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FORMATION OFAMERICAN ENGLISH LITERARY STANDARD
AND CULTURAL FACTORS

R. Kritsberg, Ph.D. (Kriviy Rig)

The formation of the American national literary standard had been completed by the mid-1880s. The major
historical eventsin the 19th century — the Westward Expansion and the influence of the Frontier, immigration to the
United States, the Civil War and its consequences served as crucial factors in this process. In the 17th ¢., Indian
loans, British dialectisms and archaisms were the hallmarks of American English. In the 18th ¢., the number of
Americanisms extended. In the 19th ¢, signatures of American English reached their climax both in quantity and
quality.
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Kpiuodepr P.51. @opMyBaHHs aMepHKAHCLKOI J1iTepaTypHOI HOPMH Ta KyJIbTYpHi (pakTopu. PopMyBaHH:
JTepaTypHOi HOPMH aMepHKaHCHKOT0 BapiaHTy Oyrmo 3aBepiieHo y cepemuai 1880 pp. [010BHI YHHHIKH IIHOTO IIPOIIECY
OyJM 3aXiJIHa eKCIIaHCIs Ta BIUIMB KOPJOHIB oceneHHs, immirpais a0 CLIA, I'pomansHchka BiitHa Ta 11 HACTIIKH.
VY 17 cr. iHIiaHCHKI 3am03MYeHHs, OPUTAHCHKI TiaJeKTH3MH Ta apXai3MU BiJ3HAYaJI aMEPUKAaHCHKHUH BapiaHT.
VY 18 cr. po3mmproeThes 0aza amepukaHiaMiB. Y 19 cr. mocTynoBo 3pocratots crnenudivni Mapkepn Mosu CIIA
Y KUTbKICHOMY Ta SIKICHOMY IIJTaHax.

KorouoBi ciioBa: aMeprKaHCHKUI BapiaHT aHIIIIMCHKOT MOBH, 3aITO3WYEHHS, KYIIBTYPHI (akTopH, JiTeparypHa
HOpMa, CIIOBHHKOBHH CKIAJI.

Kpuudepr P.5SI. ®opmupoBaHue aMepUKAHCKOM JHUTEPATYPHOIl HOPMBbI U KYJbTYPHbIe (DAKTOPBLI.
dopmMupoBaHne TUTEPATYPHONH HOPMBI aMEPHUKAHCKOT0 BapHaHTa OBLIO 3aBepIieHo B cepenune 1880x rr. 3amagnas
9KCIIaHCHUs U BIUSHME I'paHULbl toceneHuit, ummurpanus B CLIA, I'paxnaHckas BolHa U ee [OCIeNCTBUS ObLIn
OCHOBHBIMM JBHXYIIUMH CHJIaMHU 3TOro mpouecca. B 17 B. amepukaHkuil BapuaHT OTMeYald MHJIEH-
CKHE 3aMMCTBOBaHHS, OpPUTAHCKHE NHAIEKTH3MBI M apxau3Mel. B 18 B. pasmmpsercs 6a3a aMepHKaHH3MOB.
B 19 B. mocremneHHo Bo3pacTaior creruduaeckie Mapkeps si3bika CLLIA B KOMIMYeCTBEHHOM U Ka4eCTBCHHOM IIaHaX.

KuroueBble c10Ba: aMEpPUKAHCKUN BapUaHT aHIVIMHCKOIO $3bIKA, 3aMMCTBOBaHHE, KYIbTYpHbIE (haKTODBHI,
JUTEpaTypHasi HopMa, CII0BapHBIM COCTaB.

Deve opment of American Englishin diachrony and
formation of national literary standard have been
inadequately gudied in sociolinguistics. WhenAmerican
‘deviations from* correct’ British usageformed anew
model of English, how thisprocesshad beendeveloping
and reflected in American literature, what extra-
linguistic factors promoted these changes—all those
issuesconditionthe topicality of the present paper.

Theaim of the research is bringing to light the
cultural factorswhich induced the formation of the
American literary standard in the 19" century along
with dynamics of the language changes. Theobject-
matter is the process of development of American
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English in diachrony from 17 through 19" cc., the
subject-matter includesAmerican language markers
onlexical, grammar levels, and spelling of theforms
under consideration. American literary sources of the
17-19" centuriesserveas material for thispaper.
Thetimewhen American English (AE) cameinto
its own isa moot point. D. Simpson considers the
process completed by 1850: “ Thanksto the efforts of
two generationsof linguistic pioneersand to spectacular
rise in the national self-confidence Americahad by
about 1850 aversion of English that wasrecognizably
itsown” [10, p. 10]. H. Mencken specifiesthe time-
period differently: “ From 1814 to 1861 theinfluence of
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the great open spaceswasenormousand during those
gay and hopeful and mel odramatic daysall traditional
characterigtics of American English were developed”
[9, p. 148]. They both, however, emphaszethe external
factorswhich brought into play language characterigtics
reflectedin literature.

