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Abstract 
 

This dissertation illustrates how whiteness as property, reified by unjust laws and 

domestic policies in the United States in the nineteenth century, corrupts Protestant Christianity 

as practiced by white people.  Through an analysis of the writings of William Apess, William 

Wells Brown, Harriet E. Wilson, John Rollin Ridge, María Amparo Ruiz de Burton, and Zitkala-

Ša, I show that writers of color were unafraid to criticize openly the rampant racism 

masquerading as religion.  Through both their fiction and non-fiction, these authors, when read 

together, critique whiteness and its pernicious effect on all of American society, demonstrating 

that Christian charity and democratic civilization are incompatible with principles that elevate 

one race of people over all others.  Drawing upon a range of disciplines, including theology, 

critical race studies, and legal theory, I situate the texts I discuss as part of a discourse that 

creates a portrait of the white race as a people incapable of reconciling their race prejudice with 

the rhetoric of Christian virtue and the U.S. Constitution’s promise of life, liberty, and the pursuit 

of happiness.  Apess, Brown, Wilson, Ridge, Ruiz de Burton, and Zitkala-Ša all call upon their 

white counterparts to live up to their professed ideals of democracy or give up the fantasy of 

American Exceptionalism.  Most importantly, all of them draw attention to the unresolved 

question of which version of Christianity people should follow and what role it will play in 

shaping the nation. 

 Arguing that these authors of color recognized whiteness as property as an evil 

antithetical to Christianity, as well as to the U.S. Constitution, my first chapter focuses on 

Apess’s works (1833-1836) as an early attack on whiteness—specifically, skin color—being 

used to determine church membership and citizenship. I then read Wilson’s Our Nig (1859) and 

Brown’s Clotel (1853) in Chapter Two as examples of what Veronica T. Watson calls “the 
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literature of white estrangement,” with each author detailing how Christian charity comes second 

only to whiteness in white American hearts.  Chapter Three discusses Ridge’s The Life and 

Adventures of Joaquin Murieta (1854) and Ruiz de Burton’s Who Would Have Thought It? 

(1872) as continuations of the critique of whiteness, with each author critiquing Protestant 

Christianity’s role in the imperialist designs of the U.S. by focusing on its investment in 

whiteness as property.  My final chapter analyzes Zitkala-Ša’s American Indian Stories (1921) as 

a wholesale rejection of a white-led Indian reform project that, despite its purportedly charitable 

Christian intentions, was in reality intended to deny Native Americans the rights and economic 

privileges of full citizenship. 

 Politically, persons of color were virtually non-existent in the original composition of the 

U.S. Constitution and consequently lacked any political means to challenge the social contract 

that governed them.  White men championed and fought for revolution, white men championed 

and pushed for nullification of federal laws, and white men championed and initiated secession.  

Denied a political voice, some of those who were not white males used literature to affect the 

world around them.  Recognizing this fact, my dissertation explores the links that exist among 

authors typically relegated to a status outside both the right to citizenship and the traditional 

canon.  In grouping these authors, I am reminded of Winston Churchill’s oft-quoted bon mot:  

“History is written by the victors.”  But instead of despairing at this commonplace, I listen to 

voices of dissent, especially those of writers of color who point out the blatant hypocrisy of 

white Christians in the nineteenth century.  Ultimately, the texts I discuss prove that resistance to 

whiteness is perhaps the oldest form of political activism in the United States. 
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PREFACE 
 

Christian Versus Postmodern Fundamentalism 
(and How I Escaped Both) 

 
 
 The foundation for this dissertation was laid well before I ever heard of Tufts University 

or even dreamed of enrolling in its doctoral program in English.  Instead, the seeds for this 

undertaking were planted in Sunday School at the Petal, Mississippi, Church of God, a 

Pentecostal denomination.  People often express surprise at my fundamentalist upbringing, and I 

jokingly tell them, “I was raised Pentecostal, but it didn’t take.”  Yet, in a way, it did.  My time 

attending Sunday School, revivals, and the weekly church services in my youth was not wasted, 

and the knowledge I learned of the Bible has never left me.  My first master’s thesis in 

philosophy at the University of Southern Mississippi in Hattiesburg posed the question of what 

exactly is God-talk and just who or what are we referring to when we use this language.  

Unfortunately, by the time I did my second master’s degree in English at the University of 

Vermont, I had fallen for yet another sort of fundamentalism that my advisor, Professor 

Elizabeth Ammons, describes in her book, Brave New Words:  How Literature Will Save the 

Planet, as “postmodern fundamentalism . . . a faith system of nihilism and powerlessness” (9).  

And I enrolled at Tufts fully intending to practice this dogma in my own research and 

scholarship—that is, until I met Professor Ammons, read her work, and recognized the perilous 

path that such a rigid fundamentalist adherence to “irony, cynicism, and despair” (8) poses for 

both the humanities and the world.  So, by the time I passed my oral examinations and turned to 

write my dissertation prospectus, I had reached a crisis:  what, exactly, did I want to research and 

write about as an academic? 
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 Rather than allow this indecision to paralyze me, I took inspiration from my religious 

upbringing in South Mississippi.  Although I had left the world of Christian fundamentalism 

behind me, I recognized its powerful hold over U.S. politics, particularly surrounding issues of 

race and national belonging.  A good deal of current political rhetoric calls for a return to the 

founding fathers’ original intent contained within the U.S. Constitution.  Claims that the United 

States originated as an exclusively Christian nation and, somehow, its leaders, people, and 

institutions have deviated from this fact pour forth from politicians.  Never mind that a return to 

the original U.S. Constitution would reduce African Americans to three-fifths of a person, deny 

women suffrage, and effectively erase the Native American population from the eyes of the law; 

even in 2017 many white, evangelical Protestant U.S. citizens eat this fantasy up and hear it 

repeated from the pulpit.  Complicating this narrative is the erroneous impression that with the 

Continental Congress’ ratification of the Declaration of Independence on July 4, 1776, a unified 

body of citizens—the American public—was born.   

Inspired in no small part by Toni Morrison’s Playing In The Dark:  Whiteness and the 

Literary Imagination, in which she analyses the ways in which white texts contain signs of a 

literary “black presence” (5), my research question evolved into asking in what ways a literary 

white presence haunts those texts written by authors of color in nineteenth-century American 

literature.  In fact, in this dissertation, I reverse her method, arguing that works from Native 

American, African American, and Mexican American authors exhibit an awareness of how 

whiteness as property renders Christianity as practiced by nineteenth-century white Americans a 

colonizing force intent on preserving white Anglo political and social supremacy. 

