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"True Americans" and "Hordes 

of Foreigners": Nationalism, Ethnicity 

and the Problem of Citizenship in the 

United States, 1789-18001 

Douglas M. Bradburn 

"1 will say that the greatest evils this country has ever endured have 
arisen from the ready admission to foreigners to a participation in the 
government and internal arrangements of the country."2 So began 
prosecutor Joseph Hopkinson in the Philadelphia Court of Oyer and 
Terminer at the trial of four men accused of disturbing the peace in late 

1. Versions of this paper were presented at the annual meeting of the American 
Historical Association (Boston, 2001) and the "International Seminar on the History of the 
Atlantic World" (Harvard University, 2002). The author is thankful for the encouragement and 
generous critiques of Amy Amoon, Bernard Bailyn, Nadene Bradburn, Kathleen Conzen, 
Edward Cook, Malick Ghachem, Jon Gjerde, R. Scott Hansen, Scott Lien, Ajay Mehrotra, 
Rebekah Mergenthal, Steven Pincus, Mark Schmeller and especially the late James Kettner. 

2. William Duane, A Report on the Extraordinary Transactions , (Philadelphia, 1 799), pp. 
37-38. I have retained the original spelling and punctuation of quotes used in this article, so 
"sic" has not been used unless its omission would lead to confusion. 

Douglas M. Bradburn is a Ph.D. candidate and the Von Host Prize Lecturer in history at the 
University of Chicago. 
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February 1799. The men - William Duane, Dr. James Reynolds, Robert 
Moore and Samuel Cuming - had attempted to get signatures from 
"Natives of Ireland" for a petition against the Alien bill, but instead they 
started a riot. At the trial the facts of the event were damning. As the four 
sought signatures in the graveyard of St. Mary's Catholic Church after 
Sunday Mass, and as numerous members of the congregation began to 
sign the memorial, others who opposed the petition approached with 
threats and curses. In the midst of the resulting shouts, punches and kicks, 
Reynolds pulled a pistol and a general melee ensued. Only the timely 
arrival of local constables saved the riot from spreading beyond the yard's 
brick enclosure. 

For Hopkinson such events were all too typical, a consequence of the 
ease by which aliens received citizenship, and he grounded his case 
against the petitioners in his disdain for the foreign-bom.3 Foreigners, "with 
those dangerous habits and propensities they too often bring with them," 
had been "the bane of the country." Had Americans been left alone, he 
continued, "we should not this day have been divided and rent into 
parties," and certainly "it would not have been necessary that one party 
should carry pistols and dirks for defense." "We have even seen," he 
reminded the jury, "persons come among us who could not speak our 
language, enjoy the same benefits and do the same things, as our citizens!" 
The Federalist government, Hopkinson noted approvingly, had recently 
passed a naturalization act extending the residence requirement for 
citizenship from five to fourteen years. The change was necessary "to 
accommodate these people to our manners and customes," and "if aliens 
do not like the laws of this country, God knows there are ways and wishes 
enough for them to go back again."4 

Standing against Hopkinson was Alexander J. Dallas, the Republican5 
Secretary of State of Pennsylvania and founding member of the radical 
Democratic Society of Pennsylvania, a political club established in 
sympathy with the republican turn of the French Revolution. In his closing 
defense Dallas decried what he considered "a party case, a party question 
altogether. 

" The prosecutor had committed a grave injustice by insinuating 
that these natives of Ireland were part of "a dark conspiracy" formed to 

3. An arch-Federalist and recent appointee of the Adams administration, Hopkinson was 
enjoying fame for composing the anthem "Hail Columbia," the "first National Song." It was 
written by "A NATIVE AMERICAN, and glowing with the true love of OUR OWN Country." The 
Philadelphia Gazette and Universal Daily Advertiser (Philadelphia, PA) 25 April 1798. 

4. Duane, pp. 37, 38. 
5. I use "Republican" capitalized throughout this paper to stand for the party affiliation 

"Jeffersonian- Republican," or "Democratic-Republican," which some scholars prefer. 
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destroy the Constitution and overthrow "the very principles of our 
government." Certainly the defendants were recent immigrants, but "have 
aliens no rights, no claims to freedom or justice?" As for their presence in 
a churchyard on Sunday, the defendants were justified "by the habits of the 
people whom they particularly addressed, the natives of Ireland, where it 
is the universal custom to transact business after service." Indeed, laws 
must make "allowance for the inoffensive customs of those [whom] they 
implicate," and these men should be considered "not guilty."6 A 
sympathetic jury agreed. 

The petitioning of the Irish at St. Mary's, and the subsequent trial, reveal 
some important contours of a larger political, social and ideological 
struggle in which the young United States had entangled itself by the 
closing years of the eighteenth century. The 1790s have long been 
recognized as a period of crisis in U.S. political history, giving rise to the 
"first American party system" of Federalists and Republicans; in that 
context the political significance of the trial is easily surmised. In short, the 
petitioners were challenging the Federalist government and were thereby 
arrested and prosecuted by partisans of John Adams: or, as Alexander 
Dallas averred, it looked like "a party case."7 

The trial, however, should also be recognized as emblematic of a 
fundamental contest over the nature of citizenship in the United States, a 
political struggle born of the Atlantic revolutionary age and which helps 
explain, in part, the antagonism between the Republican petitioners and 
the Federalist establishment. The Alien Act, which the Irish protested in the 
churchyard, was part of an aggressive legislative package the Federalists 
had pressed through Congress during the crisis of the quasi-war with 
France in the spring of 1798. It included a new naturalization bill and the 
Sedition Act. As this essay argues, the Federalists crafted that legislation on 
the back of broad popular mobilization that demanded a national vision of 
American citizenship, one that celebrated and defended a homogeneous 
American nation against the threat of international revolution posed by 
French universalism. With a flurry of memorials, orations and pamphlets, 
Federalists imagined a citizenship that assumed the United States would 

6. Duane, quotes about "party" from p. 19, "conspiracy" p. 18, all others pp. 23-24. 
7. The standard political histories of the period provide a narrative of the arrival of the 

party system, but more generally see Joseph Charles, The Origins of the American Party 
System (Williamsburg, VA, 1956); William Chambers, Political Parties in a New Nation: The 
American Experience , 1776-1809 (New York, 1963); Richard Hofstadter, The Idea of a Party 
System (Berkeley, 1 969) ; James Roger Sharp, American Politics in the Early Republic: The New 
Nation in Crisis (New Haven, 1993); Noble E. Cunningham, The Jeffersonian-Republicans: The 
Formation of Party Organization, 1789-1801 (Chapel Hill, 1957). 
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be a true nation-state, with citizens celebrating and defending a common 
and clear national good. To accomplish this, they believed, the United 
States needed to purge itself of foreign ideas and elements - including a 
swelling crowd of radical immigrants. The Alien and Sedition Acts, along 
with the Naturalization Act of 1 798, were designed to achieve those ends. 

