repay the debt on
his small salary. In the fall of 1779 he took a second teach-

ing position in Hartford.41

401piga., p. 5.

“11pia., pp. 6-7.
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While he was teaching that winter, Webster began to
think about the role of education in society. He believed
that schools had been neglected by Americans both in terms
of their physical situations and their possible use as a tool
of socialization. Ignorance could only bring tyranny, he
felt, and thus the school was an important institution. They
must be improved so that the new republic could fulfill her
mission of establishing "civil and religious 1iberty."42

As Webster became increasingly critical of and alien-
ated from the schools in which he found himself, he took time
to put his thoughts down on paper. The buildings themselves
were generally run down and poorly heated, an obvious source
of difficulty. In addition, the tables were too low for the
children to write on and there were no locks on the drawers
in which the books were stored. Classrooms were often crowded
and it was impossible for one teacher to instruct seventy or
eighty children in one room as many were forced to do. Twenty
or twenty-five would be a better number. Individualized in-
struction, said Webster, could then take place.43

Most appalling to the young schoolteacher were the

methods used by American teachers in general. He observed

42Gazette of the United States, January 9, 1790.
Webster's own copy of this article is marked "Written in the
winter of 1779-1780." See Carpenter, Bibliography, p. 443.

43

Gazette of the United States, January 19, 1790.
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that most teachers either tried to frighten children into pay-
ing attention, or tried to force them to learn. Webster warned
that children would never enjoy learning as long as they were
dragged "along under the lash of a master's rod, without any

delight in books...."44

Instead the teacher should offer in-
centives, some "alluring object" for students to reach for.
Schools must change, in physical as well as mental ways, and
Noah Webster urged all Americans to support their local schools
no matter how much it cost. A good education, he believed,
was the best legacy they could give their children.45
In the spring of 1780 he moved to Litchfield as an
assistant to the registrar of deeds and once again began to
study law. After a year he took the law examinations with
twenty other prospective lawyers, and much to the surprise of
all, no one was admitted. Local lawyers had been alarmed at
the thought of that many new people competing in an already
overstocked, depressed business, believed Webster. Instead
of trying again in Litchfield, he rode back to Hartford and
soon passed the same examination there.46
But passing the examination did not guarantee a good

business, and Webster's hopes were soon disappointed. The

war had decimated the practice of law in Connecticut, and as

441114, , Janvary 13, 1790.

451pid., Januvary 16, 1790.

4GWarfel, Webster, and [Webster], "Memoir."
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Webster himself said, "no good prospect of professional busi-

ness presented itself...."47

He tried to set up an office in
Hartford, but could not make enough to live on and pay his
debts to his father. The few cases he did manage to attract
brought only meager fees, and the profession turned out to be
as overcrowded in Hartford as it was in.Litchfield.48
By summer it was apparent that he was not going to
succeed in the legal field. Once again in desperation he
turned to school teaching. This time he decided to open his
own school. Sharon, Connecticut, near the New York line seem-
ed like a promising town, and there he offered a school of the
highest quality. Education, his advertisement said, was "es-
sential to the interest of a free people." Webster attracted
the children of Whig refugees from New York City and taught
grammar, Latin, Greek, French, Geography, Composition, Mathe-
matics and Vocal Music.49
Webster enjoyed life in Sharon, and for a while it
looked as if he had found his niche. The school was in a
house owned by John Cotton Smith, later elected Governor of
the state. Smith's nineteen-year old sister, Juliana, had
organized a small literary circle, not unlike the one to which
Noah had belonged in college. The society reawakened his lit-

erary interests and further stimulated his political thinking.

4-’[Webster], "Memoir," p. 6.

481pia.

4QConnecticut Courant, June 1, 1781.
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It even published a small magazine, The Clio: A Literary

Miscellany, to which he submitted a few small poems.

One Sharon resident fascinated the young schoolmaster:
The Rev. John Peter Tetard, a learned European and a Huguenot.
With Tetard he studied French, German, Spanish and Latin, as
well as history. In Sharon he found a means of survival
amidst intellectual stimulation, and he thrived. Reading Tom
Paine's The Crisis sharpened his democratic and nationalistic
tendencies. In September he dashed back to New Haven to pick
up an M. A. Degree awarded almost automatically by Yale in the
eighteenth-century, and returned to discuss Rousseau's Social
Contract with Tetard. Their conversations revolved around the
rights and responsibilities of governments and the basic struc-
ture of society, as well as the problem of human slavery. Dur-
ing his college years Webster had been convinced that universal
white male suffrage was necessary in America in addition to
complete religious toleration, and Tetard strengthened his con-
victions.so

His stay in Sharon was exciting for another reason.
He had always been fond of female company, and in Sharon he
met several intelligent and beautiful women. Webster and
Barlow had been known as socialites in New Haven, but this was
the first time he had ever been involved in a serious relation-
ship. Juliana Smith was the first to draw his attention, but

when she rejected the poetry (which he called "doggerel") that

50[Webster], "Memoir," p. 6.
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he had submitted to The Clio, he fell in love with another.
Rebecca Pardee represented the final failure of Noah
Webster's adolescence. He fell strongly in love with her,
and for a time the feeling was mutual. The summer and early
fall of 1781 was the happiest time since college for Webster,
but it did not last for long. Unfortunately for him, she had
previously had another relationship with a man who was then
an officer in the continental army. When he returned, a tri-
angular affair developed and Webster was soon excluded from
her company. Her rejection precipitated a drastic move: in
October he abruptly and without warning closed his échool and
left Sharon.”!
Webster's youthful failures culminated during the win-
ter of 1781-1782 in an identity crisis. After leaving Sharon
he wandered through Connecticut, looking for "mercantile em-
ployment" for which he was unprepared. He was "without suc-
cess." New England as a whole seemed hostile, so he decided
to travel to the South or West in search of something to do.sz
He crossed the Hudson River and wound up in Goshen, New York,
about twenty miles west of the river. Half a century later he
could still vivedly recall his mental state during this period.

With but seventy-five cents in his pocket, he was alone,

51Joel Benton, "An Unwritten Chapter in Noah Webster's
Life...." Magazine of American History, X (July, 1883), pp.
[52]-56.

52[Webster], "Memoir," p. 6.
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"without money and without friends...." He had no ambition,
no skills, no direction or future. In Goshen his spirits
failed and for several months "he suffered extreme depressioﬁ
and gloomy forebodings....“53
| One of the most significant stages of any human life,
according to psychologist Erik Erikson, is late adolescence.54

The essential characteristic of this period between childhood

>31pid., p. 7

54A word must be said about the use of psychology in
this study. Attempts to wed psychology and history have pro-
liferated in this century, especially since Erik Erikson pub-
lished his landmark Young Man Luther: A Study in Psychoanalysis
and History (New York: W. W. Norton, 1958). During the past
twenty years numerous scholars have discussed "psychohistory"
at length in all its various forms. The most extensive biblio-
graphy is Faye Sinofsky, John J. Fitzpatrick, Louis W. Potts
and Lloyd de Mause, "A Bibliography of Psychohistory," History
of Childhood Quarterly, Spring, 1975, pp. 517-562. The most
widely held and often repeated criticism of the use of psychol-
ogy in historical studies is that scholars often seem more con-
cerned with psychological theory than with the figures to whom
it is applied, as Norman Kiell, ed. Psychological Studies of
Famous Americans: The Civil War Era (New York: Twayne Publi-
cations, 1964), has indicated. 1Indeed, as Anthony Storr has
said in The Dynamics of Creation (New York: Atheneum, 1972),
p. xii, attempts to explain human actions in the light of spe-
cific theories or schemes often turn out to be "procrustean"
efforts to "fit obstinate facts into a bed of psychoanalytic
theory which is both too short and too narrow to accommodate
them."” This study seeks to avert these pitfalls by utilizing
diverse psychological theories as insights to illuminate cer-
tain developments, to clarify their meaning and impact. In-
stead of forcing Noah Webster into a strict systematic inter-
pretation, it will benefit from the ideas developed by scholars
in a flexible manner, always with the greater understanding of
the life of one individual in mind. For example, the concept
of an identity crisis formulated by Erik Erikson helps make
the events of 1781-1782 and after more understandable. Yet
Erikson believes that the identity crisis is only one stage in
an epigenetic life cycle shared by virtually all human beings.
He has sketched out additional stages of development, none of
which add useful perspectives for this particular study.
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and adulthood is role experimentation and a quest for a posi-
tive sense of inner identity, a search for acceptance and a
niche in society which is both firmly defined yet seemingly
unique. It is a time when it is important to the individual
that the society in which he exists somehow communicate to him
a sense of meaningfulness, that he develop a sense of achieve-
ment and function within the greater society. Webster clearly
failed to achieve any of these goals. Erikson tells us that
in most instances, it is the inability to settle on an occupa-

55 Webster floated

tional identity:that is most disturbing.
from job to job, all of which were low in pay and status.
Always financiall; insecure and in debt to his father, he
clearly did not enjoy teaching, the occupation into which he
had fallen by default. He moved seven times in three years.
When he tried to break away from teaching and practice law,
he was again unsuccessful.

Karen Horney has written much that helps us understand

56 She believes, as does

the development of Webster's crisis.
Erikson, that economic and social insecurities can lead to ex-

tensive anxiety and personal insecurity. She adds that problems

55Erik Erikson, Childhood and Society (New York: W.
W. Norton, 1950), p. 262. The first and still the most lucid
discussion of Erikson's concept of identity crisis is in his
article, "The Problem of Ego Identity," reprinted in Maurice
Stein, Arthur J. Vidich and David Manning White, Identity and
Anxiety: Survival of the Person in Mass Society (New York:
The Free Press, 1960). He also discusses it in Identity,
Youth and Crisis (New York: W. W. Norton, 1968).

56Karen Horney, New Ways in Psychoanalysis (New York:
W. W. Norton, 1939); The Neurotic Personality of our Time
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1937).
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are often compounded when neither tradition nor religion is
strong enough in the individual to give him a sense of being

an integral part of a larger whole. Webster possessed neither
in large quantities; if anything, his education had made him
hostile to both. Finally, Horney believes that disturbances

in interpersonal relations can lead to inner anxiety and self-
doubt, thus in Erikson's terms increasing his identity anxiety.
During the years after Yale Webster felt progressively rejected
by all the psychologically significant figures in his life:

his father, the community as a whole, and finally his first
love.