 Like the evangelical Christians of today, white Protestants in the nineteenth-century U.S. 

endorsed American exceptionalism.  Central to this belief is the conviction that God chose white 
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men—the Founding Fathers—to create a government that can and will surpass any other in the 

world in terms of power, virtue, and prestige.  Christianity and naïve patriotism work together as 

combustible fuel in this racialized and gendered logic, as each author of color I examine 

recognizes.  William Apess seizes on how the entire white race hides behind God and country to 

justify their mistreatment of those considered non-white.  William Wells Brown emphasizes how 

white slaveholders pervert and distort religious doctrines to fool slaves (and themselves) into 

believing that God intended them to be chattel, and Harriet E. Wilson points out how white 

individuals in the North intentionally misread the word of God so they can justify their racial 

prejudices.  John Rollin Ridge creates an outlaw who punishes whites for their ungodly treatment 

of dispossessed Mexican Americans and Mexican immigrants in Southern California.  María 

Amparo Ruiz de Burton writes a scathing satire of the white race that opens up their exceptional 

nation to charges of being a run-of-the-mill empire with very unchristian, xenophobic tendencies.  

Lastly, Zitkala-Ša provides a critique of a Christian-inspired reform movement that worked to 

perpetuate Native American indigence, dressing indigenous people up as white people only to 

deny them citizenship, the ultimate privilege of whiteness as property. 

 I use a variety of theoretical approaches in this dissertation, from theology to critical race 

theory.  The works of British theologians James D.G. Dunn and Alistair McGrath prove 

indispensable in my analysis of Christianity, as does Sacvan Bercovitch’s The Puritan Origins of 

the American Self in helping me demonstrate the confluence of Protestantism and white 

nationalism.  Cheryl I. Harris’s legal article “Whiteness as Property” also informs the majority of 

my analysis, and Gerald Vizenor’s concept of survivance helps shape my interpretation of the 

indigenous authors I examine.  And, of course, the Bible, my knowledge of it and how 

evangelicals, even today, read this book typologically, contributes to my argument that authors 
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of color in the nineteenth-century U.S. were preoccupied with religion and its role in promoting 

white Christian supremacy, which proscribed their incorporation into the body politic. 

 The first chapter, “The Pequot Apostle Apess on Christianity, Law, and Race,” examines 

the writings of William Apess, particularly his A Son of the Forest (1831), The Experiences of 

Five Christian Indians (1833), Indian Nullification of the Unconstitutional Laws of 

Massachusetts Relative to the Marshpee Tribe; or, The Pretended Riot Explained (1835), and 

Eulogy on King Philip, as Pronounced at the Odeon, in Federal Street, Boston (1836).  My 

analysis of Apess’s works shows how his faith in Methodism and knowledge of Saint Paul’s 

mission to the Gentiles opens up an avenue for him to illustrate that the racist laws of early 

nineteenth-century New England originated in the church itself.  This strategy, I contend, 

presents an example of a person of color appropriating the language of white domination in order 

to shine a harsh light on the dominators.  Apess comprehends how racist laws, which claimed to 

be benign, inspired in white Christians the desire to persecute and exploit indigenous people, 

robbing them of their property and lives. 

 Continuing this theme, the second chapter, “The United States of Inequality:  William 

Wells Brown, Harriet E. Wilson, and Whiteness as Property,” reads Brown’s Clotel; or, The 

President’s Daughter:  A Narrative of Slave Life in the United States (1853) and Wilson’s Our 

Nig Or, Sketches from the Life of a Free Black (1859) as blatant critiques of white Protestant 

America.  Brown, an escaped slave subject to the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, wrote and 

published in Great Britain, and as he makes abundantly clear in his opening preface, his work 

intends to sway the hearts and minds of his British audience:  “The fact that slavery was 

introduced into the American colonies, while they were under the control of the British Crown, is 

a sufficient reason why Englishmen should feel a lively interest in abolition” (iv-v).  Brown 
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creates a genealogy between Great Britain and the U.S., using this blood-tie to shame the parent 

nation into encouraging the fledgling country to embrace abolition.  I read Clotel as an exposé in 

which Brown demonstrates conclusively the pernicious nature of slavery and how within the 

United States the only equality that he can observe is how “all grades of society [can] . . . either 

hold, buy, or sell slaves, from the statesmen and doctors of divinity, who can own . . . hundreds, 

down to the person who can purchase but one” (iv, emphasis added).  Even white, Protestant, 

educated clergy, most of whom were educated in exclusive Protestant seminaries, owned slaves, 

in spite of their professed faith’s edict to follow the golden rule.  Furthermore, Brown’s 

indictment of the nation gains additional power from the fact that the slave family in his novel all 

have the blood of Thomas Jefferson flowing through their veins. 

 Wilson relies on blood ties as well, with a New England family standing in for the nation 

as a whole.  Frado, an unwanted child of miscegenation, finds herself thrust upon a white 

Protestant family, the Bellmonts, who are divided between a strong matriarch “wholly imbued 

with southern principles” and a weak patriarch that professes abolitionism but does nothing to 

stop the excesses of slavery under his own roof (Our Nig 3).  Mrs. Bellmont and her daughter, 

Mary, take delight in torturing Frado, physically and emotionally, while all those opposed to this 

blatant abuse—Jack, Aunt Abby, Mr. Bellmont, James, and sweet Jane—seem powerless and 

unable to put an end to Frado’s horrific treatment.  Published just six years after Clotel and 

openly attacking white Protestant Christian hypocrisy, Our Nig reminds self-congratulatory 

Northerners that slavery affects all in the United States.  Wilson shows that as long as the North 

permits the South to treat black people as mere chattel and imitates that racism in its own 

practices, the nation will fail to live up to its professed principles of equality and Christianity. 
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 Brown and Wilson, I argue, represent what Veronica T. Watson describes as “the 

literature of white estrangement,” where each authors zeroes in on the contradictions inherent in 

whiteness as property’s construction as a social reality (5).  Brown attacks U.S. ideologies on 

two fronts—he, like Apess, emphasizes how slavery remains legal due to the tacit support of 

“professed Christians” (iv).  Wilson, on the other hand, turns her semi-autobiographical narrative 

into a conversion tale that answers in the affirmative Frado’s plaintive question, “Is there a 

heaven for the black?” (84).  These two black authors focus on Protestant Christianity 

extensively as a means to critique whiteness. 