Federalists had not always been so skeptical of immigrants. In the early 
1 790s the Hamiltonians in the party eagerly encouraged immigration to 
help fuel commercial growth.8 This hope was sustained not by some 
nascent pluralism, but rather a confident belief that immigrants would 
assimilate into the American mainstream. But by the middle of the 1 790s 
the conditions of international revolution created a political climate in 
which immigration seemed to pose a threat. Revolution in France and war 
in Europe, combined with dissent in Britain, produced a flood of 
immigrants to the new country. Between 1790 and 1800, nearly eighty- 
thousand emigrants from Britain and Ireland came to the United States, 
and a significant number were politically radical.9 As immigrants became 
embroiled in the increasingly acrimonious party politics of the 1 790s, often 
emerging as vociferous leaders of the opposition Republican Party, 
Federalists began assaulting their access to citizenship. 

Irish Republicans represented some of the most dangerous and 
conspicuous opposition voices in America. Enthusiastic supporters of 
international revolution, they and their opposition allies developed an 
ideology of American citizenship that celebrated America's revolutionary 
birth, a citizenship unrestrained by traditional ideas of allegiance and 
national belonging. In response to the Federalist ascendancy in late 1 798, 
they mobilized this revolutionary model of American citizenship to clamor 
for the rights of aliens and the repeal of the offending acts. Laws, they 
argued, "must make allowance for the inoffensive customs" of aliens. 
Merging the idealism of the French and American revolutions with the 
realities of American representative politics, they contributed to the 
success of creating a pluralist vision of American citizenship and 
legitimating ethnic politics: they invented the "hyphenated" American. 

The story of how immigrants and ethnic groups have articulated their 
place in American society, politics and culture has been greatly 

8. On pro-immigrant policy of Federalists, Marilyn C. Baseler, Asylum for Mankind, 1607- 
1800 (Ithaca, NY, 1 998), p. 249. Baseler's interpretation of Republican attitudes on immigration 
is overly pessimistic. 

9. See Hans-Jurgen Grabbe, "European Immigration to the United States in the Early 
National Period, 1783-1820," Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 133 (1989): 
194. Michael Durey, Transatlantic Radicals and the Early American Republic (Lawrence, KS, 
1997), pp. 5-11. 
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complicated over the last twenty-five years by a mountain of 
literature - both factual and theoretical - that has provided the tools with 
which to interrogate the continuing story of the U.S. as a "nation of 
immigrants."10 For our purposes we need only recognize that despite this 
vast literature, the place of immigration and ethnicity and their relationship 
to American citizenship in the early republic remains vague." Most 
scholars of immigration focus on the large immigrant streams of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries and the "ethnicization" that 
accompanied industrialization and urbanization. For colonial scholars, who 
often focused their efforts on New England and Virginia - to the neglect of 
the European heterogeneity of the middle colonies12 - the study of 
immigration and ethnicity has only recently excited broad interest, and 
most understandably end their analyses at the war for independence.13 
Historians of nationalism in the early republic have tended to gloss over the 
different ideologies of the contesting parties and lumped the "founding 
generation" together.14 

10. Awareness that ethnicity still mattered in American life, renewed interest in social 
history, and transformations of the academy in the 1 960s and 1 970s pushed histories of ethnic 
groups and immigration from the margins to the center of historical investigation. By 1979 the 
explosion in studies concerning immigrant groups so overwhelmed one leading scholar of 
ethnicity that he compared the field to "an avalanche." Rudolph J. Vecoli, "The Resurgence 
of American Immigration History," American Studies International 17 (1979): 46-66, 46. 

1 1 . Scholars of citizenship in the early republic have examined the ways in which gender 
and racial hierarchies complicated the rights of citizens after the Revolution, but again, little 
work has analyzed the importance of ethnicity in these formative years of union. General 
studies include Alexander Saxton, The Rise and Fall of the White Republic: Class Politics and 
Mass Culture in Nineteenth-Century America (New York, 1990); David R. Roediger, The Wages 
of Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American Working Class (London, 1991); Noel 
Ignatiev, How the Irish Became White (New York, 1995). 

12. See Douglas Greenberg, "The Middle Colonies in Recent American Historiography, 
William and Mary Quarterly (1 979): 396-427; Wayne Bodle, "Themes and Directions in Middle 
Colonies Historiography," William and Mary Quarterly (1994): 355-388. 

13. Among the best of these are Bernard Bailyn and Philip D. Morgan, eds., Strangers 
within the Realm: Cultural Margins of the First British Empire (Chapel Hill, NC, 1991); Randall 
H. Balmer, A Perfect Babel of Confusion: Dutch Religion and English Culture in the Middle 
Colonies (New York, 1989); H. Tyler Blethen and Curtis W. Wood, eds., Ulster and North 
America: Transatlantic Perspectives on the Scotch-Irish (Tuscaloosa, AL, 1997); Jon Butler, The 
Huguenots in America: A Refugee People in a New World Society (Cambridge, MA, 1 983); A.G. 
Roeber, Palatines , Liberty, and Property: German Lutherans in Colonial British North America 
(Baltimore, 1983); Aaron Spencer Fogleman, Hopeful Journeys: German Immigration, 
Settlement, and Political Culture in Colonial America, 1 71 7-1 775 (Philadelphia, PA 1992). 

14. Representative new studies on nationalism in the early republic include David 
Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes: The Making of American Nationalism, 1776- 
1820 (Chapel Hill, 1 997); Simon Paul Newman, Parades and the Politics of the Street: Festive 
Culture and the Early American Republic (Philadelphia, 1997); Len Travers, Celebrating the 
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This relative absence of work on attitudes towards immigration in the 
first decades of the Republic has encouraged scholars to create a narrative 
in which "ethnicity" was not "seen" until the 1830s and 40s.15 Other 
scholars have argued that the controversies surrounding the naturalization 
law in the 1790s related to mere "political issues," not to concerns about 
the heterogeneity of the citizenry.16 Such assertions can only be accepted 
by dismissing the political drama of the 1 790s and failing to recognize both 
the importance of the vision of citizenship the Federalists strove to create 
and the uniqueness of the challenge, both political and ideological, posed 
by the opposition. Ignoring the battles over citizenship in the 1790s 
separates the story of ethnicity and nationalism in American politics from 
the international political context in which such conflicts have always been 
firmly enmeshed, and allows U.S. historians to understand "ethnicization" 
primarily as a product of social and economic phenomenon such as 
"urbanization" or "the market revolution."17 In fact, as this essay shows, the 
concerted attempt to define and legislate a unique American nationality 
was understood by the Federalists to be an essential bulwark against the 
threat of world revolution. It took another concerted and successful 
political struggle, led in part by immigrant groups themselves, to overthrow 
what might otherwise have been the permanent establishment of an 
explicitly homogeneous American national citizenship. 