To Erik Erikson a sense of identity is one of the cru-
cial building-blocks in the construction of an individual's
self-image. He defines it as "the accrued confidence that
the inner sameness and continuity prepared in the past are
matched by the sameness and continuity of one's meaning for
others, as evidenced in the tangible promises of a 'career.'"57

The sum total of Webster's adolescent years was the failure

to achieve this positive sense of identity.

57Erikson, Childhood, p. 260.







CHAPTER II

REVOLUTION

All power is vested in the people.
That this is their natural and
inalienable right, is a position:
that will not be disputed.

N. W., 1785

Noah Webster's crisis of 1781-1782 was not an end but
a beginning. Erik Erikson has pointed out that a mind in a
state such as Webster's is essentially an "ideological mind."l
An individual in this situation eagerly seeks confirmation of
the self in the form of rituals, creeds and programs. He
realizes a clear comprehension of his own life within the con-
text of an intelligible theory of existence. Much like a re-
ligion, the ideology is usually grouped around a utopian sim-
plification of history and the individual's own newly develop-
ing identity potentials. Erikson sums up this type of ide-~

2 This

ology as a "new synthesis of the past and the future."
is an apt description of the belief system which Webster sin-
cerely and strongly advocated between 1781 and 1785.

For amidst the loneliness of his self-imposed exile

in Goshen he found a way to achieve a sense of meaning and

lerikson, Childhood, p. 263.

2Erikson, "Problem," pp. 69-70.
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self-definition in his own life by fusing it with a cause.
American historians have long argued over the nature of the
Revolution. For Webster, it was neither a simple rebellion
against colonial rule nor a revolution from the bottom up.3
It was all that and much more, containing elements both per-
sonal and national in scope. The ideology he espoused was
rarely systematic, often consisting of vague optimistic slo-
gans appropriated from others. Some of the essays he wrote
were well thought out, others were superficial. 1In essence,
his beliefs were a fusion of past and future: they combined
the intense moralism of his Protestant ethic, elements of
Enlightenment thought and the hopeful vision of America's fu-
ture that was so widespread during the late eighteenth-century.
To the cause of the Revolution Webster brought much
talent and energy, and in fact one historian has called him

4 His books,

the most effective propagandist of the 1780's.
pamphlets, articles and even personal letters written during

this period were devoted to spreading the principles for which

3Historians writing since 1945 have been largely di-
vided into these two interpretive views of the Revolution.
For a full analysis of the historiography of this period, see
George Athan Billias, "The Revolutionary Era: Reinterpreta-
tions and Revisions." Billias and G. N. Grob, American History:
Retrospect and Prospect (New York: The Free Press, 1971).

4Merrill Jensen, The New Nation: A History of the
United States During the Confederation, 1781-1788 (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1965).
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he believed the Revolution had been fought. In many ways
Webster summed up much of what a host of others were saying
and had said over the previous two decades. But he was also
unique in that he was perhaps the first5 and certainly the
most vocal advocate of cultural independence from England.
He also constructed the first American system of education
as a conscious means of extending and solidifying revolution-
ary principles. During that winter in Goshen Noah Webster dis-
covered a cause, and for the next few years he perceived him-
self essentially as a propagandist for the Revolution.

Webster undoubtably knew that his work fit easily into
a long tradition of English and American Whig thought. Like
Sam Adams, Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, Tom Paine, James Otis
and innumerable others, Noah Webster drew on a rich heritage
of opposition to authority and agitation for social change go-
ing back to the Glorious Revolution of 1688. Men like John
Trenchard, Algernon Sidney, Thomas Gordon, John Locke and
Ja@es Harrington wrote political propaganda which became and
remained central to American thinking right up to Lexington
and after. The English radicals, including the revolutionary
generations' own contemporaries, John Wilkes, Richard Price

and Joseph Priestley, stood for a solid belief that government,

5Benjamin T. Spencer, the most thorough analyst of
early American nationalism, does not address himself to the
question of who was the most effective, most vocal, or first
advocate of cultural nationalism. Yet Webster appears to be
all of those in Spencer's work, The Quest for Nationality
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1957).
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by its very nature, was a necessary evil, hostile to human
happiness, which must be scrupulously watched and battled at
every turn. They fought for adult manhood suffrage, freedom
of the press, elimination of rotten boroughs, complete re-
ligious toleration, and binding instructions as well as resi-
dential requirements for representatives.6

Webster's Sketches of American Policy (1785) clearly

indicates his specific debts to the European radicals. He

had reexamined Rousseau's Social Contract and read a new es-

say by Richard Price during January of that year. Rousseau's
influence had always been strong on Webster, and he admitted
that he had "imbibed many visionary ideas"™ from the French

philosophe.7 Price's influence was new, but no less potent.

"Many of my observations, particularly on religious tests and
establishments, and on the liberty of discussion," Webster ex-
plained, "have been anticipated by that respectable writer,

so distinguished by the justice and liberality of his senti-

ments and by his attachments to America.“8

6The role of the English radicals in American Revolu-
tionary thought has drawn increasing attention from historians
in recent years. See Bailyn, Origins; Wood, Creation; Pauline
Maier, From Resistance to Revolution: Colonial Radicals and
the Development of American Opposition to Britain, 1765-1776
(New York: Vintage Press, 1972); Caroline Robbins, Eighteenth-
Century Commonwealthman (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1959) and Staughton Lynd, Intellectual Origins of American
Radicalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1968).

7[Webster], "Memoir," p. 12.

8Noah Webster, Sketches of American Policy (Hartford:
Hudson and Goodwin, 1785, p. (2).
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Webster drew on other sources as well. His long
Connecticut heritage had left him with the assumption that
contract relationships formed the bases of all social and po-
litical systems. Both rulers and ruled had obligations, and
if one side ignored them, as he believed England had, the con-
tract should be considered broken. His study of classical
republicanism had reinforced this notion, and in addition his
studies at Yale and with Tetard had provided him with a firm
understanding of English common law. The principles and pre-
cedents set down by the British barristers along with the
covenant tradition in New England gave him a sensitivity to
the law which he applied to his own political théught.

One of the central points in the Whig ideology was
the question of the British constitution.9 Before the Revo-
lution the Whig concept of constitution did not center on a
specific written document like the one produced later in
Philadelphia, instead the word itself was a symbol for an en-
tire system of values and governmental operations. It meant
the fundamental laws, institutions and traditions, and most
importantly, the moral principles which they thought the com-
monwealth had been founded upon. Englishmen in the eighteenth
century generally believed that this marvelous system preserved
the rights under which they prospered. Those rights were the
foundation of British liberty. In America, Sam Adams believed

that these principles were based in nature and protected by God,

9At least one recent historian believes that the en-
tire Whig system of thought may have rested on this point.
See Bailyn, Origins, p. 47.
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to be applied universally to all mankind. His cousin John
Adams said that they were "the most perfect combination of
human powers in society which infinite wisdom has yet con-
trived and reduced to practice for the preservation of liber-
ty and the production of happiness." On the continent,
Montesquieu himself, perhaps the most influential of all the
French philosophes, declared that it was indeed a beautiful

system.10

Over and over again throughout the years of turmoil,
American whigs reiterated that one of the central ideas for
which they fought was the preservation of the British Consti-
tution. They believed that it was being undermined by the
King, his court, and Parliament. Beginning in the 1760's
with James Otis, virtually all Whigs cried out over the loss
of liberties and the subversion of the Constitution, indicat-
ing that what they sought was a return to the old ways. Some
believed that there was a conspiracy of those surrounding the
King, while others insisted that it was Parliament which was
trying to destroy the bases of society. By 1775 most agreed
that the English system of government was rotten to the core.

The idea of contract was central to Webster's concep-
tion of the essence of the Constitution. Under the o0ld sys-
tem, the King had been obliged to provide protection for the

colonists, who in turn owed him their loyalty. King George,

101pia., p. 67.

11See especially Maier, Resistance.

11
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he believed, had, before the Declaration of Independence, at-
tempted to impose some "unconstitutional and oppressive laws"
on the colonists. He had withdrawn his protection, confiscat-
ed property, and thus had forfeited all right to their alle-
giance. The King's claim that the colonists owed him uncon-
ditional submission was in itself an "infraction of the com-
pact between the King and his subjects, which dissolves every
tie of allegiance, and [was] an insult to the rights of hu-
manity, which the free sons of America cannot fail to resent
with unabating indignation.” But the corruption, he believed,
went deeper than just the attitudes of the King. Parliament
also sought to limit traditional liberties, and they acknowl-
edged their own guilt, he felt, when they repealed their own
acts in the 1760's.'?
Webster was a good enlightenment figure, and his be-
lief in reason and the common man appeared in everything he
wrote. "What a piece of work is man," said his 1784 reader,
"how noble is reason! How infinite in faculty and in form
and moving, how express and admirable! 1In action how like an
angel! In apprehension how like a God." Man could indeed
perfect himself, and America would be the place where he would
do it, especially if all her children would learn to read with
one of Noah Webster's essays or books. Reason, he felt, was
the key to progressive change. "Let reason go before every

enterprize," and if children followed this classic rule,

12New York Packet, January 31, 1782.
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America would indeed become a utopia.13

The young men of the Revolution who used their powers
of reason and looked around them to see the birth of a new
nation also looked into the past and found that history justi-
fied their cause. History was, they discovered, cyclical in
nature; as one nation declined in power and eminence, another
inevitably took its place, as Rome had replaced Greece. "The
birthday of a new world is at hand," said Tom Paine, and most
Americans believed that the Revolution was the beginning of a

14 Noah Webster echoed this idea:

new cycle.
Nations, like animals, have their birth,
grow to maturity, and decay. Constitu-
tions which began with freedom, end in
tyranny, and those which are founded on
the wisest maxims of justice and virtue,
always crumble to pieces by the imper-
ceptible influence of their own Corrup-
tions.

Not to go ahead would be unthinkable. America must take up
the torch of civilization. To subject the colonists "to the
corrupted tyrannical system of British politics," he added,
"would be to stamp the wrinkles of age on the bloom of youth,

and to plant death in the vitals of the infant Empire."15

13Noah Webster, A Grammatical Institute of the English
Language: comprising An easy, concise systematic method of
EDUCATION: Designed for the use of Schools in AMERICA. 1In
three parts. Part III. (Hartford: Barlow and Babcock, 1785),
p. l.

