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1. Excerpt from Empire of Liberty: A History of the Early Republic by Gordon Wood 
(2011) 

During the second decade of the nineteenth century, writer Washington Irving developed an 
acute sense that his native land was no longer the same place it had been just a generation earlier. 
Irving had conservative and nostalgic sensibilities, and he sought to express some of his 
amazement at the transformation that had taken place in America by writing his story “Rip Van 
Winkle.” Irving had his character Rip awaken from a sleep that had begun before the Revolution 
and had lasted twenty years. When Rip entered his old village, he immediately felt lost. The 
buildings, the faces, the names were all strange and incomprehensible. “The very village was 
altered–it was larger and more populous,” and idleness, except among the aged, was no longer 
tolerated. “The very character of the people seemed changed. There was a busy, bustling 
disputatious tone about it, instead of the accustomed phlegm and drowsy tranquility”–a terrifying 
situation for Rip, who had had “an insuperable aversion to all kinds of profitable labour” Even the 
language was strange–”rights of citizens–elections–members of Congress–liberty…and other words 
which were a perfect babylonish jargon to the bewildered Van Winkle.” When people asked him “on 
which side he voted” and “whether he was Federal or a Democrat,” Rip could only stare “in vacant 
stupidity.” 

“Rip Van Winkle” became the most popular of Irving’s many stories, for early nineteenth-
century Americans could appreciate Rip’s bewilderment. Although superficially the political 
leadership seemed much the same–on the sign at the village inn the face of George Washington 
had simply replaced that of George III– beneath the surface Rip, like most Americans, knew that 
“every thing’s changed.” In a few short decades Americans had experienced a remarkable 
transformation in their society and culture, and, like Rip and his creator, many wondered what had 
happened and who they really were. 

Before the Revolution of 1776 American had been merely a collection of disparate British 
colonies composed of some two million subjects huddled along a narrow strip of the Atlantic coast–
European outposts whose cultural focus was still London, the metropolitan center of the empire. 
Following the War of 1812 with Great Britain–often called the Second American Revolution–these 
insignificant provinces had become a single giant continental republic with nearly ten million 
citizens, many of whom had already spilled into the lands beyond the Appalachian Mountains. The 
cultural focus of this huge expansive nation was no longer abroad but was instead directed inward 
at its own boundless possibilities. 

By 1815 Americans had experienced a transformation in the way they related to one 
another and in the way they perceived themselves and the world around them. And this 
transformation took place before industrialization, before urbanization, before railroads, and before 
any of the technological breakthrough usually associated with modern social change. In the 
decades following the Revolution America changed so much and so rapidly that Americans not only 
became used to change but came to expect it and prize it. 

The population grew dramatically, doubling every twenty years or so, as it had for several 
generations, more than twice the rate of growth of any European country. And people were on the 
move as never before. . .In a single generation Americans occupied more territory than they had 
occupied during the entire 150 years of the colonial period, and in the process killed or displaced 
tens of thousands of Indians. 

Although most Americans in 1815 remained farmers living in rural areas, they had become, 
especially in the North, one of the most highly commercialized people in the world. They were busy 
buying and selling not only with the rest of the world but increasingly with one another, everyone, 
it seemed, trying to realize what Niles’ Weekly Register declared was “the almost universal 
ambition to get forward.” Nowhere in the Western world was business and working for profit more 
praised and honored. 

This celebration of work made a leisured slaveholding aristocracy in the South more and 
more anomalous. Slavery was widely condemned, but it did not die in the new United States; 
indeed, it flourished–but only in the South. It spread across the Southern half of the country, and 
as it disappeared in the North, it became more deeply entrenched in the Southern economy. In a 
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variety of ways–socially, culturally, and politically–the South began to see itself as a beleaguered 
minority in the bustling nation. 

All these demographic and commercial changes could not help but affect every aspect of 
American life. Politics became democratized as more Americans gained the right to vote. The 
essentially aristocratic world of the Founding Fathers in which gentry leaders stood for election was 
largely replaced by a very different democratic world, a recognizably modern world of competing 
professional politicians who ran for office under the banners of modern political parties. Indeed, 
Americans became so thoroughly democratic that much of the period’s political activity, beginning 
with the Constitution, was devoted to finding means and devices to tame that democracy. Most 
important perhaps, ordinary Americans developed a keen sense of their own worth–a sense that, 
living in the freest nation in the world, they were anybody’s equal. Religion too was democratized 
and transformed. Not only were most of the traditional European-based religious establishments 
finally destroyed, but the modern world of many competing Christian denominations was created. 
By 1815 America had become the most evangelically Christian nation in the world. 