Fourth: Independence Day and the Rites of Nationalism in the Early Republic (Amherst, 1 997) 
provide no guidance on ethnic identity. James Kettner also downplays the importance of the 
place of ethnicity in the evolution of American citizenship. James Kettner, The Development 
of American Citizenship , 1608-1870 (Chapel Hill, NC 1978). 

15. In an influential article, Kathleen Neils Conzen, David A. Gerber, Ewa Morawska, 
George E. Pozzetta and Rudolph J. Vecoli argued the following: "Why did Americans start 
seeing ethnicity when they had not done so before? . . . Most [Americans] had confidence in 
either the universality of human reason or the transforming power of free political institutions 
to make immigrants into Americans . . . When, fifteen years later, Samuel F. B. Morse argued 
that the Republic would be endangered if immigrants with certain kinds of cultural 
characteristics exercised the franchise, a very different way of thinking began to appear." "The 
Invention of Ethnicity: A Perspective From the U.S.A.," Journal of American Ethnic History 12 
(1992): 3-41, quotation p. 6. 

16. See for example, Philip Gleason, "American Identity and Americanization" in 
Concepts of Ethnicity, ed. Stephan Thernstrom (Cambridge and London, 1982), pp. 67-68. 
Originally published in the Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups. 

1 7. After the 1 790s the next major political movement in the U.S. that emphasized anti- 
immigrant policies arose at a time of radicalism and revolution in Europe in 1848, when 
sentiment against Irish Catholics shared billing with concern about "radical Germans." 
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The Problem of American National Character 
and the Making of a National Citizenry 

During the war for independence Patrick Henry could eagerly assert 
that he was "not a Virginian, but an American," and that the "distinctions 
between Virginians, Pennsylvanians, New Yorkers, and New Englanders, 
are no more."18 But even the most ardent patriots could distinguish 
between reality and rhetoric. As John Adams admitted, the American 
colonies were "composed of so many different nations," with "customes, 
manners, and habits" with "so little resemblance," that uniting them 
seemed a very difficult prospect.19 Those of a more optimistic bent, 
however, believed the differences amongst the peoples of the thirteen 
colonies would eventually disappear.20 Time and education would 
overcome diversity, and American habits would replace foreign mores. For 
Jedidiah Morse, a Yale educated minister whose geography texts - first 
written in the 1 780s - dominated educational and popular markets until the 
1 840s, assimilation provided the means by which to establish an American 
identity: 

Intermingled with the Anglo-Americans are the Dutch, Scotch, Irish, 
French, Germans, Swedes and Jews; all [these] retain, in a greater 
or lesser degree, their native language, in which they perform their 
public worship, converse, and transact their business with each 
other. The time however is anticipated [when] the language, 
manners, customs, political and religious sentiments of the mixed 
mass of people who inhabit the United States, shall have become so 
assimilated, as that all nominal distinctions shall be lost in the 
general and honorable name of AMERICANS.21 

18. Paul H. Smith, e<±, Letters of Delegates to Congress, 1774-1789 (Washington, D.C., 
1976), 1:28. 

19. John Adams to H. Niles, February 13, 1818 in Jedidiah Morse, Annals of the American 
Revolution . . . (Hartford, CT, 1824), pp. 28, 29. 

20. Many Americans followed the notion of Montesquieu about the nature of national 
difference, viz.: "many things govern men: climate, religion, laws, the maxims of government, 
examples of past things, mores, manners" and these together create "the general spirit of a 
nation." Montesquieu, "The Spirit of the Laws," trans, and ed. Anne M. Cohler, Basia Carolyn 
Miller, Harold Samuel Stone (Cambridge, UK, 1989, 1995), p. 310. 

21. Jedidiah Morse, The American Geography; Or, A View of the Present Situation of the 
United States of America, 2nd ed. (Hartford, 1 792), pp. 67-68. For Morse, like Crevecoeur, there 
was no room in his vision for assimilation of Native Americans, Africans or people of African 
descent. 
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Although such a transformation might sound daunting in theory, as a 
legal matter it was quite simple to fashion immigrants into "Americans." 
Naturalization had been granted to immigrants in British America on a 
scale and with a generosity never approached in Europe. Following the 
war of independence easy access remained the norm, with each state 
determining the criteria for citizenship within its borders. A national policy 
concerning naturalization followed ratification of the U.S. Constitution. In 
1790, although limiting naturalization to "free white persons," Congress 
passed a law allowing European immigrants to become citizens after a 
year's residence, during which time they could hold property. As further 
indication of the ease by which aliens could achieve full standing, new 
citizens after two years could hold office.22 

The course of the French Revolution changed everything. The 
underlying conflict of American politics - pitting those who sought to 
expand the power of the Federal government to secure Hamilton's vision 
of a strong central government against those who regarded such efforts as 
subversive of state sovereignty and individual liberty - was absorbed by the 
international conflict between the "friends of order" and the "rights of 
man." The initial alliances spawned during the second session of Congress 
over Hamilton's financial plan ossified over the next few years into two 
national political parties, whose antagonistic relationship was exacerbated 
by increasing numbers of immigrants seeking safety in America. The 
revolution in France and the European wars that followed, plots and 
rebellion in Ireland, the uprising in Saint-Domingue, and the British 
government's proclivity for banishing troublemakers all conspired to send 
thousands of political refugees toward America.23 In 1795, with 
Republicans worried about European noble emigres and Federalists 
concerned about a flood of revolutionaries, Congress extended the 
residency requirement for naturalization from one to five years. 

With partisan dissent so much a part of the national political culture by 
the mid-1 790s, appeals to unity and expressions of nationalism became 
common, especially from the party in power.24 Since they controlled the 

22. First Federal Congress , XII: 1 46. 
23. Although historians of immigration have been slow to acknowledge this important 

demographic change in the early and mid- 1 790s, discussion of the immigration boom can be 
found throughout the popular press of the 1 790s. See, for example, Columbian Centinel, 
(Boston, MA) 8 Nov. 1 794, "Emigration to America." Or, Bye Laws and Constitution of the New 
York Society for the Information and Assistance of Persons Emigrating from Foreign Countries 
(New York, 1794). 