14Quoted in R. N. Stromberg, "History in the 18th Cen-
tury," Journal of the History of Ideas, XII (1951), pp. 295-
304.

15New York Packet, February 7, 1782.
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The green fields and hills of Connecticut made America,
when compared to the rest of the world, look obviously superior.
Descriptions of not only England but Denmark, South America,
Asia, Africa, Arabia and even Rome flowed from Webster's pen.
They were beastly places, unfit for good republicans to in-
habit. On the other hand, America and her future glittered
and shone under present and future suns. It was the only coun-
try on earth where all governments were calculated to promote
the "happiness of mankind."16 America had been chosen by na-
ture as though it specifically intended to baffle the last
efforts of tyranny. It was almost as if some mysterious hand
had "reserved one part of the world from the yawning gulf of

17

bondage," out of the reach of all evil. Time and time again

Webster portrayed America as a veritable paradise to which
others could find haven from the degeneracy of Europe:

The good and the brave of all nations are
welcome to the last resort of liberty and
religion; to behold and take part in the
closing scene of the vast drama, which has
been exhibited on this terrestrial theater,
where vice and despotism will be shrouded
in despair, and virtue and freedom triumph
in the rewards of peace, security and hap-
piness.18

Webster was convinced that one of the keys to the
strengthening of this past and future utopia was the equal
distribution of property. He expressed gratitude that America

was being settled by peasants who came to live on their own

16Freeman's Chronicle, October 27, 1783.

171pid., November 10, 1783.

181pi4.
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private land, and that there were no Barons, Dukes, Princes

or other forms of nobility invested with European-style grants
of property and power. Future happiness could be secured by
allowing every person to purchase and possess as much as he
could in fee simple. This was, he believed, "the only method
to preserve the liberties of America, for that virtue and pub-
lic spirit which are the essential springs of a republic de-

19 His own

pend solely on an equal distribution of property."
historical enquiries led him to believe that unequal property
caused almost all the civil wars which had torn nations to
pieces, from ancient Rome to seventeenth-century England.
"The great fundamental principle upon which alone a free gov-
ernment can be rendered permanent," he repeated, "is an equal

distribution of propertx."20

From his Hartford room, the eyes of Noah Webster gazed
westward toward the golden future of the republic. Millions of
acres stretched farther than he could possibly see; his hopes
soared. The west assured, as Thomas Jefferson would point out
in his first inaugural address, enough land to supply the good
yeomen farmers on whose shoulders the republic would stand for
thousands of generations. The west produced a new kind of in-
dividual, believed Webster, a man stronger and more opposed to

aristocracy than any European peasant.21

191pia.

20Webster, Sketches, p. 18.

2l1pid., p. 25.
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Intoxicated by dreams of a future utopia, Webster con-
templated the confiscation of landed estates. Without clarify-
ing his thoughts, he noted that even as he wrote, there were
some large estates being confiscated and distributed more equal-
ly in every part of the new nation. That move helped equalize
the distribution of property, and destroyed any ill-founded
respect for aristocracy which might be still in existence.22

In fact, he now believed that a thorough annihilation
of all distinctions of rank was necessary to build a truly re-
publican world. Distinction was inconsistent with the nature
of popular government because it always led to quarrels over
power and privilege. The only distinctions of rank that should
be allowed in America were those arising from natural differ-
ences in merit. "Whenever a man or body of men establish to
themselves a share in government independent of the people,
and when they are no longer responsible for their conduct," he
warned, "a state may bid adieu to its freedom."23

The evils of unequal property were obvious to him, as
were those of established religion. "Next to the feudal sys-
tem,"” he said, "the establishment of religions had done the
most mischief of any event or institution on earth." Perhaps
the worst period in the history of man, as far as he was con-

cerned, had been the middle ages in Europe when both systems

were united and "the terrors of superstition were added to the

221hid., pp. 25-26.

231pid., p. 20.
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sword of the civil magistrate, to depress the mind and bind
the human race in extreme servitude."24
Separation of church and state was necessary in the
new utopia. Webster saw the two as different forms of gov-
ernment; one dealt with the temporal happiness of man, the
other with his spiritual redemption. The messengers of salva-
tion should not be allowed to sit in judgment of commercial
and political affairs, nor should those involved in politics
have any voice in church matters, let alone actively support
one specific sect. The two different types of government
could not be reconciled, and to attempt to do so, he believed,
was to attempt "to mix oil with water, or to make the most
discordant sounds in nature...harmonize."” He feared their
cooperation, for each made its subjects in its own field "suf-
ficiently slavish." But of the two, the clergy were by far
the most dangerous. They hid their lust for domination be-
hind the guise of saintliness and had consistently deceived
people in the past. The "ambassadors of Christ" had too often
"joined the terrors of eternal damnation to the iron rod of
civil magistrates in order to extend an unlimited authority
over the persons, the purses, and the consciences of their
devoted vassels."25

Along with strict separation of church and state,

Webster advocated complete religious toleration. He looked

241p54.

25Freeman's Chronicle, November 3, 1783.
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back at Europe and saw happiness, commerce and population re-
stricted by unnecessary disputes between obscure sects. The
progress of mankind was cramped and the human mind chained
by religious superstition. In contrast, America had been
founded on the idea of universal toleration. All religions
were welcome here, and all sects lived together peacefully.
Toleration was the capstone of freedom and would raise America
"to a pitch of greatness and lustre, before which the glory
of ancient Greece and Rome shall dwindle...and the splendor
of modern Europe shall fade into obscurity."26
The establishment of religious qualifications on suf-
frage, office holding, or in any other area were clearly re-
pugnant to him, and he saved his strongest attacks for them.
They were "glaring absurdities" and had "introduced more dis-
orders into society, than all the political motives that have
activated tyrants" throughout history. They were another
form of slavery, "an insult to humanity, a solemn mockery of
all justice and common sense...." Some areas were better off
than others, and Webster examined each state, discovering that
toleration was most prevalent in Pennsylvania and the middle
Atlantic states. New England was the worst offender and
caught the brunt of his attack. Every citizen of that area,
and of course he was one, should be indignant at the persecu-

tion of Quakers and others which had taken place there.27

2611,i4., November 10, 1783.

271h3id., November 3, 1783.
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Webster clearly believed that man was naturally moral
and thus freedom must be extended as far as possible in all
areas of life. Political rights were no exception. "The
people will never make laws oppressive to themselves," he
wrote, and if the values that he held were widespread all
would be well:

When...the sovereign power resides in the
whole body of the people, it cannot be
tyrannical not because it is barred by
physical necessity, but because the same
power which frames a law, suffers all the
consequences, and no individual or collec-
tion of individuals will knowingly frame a
law injurious to itself.28

"All power," he stated, should be "vested in the
people."” That was their "natural and unalienable right."
Equalization of justice was quite important; no individual or
class should be subject to a law which they had no voice in
framing or which all were not required to obey. All laws
must be general in application. Specifically, all male citi-
zens, regardless of wealth, should be made to pay taxes and
serve in the militia. Under the Websterian system, all laws
could be nothing else but fair; they would be made by the
people themselves, since "the essence of sovereignty consists
in the general voice of the people."29

Frequence of elections was also important. Webster
was a firm believer in the widely held Whig maxim: "where

30

annual elections end, tyranny begins." Americans, he

28Webster, Sketches, p. 6.

291h34.

3oQuoted in Wood, Creation, p. 166.
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believed, picked men of merit on election day, not men of
wealth or hereditary titles. His own observations of elec-
tions gave him confidence that those with abounding desire to
gain office for their own self-benefit would be the choice of
no one. Free elections, held regularly, would act as a safe-
guard of the rights of the people. The more often they were
held, the better.31
Yet despite the superabundance of land, despite the
basic goodness and reasonableness of her citizens, America
suffered one major flaw. The presence of human slavery sent
a shudder up and down his spine. On this point Webster stood

in advance of most of his contemporaries.32

Few would agree
with his statement that "the abolition of slavery is a matter
intimately connected with the policy of these states." To
Noah Webster slavery was repugnant to human nature on every
conceivable level. It was an evil, pernicious system, the
bane of industry as well as morals, and in addition to its
human horrors it supported luxury and indolence. Those who
owned other human beings were marked by a "haughty, unsocial,
aristocratic temper, inconsistent with that equality which

is the basis of our government and the happiness of human so-
ciety."33

Webster was quite sure that slavery must be abolished

and soon. The northern states would hardly feel the effects

31Freeman's Chronicle, November 10, 1783.

32See Wood, Creation, Bailyn, Origins, Jensen, Nation.

33Webster, Sketches, p. 45.
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of immediate emancipation, but the South was another story.
He knew that they would suffer; their social and economic
structures would be devastated. But that was a small price,
he felt, when compared to the utopia which America could and
should become. The future of all must be counted as more im-
portant than the present of a few, and so the move must be
made now.34
All of the principles which he advocated, believed
Webster, could be brought together in a specific form of
government. Like John Adams, principle author of the Massa-
chusetts Constitution of 1780, and Thomas Jefferson, who wrote
one draft of the Virginia Constitution of 1776, he believed
that a basically republican system, divided into balancing
centers of power, was necessary. No other form "would be
reconcilable with the genius, of the people of America; with
the fundamental principles of the revolution; or with that
honourable determination which animated every votary of free-
dom to rest all our political experiments on the capacity of
mankind for self-government." The chief magistrate should be
solely executive in power, with no legislative voice, as it
was in Pennsylvania. He had a clear idea of what he thought
would be the most practical system of government. It would
be a "government, where the right of making laws, is vested

in the greatest number of individuals, and the power of

341pia., p. 46.
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executing them, in the smallest number...." He seemed to be
trumpeting the feelings of many who would later ratify a new
federal constitution when he said that "a representative
democracy seems...to be the most perfect system of government
that is practicable on earth."35
The key to internal social change and construction
of an ideal form of government, thought Webster, was education.
In this belief he was alone; no other figure consciously ad-
vocated the use of education as a tool of change as strongly
as Webster during the 1780'3.36
In 1784 he tried to establish a school with a tuition
scale based on the relative economic status of the individual
pupil. Those with enough money would help pay for the educa-
tion of orphans and poor. He was quite bitter when it failed.
The rich citizens of Hartford had enough money to support
education for all, he believed, but they preferred to waste
it on luxuries instead. One remedy would be to tax the rich
to pay for not only education, but for the costs of govern-
ment and other social services as well. The poor, who then
paid the heaviest tax burden, should not be taxed at all,
since they could least afford it. "Let the honest, the poor,
and the laborious be exonerated from the burden," he said.37

Thus when Noah Webster began to construct the first

system of American education while he was living in Goshen in

351pid., p. 11.