Even Washington Irving, despite his deep affection for all things English and his anxiety 
over America’s national identity, had to concede that the United States was “a country in a singular 
state of moral and physical development; a country,” he said, “in which one of the greatest Political 
experiments in the history of the world is now performing.” 

Obvious to all was “our rapidly growing importance and our matchless prosperity”– due, he 
said, “not merely to physical and local but also to moral causes…the political liberty, the general 
diffusion of knowledge, the prevalence of sound moral and religious principles, which give force and 
sustained energy to the character of a people. ” Americans knew they were an experiment, but 
they were confident they could by their own efforts remake their culture, re-create what they 
thought and believe. Their Revolution told them that people’s birth did not limit what they might 
become. 
 
2. Farewell Address, George Washington (1796) 
 …Citizens, by birth or choice, of a common country, that country has a right to concentrate 
your affections. The name of American, which belongs to you in your national capacity, must 
always exalt the just pride of patriotism more than any appellation derived from local 
discriminations. With slight shades of difference, you have the same religion, manners, habits, and 
political principles. You have in a common cause fought and triumphed together; the independence 
and liberty you possess are the work of joint counsels, and joint efforts of common dangers, 
sufferings, and successes… 

…In contemplating the causes which may disturb our Union, it occurs as matter of serious 
concern that any ground should have been furnished for characterizing parties by geographical 
discriminations, Northern and Southern, Atlantic and Western; whence designing men may 
endeavor to excite a belief that there is a real difference of local interests and views. One of the 
expedients of party to acquire influence within particular districts is to misrepresent the opinions 
and aims of other districts. You cannot shield yourselves too much against the jealousies and heart 
burnings which spring from these misrepresentations; they tend to render alien to each other those 
who ought to be bound together by fraternal affection… 

It serves always to distract the public councils and enfeeble the public administration. It 
agitates the community with ill-founded jealousies and false alarms, kindles the animosity of one 
part against another, and foments occasionally riot and insurrection. It opens the door to foreign 
influence and corruption, which finds a facilitated access to the government itself through the 
channels of party passions… 

The great rule of conduct for us in regard to foreign nations is in extending our commercial 
relations, to have with them as little political connection as possible. So far as we have already 
formed engagements, let them be fulfilled with perfect good faith. Here let us stop… 
Our detached and distant situation invites and enables us to pursue a different course…Why forego 
the advantages of so peculiar a situation? Why quit our own to stand upon foreign ground? Why, 
by interweaving our destiny with that of any part of Europe, entangle our peace and prosperity in 
the toils of European ambition, rival ship, interest, humor or caprice?... 
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 It is our true policy to steer clear of permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign 
world; so far, I mean, as we are now at liberty to do it… 
 
3. Federalist Reaction to Alien and Sedition Acts, Secretary of State Timothy Pickering 
(1798) 
 The alien has been bitterly investigated against as a direct attack upon our liberties, when in 
fact it affects only foreigners who are against us and has no relation whatever to an American 
citizen. It give authority to the First Magistrate [President] of the Union to order all such aliens as 
he shall judge dangerous to the peace and safety of the United States, or shall have reasonable 
grounds to suspect are concerned in an treasonable or secret machinations against the government 
thereof, to depart out of our territory.   
 It is only necessary to ask whether without such a power vested in some department, any 
government ever did, or ever can, long protect itself. The objects of this act are strangers merely, 
persons not adopted and naturalized – a description of men who have no lot nor interest with us 
and who manifest a disposition the most hostile to this country while it affords them an asylum and 
protection. For he must be ignorant indeed who does not know that the Constitution was 
established for the protection and security of American citizens and not of the intriguing foreigners. 
 The Sedition Acts has likewise been shamefully misrepresented as an attack upon the 
freedom of speech and of the press. But we find, on the contrary, that it prescribes a punishment 
only for those pests of society and disturbers of order and tranquility “who write, print, utter, or 
publish any false, scandalous, and malicious writings against the government of the United States, 
or either house of the Congress of the United States, or the President, with intent to defame, or 
bring the, into contempt or disrepute, or to excite against them the hatred of the good people of 
the United States; or to stir up sedition, or to abet the hostile designs of any foreigner nation.” 
 What honest man can justly be alarmed at such a law, or can wish unlimited permission to 
be given for the publication of malicious falsehoods, and with intentions the most base? They who 
complain of legal provision for punishing intentional defamation and lies as bridling the liberty of 
speech and of the press, may, with equal propriety, complain against laws made for punishing 
assault and murder, as restraints upon the freedom of men’s actions. Because we have the right to 
speak and publish our opinions, it does not necessarily follow that we may exercise it in uttering 
false and malicious slanders against our neighbor or our government, any more than we may under 
punishment by pleading that we are free agents. We may indeed use our tongues, employ our 
pens, and carry our cudgels or our muskets whenever we please. But, at the same time, we must 
be accountable and punishable for making such “improper use of either as to injure others in their 
characters, their persons or their property.” 
 