 The third chapter, “Manifest Disorders of a Mistaken Destiny:  John Rollin Ridge, María 

Amparo Ruiz de Burton, and the False Prophecies of Whiteness,” focuses on Ridge’s The Life 

and Adventures of Joaquín Murieta (1854) and Ruiz de Burton’s Who Would Have Thought It? 

(1872), arguing that when read together, both novels provide damaging critiques of white 

Protestant Christianity’s investment in whiteness as property.  These novels draw attention to 

white policies inspired by the belief that the U.S. is God’s chosen nation only to be enjoyed by 

white Anglos.  Additionally, while each author critiques the racism of white America and 

Protestantism’s complicity in that racism, I demonstrate that they nevertheless duplicate the 

racist ideology reifying whiteness in their demands for political subjectivity for their respective 

peoples. 

With Joaquín Murieta, Ridge documents how white settlers intentionally violate the 

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo’s promise of citizenship to Mexican Americans.  In their drive to 

preserve citizenship only for those with pure Anglo blood, white people invite their own 

destruction, transforming an educated and elite Mexican of Hispanic descent into a bloodthirsty 

killer intent on revenge.  Murieta and his gang wreak havoc on their oppressors until the 
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dominant order apprehends and kills them.  By creating an educated Mexican American outlaw 

who also possesses a claim to whiteness with his European heritage, Ridge, I argue, identifies 

with the Mexican Americans who suffered under laws intended to foreclose their political 

subjectivity.  As a mixed-blood Cherokee, he knew first-hand how Anglo Americans used the 

law to reduce non-white individuals into subaltern subjects, and he persuasively argues that, in 

doing so, white America invites civic unrest and its own annihilation. 

Ruiz de Burton in Who Would Have Thought It? also focuses on the U.S. violation of the 

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo through her protagonist Lola Medina’s stay in a New England 

home.  While there, she experiences the racism of Protestant New England in the form of a New 

England matriarch and a duplicitous Presbyterian minister.  Through these figures, Ruiz de 

Burton launches a devastating Catholic critique of Protestant Christianity’s complicity in the 

imperialist designs of the United States.  Robbed of a substantial portion of her wealth, Lola 

manages to escape the designs of these nefarious figures.  But, despite this apparently happy 

ending, the criminal misdeeds of these two white individuals go unpunished, suggesting that 

Ruiz de Burton has little hope that the U.S. will honor the treaty and grant Mexican Americans 

full citizenship. 

My last chapter, “Christian Charity that Kills:  Zitkala-Ša on Protestant Christianity and 

Cultural Genocide,” examines the devastating impact of a Protestant-based Indian reform effort 

on Native Americans.  Navigating Anglo and indigenous epistemologies, Zitkala-Ša presents to 

her white audiences the real-life consequences of dressing Native Americans up as white people 

while simultaneously denying them the privileges of whiteness—that is, full citizenship.  Her 

American Indian Stories (1921), as I show, continues her work in the Society of American 

Indians (SAI) where she and other white-educated Native Americans called for the U.S. to grant 
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full political and social equality to indigenous people.  Using her knowledge of Protestant 

Christianity gained from her education in a Quaker-run boarding school, Zitkala-Ša exposes 

white Christian-charity for what it really is:  cultural genocide.  Yet, despite the nation’s goal to 

eradicate indigenous spirituality and culture, American Indian Stories proves that this project is a 

failure, with Zitkala-Ša using her Anglo and Yankton identities to defiantly reaffirm her 

commitment to helping improve the life of all Native Americans by demanding the U.S. grant 

them citizenship. 

All of these authors zero in on Protestant Christianity’s complicity in promoting and 

perpetuating white supremacy in the United States.  They illustrate the precariousness of 

whiteness, illuminating the inherent violence white power provokes by excluding Native 

Americans, African Americans, and Mexican Americans from the body politic of the nation.  

Most importantly, they refuse to accept the status quo, using their knowledge of the Bible and the 

dominant discourse reifying whiteness to emphasize how inherently unchristian a racial and 

social hierarchy is that places Anglos over and above all others.  Each of these authors, through 

their published works, attempted to call attention to this injustice and force nineteenth-century 

white Americans to recognize their complicity in systematic racism.  My dissertation hopes to 

demonstrate that these authors of color fully believed in the “transformative power of words and 

ideas” (Ammons 47), as it seeks to do the same today in a nation that faces an uncertain future 

with a presidential administration intent on linking citizenship once more to whiteness and 

Protestant Christianity. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

The Pequot Apostle Apess on Christianity, Law, and Race 
 
 
Jesus . . . and his Apostles . . . looked at their fruit without any regard to skin, color, or nation:  
“Where there is neither Greek nor Jew, circumcision or uncircumcision, Barbarian nor Scythian, 
bond nor free—but Christ is all, and in all” [Col. 3:11]. 
    –William Apess, “An Indian’s Looking-Glass for the White Man,” 
    The Experiences of Five Christian Indians, 158 
 
 With these words, William Apess aligns his critique of the inherent racism within 

elite nineteenth-century white Protestant New England with that of the apostle Paul, who 

establishes that laws that define difference along the axes of race, body modification, nationality, 

or social class are irrelevant to Christianity.  Instead, acceptance of Christ—that he died and was 

resurrected for the salvation of all humanity—and the grace this imparts, are, for Paul, extralegal 

and incapable of being inscribed in legalistic discourses that reify racial differences.  By basing 

his condemnation of elite white Christianity on Saint Paul’s declaration that belief in and 

acceptance of salvation through Christ abrogates and supersedes all legally defined differences, 

Apess, this chapter suggests, displays a nuanced understanding of how unjust laws in the early 

nineteenth-century United States originated in the ecclesiastical laws of the white Protestant 

elite. 

 Paul, according to British theologian James D.G. Dunn, repudiates “covenantal 

nominism,” which holds “that God’s grace extends only to those who wear the badge of the 

covenant” (111).1  In the case of the Jewish people, badges of covenant membership included 

ritual circumcision as well as maintenance and observance of a number of dietary restrictions.  