36Spencer, Quest, passim,

37Connecticut Courant, January 22, 1784.
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1782, he clearly had much more than reading, writing and
arithmetic on his mind. Teaching in revolutionary America
had led him to believe that the only way of ensuring the type
of broad social change he wanted was through a general 4dif-
fusion of knowledge. The main books used in schools through-
out the colonies, and especially the grammer and spelling
books, were woefully inadequate. He would write new text-
books that would emphasize not only changes in education, but
internal social change as well. Furthermore, cultural in-
dependence from England, necessary for the establishment of
a truly utopian form of society in America, would also be
emphasized. His new American form of education would then be
an end in itself and also a means to greater ends as well.
The first part of his plan for an American system of
education called for a new spelling book to be used on the
elementary level. He had developed and practiced his ideas
while teaching in Connecticut and New York, so the book was
not difficult to put together. The work was finished by the
summer of 1783, but finding someone willing to publish it was
another matter. The spelling book market had been dominated
by an Englishman, Thomas Dilworth, and no one seemed willing
to challenge his hegemony. To make matters worse, Webster
was unable to bear the expense incurred while traveling from
printer to printer in search of a publisher.38 Indeed, most

of the people he talked to discouraged him and only his two

3B[Webster], "Memoir," p. 9.
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friends, John Trumbull and Joel Barlow, consistently said

they believed he had any real prospect of success.39

Finally,
after a year of planning and preparation and six months of
carrying the manuscript across New England in search of a
publisher, he made an agreement with the printers of the

Connecticut Courant. Hudson and Goodwin would put out the

little book, if Webster would pay for the paper, ink and
labor and grant them exclusive rights to publish any new edi-
tions. It was not a good deal, but no one offered a better
one, and on October 7, 1783, the first run of 5,000 copies
rolled off the press.40
Webster's speller, soon commonly known as the "blue-
backed speller," was one of the most popular books in early
America. It was a small book, simply bound in blue cloth,
and was phenomenally successful. Webster had originally in-
tended to call it "The American Instructor," but Ezra Stiles,

who examined an early manuscript version, suggested a more

classical title: The Grammatical Institute of the English

Language.41 Eventually this little speller found its way
across the Mississippi river and into virtually every hollow

in the southern mountains, as well as every community in the

391pia.

40Bob Eddy, "The Courant Took a Chance," The Quill,
LII (May, 1964), p. 12.

41Noah Webster, A Grammatical Institute of the English
Language: Comprising an easy, concise, and systematic Method
of Education Designed for the use of Schools in AMERICA. In
three garts. Part 1. (Hartford: Hudson and Goodwin, 17/83),

pPP. ¢ 9.
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northern states. The first edition was sold out in nine
months. Two more appeared in 1784, and then came an avalanche.
At least 404 editions had appeared by Webster's death in 1843.
Indeed, the blue-backed speller may very well have been the
most widely read secular book in eighteenth and nineteenth-
century America. One and one-half million copies were sold
by 1801, twenty million by 1829, and at least seventy-five
million by 1875. Probably no less than 100 million have been
sold altogether. Webster would have been incredulous had he
been told that as far into the future as 1936, 153 years after
the original publication, editions of his speller would still
be used in American schools, and that in 1975 two editions
would still be in print.42
As he told a friend, the book was a means of gaining
the widest possible audience for certain ideas and beliefs.
Webster pondered the problem of reaching a mass audience for
quite a while. He had even considered writing an "obstruse
philosophical” work, but had rejected the idea because it
would only be read by "a few, and its utility seldom ([would]

reach further than the philosopher's head...." What he had

to say deserved more than that. Perhaps, he thought, a little

42See Warfel, Webster, for the sales figures and the
1936 incident. One of the two editions currently available
was printed for the Noah Webster Foundation, West Hartford,
Connecticut, by Connecticut Printers, Incorporated, and is
only available through that organization. The other is Noah
Webster, Noah Webster's Spelling Book, Introduction by Henry
Steele Commager (New York: Bureau of Publications, Columbia
University, 1958, 1962). Books in Print lists this edition
as suitable for children over four years old, so it may still
be in use. '
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fourteen penny volume would "convey much useful knowledge to
the remote, obscure recesses of honest poverty...." He had
no idea how wildly successful he would be when he said that
he hoped his speller would be "like a star" casting "its beams
equally upon the peasant and the monarch.“43
The blue-backed speller was not just a speller, it
was also a revolutionary broadside. This 119 page book advo-
cated drastic reforms. 1In the previous eight years, Webster
believed, greater changes had "been wrought, in the minds of
men... than are commonly effected in a century...." The
citizens of the new world had submitted to the authority of
Great Britain, to laws which were "a ridiculous compound of
freedom and tyranny" for far too long, he stated in the open-
ing pages. They had been overpowered by wicked men, by a na-
tion full of vice and error. Americans should now be "aston-
ished at the former delusion" and should break free from the
evil ways of England in politics, religion and literature.

It was the duty of America "to attend to the arts of peace:;"

to correct errors and defects wherever they were found, but
also to introduce improvements into "civil policy." They
must act boldly and seize the time. "Europe," he railed, had
"grown old in folly, corruption and tyranny--in that country
laws are perverted, manners are licentious, literature is de-

clining and human nature debased.” The torch of liberty must

43To John Canfield, January 6, 1783, in warfel,
Letters, p. 4.
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now be picked up by the new world; the whole future rested
on her shoulders.44
He repeated his belief over and over again that to
continue in the old ways of Europe would defile and poison
America. A reformation in all areas of life must be made.
Above all, Americans must be a highly moralistic people:
It is the business of Americans to select
the wisdom of all nations, as the basis of
her constitutions,--to avoid their errours,
to prevent the introduction of foreign vices
and corruptions and to check the career of
her own--to promote virtue and patriotism,--
to embellish and improve the sciences,--to
diffuse the uniformity and purity of language,
--to add superior dignity to this infant Em-
pire and to human nature.
In short, America must become a utopia.
One way to achieve that superior dignity would be to
develop a language sufficiently different from that spoken
and written in England. Through the use of Webster's speller,
cultural as well as political independence from the old world
would be increased. "America must be as independent in liter-
ature as she is in politics," he declared to a friend, "as
famous for arts as for arms, and it is not impossible but a
person of my youth may have some influence in exciting a spirit
of literary industry."46
Webster was unafraid of tinkering with the basic

structure of the language. The English grammarians had taken

44Webster, Institute, Part I, pp. 1-14.

451pid., pp. 14-14.

46To Canfield, p. 4.
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rules from Greek énd Latin and applied them to their language.
He would remake the language by drawing grammatical rules from
common American usage and then make appropriate changes. Pe-
culiarities which existed in each state or section would be
wiped out, and a single accurate system of pronunciation and
spelling would be instituted.47
The exercises in his speller would "inspire youth with
a contempt of the unmanly vices of mankind and a love of vir-

tue, patriotism and religion."48

He left no scheme unplotted,
and even outlined specifically when the speller should be used
in the schools for its greatest advantage. In order to further
a sense of American nationalism, he introduced a "Chronological
Account of remarkable Events in America" in the last pages of
the book.4?

The second and third parts of his system were somewhat

50 concentrated

more difficult to politicize. His grammar book
on vowels, verbs and other technical subjects, while the cap-
stone was a new kind of book with new and interesting types

of material to help students learn to read. It included

47"Mem.orial to the Legislature of New York," in
Warfel, Letters, p. 5.

481pia., p. 6.

49Webster, Institute, Part I, pp. 118-119.

5ONoah Webster, A grammatical institute of the English
language, comprising an easy, concise, and systematic Method
of education, designed for the use of English schools in
America. 1n three parts. Part II. (Hartford: Hudson and
Goodwin, 1784).







52

literature, drama and oratory, and was a new concept in
American education. For the first time, when they picked up
Noah Webster's reader, the children of New England and America
would be exposed to Shakespeare; excerpts from Hamlet and

Merchant of Venice could be easily studied in one room school-
51

houses from Boston to Charleston.
Included were several essays written during the Revo-
lution containing what he believed were the noble, just and
independent sentiments of liberty. The emphasis was on
America as a utopia, and the ability of man to perfect him-
self through his powers of reason. There were words which all
American schoolchildren should learn by heart; he was excited
at the prospect of gaining a wider readership for them. The
"rising generation"” could now soak themselves in the spirit
of the Revolution and its rhetoric, and Webster was convinced
that they would go on to live their lives by certain ideals.
They would also be stimulated by the words of one "Thomas

Payne," whose The Crisis, number 5, written in praise of
Y
52

American virtue in 1776, was included.
Webster had emerged from his state of depression in
1781-1782 as a propagandist for the Revolution. In the years
during the end and shortly after the war, he strongly and sin-
cerely advocated broad social change. His own life became

bound up with the cause of what he believed were the principles

51Webster, Institute, Part III, p. [1].

52Ibid., especially p. [iii].
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of the Revolution. The ideology he espoused included among
other points equal distribution of property (including con-
fiscation of some estates if necessary), complete religious
toleration and especially cultural independence. America
was and should become a utopia where all men could live in
happiness. The culmination of his efforts was a new system
of education which would indoctrinate those who had not
passed through the experience of the Revolution itself, and
thus ensure that these principles be embraced by an intelli-

gent public.