Still, the sweeping historical changes of the 19"
century can’'t bedownplayedto ‘ open spaces and ‘rise
in the national self-confidence’ only. The peak of
immigration to the US from the 1820s to the 1920s
with some 37 million of people is unlikely to recur
[8, p. 8]. Initsturn, the Westward migration that began
totakeforminthe 1840s, because of depressoninthe
Midwest, was different from anything that had gone
before. Within twenty years, it swelled to more than
aquarter of amillion people crossing a distance of
1800 miles. In 1890, the age of Frontier was officialy
pronounced closed, but its consequences affected
Americanlife, ingitutions, and the national mentality
long after that. F. Turner defended theidea of “ ever-
expanding Frontier” as of great account for all that:
“...the advance of American settlement westward
explains American development. The American
ingtitutions have been compelled to adapt themselves
to the changes of an expanding people” [4, p. 81].
F. Turner’sview hasbeen supported and challenged
since then by historianswho, as J. Crevecoeur, caled
the Frontier “a unifying element in American
nationalism” [8, p. 8], or, as H. Jones wrote that
American culture” arisesfrom theinterplay of two great
sets of forces — the Old World and the New” [ibid,
p. 12]. Anyway, theimpact of the Frontier onAmerican
lifecan’t be underscored.

Another event that left aprofound impression on
the national conscience and history wasthe Civil War.
Growing dissens on between the North and South had
led to two divergent societies based on conflicting
economiesand waysof life. Thiscontrast was so sharp,
the distinction between two parts was so deep that
some historiansgpokeof “divergent civilizations’, “two
political aliens’ and “the bond of diverse States’
or even, ask. Pollard put it, “theforced alliance and
rough companionship of two very different peoples”
[4,p. 293].
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The Recongtruction period after thewar took some
time. Economic and social progressin the South and
sgnsof itsrecovery grew oninmid-1880s. It wasactual
reunion of the country, anecessary provisonfor one
common languageto function, with closeeconomicties,
single currency system on undivided territory. Herea
few historical parallels can be drawn: the decay of
feudalism and therise of an absolute monarchy witha
high degree of political centralizationin Britain of the
late 15t century that contributed to predominance of
thenationa language over dialects; unification of France
inone nation inthe 16" century and therise of literary
French; therestoration of territorial integrity of Spain
after the re-conquest of Granada in 1492 and the
formation of the Spanish national tongue in the 16"
century; theend of thefeudal disintegration of Germany
and theformation of the German literary standard late
inthe 18" century.

Hence the analysis of extra-linguistic background
of that time speaksfor moving the period of formation
of the American national literary standard ahead of
the dates suggested by D. Simpson and H. Mencken:
from 1850sor 1860sto 1880s.

The study of American literary sources of the
17-19" cc. shows how this process had been
developing.

17" century: The language of the earliest American
literature does not differ much from that of England.
Captain J. Smith wasthefirst who gave picturesgue
presentation of aNew World in hismemorableworks
“A Map of Virginia’ (1612), “ A Description of New
England” (1616), and “ The Generd Higtory of Virginia’
(1624). Hisnascent American Language doesnot differ
much from that of British English with the exception
of new names of theIndian origin. “ A Description of
New England” is preceded by a vocabulary with
76 entriesintotd: “ Because many doe desireto knowe
the maner of their language, | haveinserted these few
words’ [1, p. 136]. This collection contains native
names of fish (Copotone* sturgeon™), weapon (Attawp
“abow”), numerals, household goods (Matchcores
“skinsor garments’, Tussan “ beds’”), tools(Accowpets
“shears’), topographic and astronomic names
(Chepsin “land”, Musses “woods’, Suckahanna
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“water”, Pummahumps “stars”, Keskowghes
“suns’), miscellaneous notions (Kekughes “life”,
Righcomoughes*“ deaths’, Marrapough “ enemies”’,
Netoppew “friends’, Maskapow "the worst of the
enemies’, Mawchik chammay “the best of friends”)
[ibid]. The author includes also the figures of speech
indispensable to survive in the surrounding and
accompanied by the Englishtrandation, aguidefor a
17" century reader: “What call youthis’, “ Inhow many
daieswill there come hether any more English ships?’,
“I am verie hungrie, what shall | eate?’, * Runyou then
to theking...and bid him come hither” " Get you gone
and come again quickly!” [ibid]. Of thisvocabulary
only 3 items have survived up to present-day:
Moccasin, Tomahacks (tomahawk), and Netoppew
(netop) “salutation to an Indian by the American
colonists’. Therestissilence.