24. See David Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes: The Making of American 
Nationalism , 1 776-1820 (Chapel Hill, 1997); Simon Paul Newman, Parades and the Politics of 
the Street ; Len Travers, Celebrating the Fourth: Independence Day and the Rites of 
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government, the Federalists assumed the mantle of national legitimacy and 
began to shift their concerns from encouraging national unity to insisting 
that American homogeneity be protected. Challenging the Republicans' 
populist invocations of the "rights of man," Federalists increasingly stressed 
the "duties of citizens" in the struggle to support legitimate government. 
Washington's farewell address of 1 796 is representative of the arguments 
used to combat the increasingly democratic rhetoric of the Jeffersonian 
opposition. Noting that "batteries of internal and external enemies" 
threatened "the unity of government which constitutes you one people," 
Washington encouraged Americans to always "cherish a cordial, habitual, 
and immovable attachment to" their national state. Convinced that citizens 
would realize their true interest, he urged them to "concentrate their 
affections" on their "common country." "The name of AMERICAN," he 
noted, "belongs to you in your national capacity," and Americans "must 
always exalt the just pride of patriotism" since each citizen has "the same 
religion, manners, habits and political principles."25 

The two chief dangers that Washington believed capable of destroying 
the republic were those of sectionalism and foreign entanglements. He 
worried about the efforts of "designing men" who would inevitably attempt 
to convince Americans that their localities - " Northern and Southern, 
Atlantic and Western " - possessed interests and characters distinct from 
those of the nation.26 Such intrigues served to "render alien to each other 
those who ought to be bound together by fraternal affection." Even worse, 
according to Washington, these intriguers would often be foreigners, and 
he wondered whether each section of the country could be "deaf to those 
advisers" who would infiltrate and attempt to sever Americans "from their 
brethren, and connect them with aliens."27 Repeating the Federalist 
mantra, Washington underlined the "slavery" produced by undue affection 
for foreign nations.28 At times his argument reached the level of pleading: 

Against the insidious wiles of foreign influence (1 conjure you to 
believe me, my fellow citizens) the jealousy of a free people ought 
to be constantly awake; since history and experience prove, that 

Nationalism in the Early Republic (Amherst, 1997). 
25. Annals of the Congress of the United States VI (Washington, DC, 1849), p. 2871. 
26. Ibid., pp. 2877-2874. 
27. Ibid. 
28. Federalists had been developing these arguments since the visit of "Citizen Genet" 

in 1 793. The growth of the democratic clubs - which Washington would famously deride as 
"self-created societies" and connect to the "unnatural" Whisky rebellion - greatly contributed 
to unifying the voice of the opposition around the rhetoric of Thomas Paines' "Rights of Man." 
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foreign influence is one of the baneful foes of Republican 
government.29 

Federalists would have frequent opportunity in the years following 
Washington's retirement to exalt the national character of Americans while 
appealing to their duty as citizens. The French continued their 
depredations on American shipping, the Spanish crown refused to 
evacuate its forts in West Florida, and local intrigues highlighted the 
possibly weak attachment of the western states to the national 
government. Republicans, despite their failure in the national elections, 
succeeded in lodging Thomas Jefferson in the vice-presidency and exerted 
what Federalists believed an unnatural influence in the press. With the war 
in Europe and throughout the Atlantic escalating and the French preying on 
American ships, Adams sent John Marshall, Elbridge Gerry and Charles 
Cotesworth Pinckney as ministers extraordinary in 1 797 to treat with the 
French. By March 1798 news of the French government's refusal to 
recognize the deputation had reached America. Through unofficial 
agents - "X," "Y" and "Z" - the French threatened to destroy American 
shipping and even invade if Adams' administration failed to provide 
substantial "loans." When revelations of French audacity were made 
public in early April, Federalists exploded with indignation and nationalist 
fervor. 

During the following spring and early summer the Federalists clearly 
articulated their vision for American citizenship and nationhood. They 
would settle once and for all the character of America by restricting access 
to citizenship to "true Americans." They explicitly rejected the revolutionary 
formulations of citizenship that Republicans seemed to espouse and the 
antinationalism they believed French universalism implied. They hoped to 
limit the benefits of citizenship to those with proper "religion, manners, 
habits, customs, language, and political principles": everything that 
corresponded to eighteenth-century conceptions of "nationality" and 
national character. As the Rev. John Thorton Kirkland told the Phi Betta 
Kappa Society at Harvard's commencement in the spring of 1798, 
Americans acquired their "nationality of sentiment" from the "principles, 
manners and institutions" bequeathed by their fathers: it was, in other 
words, a cultural inheritance, and one not to be endangered by "the 
nostrums of upstart political quackery."30 Federalists clearly intended to 

29. Annals , p. 2878. Emphasis in original. 
30. The Newburyport Herald and Country Gazette (Newburyport, MA), 14 August 1 798. 

Original emphasis. 
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establish a culturally distinct and homogeneous vision of the American 
citizenry in order to secure the nation from the threats of war and 
revolution.31 

The Mobilization of Unanimity: The Federalist Ascendancy 

Revelation of French perfidy in the spring through the summer of 1 798 
led Federalists to organize a petition drive in support of the Adams 
administration and its efforts in national defense.32 Beginning in early April 
Federalist polemicists exhorted "true Americans" to support the 
government and express the "sense of the people." As an author named 
"Patriotism" argued, "never since America has been a nation has she 
known so eventful, so alarming a crisis." The petitions became the 
symbolic promise of the citizenry to attend to its duties in defense of the 
country, and a Federalist newspaper confidently asserted that "no true 
American can or will hesitate to add his name to this patriotic list."33 

From Wilkes County Georgia to the Town of Arundell in the District of 
Maine, petitions streamed into Philadelphia supporting the administration, 
and they were unanimous in recognizing "this present crisis" gripping the 
nation.34 The nearly two-hundred-fifty extant petitions provide a broad 
expression of the leading forces of early republican political culture. They 
represented militia groups, grand juries, students, incorporated bodies and, 
most importantly, "the respectable inhabitants and citizens" of numerous 
towns, counties and municipalities from across the young nation. But 
despite their geographic and professional differences, the petitioners 
described a common vision, one their Federalist leaders in Congress 
would attempt to implement through legislation.35 

31 . The Federalist program was much more than mere political strategies and certainly 
more than simple "paranoia." Federalists were attempting to define the true nature of national 
citizenship in a revolutionary age and attempting to secure the United States against perceived 
antinational threats. From their perspective the threats were real, as French minions brought 
down the Swiss, Venetian and Dutch Republics by internal revolution. 

32. Most historians have considered this massive drive as little more than expressions of 
loyalty. Simon P. Newman, for instance, sees it as Adams' approximation of the "cult of 
Washington" that characterized Federalist political culture. I would argue the petitions 
expressed an ideology of nationalism mirroring the efforts of the Federalists in Congress. 
Newman, pp. 76-79. 