CHAPTER III
BALANCE

Too much health is a disease...
Too much liberty is the worst tyranny

1786

Even as Noah Webster composed his Sketches in 1785,
he had begun to rethink some of his concepts and develop new
ideas. He had come to identify his life with that of the
Revolution; in it he believed totally, firmly, and unquestion-
ingly. His ideology was characterized by an acceptance and
emphasis on moral reform, and his utopian ideals and visions
were founded on a belief an intelligence, virtue, honesty
and frugality. Beginning in 1783 a series of events chal-
lenged some of his beliefs and changed the direction of his
thinking. Most notable among these were the convention on
Middletown, Connecticut, Shays' Rebellion in Massachusetts
and his own observations of the political and cultural atmos-
phere of Virginia and the South. He gradually came to hold
two very different impulses at the same time. By 1785 he
felt that the new nation needed a stronger centralized au-
thority to regulate its economy, to avoid or suppress civil
disturbances and to control human passions. In short, he
sought to balance his revolutionary rhetoric and a desire to

limit the freedoms it encompassed.
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Webster expected that the victory of the Revolution
would bring happiness and joy to all men; instead it seemed
only to bring problems and worries as serious as those faced
before 1775. The Articles of Confederation appeared too weak
to deal with the post-war situation. Far from a moral re-
public, the new nation seemed full of bitterness and dis-
pute. Thirteen separate and sovereign units were held to-
gether by a unicameral legislature in which each state had
one vote. That body was virtually helpless, without the co-
ercive power to raise taxes and enforce what legislation it
managed to pass. Each state proceeded to write laws and
form commercial treaties with little or no regard for its
neighbor. Thirteen different judicial and commercial systems
began operating without any centralized direction, and Webster
found that he personally suffered because of the situation.
There was no national copyright law, and the Continental
Congress consistently failed to pass one. Thus each state
had separate regulations regarding the distribution of royal-
ties from his books and it was nearly impossible to stop

people from selling them or pirating them without paying him.1

1Historians of the 1780's have been divided into two
groups. Noah Webster would undoubtably agree with John Fiske,
The Critical Period of American History, 1783-1789 (New York:
Appleton, 1888), who viewed it as an era of chaos and collapse
which led to stabilization under the new Constitution. Merrill
Jensen, The Articles of Confederation (Madison: The University
of Wisconsin Press, 1966), and in The New Nation sees the Con-
federation government as the embodiment of the Declaration of
Independence spirit overthrown in a counterrevolution led by
upper-class aristocrates.
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The confederation faced its first real crisis in 1783.
The financial basis of the new government, always shaky at
best, began to crumble, sending shock waves up and down the
country. The Revolution had been supported by issuing nearly
uncountable sums of paper currency; the Congress itself, be-
tween 1776 and 1780, had spewed forth at least $200,0000,000
worth of paper script. The effect was disastrous. By 1779,
the official rate of exchange between the new continental
dollars and specie was 40:1, while the real market value was
more like 100:1.2 Since Congress had no means of raising
money through taxation, it could only rely on loans and requi-
sitions from the states, and they simply had their own prob-
lems to worry about.

The army was measurably effected by these problems.
The same troops that had fought, often without sufficient
food, clothing or arms, were now on the edge of revolt. Sol-
diers in the field, it seemed, had always been the last on
the list of concerns, and experienced financial difficulty
throughout the war. Indeed, in 1780 Congress had been forced
to pass a special measure to head off wholesale desertion of
its officers. A bonus of one-half of a regular officers
current pay, to be paid for the rest of his life, had been
offered to each officer who would agree to remain in the serv-

ice for the rest of the war. The offer had been accepted and

2Jensen, Nation, p. 39.
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had been sufficient to retain their services. But in
December, 1782, more rumblings were heard. The army itself
threatened to lay down its arms when peace was achieved. A
few officers had mumbled about replacing Washington with some-
one "less scrupulous," but he had managed to quash the move-
ment without any real friction.3

"Commutation," which the agreement to pay the officers
a lump sum equal to five years full pay came to be known, was
not entirely popular. Non-commissioned officers presented
petitions asking for similar bonuses while the "war men,"
those who had enlisted for the duration of the conflict, de-
manded immediate discharge. By the end of April, 1783,
Washington reported to Congress that his men were rioting,
insulting their officers and demanding discharge. 1In late
May, Congress tried to raise enough money to pay the men for
three months and instructed Washington to furlough as many as
possible. More open threats were heard, and the officers de-
manded that the army be kept in camp until accounts were set-
tled. Washington refused, and dismissed them all, saying
that the government had done everything it could to provide
for the men.

The problems of Congress and the army did not end with
the latter's dissolution. Six days later several hundred men
from Pennsylvania surrounded the state house in Philadelphia

where both Congress and the Pennsylvania Executive Council

31bid., p. 70.
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were in session. They kept the politicians cooped up inside
all day long, pelting them with insults and stones. Terrified,
Congress emerged late in the afternoon amidst a jeering throng.
Once out the door they kept on going and did not stop until
they reached New Jersey, from which they never returned.4
The reaction to commutation touched off a series of
protests up and down the coast. Crowds gathered to shout
their disapproval and conventions of citizens met to draw up
resolutions in Virginia, New Jersey and New York. James
Madison believed that disaffection with Congress had grown by
the late spring of 1783 to the point "as to produce almost a

general anarchy...."5

In May some officers founded the So-
ciety of Cincinnati, a hereditary social order to foster re-
lationships and care for the more unfortunate among them-
selves, as well as the families of deceased officers.
Discontent was especially strong in New England. In
the summer of 1783, all the Massachusetts state congressmen
who favored commutation were voted out of office and a new
delegation, all of whom opposed it, was elected. The Rhode
Island legislature refused to even consider honoring the meas-
ure and many people in that state thought that the principles
which it stood for were quite similar to those which Great
Britain had tried to impose on the colony in the previous

decade.6

41pid., p.83.

5Quoted in Collier, Connecticut, p. 216. This is the
best secondary account of the commutation crisis in New England.

6

Ibid.
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The clamor seemed to reach its peak in Connecticut.
The Assembly of that state formally opposed the bonus, and
had specifically provided that no part of the revenues raised
by impost could be used to pay the officers. By late summer,
numerous town meetings had passed resolves condemning the pay-
ments as well as other grievances. Lebanon, for example,
claimed that the pension was "contrary to the Genius of this
State," and that it was "unconstitutional, injurious, impolite,
oppressive and unjust."7
In September, a special, extra-legislative convention
was called, and twenty-eight Connecticut towns sent representa-
tives. "Commutation is the Jig," wrote one citizen, "and

8 Held at

the whole country almost seemed to be joining it."
Middletown, the convention met three times between September
and April, calling each time for investigation into the le-
gality of the officer's bonus and asking the state Assembly
to oppose it. They also drew up a list of nominees for the
upper chamber of the state legislature and labeled the Society
of Cincinnati an order of nobility.9
The Middletown Convention had a strong impact on Con-
necticut. Under pressure from this body and from rumors con-

necting his name with war profiteering, Jonathan Trumbull re-

signed the office of Governor. He had been in office for

T1bid., p. 212.

8Quoted in Louie May Miner, Our Rude Forefathers;
American Political Verse, 1785-1788 (Cedar Rapids, Iowa: The
Torch Press, 1937).

9

Collier, Connecticut.
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fourteen years, the only Governor to serve through the entire
Revolution. At about the same time the tenures of three na-
tional representatives (two of whom, Oliver Ellsworth and
Oliver Wolcott, were personal friends of Webster), ended,

and three new candidates, all convention sympathizers, were
elected. They took their seats in January, 1784.

Noah Webster's immediate reaction to the convention
was bewilderment and fear. He could not really comprehend
why it happened, but struggled to order and explain these
events, to make sense out of them for himself and for his
neighbors as well. Anger filled his mind when he thought of
the possible consequences of what he saw going on around him.
He was fearful that America's utopian opportunity would be
lost and that the morass of corruption that was Europe would
be copied on this side of the Atlantic. Frustrated, confused
and bitter, he responded as he did to all the important events
of his life: he wrote. During the last half of 1783 he fill-

ed the Connecticut Courant, a local Hartford newspaper, with

attempts to analyze the Middletown Convention and all it stood
for.

Webster was clearly afraid that the aim of that "nest
of vipers" was basically to undermine the principles of the
Revolution. His anxiety and the harshness of his essays were
increased by his identification with those ideals. The rep-
resentatives were scoundrels, he said, "men of intrigue."

They sought to replace those who had fought for the same cause

he had fought. If they succeeded, every "man of ability, of
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liberal and independent sentiments," would be extricated from
places of power, replaced by men who were "tyrants at heart."
Any person who supported them had to be an "unprincipled dema-
gogue," believed Webster.10
The delegates looked suspiciously like tories. They
were the same men who only a short time before had opposed
the Revolution. In travelling through Connecticut in the fall
of 1783, Webster talked to many citizens, inquiring about the
representatives they had sent to Middletown. He was told
that in general the delegates had not attended the various
meetings of freemen in most towns until after the war had
ended, but that they now seemed to be trying to control the
meetings. Many of them, by their own admission, he stated,
were "avowed tories." They had now switched tactics, and
openly attacked the very men who had been the leading patriots,

11 In March of 1784 he wrote

accusing them of being tyrants.
to Sam Adams, asking for his views on the problem which then
plagued Massachusetts as well as Connecticut. The troubles,
said Webster, were "headed by a few designing characters,
principally tories" who had for a long time been trying to

"throw the state into confusion." Adams agreed.12

10Connecticut Courant, September 23, 1783. See also
September 9, 1783.

1lypid., September 30, 1783 and January 14, 1784.
See also Diagx, December 17, 1784.

12

To Samuel Adams, March 24, 1784, Warfel, Letters,
p. 7.
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Webster was entirely opposed to the convention. Some
delegates charged that the officers had extorted the promised
bonus, but Webster pointed out that they had not known about
it until it had been passed. 1In support of his point, he
quoted Washington, who had said that the officers had known
nothing of the bonus until after Congress had passed it. An-
other voice from Middletown wailed that the entire army should
have been dismissed, a second one raised, and no bonus paid
to keep them at the front. Webster dismissed this as "per-
fectly ridiculous." The convention proclaimed that the fledg-
ling Society of Cincinnati was a threat to Liberty, and
Webster laughed at this suggestion. "From such a society of
men as little is to be feared as from the order of Masons, a
convention of physicians, or a company of merchants."13

The logical conclusion to the events of 1783, includ-
ing the convention, he believed, was gquite obviously anarchy.
If the current flow continued a few more months, he "would
not give a farthing for the best interests of the state...."
The word "anarchy" was to him the most dreadful of all; "des-
potism is far preferable to it." The consequences of anarchy
were fatal, for it was "inevitably followed by tyranny."14

When the Middletown Convention adjourned in the spring

of 1784, Noah Webster felt greatly relieved. In the April elec-

tions, convention nominees were soundly defeated. Trumbull's

13Connecticut Courant, October 14, and August 26, 1783;
January 13, 1784.