It goes without saying that Native American
borrowingsaretaken at their phonetic vaue, far from
anglicized standard form and grate on a modern
reader’s untrained ears as an aphabet soup. Thus
Chechinguamins is modern chinquapin “dwarf
chestnut”, Pawcohiscora is “hickory”,
Tockawhoughe—tuckahoe* edible plant or root arrow
arum”, Aroughcun — raccoon, Mussascus —
musquash “muskrat” . The following examplesfrom
Captain J. Smith’'sworksillustrate the actual usage:

“In all these places is a severall

commander...and their assistantsor their Elders

called Caw-cawwassoighes' (cockarouse“senior
citizen, anelder, aperson of authority)”.

“...This they call Chechinquamins, which they

esteeme a great daintie...” . (chinquapin “dwarf

chestnut”).

“ The water will be coloured as milk which they

cal Pawcohiscora and keepe it for their vse

...(hickory). The chiefe roote they haue for food

iscalled Tockawhoughe...” (Tuckahoe“the plant

floatingarum”).

“Pocones is a small fruit that groweth in the

mountains which being dryed and beate in

powder turneth red (now poke, pokeweed “atall

NorthAmerican plant usedindyeing)”.

“ Thereisa beast they call Aroughcun much like

as badger, but useth to live on treesas squirrels

doe” (raccoon).

“ A small beast they have they call Assapanick

but we call themflying squirrels’ . (now assapan

"aflying squirrel Sciuropterusvolucella’).

“They plant also Maracocks a wild fruit like a

lemmon which also increase infinitely”. (now

more maypop “ passion flower”). [1, pp. 136-45].

W. Bradford' slanguagein“ Of Plymouth Plantation”
(1630) doesnot reveal peculiar Americanfeatures[2],
gpart from afew Britisharchaisnsand dialecticwords
which later came into disuse on the British Isles but
were preserved in Standard American English, as
estate” class, society” (thelast usagein Britainwas
in1643), lusty “ strong” (1692):

“ ... by which means he was very helpful to their

outward estates, and so was every way as a

common father unto them...” .

" ... alusty young man called John Howland” .

“ But a lusty sea man which steered bade those

which rowed ...” .

“ S0 he bid them be of good cheer and row

lustily” [ibid].

W. Bradford usestheword cornas* Indian corn”
in American sense (not British “grain™), there was
little English grain before 1735, and cornwasthe main
cered for magter, servant, and beast. J. Filson[3] much
later in* The Discovery and settlement of Kentucke”
(1784) writes.

“Col. Harrod has lately experienced the

production of small grain and affirms that he

had 35 bushels of wheat and 55 bushels of rye

per acre’ [3, p. 67].

Inthe second half of the 17t c¢. J. Hammond in his
“Leahand Rachel, The Two Fruitful Sisters, Virginia,
and Mary-land” (1658) useshog inanew American
sense” ananimal for daughter” . In general usageit
means“ domesticated species, especially castrated
male pig, aswell aswild species’ :

“ Pleasant in observing their stocks and flockes

of Cattle, Hoggs and Poultry grazing, whisking

and skipping in their sights” [6, p. 25].

Very few Americanwordsare used by J. Alsopin
his “A Character of the Province of Mary-land”
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(1666), mostly those are Indian names of plants &
animals:

“ The thre main commoditiesthiscountry affords

for trafique are Tobacco, Furrs, and Flesh,

Furrsand Skins as beavers, Otters, Musk-Rats,

Rackoons, WId-Cats and Elke or Buffaloe”.

“The Elke, the Cat of the Mountain, the

Rackoon, the Fox, the Beaver, the Otter, the

Possum ... and several others inhabit here in

Mary-Land in several droves and troops’ [ibid,

pp. 541-549].