33. The Philadelphia Gazette & Universal Daily Advertiser, 1 4 April, 24 April, 30 April 1 798. 
34. Ibid., 15 May 1798. 
35. I have culled 245 extant petitions to construct this argument. They represent all the 

petitions I could find published in the main Federalist newspapers in Pennsylvania, 
Connecticut, North Carolina, Massachusetts and New York. Further examples were found in 
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The petitioners agreed that France represented the greatest danger to 
the country. They relied upon classic arguments against tyranny (and 
France) inherited from English political culture.36 Federalists drew upon 
this particular heritage to drive their point home. Petitioners in Vermont 
noted that the French were "following in the steps of ambitious tyrants in 
the road to universal empire." The "Young Men of Richmond" claimed that 
the French exhibited "an ambition which grasps at the dominion of the 
world." Adams, who replied to each petition received, enthusiastically 
reinforced this theme of Federalist ideology. In his reply to the towns of 
Arlington and Sandgate in Vermont, Adams echoed English notions, writing 
that the French were displaying "a repetition of their character [under] 
Louis the fourteenth."37 

For Adams and others the principles of revolutionary France threatened 
to have the same effect as the "Jesuitical principles" of an earlier era: the 
strengthening of universal ideas subversive of national institutions and 
cultures. Students at Williams College described France as attempting to 
"stretch her colossean empire across the Atlantic" so as to challenge "our 
national rights" with principles that "undermine the vast fabrics of religion 
and government." Boston's Marine Society accused the French of aiming 
"at the utter subversion of the political, religious and social institutions" of 
all nations.38 The dangers were all the more real because "the minds of 
men are so intoxicated with ideas of reform, and visionary schemes for 
ameliorating the condition of humanity." John Adams agreed, noting that 
it was a "rage for innovation" that threatened American national character. 
"Absurdities, the most monstrous" had been "carried to such a pitch of 
madness" in "this latter end of the boasted eighteenth century."39 

Petitioners affirmed that "true Americans" were united and 
unanimous in support of their government. Citizens in Virginia expressed 

the Adams Papers, and others were collected in William Austin, ed., A Selection of the 
Patriotic Addresses, To the President of the United States. Together with the President's 
Answers (Boston, 1 798). 

36. As Steven Pincus and others have noted, a seventeenth-century English nationalist 
ideology frequently relied upon the belief that English liberty was threatened by the desires 
of various continental powers for "universal empire." See Steven C. Pincus, "Nationalism, 
Universal Monarchy and the Glorious Revolution" in State /Culture: State Formation after the 
Cultural Turn , ed., George Steinmetz (Ithaca, 1999), and more generally, Steven C. Pincus, 
Protestantism and Patriotism: Ideologies and the Making of English Foreign Policy , 1650-1688 
(Cambridge, U.K. 1996). 

37. Austin, A Selection of Patriotic Addresses, pp. 10,284, 12. 
38. Ibid., pp. 130,94. 
39. "The Inhabitants of the Borough of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania," Porcupine's Gazette , 

31 May 1 798; A Selection of Patriotic Addresses , p. 223. 
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their "sentiments of duty and love to our county," which they thought must 
"impress the heart of every citizen." Citizens in Philadelphia congratulated 
Adams on "the spirit of patriotism" which assured "the prospect of 
unanimity that now presents itself." At Dickinson College the petitioners 
referred to the "indissoluble union of all, both old and young" that now 
characterized the nation. Adams agreed. The numerous petitions led him 
to conclude that "all America appears to declare, with one heart and one 
voice" a determination to vindicate "the honor of our nation."40 These 
claims of unanimity were repeated in newspapers, orations, sermons, 
essays and countless Federalist letters, even in the face of contrary 
evidence. One newspaper noted - while coining a new word in the 
process - that the addresses "created an enthusiastic Americanism that 
will prove her salvation." John Marshall returned home from France in the 
midst of this Federalist enthusiasm and experienced "infinite pleasure" to 
behold "the unconquerable spirit of Americans rising into action." He, "like 
all true Americans," felt an elevated pride for "the dignity and grandeur of 
the American character."41 

Evidence of contention abounded however. On May 7, 1798, the same 
day that Adams reserved for national contemplation and the day 1,200 
"Youth of Philadelphia" marched to his house to present their petition, a 
"fray" ensued in which the capital "was so filled with confusion from about 
6. to 10. oclock [that] it was dangerous going out."42 Meanwhile, 
Republican newspapers expressed their opposition and even challenged 
the legitimacy of the petitioners. In New York, for example, the Republican 
Argus ridiculed the supposed "youth" of the petitioners from New York, 
noting that "another boy , not quite sixty , graced the assembly with his 
presence." The charges ended in a fatal duel.43 In North Stamford, 
Massachusetts, deep in the heart of Federalism, Adams was hung and 
burnt in effigy in front of the meetinghouse. In Portsmouth, Virginia, 

40. Ibid., p. 270; The Philadelphia Gazette & Universal Daily Advertiser, 23 April 1798; 
Austin, A Selection of Patriotic Addresses , pp. 235, 1 18. 

41 . The Philadelphia Gazette and Universal Daily Advertiser, 1 May and 25 June 1 798. 
42. JA to TJ, 30 June 1813, Lester Cappon, ed., The Adams- Jefferson Letters , II (Chapel 

Hill, 1959), p. 347. 
43. New York Federalist James Jones was killed. The story of the attack and counter- 

attack, as well as the death by dueling, can be found in The Philadelphia Gazette and 
Universal Daily Advertiser, 1 1 May 1798, emphasis in original. 

This content downloaded from 134.126.51.59 on Mon, 2 Jun 2014 09:53:29 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


32 Historical Reflections/Reflexions Historiques 

Republicans crafted their own petition attacking the Adams 
administration.44 

Federalists maintained their pretensions to speak for all American 
citizens by dismissing the opposition voices as illegitimate in terms of birth, 
class and virtue. A case in point was the widely-read Federalist essay that 
circulated in the spring of 1798 written by Joseph Hopkinson, the 
prosecutor from the trial of Duane and company. The tract, What is our 
situation ? And what our prospects? A few pages for Americans , by an 
American , was intended to expose "those among us who are stirring up 
sedition and strife, who pant after confusion, tumult and national ruin." In 
the face of a France that hoped to "strip and desolate every nation on 
earth" in service of some visionary "Rights of Man," Americans needed to 
focus on internal enemies of the U.S. "The great source of all our political 
evils and misfortunes," he continued, stems from "the facility with which 
foreigners acquire the full and perfect rights of citizenship." For the most 
part, he suggested, immigrants who had taken advantage of American 
citizenship had also imbibed the delusions of the French Revolution. These 
naturalized citizens perceived "the bolts and bars that secure their 
neighbour's property" as "encroachments upon their natural rights. 

" 
They 

represented "none but the vile and worthless, none but the idle and 
discontented, the disorderly and the wicked." Since "our antagonists meet 
with few proselytes in this county," opponents "depend for recruits on the 
annual supplies of imported patriots," who "watch eagerly from the 
wharves for the gangs of discontented and factious emigrants that flock in 
from all parts of the world." The time had come, he pleaded, for "the 
AMERICAN SPIRIT" to "stand forth in its native dignity and strength" in 
order to rewrite the laws of citizenship.45 

Such sentiments influenced the opinion of Federalists across the 
country, and pressure soon mounted for new national legislation. Voices 
lamenting easy immigrant access to citizenship quickly emerged 
throughout the network of Federalist newspapers. As one essayist noted, " 
every native American must observe with pleasure the great change in the 

44. The Philadelphia Gazette and Universal Daily Advertiser, 23 June and 16 May 1798. 
A Federalist response to the Virginia Republicans attacked the leader of the petitioners as "a 
Frenchman" and possibly unnaturalized. 