14Ibid., September 23, 1783. See also September 9,
1783.






63

former Deputy-Governor was elected to replace him, while an
entire slate of anti-convention men gained seats in the As-
sembly. Six days later, a federal impost was approved to fund

the bonus. Writing in the Connecticut Courant, Webster noted

the death of the factious spirit:
Yesterday se'night about five o'clock p.m.
departed this life in the eighth month of
his age, MR. HOBBY CONVENTION, a person of
great notoriety in this State. His death
was attended with violent spasms and con-
vulsions, produced no doubt by the rigour
of a strong fiery constitution, struggling
with that new and fatal disorder called
Reason. His remains will be decently in-
terred in May next, and his funeral eulogium
will be pronounced by Mr. Government.

The events of the early 1780's had severely shaken
Webster's faith in the people. They had indicated to him
that Americans were easily deceived by anyone who could speak
well and make a show of being virtuous. "I pretend not to
lay down rules for other people," he said, while recommend-
ing that no one vote for candidates who actively solicited
support. He had listened to people during elections, hearing
them say they would vote for a man because he was "next in
course, " or because they simply thought that he would "do
enough."” He had begun to suspect that people had forgotten
that their right of self-government had been a principle issue
in the Revolution. People no longer seemed to care enough

about government to pay close attention to their leaders.16

151bid., April 20, 1784.

16Webster, Sketches, p. 34.
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In his more reflective moments, Webster thought

about the ways in which governments are constructed and sta-
bilized, and one element in his revolutionary idealism dis-
appea;ed. He had believed that Montesquieu was essentially
correct when he said that governments, in order to rest on
popular approval, must be based on public virtue. Now the
events of the day had forced him to doubt the existence of
public virtue. Webster concluded that he and Montesgquieu had
been wrong, that virtue could not form a stable basis for
government.17

"Self-interest," he now declared, was "the ruling
principle of all mankind." Adam Smith's economic theories
were universally applicable, and if implemented would lead to
widespread human happiness. When the self-interest of a ma-
jority of individuals merged to pursue the same object, it
was mystically transformed into something quite different,
such as patriotism or public spirit. Any particular interest

that clashed with it could be labeled "selfishness." Thus,

one impulse, self-interest, produced both negative and posi-
tive threats. In a time of danger, as the Revolution had been,
the private interest of all individuals merged into a unified
whole to resist a common enemy. When that common opponent
disappeared, schisms in the pursuit of interests again ap-
peared, and Webster theorized that this was what was happen-

ing in 1783. "This accounts for the capricious, fluctuating

17Connecticut Courant, September 26, 1783.
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conduct of the people at the present time," he declared.
While the British posed a threat, many were willing to sacri-
fice their personal fortunes for the common good, but now co-
operation was not seen as an important value. The financial
burden of taxes, inflation and military bonuses drove people
further apart. "Their estates and their liberties are se-
cured,” or so they believed, and "not one penny extraordinary
will they pay, unless it is extorted from them by law.»18

As a direct reaction to this new sense of doubt,
Webster began to contemplate a means of controlling political
events. Like the rest of the revolutionary generation, he
had opposed the centralized government of England, so this
move did not come easily. The thought of rearranging and re-
instituting a system which awarded power to a single man or
a small body of men was an alarming one. Yet others had come
to the same conclusion. In 1783 Washington sent a circular
to all Governors. Fearing "anarchy and confusion," he called
for a "Supreme Power to regulate and govern the general con-
cerns of the Confederated Republic, without which the Union
cannot be of long duration." Tom Paine, a man as different
from Washington as revolutionary America could produce, had
called in 1782 for unification of the thirteen states under

one central government. In The Crisis, Paine said that it was

the "movement upon one centre, that our existence as a nation,

our happiness as a people, and our safety as individuals,

18:pi4.
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depend." Writing in February, 1784, Webster saw centraliza-
tion as one cure for the ills of the body politic. The cur-
rent government "by committee" must end, for "the dignity,
safety and happiness of America," were "inseparably connected
with the union of all states." Cooperation must be achieved,
and if a supreme authority had to be reconstructed, this time
on this side of the Atlantic, so be it. "A Continental Union
must feel, at all times," thundered Webster, "the necessity
of unanimity and vigor in all our federal operations.“19
By early 1785, Webster's concept of a new national

government had emerged. His Sketches symbolized his dualism.
It contained four essays, the first three of which indicated
his identification with America as a land of freedom and prom-
ise. The fourth was a call for a stronger centralized form
of government within which they could be successfully admin-
istered. To Webster and others of his generation, new govern-
ment must institutionalize the principles of the Revolution

within a framework of a more stable national government. "Too

much health is a disease," he remarked, and "too much liberty
20

is the worst tyranny." The essence of the new government

19Forest McDonald and Ellen Shapiro McDonald, eds.,
Confederation and Constitution, 1781-1783 (New York: Harper
and Row, 1968), p. 40; Quoted in Hesketh Pearson, Tom Paine:
Friend of Mankind (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1937), p.64;
Courant, February 24, 1784. For Webster's views, see also
Sketches, pp. 30-31.

20Essex Journal, December 14, 1786. Reprinted in Noah
Webster, A Collection of Essays and Fugitiv [sic] Writings on
Moral, Historical, Political and Literary Subjects (Boston:
J. Thomas and E. T. Andrews, 1790), pp. 119-124. Hereafter
cited as Webster, Essays.
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was an emphasis on checks and balances, and his support of
it was a reaction to the events of the 1780's. All states
must be organically relaﬁed, all must be equal in influence
*in national circles. If a single state could nullify or re-
ject a measure passed by Congress, they would not be united
for long.21 Webster urged all those who would read his

Sketches to consider themselves as inhabitants not of a single

state or town, "but as Americans." Provincial views must be

subordinate to continental ones. Self-interest, the ruling

principle of mankind, must not be allowed to become a provin-

cial interest, but must be merged into a "national interest."22

Webster was dismayed when he examined the confedera-
tion. Every positive measure toward reform and stability was
defeated, enormous debts were unpaid, commerce was restricted.
Those were the fruits of the Articles, and each state grabbed
for what they could. "The whole body, linked together by cob-
webs and shadows," was "the jest and the ridicule of the world."
Something must be done, and a stronger government was his an-
swer to the chaos of the confederation. "On an energetic con-
tinental government principally depend our tranquillity at
home and our respectability among foreign nations.“23

Yet there was a distinctly provincial tone to Webster's

nationalism. The most perfect government that he knew of and

21Webster, Sketches, pp. 45-46, 32.

22Webster, Sketches, p. 48.

23Ibid., pp. 41, 48. See also pp. 38-39.
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one that he felt would be the best pattern for the central
government to reflect in its construction, was the government
of Connecticut. Indeed, the new government that he envisioned
for America was nothing more than Connecticut writ large. The
whole body of freemen would be the supreme authority on which
all power would rest, although it would be exercised through

a system of representatives. These delegated authorities

would make all laws applicable to the whole nation. The Gov-
ernor would be elected by the freemen, with subordinates com-
missioned by him as judges, sheriffs and other civil offi-
cers. "If the representation of the freemen is equal, and

the elections frequent, if the magistrates are constitutionally
chosen and responsible for the administration," he declared,
"such a government is of all others most free and safe."24

Thus Noah Webster's Sketches of American Policy en-

compassed two very different impulses. On the one hand,
Webster still advocated and believed in a basic revolutionary
ideology. The extension of human freedom and self-control
still drew his support, yet he also felt a definite need for
order and stability. The stronger, centralized government
that he envisioned would embody these two concerns in a bal-
anced system. It would then resemble the harmony of nature's
Planetary systems, a machine which worked like a clock. He

Planned to travel through the middle and southern states and

——

. 24Ibid., pPp. 33-35. He made no mention of any quali-
fications for suffrage.
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these were the basic ideas he wanted to discuss with others
interested in the fate of the new nation. He spent the early
spring of 1785 preparing for his journey.

Packing extra copies of his Sketches along with copies

of the three volumes of his Institutes, Webster left Hartford

in May. In addition to distributing and discussing his ideas,
he intended to secure copyrights for his books in as many
states as he could as well as to agitate for state and federal
copyright laws. He was still an unemployed school teacher and
unsuccessful lawyer. No doubt he also planned on meeting as
many influential people as possible, for reputable contacts
might make it easier to secure wide distribution and accept-
ance of his books. Knowing almost no one and with little
money to secure the necessary lodging and meals, he was not
without apprehension. Work would have to be found from place
to place, and he thought he might be able to give a series of
lectures in the towns he visited. If he could draw a large
enough audience they might even pay for his transportation
costs. Writing to a friend, Webster expressed fears that he
would not be as welcome in the South as someone from Europe,
for he had no reputation to precede him, and there was a natu-
ral dislike for Northerners.z5
The trip was a strenuous one. Over the next year and
a half, he traveled up and down the Atlantic seaboard. During

that time his Sketches appeared in print in New York,

25To Timothy Pickering, January 20, 1785, in Warfel,
Letters, p. 44.
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Philadelphia, Baltimore and Charleston, and he gave his lec-
tures in virtually every center of population in between.

On May 18, 1785, he reached Alexandria, Virginia,
and the next day he introduced himself to George Washington.
Mount Vernon had, by then, become a stopping place on the
tours of many American travelers,26 so Washington was prob-
ably not surprised to see an unemployed schoolteacher of
whom he had never heard mention. The General's reception was
pleasant, he even indicated that he was impressed. Webster
presented him with a copy of his Sketches, and the remainder
of the day was spent in talking about the need for a strong
central government, as well as agriculture, education and the
necessity of abolishing slavery. They spent the evening in a
laughter-filled game of whist, and before he left Webster

asked Washington to endorse his Institutes. Replying that he
27

had not read them, the General declined.
For the next four months Webster traveled in the South.
A ride on a sloop between Baltimore and Charleston took twenty-
seven days. He stayed in South Carolina for only two weeks,
and returned to Baltimore almost bankrupt. He had incorrectly
estimated how long he could live on what he had taken with him,
so in Baltimore he decided to offer his services as a singing

master in order to survive. Enough students were gathered and

26Gerald W. Johnson, Mount Vernon (New York: Random
House, 1953).