These traditions set them apart from Gentiles, singling them out as members of God’s chosen 

people bound by the covenant itself.  Offering an original interpretation of Paul’s “distinction 
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between faith in Christ and works of law,” Dunn makes a compelling argument that the root 

issue for Paul is none other than race itself: 

 What he is concerned to exclude is the racial not the ritual expression of faith; it 
is nationalism which he denies not activism.  Whatever their basis in the 
scriptures, these works of law had become identified as indices of Jewishness, as 
badges betokening race and nation. . . . What Jesus had done by his death and 
resurrection, in Paul’s understanding, is to free the grace of God in justifying from 
its nationalistically restrictive clamps for a broader experience (beyond the 
circumcised Jew) and a fuller expression (beyond concern for ritual purity). (115, 
emphasis in original) 

 
Dunn holds that Paul argues against restricting covenant membership to any racial identity 

markers since to do so would preclude the possibility of proselytizing to the Gentiles or anyone 

else outside the original Law of Moses.  Elsewhere, Dunn writes that he reads Paul as making “a 

protest against national or ethnic presumption and disdain for the (other) nations” (21).  The 

covenant is open, so to speak, and according to Dunn, Paul refuses any effort to limit 

membership to rituals and traditions, which, through their association over time with the Jewish 

people, placed “an exaggerated emphasis on social boundaries and ethnicity,” creating an entitled 

“sense of election” amongst Jewish Christians (Hultgren 213).  Paul, in essence, battles the pride 

and ethnocentrity of the Jewish people as he promotes a Christianity that is free and open to all. 

 By invoking Dunn’s theological reading of Paul, this chapter does not intend to dwell on 

the intricacies of scriptural interpretation; instead, it seeks to interrogate how Apess almost two 

centuries ago also turned to Paul as a case study from which to learn how early Christianity 

approached the question of racial difference.  Taking seriously James Treat and Andrea Smith’s 

respective scholarship examining how Christianity and Native expression are not mutually 

exclusive, this chapter examines how Apess uses Christianity, as Elizabeth Ammons states, to 

“call the nation out on its hypocrisy” (42).2  As Robert Warrior notes, “those who would rue 

Apess’s lack of authenticity or of a richly detailed Pequot traditional system of ceremonies, 
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social structures, and crafts ought instead to celebrate the sheer survival of the Pequots” long 

after the end of the Pequot War when in 1638 the Puritan victors declared them to be an extinct 

race (193).  In this sense, this analysis endorses Jace Weaver’s contention that “Apess’s work 

must be viewed as resistance literature, affirming Indian cultural and political identity over 

against the dominant culture” (55), since it exhibits characteristics that Scott Carpenter identifies 

as “bicultural,” meaning that I read Apess’s works as definitive proof that indigenous peoples, 

instead of dying out, are actually “adapting” the dominant culture to serve their own ends (6).  

Apess recognizes that the white Protestant elite of New England, made up of Congregationalists 

and Presbyterians, is, like the Jewish people of Paul’s day, caught up in its own version of 

covenantal nominism.  Sacvan Bercovitch calls this celebratory sense of divine grace “auto-

American-biography”:  “[T]he celebration of the representative self as America, and of the 

American self as the embodiment of a prophetic universal design” (136).  As physical and 

intellectual descendants of the original Puritans, wealthy white New Englanders saw both the 

colonization of the continent and the birth of the United States as signifiers of an “ascendant 

millennial splendor” predestined for them and them alone (157).  Fundamentally, for the 

Protestant elite in nineteenth-century New England, the indices of covenant membership were 

none other than race and class. 

 Apess provides evidence that suggests he was well aware that whiteness was a 

prerequisite for covenantal belonging in his 1829-edition of A Son of the Forest:  The Experience 

of William Apess, A Native of the Forest.  He includes in this version a detail that he omits from 

the 1831 second-edition.  Describing his rescue from his alcoholic grandmother by a concerned 

uncle, he mentions that he was cared for by a group of white Christians before it was determined 

he would live with the Furman family:  “I was then put among good Christian people, called the 
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Close Order, who used me as tenderly as though I had been one of the elect, or one of their own 

sons” (317, emphasis added).3  This simile is curious precisely because Methodism, Apess’s 

chosen denomination, lacked the notion of a predestined Elect.  This idea, at least at the time 

Apess is writing, was primarily a Congregationalist and Presbyterian belief, derived from the 

works of John Calvin.  In essence, Apess implies here that these people treated him, a young 

Native American child, as if he were white:  “one of their own sons.” 

 Critics have discussed convincingly how Apess’s Methodism informed his understanding 

of what it meant to be a Pequot as well as how this movement’s radical, egalitarian interpretation 

of Christianity motivated his commitment to social justice.  Sandra Gustafson writes that the 

“spontaneity, plain language, and emotional expressivity of the Methodists at worship,” 

combined with their lower-class status, are what drew Apess to this particular sect (33).  Karim 

M. Tiro goes so far as to suggest that the oral expressiveness of Methodist worship provided 

Apess the opportunity to “express his Indian identity” (658).  But, as Russell E. Richey in Early 

American Methodism informs us, Methodism, unlike its Congregationalist and Presbyterian 

counterparts, did not link covenant membership to race or nation: 

  Notions of America as God’s chosen people, of a covenant between God and the 
  nation, of eternal purposes being worked out through the American experiment, of 
  America as light to the world, of religion as requisite to national prosperity, of 
  American history as itself sacred, of the millennium as an American affair—no- 
  tions certainly available to Methodists had they wanted to adopt them—are ab- 
  sent. (39-40) 

True to their egalitarian nature, early Methodists in their millennial fervor “sought the prosperity 

of Zion,” with Richey observing that they “would understandably be at a loss to say anything 

about the new nation [f]or they had already allocated to a holy people what others would assert 

of the republic.”  Distinctively looking outside the political or national realm for the return of 

Christ, they believed the “visible expression of God’s new Israel was not state but ecclesia,” and 
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“by its identity with Zion, Methodists laid claim to the covenantal relation that gathered in the 

rich imagery of the Old Testament and new” (44).  This separation of the spiritual from the 

political did not predicate its eschatology on the myth of the Vanishing Indian, nor did it bestow 

upon the United States and its (white) citizens the privileged-status of God’s chosen people.  

Zion “connected Methodists with the totality of God’s redemptive activity” on both the 

American continent and abroad (43).  The covenant was essentially available to all who believed, 

making the question of a convert’s race, nationality, and social class effectively moot.  Believing 

the nation, its citizens, and its politics held no special status in the eyes of God, Methodists 

instead “focused upon America’s physical nature,” and this emphasis can be traced in large part 

to the itinerant nature of the early Methodist pastorate (37). 