Theauthor noteshere: *

The sea, the baysthe Chesapeake and Delaware

and generally all therivers do abound with fish

of several sorts, for many of them we have no

English names, except sturgeons’ [ibid, p. 542].

Between 1675 and 1677 oneof themost devastating
conflictsinthe history of the New England Frontier in
the 17" c. broke out: King Philip’'sWar. Theadvancing
Puritan settlements were encroaching on the Indian
tribal and hunting grounds, vital to sustaintheir living.
The Indians who submitted to English rule, faced
humiliation and servile dependency. Thetinderbox was
sparkled when King Philip, the sachem of Wampanoags,
was forced to humiliating treaty denying his people
hunting groundswithout which they would starve.

This ravaging and sorrowful time is reflected
in“Narratives of the Indian Wars’ 1675-1699” [7].
J. Easton in his “ A Relacion of the Indyan Warre’
(1675) notes that “one tenth of adult males in
Massachusettswerekilled or captured, two third of
towns & villages suffered directly from Indianraids’
[ibid, p. 15].

Another anonymous author, knownonly asN.S.,
merchant from Boston, in hiswork “ The present sate
of New England with respect to the Indianwar” [ibid]
presents “alist of the number of the English dain &
wounded in the battle with the Indians on the 19"
December 1675”: wounded & dain in al — 207,
according to thislist. The author gives explanations
“for the better understanding some Indian Words
which are necessarily used in the following
Narrativethereader isdesired to take notice: svamp
signifies a Moorish place overgrown with woods
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and bushes but soft like a quagmire or Irish bog
over which horse cannot at all or English foot
(without great difficulty) passé “ .

“A Sachem is a Prince King or Chief of an
ancient family over whom he is an absolute
Monarch” .

“ A Squaw sachemis a Princess or Queen” .

“Wgwamare Indian hutsor houses’ [ibid].

M. Rowlandson in her “Narratives of the Indian
Wars’ (1675-1699) ismore prolific inusing Indian
borrowings[6]. Shewasadaughter of theloca minister
in Lancaster and her book wasvery well known. No
contemporary New England publication commanded
more attentionin Great Britain than this. The story goes
about M. Rowlandson’sabduction by Indiansand her
misfortune astheir captive. Here we find sagamore
“Indian chief”, wigwam, squaw “Indian woman”,
papoose“ Indianchild”, samp “ corn broken into coarse
rice-like form, boiled & eaten with milk & sugar”,
wampum*“small cylindrical beads’, powwow* quack”,
sannup “ Indian husband”:

“1n the morning when they understood that my

child was dead they sent for me home to my

Masters Wigwam who was a Saggamore and

married kings Phillipswivessister” .

“ There were many hundreds old and young, some

sick and some lame... many had Papooses at

their backs, the greatest number at thistimewith

us were Sgquaws” .

“ ...aswell asfor the Indianswith their Squaws

and Children ...traveled with all they had, bag

and baggage’ .

“ ...and on Mondaysthey set their Wigwamson

fire and away they went” .

“He as dressed in the Holland shirt, with great

laces sewed at the tail of it he had his silver

buttons his white stockins, his Garters were
hung around with shilling and he had girdles of

Wampom upon his head and shoulders’ .

“ God would have found a way for the English

to have passed this River, as well as for the

indianswith their Sguawsand Children, and all

their luggage” .

“...and said | must go back again with her ...
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and she called her Sannup” .
“ ...l asked himto givemealittle of hisbroth...he
took a dish and gave me one spoonful of Samp” .

[ibid, pp. 434-468].
In the text there are few British archaisms and
provincialisms: sick “ill” (as predicative), mighty

“strong, big”; baggage and luggage are used
interchangeably contrary to the modern standard. The
first American compounds made their way in the
literature: Indian corn, rattle-snake:

“ Some found ears of Indian corn, some found

Ground-nut” .

“1 put five Indian-cornsin the roomof it: which

Corns were the greatest provisions | had in my

travel for one day” .

“ | must go with themfive or six miles down the

River into a Mighty Thicket or Brush”.

“They would eat Horses guts, Dogs, Skunks,

Rattle-snakes; yea...” [ibid].

Thus apart from very few proper American
compounds, British archaismsand dialecticwords, that
later upgraded their status to standard vocabulary,
Indian borrowings were the hallmarks of American
languageand literatureinthe 17 c.