27To Noah Webster, July 30, 1785 in John C. Fitzpatrick,
The Writings of Washington: From the Original Manuscript
Sources, 1745-1799 38 vols. (Washington, D. C.: Government
Printing Office, 1931-1938) Vol. 28, p. 216.
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in September his school was successfully opened. At the same
time he began to write the lectures which he planned to use
as another source of income.28
In October Webster was off again, with greater suc-
cess. He roamed from New Hampshire to Richmond, stopping to
lecture in any town with enough people to warm a room. His
subject was the English language, and his talks were marked
with an increasingly nationalistic tone. In Philadelphia,
Dover, Boston, and Newburyport he called for a more drastic
and complete separation from England. He proposed his new
American language as a tool of separation, and was full of
ideas about how it could be developed and implemented.29
Along the way he dined with many dignitaries. James Madison,
to whom Washington had sent a copy of the Sketches, lauded
his work and said that Webster was a major factor in the pas-
sage of a copyright law in Virginia. Webster met the presi-
dents of virtually every major American college, including
Harvard, Princeton, Dartmouth, and Yale. All had favorable
words for his work. With Benjamin Franklin he discussed the
need for a total reform of the alphabet, one of the sage's

fondest projects. With Washington, whom he visited a second

time, he spoke of education and nationalism. He discussed

28IWebster], "Memoirs," and Warfel, Webster.

29A good example of Webster's advertisements for his
lectures appeared in the Massachusetts Centinel, July 12, 1786.
A set of notes taken at his lecture in Philadelphia are in the
Archives of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania.







72

many topics with Tom Paine. David Rittenhouse, Benjamin Rush,
David Ramsey, Aaron Burr, Samuel Lathem Mitchill, Roger Sher-
man, Simeon Baldwin, Timothy Pickering and John Dickinson all
offered him encouragement. By 1787 his books were being read,
printed and sold in every major American city, and the pre-
cocious yankee peddler had indeed become, almost overnight,
without family influence or financial backing, the "school-

30

master of America." At times his audiences swelled to 300,

and when he spoke in Philadelphia, newspapers as far away as
Boston reported the event.31
It was a rewarding nineteen months, but not all of

his experiences were pleasant. For one thing, he did not like
the South. His sense of ethical morality was offended by the
lifestyle of the Virginia gentlemen whom he visited, especial-
ly by the gambling, horse racing and other forms of what he
considered "dissipation." A ball he attended, given by one

of washington's nephews, had cost 518, and that shocked him.
When one Maryland Senator confided to him that only about ten

percent of the plantation class could read and write, Webster

was astonished: "O New England! How superior are thy

30Those few who have written extensively on Webster
have emphasized his educational contributions. In addition
to Warfel's biography, see Henry Steele Commager, "Noah
Webster, 1758-1958," Saturday Review, October 10, 1958 and
Ervin C. Shoemaker, Noah Webster: Pioneer of Learning
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1936).

31Positive reactions and reviews of his lectures were
numerous. See especially the Maryland Gazette, January 10,
1786 and Maryland Journal, January 3, 1/86.
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inhabitants in morals, literature, civility and industry.”32

He emphasized his emerging concern with morals when he sent

to Washington a copy of Timothy Dwight's "The Conquest of
Canaan," an epic poem celebrating the Revolution. Webster
pointedly commented that he could recommend it to "every friend

of America and of virtue.”33

He was most shocked by the elec-
tions he witnessed in the South. While Connecticut had a long
history of peaceful elections, the South stood sharply in con-
trast. There men sought every advantage in an election and
even begged the citizens to vote for them. He noted that
election day south of Pennsylvania often degenerated into
"mere riots,” and almost always they were a source of disputes
which ended in bloody noses "and sometimes with greater vio-
lence."34
Yet even New England had not been peaceful during his
journey. Indeed, western Massachusetts had been in virtual
rebellion during most of the decade. Many parts of New England,
by the fall of 1786, were plagued with economic difficulties.
The burden of local and national debts combined with monetary
chaos produced armed bands who attempted to stop various civil

proceedings. In August a convention not unlike the one in

Middletown three years before met in Hatfield, Massachusetts.

32p0ra, Notes, 1, pp. 142-144, 146.

33Letter to George Washington, March 31, 1786, in The
Papers of Noah Webster, Box 1, Manuscripts and Archives, New

York Public Library.

34Reprinted in Webster, Essays.
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The delegates demanded that the state government issue paper
money in large amounts as a cure for the economy, and listed
nine other grievances. In the course of their meeting they
managed to denounce virtually every branch of the government
as well as every person in it. Later that month a mob pre- '
vented the Court of Common Pleas in Hampshire County from
meeting, while in September another crowd forced a court in
Worcester County to adjourn. Similar events occurred across
the state and in November an organized army of over 2,000 dis-
contented citizens began regular drilling and other military
preparations. Henry Knox, former commander of artillery under
Washington, wrote a widely publicized letter claiming that the
men under arms numbered between 12,000 and 15,000 and that
they proposed to march on Boston to secure a common division
of property. In January, 1787, the rebels, led by Daniel
Shays, were easily suppressed by state troops, but the damage
had been done. Many Americans were genuinely aroused, afraid
that this rebellion was only a dark portent of worse events to
come; those who sought a stronger government found wider ac-
ceptance of their ideas and a convention meeting in Annapolis
recommended that another convention be held to consider major
changes in the Articles of Confederation.35
Webster personally felt the shock of social unrest.

In June of 1786 he stopped momentarily in Hartford in the middle

35Jensen, Nation.
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of his tour. He had been received warmly and delivered a
lecture in his home town. As in other cities, he advertised
that it would cost two shillings to attend, though he had pre-
sented a few free tickets to members of the state legislature.
An angry mob gathered outside the church he was scheduled to
speak in, interrupting his performance by loudly protesting
the cost of admission and the free distribution of tickets to
politicians.36

After this incident he traveled on for eastern Massa-
chusetts and found himself in the middle of Shays' Rebellion.
Deeply troubled, Webster reacted strongly. "I would fight
the insurgents," he wrote in an otherwise ordinary business
letter, were they to attempt stopping the court in Salem,
Ipswich or Newburyport where he was lecturing. After giving
details of some of the actions, he wrote a friend that "the
mob is headed by some desperate fellows, without property or
principle.” Yet not all the dissidents, he believed, were of
such low character. Many well-meaning people were led into
opposition merely by false information. The truth, diffused
among the people at large, would soon restore tranquillity.
He noted that the troubles seemed to be spreading and that

Rhode Island was also in a state of confusion.37

36Ford, Notes, I, p. 157.

37Letter to Hudson and Goodwin, September 10, 1786,
The Papers of Noah Webster, Box 1, Manuscripts and Archives,
New York Public Library; Letter to Timothy Pickering,
September 15, 1786, in Massachusetts Historical Society Pro-
ceedings, Vol. 43 p. 126; Letter to Hudson and Goodwin,
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This unrest, believed Webster, pointed out the need
for strong government to curtail lawlessness. "The Devil is
in you," he had heard clergymen say to the mobs over and over
again, but he knew that the devil was not the problem. If
anything, it was the jealousy of Congress among the states
that was devilish, as well as the general weakness of the con-
federation. One state could stop the others from adopting
measures to control financial ills. The obsession of some
people with fancy clothes, baubles and trinkets added to the
instability of the situation because it wasted precious funds
on unnecessary items. Disrespect and loss of faith in the
law only made things worse. Good men, and he still believed
all men were essentially good, obeyed and respected the law.
Without the law, feared Webster, people would cease to be
"free or safe,” and the ultimate implications of such law-
lessness frightened him:

The same principle which leads a man to put
a bayonet to the breast of a judge, will
lead him to take property where he can find
it; and when the judges dare not act, where
is the loser's remedy? Alas, my friends,
too much liberty is no liberty at all. Giv
[sic] me anything but mobs;...I would shoot
the leader of a mob, sooner than a midnight
ruffian.38

Webster still encouraged all men to "shake off every

badge of tyranny," and he still firmly believed that "the best

September 28, 1786, The Papers of Noah Webster, Box 1, Manu-
scripts and Archives, New York Public Library.

38Webster, Essays, p. 130.
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way to make men honest, is to let them enjoy equal rights and
privileges." Citizens must not suspect the Shaysites of be-
ing rogues. Oppressive laws must be avoided. "Leave force
to govern the wretched vassels of European nabobs," he wrote,
for it had no place in America. Men must deal with problems
through laws which would improve man's élready "excellent na-
ture."” In short, he believed that "no man will commence
enemy to a government which givs [sic] him as many privileges

as his neighbors enjoy."39

Yet mankind must not be given too
much liberty. People who enjoy a great amount of freedom
often carry it to the point of being licentious, he observed.
It was this excessiveness that was dangerous. "Too much

health is a disease," he believed, and "Too much liberty is
40

the worst tyranny."
In November, 1786, Webster ended his trip in Hartford.
It had been a huge success; his name was now known in every
state. Yet he was not happy. Serious doubts about the ability
of man to live by his own laws in a republican government
plagued him. It was quite possible, he thought, that "people
in general are too ignorant to manage affairs which require
great reading,” so his system of education took on greater im-

portance. Consequently he now gave his publishers the right

39New Haven Gazette, December 14, 1786. Reprinted in
Webster, Essays, p. 153.