45. An American [Joseph Hopkinson] , What is our situation? And what our prospects? A 
few pages for Americans, by an American, (Philadelphia, s.d. [ 1 798]), pp. 7, 8, 11, 19, 20, 25. 
The pamphlet, although little known today, was widely read and heavily influenced the 
creation of the Alien and Sedition Acts. Abigail Adams sent the pamphlet to many of her 
correspondents, noting to her son that Hopkinson's arguments required "the serious 
consideration of every American." AA to JQA, 3 April 1 798 The Adams Papers (Boston, 1 958), 
Reel 388. 
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public mind relative to the admission of aliens to the rights of citizenship." 
It was time to reform "the mistaken policy that citizenship could not be too 
easily acquired here."46 Another author granted that although in theory the 
idea of America as an asylum of liberty was laudable, it nevertheless 
threatened the very existence of the United States: immigration "has a 
tendency to render the manners and principles of the people of this 
country dissimilar, and thereby to destroy all hope of permanent union": 

Emigrants arrive from Ireland, from Holland, from Germany, and 
from other parts of Europe. These all differ from us, and they differ 
from one another. They bring with them their peculiar habits, and 
their peculiar prejudices. They have been accustomed to different 
forms of intercourse, and to different modes of doing business. Thus 
a national character can never be established, and the sentiment of 
national honor can never be strongly felt.47 

The belief that foreigners were behind the difficulties faced by America 
at this crucial moment created a clear path for the legal articulation of a 
national citizenship supportive of national unity. While many histories of 
the period have recognized Federalist nativism, that nativism was merely 
the underside of a positive vision of the American nation. The Federalists 
wanted the U.S. to be a community where citizens shared rights and duties 
consistent with their common character and in the service of a national 
interest. National citizenship would be purified of foreign and seditious 
elements that threatened the community's coherence. As a result, in the 
long spring of 1798 Federalists crafted and pressed through Congress a 
series of laws to deny those deemed un-American - whether by birth or 
politics - access to the rights of citizenship. The laws would attempt to 
create the America presented in the numerous petitions: one with a 
citizenry defined by its homogeneity in ancestry, manners, character, 
language and its support for the government. 

The Legislation of National Citizenship 

The history of the second session of the fifth Congress in the spring and 
early summer of 1798 is well known. Having begun their work in 
November 1797, the legislators were tired and agitated. The enthusiasm 
created by the aggressive petition campaign, however, injected new life 

46. The Federal Gazette "Fenno's Gazette" (New York and Philadelphia), 28 June 1 798. 
47. Ibid. 
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into the deliberations which soon led to a torrent of legislation ending in 
July. In addition to measures directly related to the defense of the 
country - including the creation of the Department of the Navy and acts 
authorizing the President to raise a provisional army, to borrow millions of 
dollars to pay for war, and raise a new battery of taxes - Federalists created 
a series of laws to exorcise foreign elements from the citizenry. The new 
Naturalization Act, the Alien Friends and Enemies Acts, and the Sedition 
Act represented a break from past efforts to deal with immigrants and 
political dissidents. No longer sure that the American character could 
remain inviolate against perceived dangers of foreign influence, the 
Federalists in Congress strove to regulate immigrants and aliens and legally 
deny legitimacy to any opposition to the government. 

The new naturalization act, the brainchild of the "Committee for the 
Protection of Commerce and Defense of the Country," was intended to be 
the backbone of the new system of internal defense. Arguing that the 
naturalization law of 1795 failed to insure that aliens applying for 
naturalization would provide "evidence of their attachment to the laws and 
welfare of this country," the committee recommended three substantial 
changes.48 First, the committee determined that the term of residence for 
prospective citizens be lengthened. Second, it recommended the 
establishment of a permanent registry of all resident aliens, including 
information regarding their place of birth, citizenship and present address. 
Finally, the committee advocated that provision be made for a law 
providing for the removal of aliens who hailed from a nation at war with 
the United States.49 

As Congress began taking up these resolutions in early May, a few 
outspoken Federalists pressed for more extreme measures. Robert 
Goodloe Harper, South Carolina's leading Federalist representative, 
opened debate on the naturalization law by compelling the House to take 
decisive action. It was "high time," he began, that America "recover from 
the mistake which this country fell into when it first began to form its 
constitutions, of admitting foreigners to citizenship." It was time to declare 
"that nothing but birth should entitle a man to citizenship."50 Although his 
motion was deemed out of order, Harper and his Massachusetts colleague 
Harrison Gray Otis continued to call for unprecedented restrictions on 
immigrants and naturalized citizens. Otis introduced a bill to deny persons 

48. The Committee was composed of five Federalists and two Republicans, namely, 
Samuel Sewell (F), MA; Samuel Dana (F), CT; James Imlay (F), NJ; Samuel Smith (R), MD; 
Josiah Parker (R), VA; David Brooks (F), NY; John Rutledge, Jr.(F), SC. 

49. Annals , VIII: 1566. 
50. Ibid., p. 1567. 

This content downloaded from 134.126.51.59 on Mon, 2 Jun 2014 09:53:29 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


"True Americans " and "Hordes of Foreigners 
" 35 

born outside of the United States the ability - even if naturalized - to hold 
"any office of honor, trust, or profit, under the United States." Harper 
attached a friendly amendment to the bill that would have denied 
naturalized citizens the right to vote for any popular representative at any 
level of government. Harper noted that he wished foreigners to have rights 
of property and was "willing that they should form citizens for us. " In effect, 
Harper intended to create ethnic ranks within the citizenry by granting only 
full rights to native-bom citizens.51 Although Otis's proposition and Harper's 
amendment were eventually cast aside because they would have required 
amending the Constitution, the Federalist mood was clear.52 

The legislation concerning naturalization anchored the efforts of the 
Federalists in the House of Representatives to purify the character of the 
American citizenry. The law of 1795 was replaced; the residency 
requirement for aliens to acquire citizenship went from five to fourteen 
years. Federalists did not hide the intention behind the measure. As 
Samuel Sitgreaves noted approvingly, a long residency requirement 
escaped any "constitutional embarrassment" and yet denied aliens the 
rights of citizens.53 Further, the new law promised to keep close tabs on all 
aliens within the country. Finally, the "Alien Enemies Act," which emerged 
from discussions over the new naturalization law, simply denied aliens 
from a country at war with the United States access to citizenship. 