Whereas Carolyn Haynes comments that Apess might have responded well to this 

tendency because it “divided or bound” the American landscape “only by geography rather than 

by race,” thereby allowing him to “construct a new vision or identity for the continent of North 

America” (39), I contend that this aspect of Methodist faith is what primarily motivated Apess to 

join this particular sect.  Additionally, Rochelle Raineri Zuck and Gustafson have written 

extensively on Apess’s interest with the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel theory of Native American 

ancestry, with each arguing that he uses this myth to promote both Native American self-

determination and their continued presence on the continent.4  Zuck recognizes this assumption 

of Jewish identity as an example of Vizenorian “‘survivance’” (2), used by Apess in his sermons 

and autobiographical writings “to challenge ‘Vanishing Indian’ narratives with stories of 

sovereignty and continuing presence” on the continent (2-3).5  Survivance, as conceived by 

Gerald Vizenor, targets and disputes the “manifest manners” of the dominant (white) culture, 

those “simulations of dominance; the notions and misnomers that are read as the authentic and 
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sustained as representations of Native American Indians,” of which the Vanishing Indian played 

an integral role (5-6).  Elsewhere, Vizenor explains:  “The simulations of manifest manners are 

the simulations of dominance, scriptures of a civilization in paradise” (12, emphasis added).  

Reading “civilization in paradise” as a synonym for America as millennial-site, this chapter 

contends that the celebration of white America as millennial ideal represents yet another iteration 

of these manifest manners.  While indeed correct that, for Apess, “whites had adopted Native 

practice” (14), Zuck neglects to consider the correspondence between his assumption of Jewish 

identity and his Methodist faith in a millennium that transcends national boundaries.  I argue that 

this relationship opened up the possibility for Apess to provide a damning critique of non-

Native—that is white, Anglo American—culture, especially its insistence that nationality, race, 

and social class were indicators of covenant membership in the new American Israel.  Apess, as 

an indigenous ‘Jew’ who converts to Christianity, sees his conversion as akin to Paul’s and no 

less miraculous.  Like Zuck, I see Apess engaged in an act of survivance, yes, but in addition to 

telling stories of continued Native presence on the continent and within the nation, he challenges 

what white elite New Englanders think they know about themselves as he stresses the centrality 

of Native Americans to the history of both continent and nation. 

 In his own words, Apess tells his readers that Methodism’s openness is what inspired him 

to become one.  After attending a Methodist camp meeting, Apess expresses elation and relief at 

what he learned there:  “I felt convinced that Christ died for all mankind—that age, sect, color, 

country, or situation made no difference. . . . No one can conceive with what joy I hailed this new 

doctrine, as it was called” (A Son of the Forest 10, emphasis in original).  Apess stresses the 

word ‘new’ precisely because this idea was quite novel in nineteenth-century New England, 

where Congregationalists and Presbyterians reigned supreme.  His word choice is enlightening 
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for another reason:  up until that camp meeting, Apess, having spent the majority of his young 

life as an indentured servant with three white families who were not Methodists, had been told 

his racial identity precluded the possibility of his salvation.  After all, he had to learn the old 

doctrine before he could recognize the new, and it is in exposing this miseducation, as well as in 

detailing how he became a Christian in spite of this disservice, that Apess truly uncovers the 

racism and classism of white American Christianity. 

The Miseducation of the Son of the Forest 

 In Indian Nullification of the Unconstitutional Laws of Massachusetts Relative to the 

Marshpee Tribe; or, The Pretended Riot Explained (1834), Apess laments the lack of 

educational opportunity afforded to the Mashpee tribe by their white overseers and uses this 

example to explain why whites allow this deprivation to continue: 

 Neither of the reverend gentlemen set up schools, and when the Marshpee 
children were put out to service, it was with the express understanding, as their 
parents all agree, that they should not be schooled.  Many of those who held them 
in servitude used them more like dogs than human beings, feeding them scantily, 
lodging them hard, and clothing them with rags. . . . I . . . have not forgotten, nor 
can I ever forget, the abuse I received myself.  To keep Indian children from 
hearing the Gospel preached in a land of Gospel privileges, in order that they 
might do work unbefitting the Sabbath at home, has been in practice, almost 
without an exception, wherever I have had the opportunity to observe. (187) 

 
Apess sees the refusal to educate Native Americans as nothing more than a concentrated effort 

on the part of the Protestant elite to deny them access to Christianity.  More importantly, he 

spells out how white neglect translates into the image of the degraded savage, thereby 

reinforcing the false binary of savagism and civilization so integral to what Gerald Vizenor calls 

“manifest manners,” those “simulations of dominance; the notions and misnomers that are read 

as the authentic and sustained as representations of Native American Indians” (5-6).6  These 

“scriptures of a civilization in paradise,” which I take to be the defining mythical narrative of 
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white America as millennial ideal, explained the colonization of the continent and the 

displacement of its indigenous peoples as God-ordained, and engendered belief in “the savage” 

that white New Englanders simultaneously abhorred yet claimed to be helpless to change (12).  

Reinforcing this falsehood, whites denied Native Americans an education as well as access to 

Christianity yet did not hesitate to claim that indigenous peoples, either through cultural or racial 

difference, somehow were to blame for their condition.  Treated as animals and not as humans, 

indigenous peoples suffered physical abuse and indifference at the hands of their alleged 

caregivers, making their lives a virtual form of chattel slavery.  

 In fact, Apess’s writings read as a veritable exposé that documents white elite Protestant 

hypocrisy when it comes to their own alleged special place in God’s divine plan for the nation 

compared to their callous indifference to Native Americans.  Called to go forth and spread the 

Gospel to all those who they find in need, white New Englanders’ Christian charity instead 

worked actively to make the living conditions of Native Americans more difficult.  Yes, Apess 

attacks missionaries for their part in systematically “join[ing] the unholy brethren in speculations 

to the advantage of themselves, regardless of the rights, feelings, and interests of the untutored 

sons of the forest” (33), but his criticism is even more nuanced and personal.  Look no further 

than The Experience of Five Christian Indians (1833), particularly the experiences of Mary 

Apess and Hannah Caleb.  The former, Apess’s wife, is indentured to a respected Presbyterian, 

one Mr. Aniel Ely.  She recounts, “I used to be at church on the Sabbath, but Mr. Ely never told 

me I had a soul to save or to lose.  I could not tell what I went to meeting for, unless it was to see 

and be seen, and learn fashions; what the minister said, I understood not, nor did it affect my 

mind” (134).  Ely never bothers to discuss religious matters with the young Mary Apess; he 

seems to be one of the many, in Apess’s own words, of those “professing Christians who feel 
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satisfied if . . . those under their care enter on a Sabbath day within the walls of the sanctuary, 

without reference to their conduct while there” (A Son of the Forest 9).  With no attention paid to 

her spiritual state, Mary assumes that church is a place to learn the latest styles of dress and 

essentially show off.  Her observation obliquely critiques white obsessions with appearance as 

well as the ostentatious shows of wealth that are supposed to signify their blessedness in the sight 

of God.  Nothing about the Presbyterian service resonates with Mary Apess’s soul, and her white 

caregiver does nothing to enlighten her since he obviously does not think she possesses one to 

save. 