4oEssex Journal, September 13, 1786. Reprinted in
Webster Essays.
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to sell all his works at even lower prices in order to in-
crease their circulation. Webster was not making much in
royalties as it was, and claimed that it did not matter to
him. He wished only to "live an honest man. I wish to do
justice to all men and I am frequently obliged to do it at a

nédl Even more serious were his doubts about the

great loss.
liberty for which he believed the Revolution had been fought.
He was once as strong a republican as any man in America, he
noted, but "Now a republican is among the last kinds of gov-
ernments I should choose."” Instead he would prefer a limited
monarchy, for the capriciousness of one man could be opposed
by the many and be corrected, The "ignorance and passions of
a multitude,” as recent events had shown, were more difficult
to control.42
Thus Webster found himself in the middle of an intel-
lectual dilemma, the solution to which was not far away. His
revolutionary optimism and fervor were shaken, but not entirely
destroyed. The journey had been in some ways disturbing, but
it had also had two significant results. He had found accept-
ance among a class of men symbolized by Washington and Franklin,
and he had become completely convinced of the need for strong

government. The new Constitution, created by Madison, Washing-

ton, Franklin and others, was the solution to the problem.

41Connecticut Courant, November 20, 1786.

42Letter to Hudson and Goodwin, July 26, 1786. Pier-
pont Morgan Library.
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The winter of 1786-1787 found Noah Webster rather
glum. No one in America was happy, he observed. All were
surprised at the disappointment. Property was unsafe, taxes
were unbearably heavy, and no changes appeared on the horizon.
Things actually seemed to be getting worse, and even the Revo-
lution now seemed incomplete since there were still signs of
English influence in the speech, manners and opinion of many
Americans. What had gone wrong?43

Webster concluded that these troubles stemmed from
the nature of the Revolution itself. It had occurred too fast,
it had broken something quite fragile which held society to-
gether. There were habits and customs, and not necessarily
British ones, which had been challenged along with foreign au-
thority, and that was not good. Drastic change, said the for-
mer propagandist, must come slowly. Innovation of course was
necessary, but the events had shown that it should be organic,
the "natural progress of society," and should come only when
people were prepared. "Nothing can be so fatal to morals and
the peace of society," he said, "as a violent shock given to
public opinion of fixed habits." The drive for freedom from
tyranny in the 1770's had changed to a total opposition to
authority in the 1780's. "The restraints imposed by respect
and habits of obedience were broken...and the licentious pas-

sions of men set afloat." Only a long series of prudent and

43ghis depression was quite clear in a series of Articles
entitled "Remarks on the manners, Government and debt of the
United States,"” In the Pennsylvania Packet, February 15, 17,
19 and 21, 1787. Reprinted in Webster, Essays.
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vigorous measures could correct the flow of passions which
the Revolution had unleashed. Someone had to take a stand,
and Noah Webster volunteered. "I reprobate everything that
wears the least appearance of opposite to lawful authority.“44
In April he moved to Philadelphia. He had been of-
fered a position teaching English, but there was an even more
important reason for going to Philadelphia in the spring of
1787: the constitutional convention was about to convene.
Although not a delegate, he was nevertheless quite interested
in the proceedings. Since he had traveled up and down the
continent stumping for a central government, perhaps he might
now exercise some influence. In any event, many of the people
he had met would be in the city, and he knew that Benjamin
Franklin for one would welcome him warmly. Webster had made
a special trip to Philadelphia to meet the aged genius during
the previous winter, and the pair had talked over their mutual
ideas on language reforms. Despite the difference in their
ages, they had another interest in common; as Webster put it,
both were fond of "visiting the ladies."45
The influence of Franklin and his friends had been
profound. In their company and recognition he had found some-
thing for which he had been looking. They all treated him

cordially, respectfully, and had exhibited a keen interest in

his work. Here were people who were gracious, intelligent and

44Webster, Essays, pp. 99, 103, 100-101.

45See Diary, Summer, 1787.
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thoughtful, and for the first time in his adult life he felt
as if he were really doing something valuable and construc-
tive. These were the kind of men with whom he felt comfort-
able, who appreciated his work, who should lead the new na-
tion. He sought their companionship, advice, praise and hos-
pitality. As he talked with this national class of men he
found confidence, direction and meaning.

The convention itself excited him. They were all here,
the best that America could summon. They had all been elected
by the people, he believed, and thus this convention rejuve-
nated his belief in the masses. Here was living proof that
it could work, Middletown and Daniel Shays notwithstanding.
The fears and doubts of the previous years were assuaged, at
least temporarily, by this remarkable gathering. All summer
long he listened to the delegates discuss important issues.
Important not just for Philadelphia and Noah Webster, but for
the rest of the world, whose hopes and dreams rode on their
shoulders.

It seems, too, that those who came to the convention
had a certain respect for Webster. His name appeared fre-
quently in the Philadelphia papers along with the news of de-
liberations. There were a few disparaging remarks. The
President of the University of Pennsylvania called him a "re-
tailer of nouns and pronouns" and "a fomenter of rebellion,"
while another man wrote ten lengthy articles criticizing his

Institutes. But the overwhelming comment on Webster was
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favorable.46 He was described as "this learned man," with

extraordinary knowledge and abilities who had written a

47 In addition, he had met and

"masterpiece of instruction."
fallen in love with Rebecca Greenleaf, the sister of a wealthy
merchant, James Greenleaf. Two days after the opening of the
convention, George Washington, by now virtually a God in
America who would soon be declared President by plebiscite,
paid his respects to Webster by visiting him at home.48 Dur-
ing the course of the summer he dined and held conversations
with David Rittenhouse, Abraham Baldwin, Peletiah Webster,
Timothy Pickering, Benjamin Rush, James Madison, John Fitch
(on whose steamboat he rode during its maiden voyage), Edmund
Randolph, Rufus King, Oliver Ellsworth, William Livingstone
and many other "conventions gentlemen." He had done all he
could to pavé the way for the gathering, and the members
evidently recognized his contribution.49
- On September 15th, two days before the close of the
secret proceedings, Noah Webster's nationalistic endeavors
were officially recognized. Thomas Fitzsimmons was the most

inconspicuous member of the Pennsylvania delegation which in-

cluded Franklin, George Clymer, Jared Ingersoll, Thomas Mifflin,

46Pennsylvania Gazette, April 25, 1787.

47Quoted in warfel, Webster, p. 162.

48piary, May 22, 1787.

49See Diary, Summer, 1787.
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Governeur and Robert Morris, and James Wilson. He had spoken
only twice during the entire summer, but now wrote to Webster
asking for his help in the ratification process. "I consider
the moment, as the crisis that will determine whether we are
to benefit by the revolution we have obtained," said Fitz-
simmons, "or whether we shall become a prey to foreign in-

50

fluence and domestic violence." Like Franklin, who said he

51 Fitz-

was astonished at the quality of the new systenm,
simmons believed that it was "the best which human wisdom
could devise." He thought Webster's powers were "eminently
useful,"” and urged him to exert himself on behalf of the new
government.52

Webster responded enthusiastically. Here was a chance
to set in writing the fruits of his conversations with the
delegates as well as his own observations and experiences.
It was also a chance for him to feel as though he was a mem-
ber of the national class. In fact, he spent three weeks
thinking about all that had happened in the last twenty years
and organizing his thoughts. His reaction to the new consti-
tution was not haphazard scribblings, but displayed the ef-

fects of his entire life. His revolutionary idealism, the

fears aroused by the Middletown Convention and Shays' Rebellion

50[Webster], "Memoirs," p. 18. Webster included the
entire letter in this document.

*lsaul M. Padover, To Secure These Blessings (New York:
Washington Square Press, 1962), p. 499.

52

[Webster], "Memoirs," p. 18.
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all shone through his essay in a complex maze of hopes and
doubts, of ideals and realities and interactions of all of
these. 1In early October he put it all down in a final version
and on October 17th Pritchard and Hall published his An Exami-

nation into the Leading Principles of the Federal Constitution.

It was dedicated to Benjamin Franklin, whom Webster was sure

would agree with all that he said.53
The new government institutionalized the kind of bal-

ance between freedom and stability he had advocated since

1785. It was an "empire of reason," the best man could devise.

Its origins lay in the wisdom of all the ages, in freedom and
enlightenment. The people were the source of power, he pro-
claimed, not military might or superstition foisted by clergy.
Majority rule was the most basic law of the land while the
idea that no man should be bound by a law to which he had not
given his consent was also widely believed. But since each
man could not possibly be present to give his specific con-
sent to every piece of legislation, the concept of representa-
tion was employed in the new Constitution, and representation
was "the perfection of human government." The House of Rep-
resentatives was the guardian of the privileges of the people.
Under this system there was no possibility of corruption or

tyranny; he was still convinced of the basic goodness of all

53[Noah Webster], An Examination into the leading
principles of the Federal Constitution proposed by the late
Convention held at Philadelphia. With Answers to the Principal
objections that have been raised against the system by a
Citizen of America (Philadelphia: Pritchard and Hill, 1787).
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mankind. If a representative misbehaved, he could simply be
voted out of office. The people, on the other hand, must act
in conformity to the will of the majority. Each man must bind
himself to "obey the public voice" and thus the liberty of
each individual would be equally protected.54

At the core of the new system were two factors which
he felt had been at the center of the thrust of the Revolution
as well: equal distribution of property and frequent elec-
tions. "In which does real power consist,” he asked. His an-

55

swer was short and plain: Property. Laws should be made

in every state barring entail, for "a general and tolerable

equal distribution of landed property is the basis of natural

freedom." This was the very soul of the republic. Freedom
of press, trial by jury, the right of Habeas Corpus and all
other secondary considerations, according to Noah Webster,
were constructed and dependent upon a general distribution
of real property among every class of people. When property
was equally held, no great combinations or families could
control the government, and America was the only place on
earth where this was possible. "No lords strut here with
supercilious haughtiness or swell with emptiness," he cried,
"but virtue, good sense, and reputation, alone, enable the
blood, and introduce the lowest citizen to the highest office

of the state."56

>41pid., pp. 6, 43, 7, 23, 40.

351pid., p. 43

56American Museum, October, 1787.
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The "right of election" was also a principle bulwark of free-

dom, and the new Constitution guaranteed that right. "Ameri-
cans!" he shouted, "never resign that right.“57
All of these concerns would be balanced by a strong,
centralized government. To combat economic chaos, this au-
thority could organize and regulate, and the defense of all
states would be made easier. Mutual concessions of the kind
built into this system were necessary if America was to avoid
anarchy ending in a Cromwell or a Caesar, he felt. It was a
balanced government in all ways; large and small states had
influence, and neither property nor numbers were overly power-
ful. The Sena<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>