18" century: Spelling habits of thistimearefar from
being stable. Sometimesthey follow the Britishtradition,
sometimes — a new American one. C. Mather in
“MagnaliaChristi Americana’ uses honor, traveled,
judgment [6, p. 281], C. Coldenin“TheHigtory of the
Five Indian Nations’ interchanges neighborhood,
judgment, center (AE) with neighbouring,
imbellished, honour (BE) [ibid, p. 406].

B. Franklinwholived long in Europe continuesthis
trendin his" TheAutobiography”: e.g. unfavorable,
Libelling, Judgments, Labour, Neighbors,
favorable, honored [ibid, pp. 61-116].

Things began to change in the end of the century.
G. Washington should be given acredit for contributing
much to the rising American spelling tradition with
uniform orthography in hisworks:

“...another anonymous production addressed

more to feelings and passions, that to reason

and judgment of the Army...I wanted a

disposition...consistent with your own honor and

the dignity of the Army to make known your

grievances...That their endeavors to discover

and establish funds for this purpose, have been
unwearied...the sincere affection | feel for an

Army, | have so long had the honor to

command...to exert whatever ability | am

possessed of, in your favor...” [ibid, p. 80].

R. Beverley in “History and Present State of
Virginia® (1705) employsnumerousindianloansand a
few American compoundsindescribing natureand the
American Indians: skunk, possum, cockarouse, bald-
eagle, muskrat, mock-bird. Cabin, creek, corn in
American sensesare aso found inhiswork, but apart
fromthose, Americanismsarerare|[ibid, pp. 550-559].

Intheworks of the second half of the 18" century,
such as“ The Hasty Pudding” (1796) by J. Barlow,
“The Discovery, Settlement and present State of
Kentucky” (1784) by J. Filson, “ Travels Through North
and South Carolina’ (1791) by W. Bartram the
American vocabulary isexpanding athough restricted
to agricultura and everyday names. Johny-cake, hoe-
cake, corn-house, corn-stalk, husking [ibid].

19" century: The beginning of the period of growth
of American English outlined in Noah Webster's
“Dissertation on the English Language’ (1789) is
attributed to W. Irving, the actual founder of American
literary tradiition. Although he mainly followsthe British
standard, hisworks, such as“History of New York”
(1809), “ Sketch Book” (1820), “ A Tour onthe Prairies’
(1835) abound inAmerican compounds connected with
plantsand animals of the New World, Indian, Spanish
and Dutchloans, wordsemployed in peculiar American
senses, British archaismsand provincialisms survived
inthe US, e.g. witch-hazel, tree-toad, whippoorwill,
powwow, doughnut, cruller, sassafras, tulip tree,
cabin etc. Still, hisspelling is of irregular character,
now British, now American.

Thistrend —the mix of American vocabulary with
British grammar and orthography is visible in the
language of suchwriters, asM. Birbeck (“Notesona
Journey inAmerica’, 1817), T. Dwight (“Travelsin
New Englandand New York”, 1821), Th. Thorpe (“The
BigBear of Arkansas’, 1841) and others[4].

A prominent place in development of American
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standard that marked a new stage in the American
literary tradition belongs to D. Crockett, A. Ward,
J. Lowell, and F. Bret Hart. The language of their
worksin1830s-1870s, with* no-holds-barred” regarding
American spelling, vocabulary, and grammar ushered
the M. Twain'sera. The most outstanding USwriter
was the first to make a masterly use of a genuine
American English. The climax of hisworksfallson
late 1870s-mid-1880s (“The Adventures of Tom
Sawyer”, 1876, “ The Prince and the Pauper”, 1882,
“Lifeonthe Mississippi”, 1882, “ TheAdventuresof
Huckleberry Finn”, 1884, “ A Connecticut Yankeein
KingArthur’sCourt”, 1889) that quite agreeswithripe
historicd conditionsfor American Englishto comeinto
itsown.

Apart from historical and literary research, the
guantitative analysis of coinage of Americanismshas
been carried out [5: 176—79]. Thewholeperiod of AE
development wasdivided into 34 time spans (from 1600
through 1930, by decades), and 2624 Americanisms
were put in the corresponding decades depending on
the time of their coinage. It turned out that the most
intensive replenishment of AE stock had been going
onfrom 1820sreaching itsmaximum by 1880-1890s.
And thisresult agreeswell with the literary analysis
and considerationsonthe culturd factors.
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Theprospects of thefurther researchlieinmore
detailed analysis of American literary sourcesof that
period to specify the dynamics of theAmerican English
development.
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