 As for Hannah Caleb, a Christian Native American woman of whom Apess tells us 

“knew no sect but that of the Nazarenes” (147), and her initial impression of Christianity, it is 

not positive.  The contradictory behavior of the white Christians she encountered in her life 

causes her much consternation.  Confessing to “a great enmity to the Christian religion” prior to 

her conversion, she explains why:  “I saw a great inconsistency in their precepts and examples 

that I could not believe them.  They openly professed to love one another, as Christians, and 

every people of all nations whom God hath made—and yet they would backbite each other, and 

quarrel with one another, and would not so much as eat and drink together, nor worship God 

together.”  Caleb complains of sectarianism, observing that the enmity between the various 

denominations and their disunity bely the notion that the white race possesses a special 

dispensation from God for the propagation of Christianity.7  In her narrative, Caleb links this 

dissension to how these same white Christians scorn Indians endowed with the “same abilities” 

because they lack “a white skin.” The Protestant elite, in their celebration of the United States as 

their millennial destiny, purport to be unified in their belief in Christianity, yet their constant 

quarrelling demonstrates that they lack a coherent vision for the fate of the continent and they 
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disagree about which reading of scripture is the correct one.  By association, Caleb links these 

facts to the white obsession with skin color, indicating that the dominant white fantasy of the 

United States as the culmination of the millennium contains within it a fundamental blind spot.  

White Protestants’ supposedly divine insight stops at not only the material but also epidermal 

layer, and it most certainly cannot penetrate, or even conceive of, the interiority of non-white 

individuals.  Caleb speaks to this oversight as she asks white readers, “How must I feel, 

possessing the same powers of mind, with the same flesh and blood, and all we differed was 

merely in looks?  Or how would you feel?”  Rhetorically, Caleb shows white Christians that the 

objects of their scorn and ridicule do experience severe emotional distress at this treatment.  She 

decries this “horrid inconsistency” in white Christianity, stating unequivocally that it is this 

shameful example that led her, and many like her, to view Christianity negatively (Apess 145). 

 As for Apess’s own lived experience, an examination of his treatment by the white 

families he was indentured to reveals their disregard for his person, much less his mortal soul.  

As many critics have observed, his autobiographical works are essentially conversion narratives 

detailing how he came to identify as a Methodist.8  Arnold Krupat contends that A Son of the 

Forest represents the “synechdochic relation of part-to-whole” that he believes is typical of 

“Indian autobiography” (220), which he defines as a “self-written” work as opposed to one 

dictated by a Native American to a white compiler (219).  Seen this way, Apess’s struggles to be 

taken seriously as a religious convert by skeptical whites reflect the experience of all Native 

peoples as they sought salvation, which, as Maureen Konkle reminds us, was one method that 

Apess and many other individuals of color used towards “establishing equality with whites” (11).  

And, as Apess shows, he must struggle against white families who view his desire for religion as 

suspicious and are indifferent to his welfare.  Fittingly, A Son of the Forest begins with what, at 
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first, appears to offer simple advice to Christian parents and other authority figures on how best 

to raise godly children: 

  If constant and judicious means are used to impress upon their young and sus- 
  ceptible minds sentiments of truth, virtue, morality, and religion, and these 
  efforts are sustained by a corresponding practice on the part of parents or those 
  who strive to make these early impressions, we may rationally trust that as their 
  young minds expand they will be led to act upon the wholesome principles they  
  have received—and that at a very early period these good impressions will be 
  more indelibly engraved on their hearts by the cooperating influences of that 
  Spirit, who in the days of his inglorious incarnation said, “Suffer little children 
  to come unto me, and forbid them not, for of such is the kingdom of heaven.” (8) 

Apess subtly engages the dominant discourse that positions whites as paternal figures who must 

care for child-like Native Americans.  His main recommendation—that parents employ constant 

and judicious means in raising their children—explains that if parents, or, in his case, those in 

possession of indentured children, want to raise Christian children and encourage their moral 

development, they should modify their behavior to serve as consistent models for the young 

persons in question to follow.  He then proceeds to add an account of his experience, writing:  

“But to my experience—and the reader knows full well that experience is the best schoolmasters, 

for what we have experienced, that we know, and all the world cannot possibly beat it out of us” 

(8-9).  With this direct allusion to the physical abuse he suffered at the hands of three different 

white, Christian families, Apess demonstrates how all failed him in this regard. 

 At first, the Furmans appear to be different.  They send him to school for six years, and 

Apess notes that “[t]his was all the instruction of the kind I ever received” (A Son of the Forest 

7).  Mrs. Furman, whom Apess describes as an individual “attached to the Baptist church and . . . 

esteemed as a very pious woman,” does make an effort to provide Apess with religious 

instruction (9).  But this commitment to his religious education suffers a serious setback when 

Apess expresses a desire to be a Methodist.  At age eight, he meets a group calling themselves 
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the “Christians,” who consider him “seriously impressed” and seeing him as a potential convert 

use “every possible means to cheer and encourage” him on his journey to salvation (12).9  His 

first serious call to religion, Apess claims that his changed “spirit . . . manifested in my daily 

walk” and that these “friends of Christ . . . knew I was sincere because my spirits were 

depressed.”  But, sadly, Apess encounters resistance at home: 

 They, of course, observed this change in my conduct—they knew I had been a 
rude child and that efforts were made to bring me up in a proper manner, but the 
change in my deportment they did not ascribe to the influence of divine grace, 
inasmuch they all considered me too young to be impressed with a sense of divine 
things. (13, emphasis in original) 

   
Eileen Razarri Elrood reads the “they” who view Apess’s desire for Christian fellowship with 

suspicion as the Methodists (166); however, the 1829-edition clarifies that this pronoun refers 

not to the group of encouraging Christians but to “the [white] people in the neighborhood” 

(317).10  Apess had been a rude child.  He acted out in church (A Son of the Forest 9); plus, he 

stole watermelons with an older white child and lied about it afterwards (11).  Like racist whites 

today who regard youth of color as nothing more than potential criminals, the white people 

around the young Apess wrote him off as incapable of change and rejected his profession of 

religion as disingenuous.  Would the tears of a white, eight-year-old child who professed a desire 

for salvation be so easily ignored?  I doubt it, and Apess does too.  All the non-Methodist whites, 

his Baptist surrogate family included, make certain that he remains nothing more than an 

“untutored child” when it comes to religion.  Mr. Furman goes so far as to refuse Apess 

permission to attend Methodist services, concluding that his only reason for his new found 

interest in “attending meetings” is “seeing the boys and playing with them” there (13).  In The 

Experiences of Five Christian Indians, Apess spells out how this discouragement affected him:  

“Those sudden rebuffs would dampen my serious thoughts, and I would turn away to wicked 
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paths of vice and unite with wicked boys and break the Sabbath” (123).  This refusal to take 

Apess’s desire for religion seriously only causes him to misbehave and seek out trouble.  By 

denying Apess his wish to attend Methodist meetings, Mr. Furman engenders the very behaviors 

that he and other whites like him attribute to racial difference, which they then use to justify their 

belief in Apess’s savageness. 