4. Virginia Legislature response to the Alien and Sedition Acts (1798) 
 [Resolved] That this assembly most solemnly declares a warm attachment to the Union of 
the States, to maintain which it pledges all its powers; and that for this end, it is their duty to 
watch over and oppose every infraction of those principles which constitute the only basis of that 
Union, because a faithful observance of them, can alone secure its existence and the public 
happiness. 
 That this assembly doth explicitly and peremptorily declare, that it views the powers of the 
federal government, as resulting from the compact, to which the states are parties; as limited by 
the plain sense and intention of the instrument constituting the compact; as no further valid that 
they are authorized by the grants enumerated in that compact; and that in case of a deliberate, 
palpable, and dangerous exercise of other powers, not granted by the said compact, the states who 
are parties thereto, have the right, and are I duty bound, to interpose for arresting he progress of 
the evil, and for maintaining within their respective limits, the authorities, rights and liberties 
appertaining to them… 
 That the General assembly doth also express its deep regret, that a spirit has in sundry 
instances, been manifested by the federal government, to enlarge its powers by forced 
constructions of the constitutional charter which defined them…so as to destroy the meaning and 
effect of the particular enumeration which necessarily explains and limits the general phrases; and 
so as to consolidate the states by degrees, into one sovereignty, the obvious tendency and 
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inevitable consequence of which would be, to transform the present republican system of the 
United states, into an absolute, or at best a mixed monarchy. 
 That the General assembly doth particularly protest against the palpable and alarming 
infractions of the Constitution, in the two late cases of the “Alien and Sedition Acts” passed at the 
last session of Congress; the first of which exercise a power no where delegated to the federal 
government, and which by uniting legislative and judicial powers to those of executive, subverts 
the general principles of free government; as well as the particular organization, and positive 
provisions of the federal constitution; and the other of which acts, exercises in like manner, a 
power not delegated by the constitution, but on the contrary, expressly and positively forbidden by 
one of the amendments thereto; a power, which more than any other, ought to produce universal 
alarm, because it is leveled against that right of freely examining public characters and measures, 
and of free communication among the people thereon, which has ever been justly deemed, the 
only effectual guardian of every other right.  
 That this state having by its Convention, which ratified the federal Constitution, expressly 
declared, that among other essential rights, “the Liberty of conscience and of the Press cannot be 
cancelled, abridged, restrained, or modified by any authority of the United States,” and from its 
extreme anxiety to guard these rights from every possible attack of sophistry or ambition, having 
with other states, recommended an amendment for that purpose, which amendment was, in due 
time, annexed to the Constitution; it would mark a reproachable inconsistency, and criminal 
degeneracy, if an indifference were now shown, to the most palpable violation of one of the Rights. 
Thus declared and secured; and to the established of a precedent which may be fatal to the other. 
 That the good people of this commonwealth, having ever felt, and continuing to feel, the 
most sincere affection for their brethren of the other states; the truest anxiety for establishing and 
perpetuating the union of all; and the most scrupulous fidelity to that constitution, which is the 
pledge of mutual friendship, and the instrument of mutual happiness; the General Assembly doth 
solemnly appeal to the like dispositions of the other states, in confidence that they will concur un 
constitutional; and that the necessary and proper measures will be taken by each, for cooperating 
with this state, in maintaining the Authorities, Rights, and Liberties, referred to the States 
respectively, or to the people.. 
 
 