Efforts in the House to thwart foreign bom from achieving citizenship 
were aided by the controversial "Act Concerning Aliens" passed by the 
Federalist Senate in early June. Popularly called "the Alien Friends Act," the 
measure gave the President extraordinary power to seize, detain and 
deport any alien resident "he shall judge dangerous to the peace and safety 
of the United States." Rights of due process were left completely at the 
President's discretion.54 The act required ships bringing immigrants to the 
United States to provide the names, ages, place of nativity, location of 

51. Ibid., pp. 1567-68. 
52. In fact, an amendment to the Constitution that would have denied a naturalized 

citizen the right to hold any office in the United States was introduced in July 1 798. It was 
tabled and never revived, partly because Federalists were so successful in controlling the 
rights of aliens in the new Naturalization Act and the Alien and Sedition laws. 

53. Sitgreaves opined, "in attaining an object in which all seemed to concur, they might 
avoid any Constitutional embarrassment; and this it was allowed might be done by extending 
to time of residence of aliens so far, as to prevent them from ever becoming citizens." Annals , 
VIII: 1572. 

54. "An Act Concerning Aliens," Annals , IX:3745. 
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emigration, the "nation to which they belong or owe allegiance," and even 
"a description of their person" of each and every passenger.55 

The final bill in the notorious group was the Sedition Act, which 
provided the Federal government with broad powers to prosecute "any 
person" who "shall write, print, utter, or publish" any sentiments against 
the government or officer of the United States.56 In debating the measure, 
Republicans attacked its broad powers as a violation of the constitutional 
amendment protecting the liberty of the press. Federalists saw it as an 
extension of common-law libel principles - which protected individuals 
from slander, calumny and libel - to the body politic as embodied in the 
national government. They made their case by quoting liberally from the 
Philadelphia Aurora and the New York Time-Piece, both Republican 
journals, and continued to emphasize that only foreigners and a very few 
confused factious individuals would be affected by the law. Connecticut 
legislator John Allen, alluding to those who opposed the act, stated: "1 
hope, for the honor of human nature, and of our country, they are 
foreigners."57 

At the end of the session Federalists returned to their home districts, 
confident that steps had been taken to secure the American nation and its 
institutions. The legislators had enlarged the power of the Federal 
government. They had provided for a professional army, marine corps and 
navy, and greatly expanded federal funding for state militias, while 
expanding the power and jurisdiction of the Federal judiciary. They had 
created a national stamp tax and a one-time property tax. They had 
empowered the executive branch to borrow up to five-million dollars from 
the Bank of the United States. And, of course, they had designed a 
naturalization process meant to secure the nation against invidious foreign 
threats. 

The Ethnic Response and the Invention of the Hyphenated Citizen 

Challenges to the Federalist program of national citizenship emerged 
on two distinct fronts. Both came from Republican constituencies, 
although each emphasized different arguments to attack the legitimacy of 
the Federalist agenda. One assault, the most familiar, came from southern 
and western states and challenged the "national" concept of the 

55. Ibid., pp. 3745-46. 
56. "An act for the punishment of certain crimes against the United States," ibid., pp. 

3776-77. 
57. Ibid., p. 2100. 
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citizenship by raising the importance of state citizenship. Expressed most 
fully in the "Virginia and Kentucky resolutions," this argument inspired a 
"states-rights" tradition in American political thought that would become 
influential during the nineteenth century. 

Equally important, but less well known, was the challenge that emerged 
from immigrant groups in the urban middle states who defended their 
ability to be and become legitimate American citizens. They did so by 
combining universalist arguments of democratic republicanism with 
political organization and public activities. This legacy would establish the 
legitimacy of a self-aware ethnic politics and help create the environment 
for the ascendancy of a "volitional" construction of American citizenship, 
leading to the expansion of suffrage rights (at least for white males) 
throughout the nineteenth century. 

While national Republican leaders such as Jefferson and Madison 
mobilized resistance in Kentucky and Virginia against the Sedition Act, 
William Duane and the Philadelphia Irish took the lead in organizing 
popular opposition to the Alien Act. Duane acted from a position of 
prominence, having recently become the chief editor of the Aurora. As for 
the Irish, they had been arriving in Philadelphia throughout the decade 
which ended with a flood of radical emigres descending upon the city after 
Ireland's failed rebellion in 1 798.58 

Federalist attacks against the Irish did not go unanswered. Duane, at the 
helm of the Aurora, solicited petitions to condemn Federalist nationalist 
legislation. Irish Americans and immigrants published broadsides to 
explain their actions. Examining the content of their memorials provides 
insight into the invented identity they chose to construct in combatting a 
cultural nationalism from which they had been excluded. Emphasizing 
their cultural compatibility with Americans, the petitioners noted their 
common history under the British yoke. Indeed, they argued, "the Irish 
nation groaned under much greater political evils from the same power 
that sought to oppress you." Recent Irish rebellions sprang from "the 
American principle" that "all men are created equal." Irishmen belonged 
to an immigrant group "whose native country [had] been engaged, by a 
pursuit of your conspicuous and influential example, in an effort for 
liberty, 

" all of which made them "much more sensible than any other class 
of aliens" to the problems of the Alien law.59 They had also much in 

58. Nativism against the Irish coincided with official efforts to restrain the British from 
banishing the rebellion's leaders to America. Durey, pp. 80-1 73. 

59. Plea of Erin; or the Case of the Natives of Ireland in the United States, fairly displayed, 
in the fraternal address of the First Congress in the year 1 775; and in the respectful memorial 
of the republican Irish, who had, consequently sought an "asylum " in America, addressed by 
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common with the ancestors of Americans, for they had been led "hither by 
the pursuit of ordinary business, or driven from our homes, like your 
venerable forefathers, by civil and religious oppressions." The petitioners 
further noted that the Continental Congress of 1 775 had invited them to flee 
British tyranny to "the fertile regions of America," where they could find 
that " safe asylum from poverty and, in time, from oppression also."60 

But the petitioners went even further in demanding their right to 
American freedoms. They claimed the legacy of the American Revolution, 
not because they themselves had fought in its war, but because their 
countrymen and "ancestors" had done so. "We glory in the belief that of 
the Irish residents in the United States, a greater proportion partook of the 
hazards of the field and of the duties of your independent republican 
councils, than of the native American. "At the end of the war, "every 
uninfluenced Irishman, felt a true brotherhood for the United States." 
"Suffer us" they pleaded, "to enjoy among you, the peace, liberty and safety 
which our gallant countrymen have helped to establish."61 

While the creation of nativist laws ignited the petition drive, the social 
and political mobilization of the Philadelphia Irish was well under way 
before the arrival of the Alien Act. In 1793 the "Hibernian Society for the 
Relief of the Emigrants from Ireland" required members to be of Irish 
heritage. The society's main efforts were charitable, but they were 
supplemented by political efforts to organize the Republican Irish. Society 
officers included Thomas McKean, Republican jurist and candidate for 
governor in 1 799, as well as Matthew Carey, an Irish emigrant printer and 
political economist who would maintain a high profile in the Republican 
party.62 

In addition, Irish Americans were constantly supplied with information 
on the struggles for independence across the sea. This served to reinforce 
a collective sense of identity throughout Philadelphia and the U. S. more 
generally. John Burk's widely distributed History of the late war in Ireland, 
with an Account of the United Irish opened by treating the Irish rebellion as 
a direct result of the American legacy: "The United Irishmen [walked] in 

them to the Congress in the year 1798 , broadside (Philadelphia, 1798), p. 1. Emphasis in 
original, Duane, p. 4. 