 Describing his time with the Presbyterian Judge Hillhouse, Apess asks readers to 

consider whether this man “was actuated by the spirit of Christ or the custom of the day” (The 

Experience of Five Christian Indians 123) and provides them with ample proof that the answer is 

most definitely the latter.  Apess wryly observes that Hillhouse initially does “everything . . . to 

make me contented” not out of altruism but instead out of pure avarice:  “[T]hey thought to 

promote their own interests by securing my services” (A Son of the Forest 14).  But this 

preferential treatment ends, and soon the Hillhouse family proceeds to completely disregard his 

needs.  Apess complains that they allowed “[t]he few clothes I had” to become “tattered and 

torn,” making certain that he “was not fit to be seen in decent company” (15).  Apess’s grievance 

is not merely superficial; white America, especially the New England elite, views signs of 

poverty with as much disdain as they do alterity.  By allowing his clothes to fall into disrepair, 

Judge Hillhouse’s neglect ensures that Apess remains an outcast from white society, thus 

solidifying his position as lower class.  The Experiences of Five Christian Indians emphasizes 

this reality as the autobiographer Apess narrates how his younger self, faced with “nowhere to go 

to worship God,” would spend the Sabbath in the open air with only the “little songsters of the 

forest” present to “chaunt [sic] the praise of God for” him.  The reason for his isolation is all too 

obvious:  “Now, if my face had been white, it would have been the town talk.  But it was an 

Indian face, no matter whether it was dirty or poor or whether I had clothing or not” (124).  
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Apess effectively does not exist to the whites who surround and observe him everyday, and they 

certainly do not concern themselves over the state of his soul.  Hillhouse’s negligence only 

serves to reinforce Apess’s increasing sense of alienation. 

 Apess explains that his misconduct should not be attributed to his race but should be 

blamed instead on Judge Hillhouse’s inconstant treatment. 

 Now the judge was partly to blame for all this.  He had in the first place treated 
me with the utmost kindness until he had made sure of me.  Then the whole 
course of his conduct changed, and I believed he fulfilled only one item of the 
transferred indentures, and that was work.  Of this there was no lack.  To be sure, 
I had enough to eat, such as it was, but he did not send me to school as he had 
promised. (A Son of the Forest 16) 

 
Much like a slave on an antebellum plantation in the South, Apess is denied perhaps the most 

essential necessity to better his condition—an education—and used only as a laborer.  I see this 

dig at the Presbyterian Hillhouse as a rebuke to white New England elites who simultaneously 

prided themselves on the abolition of black chattel slavery yet permitted a virtual form of this 

practice to continue under the guise of indigenous indentured servants.  Additionally, Apess 

alerts his white readers, many of whom quite possibly had indentured servants in their own 

households, that the Native Americans living in their homes can and do recognize when they are 

being swindled and taken advantage of.  When Judge Hillhouse realizes that his indentured 

servant possesses the intelligence and will to protest unjust treatment, he quickly sells Apess off, 

“as a farmer would sell his sheep for the slaughter” (The Experiences of Five Christian Indians 

124), to a General William Williams.  This simile lays bare how this white family viewed Apess 

not as a fellow human being possessed with an immortal soul but instead as little more than 

common livestock. 

 At the Williams’s, Apess recognizes a pattern that has shaped his life with each white 

family.  Told that if he were to try to run away his new master “would follow me to the utter 
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most parts of the earth,” Apess comes to a new understanding:  “I knew from this observation 

that the judge had told him I was a runaway” (A Son of the Forest 17).  Apess the autobiographer 

presents Apess the autobiographical subject learning that there exists another story, one that 

neither he, past or present, had a hand in writing.  This narrative is that of Apess, the willful, 

disobedient Indian child, and it has been passed from the Furman family to the Hillhouse clan on 

down to the Williams’s home.  Wherever Apess went, this tale shadowed him.  But excised from 

this white-authored account are the deprivations Apess suffered—the Furmans’ betrayal, the 

indifference to his physical appearance or educational progress on the part of Judge Hillhouse, 

and both family’s steadfast refusal to allow him to worship as a Methodist.  And, once more, 

Apess faces this last injustice at the Williams’s.  As Tiro notes, Apess’s conversion to 

Methodism “was a real act of defiance towards his masters” (658), and this fact is readily 

apparent in the Congregationalist Williams’s home.  At the height of his conversion to 

Methodism, Apess is dealt a crushing blow:  “It was considered by some members of the family 

that I was too young to be religiously inclined and consequently that I was under a strong 

delusion.  After a time, Mr. Williams came to the conclusion that it was advisable for me to 

absent myself entirely from Methodist meetings” (A Son of the Forest 21).  Again, Apess’s age is 

used as a pretext to deny him the freedom to worship as he pleases.  In addition, his word choice 

is enlightening.  The white Williams family views his commitment to Methodism and its 

concomitant “delegitimation of the hierarchies that structured New England life” as irrational 

and do everything in their power to put a stop to Apess’s religious awakening (Tiro 654). 