60. Duane, p. 6; see also To the Friends of freedom and public faith, and to all lovers of 
their fellow men , broadside (Philadelphia, 1799); also, To the Senate and House of 
Representatives, the respectful memorial of the subscribers, natives of Ireland, residing within 
the United States of America, broadside (Philadelphia, 1798?). 

61 . Duane, pp. 5, 6, emphasis in original. 
62. Hibernian Society, The incorporation bye-laws, &c. of the Hibernian Society for the 

relief of Emigrants from Ireland (Philadelphia, 1793). 
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the footsteps of the Americans of '74." The book also played a role in 
distributing Irish songs and poems intended to help emigres remember the 
effects of British tyranny. Finally, by the late 1 790s a group of Philadelphia 
Irish, including William Duane and Dr. James Reynolds, created a "United 
Irish Society" which proclaimed the intent to "promote the emancipation 
of Ireland, and the establishment of a republican form of government 
there." They also took their fight to the streets: Duane became captain of 
a Republican militia group known as the "Greens," a militia of Irish 
immigrants.63 

The formation of a cohesive group identity led to gatherings such as the 
one that took place at St. Mary's Church during the petition drive 
mentioned at the beginning of this article. After learning that the House of 
Representatives would be considering sundry petitions received for the 
repeal of the Alien Acts, a "meeting of gentlemen," most of them of Irish 
descent, met at a local tavern on Friday, February 7, 1799. They did so to 
draw up a petition from "natives of Ireland, residing within the United 
States of America" to repeal the Alien Act. It was further noted that "it 
would not be disagreeable to the worshipers at the church of St. Mary for 
them to obtain signatures there, for three fourths of the people who visit 
the church" were Irish aliens. According to testimony of a witness who 
went to St. Mary's solely to sign the petition, "great numbers" of the Irish 
had learned of the memorial by Friday night.64 Ethnic identity had clearly 
provided the basis for political mobilization. 

Throughout the 1790s other groups asserted ethnic identities to 
complement their American status. As Robert Gough notes, approximately 
one-third of Philadelphia's elite belonged to societies which celebrated a 
European ancestry by the turn of the century.65 The Scots, for instance, 
could participate in the "St. Andrew's Society" or the "Scot's Thistle 
Society," which limited members to "Natives of Scotland, their sons, or 
sons of members." Like the Hibernian Society, the Scot's Thistle was 
dedicated to helping "widows of members" and "friends and countrymen 
that emigrate from home." Germans possessed numerous societies and 
churches that mobilized them as a political bloc, and German Republicans 
had been the first group to create a democratic-republican society to 
spread the ideas of "the rights of man." Welsh immigrants established "The 

63. John Burk, History of the late war in Ireland, with an account of the United Irish 
(Philadelphia, 1 799), pp. v, vii. 

64. Duane, pp. 5, 18, 17. 
65. Gough, p. 23. 
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Welsh Society of Pennsylvania" in 1799, and in doing so affirmed the 
principle that they could be both Welsh and American: 

To be good citizens of the World and the Nation we live in, yet to 
have especial fellowship with the descendants of our ancestors, is 
perfectly consistent with true patriotism and universal 
philanthropy.66 

Yet another Philadelphia ethnic organization provides insight into the 
events of the late 1 790s. The Society of the Sons of St. George, dedicated 
to helping distressed English immigrants, advanced in its constitution a 
theory of ethnicity and race: "Were we to trace their origin to that 
primordial past, with whom the author of nature completed the grand 
work of creating, we should find all mankind related to each other." An 
extended excerpt is revealing: 

National attachments and prejudices are for the most part idle and 
unnecessary; and when they operate so far as to make us injure or 
despise persons bom in a different country from ourselves, they are 
indeed very reprehensible. But although national distinction should 
on most occasions be avoided, yet the necessity of forming the 
present society is one proof, that on some occasions it may answer 
the best purposes. Numbers of Englishmen have arrived in this city, 
and being disappointed in their expectations, have been reduced to 
the lowest ebb of distress [and] this, not for the purpose of keeping 
alive any invidious national distinction, which ought particularly to 
be avoided between the different nations which compose the 
United States of America, where all the freemen (from wheresoever 
they originally migrated) are brethren, friends, and countrymen. 

The point was clear: although national distinctions could be invidious, 
ethnic organizations were sometimes necessary for practical purposes. 
This society - once controlled by Tories - was dominated by Republicans 
in the 1790s. The leading officers included Benjamin Franklin Bache, 
William Duane's mentor and publisher of the Aurora until his death in 

66. Porcupine's Gazette , 13 Dec. 1 798; Scots Thistle Society of Philadelphia, Constitution 
of the Scots Thistle Society of Philadelphia (Philadelphia, 1799); Welsh Society of 
Pennsylvania, Constitution and Rules of the Welsh Society of Pennsylvania (Philadelphia, 
1799. 
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1 798, and Alexander J. Dallas, secretary of Pennsylvania, who served as 
defense attorney in the trial of Duane and company.67 

In the end, these party organizations and their notions of citizenship 
allowed for a more flexible understanding of nationhood. Adams and many 
of the Federalists were swept from office in the "Revolution of 1 800" in part 
because of the strength of ethnic mobilization in the middle states. The 
offending acts, which had ratified an homogeneous conception of 
American citizenship, were repealed or allowed to expire. With the 
exception of an 1802 measure that repealed the act of 1798 and largely 
restored the naturalization law of 1795, Congress did not pass another 
general bill of naturalization of major importance until the twentieth 
century.68 Ethnic politics in America became an important part of the 
immigrant experience, and as immigrants organized themselves by their 
former national heritage, they frequently referenced their adherence to the 
principles of the American Revolution to gain legitimacy. This process of 
ethnic politicization became almost formulaic in nineteenth-century 
politics throughout the United States. In many ways the debates over the 
place of immigrants in American society first articulated in the 1 790s were 
repeated time and again as Americans defined and re-defined their status 
as a "nation of immigrants." But despite such timeless application, the 
conflicts over American citizenship in the early republic were part of a 
larger political context provided by the Atlantic world in the Age of 
Revolutions. 

67. Society of the Sons of St. George, Rules and Constitution of the Society of the Sons of 
St. George, Established at Philadelphia, for the Advice and Assistance of Englishmen in 
Distress, (Philadelphia, 1 797), pp. 6, 7, 8. All emphasis in original. There are other examples 
of self-aware ethnic politics at this time, the most important being that of the Germans. 

68. See Frank George Franklin, The Legislative History of Naturalization in the United 
States (Chicago, 1906). 
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