 As is to be expected, this opposition leads Apess away from salvation into behaviors that 

white society condemns.  He suffers a “relapse back again into my former state” and soon 

becomes “acquainted with wicked and silly youths,” one of whom encourages and joins Apess 
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on his inevitable run from the inhospitable Williams family (The Experiences of Five Christian 

Indians 130).  Eventually, Apess’s flight to freedom leads him to enlist in the U.S. military 

“where,” he writes, “I experienced all the horrors of war” (130-131).  But the most important 

detail Apess includes is the lesson he learned as he sought out a life on his own terms:  “This 

journey was not instructing [sic] to the paths of virtue but of vice” (131).  Treated as less than 

human and subject to violence, often as a result of “willful lie[s]” from members of the 

household while living there (A Son of the Forest 17), Apess flees the Williams household and 

falls further away from the grace he so desperately craves.  He attributes his fallen state 

indirectly to his time spent living with the white families who left him little choice: 

 [T]hough I did not forget the past, and often recollected those happy moments, 
and sighed on account of my condition, but had no heart to pray, no pious parents 
to instruct me, no minister of God’s holy word to notice me and pour into my ear 
the blessed truths of God, but a poor, destitute, helpless child of the forest, all 
alone in the world, as it were.  (The Experiences of Five Christian Indians 131) 

 
The past Apess could not and would not forget consists of the happy times he spent with the 

Methodists, not those years living in wretched servitude to white families.  His lament illustrates 

that even when ensconced in a home, he lacked stable parental role models or a spiritual leader to 

guide his progress.  Instead, he is mistreated, denied the right to worship as he pleases, and 

deprived of any means to better his self.  As a result, Apess slides into dissipation, learning to 

drink and swear from “the bad examples of the white soldiers” (131).  Implicit in Apess’s 

downward slide is the suggestion that the white families he lived with are responsible for this 

unfortunate state of affairs.  Although the Furman, Hillhouse, and Williams families claimed to 

care for his spiritual and physical welfare, their refusal to take Apess’s desire for religious 

instruction seriously, added to their own racist inability to perceive his common humanity, only 

causes him to misbehave and seek out trouble.  When Apess’s discontent manifests itself in these 
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undesirable ways, his behavior is presumed to be congenital, yet more proof that Native 

Americans cannot be “civilized.”  Faced with white presumptions that his behavior is innately 

depraved, Apess seems destined for perdition, until he fully embraces Methodism, opening up a 

world of possibility for him as it provides him with the necessary lessons and insights to critique 

mainstream white civilization.  His consequent assessment of white elite Protestant Christianity 

mirrors the thought of another convert to Christianity, Saint Paul. 

The Pauline Connection 

 Apess echoes Paul’s insistence that faith in Christ is all one needs for salvation when he 

defends himself against a Methodist “circuit preacher[’s]” charges that he, by preaching without 

a “license” from the official church hierarchy, had broken the “rules of the church” (A Son of the 

Forest 45).   Eventually formally “censured,” he asks incredulously how could he be in the 

wrong when all he preached was “Christ Jesus, and Him Crucified” (46, emphasis in original).  

In fact, Apess explicitly invokes and likens himself to the apostle Paul immediately after 

detailing his dissipation and sinful behavior during his brief time as a member of the U.S. 

military. He writes: 

 Some people are of the opinion that if a person is once born of the Spirit of God 
he can never fall away entirely, and because I acted thus, they may pretend to say 
that I had not been converted to the faith.  I believe firmly that, if ever Paul was 
born again, I was. . . . To be sure it was not to be compared to Paul’s—but the 
change I felt in my very soul. (25) 

 
Apess alludes, of course, to Paul’s pre-Christian life as a zealous Jewish Pharisee, when he, prior 

to his radical conversion on the road to Damascus, systematically persecuted and even killed the 

early Jewish Christians for their belief in Christ as Savior and Messiah.  In laying bare his sinful 

behavior, Apess exposes himself to criticisms that his conversion is inauthentic, primarily 

because of his past misdeeds as well as the dominant white belief that it is virtually impossible 
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for indigenous peoples to successfully, not to mention fully, convert to Christianity.  To be sure, 

just as quickly as he likens his own conversion to that of Paul’s, Apess quickly disavows the 

comparison.  But, as I will show, this abrupt reversal is disingenuous.  Apess sees himself as a 

Paul-like figure, as his overt and covert criticisms of elite Christianity in his day prove. 

 It is not far-fetched to link the dominant Christian sects of Presbyterianism and 

Congregationalism to Paul.  Both Steven Dworetz and John Fea have demonstrated that pro-

Revolutionary Congregationlist ministers Jonathan Mahew and Charles Chauncey, under the 

influence of John Locke’s social contract theory, significantly reinterpreted Romans 13: 1-7i to 

justify the colonies’ rebellion against Great Britain.11  These ministers, using Locke’s belief that 

a good ruler is a reasonable ruler endowed by “a benevolent, rational . . . God” with reason only 

so they can properly express His will on earth (Dworetz 30), preached from their pulpits that 

Paul’s words, which were traditionally read as admonishing good Christians to remain 

obediently “passive” and submit unconditionally to political authority regardless of how 

tyrannical it may be (155), justified the revolution.  Under this logic, revolutionary leaders were 

to be exalted and followed since they, imbued with a rational mind from the supreme reason of a 

benevolent deity, were simply carrying out God’s wishes on the North American continent.  If 

God intended for the continent to be the site of His millennial reign, then the colonies had to 

unburden themselves of a tyrannical Britain that stood in the way of realizing this prophecy. 

                                                
i “Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers.  For there is no power but of God: the powers that be are 
ordained of God.  Whosoever therefore resisteth the power, resisteth the ordinance of God: and they that resist shall 
receive to themselves damnation.  For rulers are not a terror to good works, but to the evil.  Wilt thou then not be 
afraid of the power? do that which is good, and thou shalt have praise of the same: For he is the minister of God to 
thee for good.  But if thou do that which is evil, be afraid; for he beareth not the sword in vain: for he is the minister 
of God, a revenger to execute wrath upon him that doeth evil.  Wherefore ye must needs be subject, not only for 
wrath, but also for conscience sake.  For this cause pay ye tribute also: for they are God’s ministers, attending 
continually upon this very thing.  Render therefore to all their dues:  tribute to whom tribute is due; custom to whom 
custom; fear to whom fear; honour to whom honour” (Romans 13: 1-7). 
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This Pauline rationale for the revolution, I contend, makes Apess’s primary criticism of 

Congregationalist and Presbyterian homiletics all the more ironic since he uses a Pauline verse to 

make his case.  In comparing Methodist and Presbyterian ministers, Apess observes: 

 Though I did not profess religion, I observed and felt that their ways were not like 
the ways of the Christians.  It appeared inconsistent to me for a minister to read 
his sermon . . . and at the conclusion [to] say “Amen,” seemed to me like an 
“empty sound and a tinkling cymbal.” . . . I thought . . . that the Christian 
depended on the Holy Spirit’s influence entirely, while this minister depended as 
much upon his learning.  I would not be understood as saying anything against 
knowledge; in its place it is good, and highly necessary to a faithful preacher of 
righteousness.  What I object to is placing too much reliance in it, making a god 
of it, etc.  (A Son of the Forest 17) 

 
In a footnote, Barry O’Connell notes that Apess’s complaint aligns with “the revivalist[’s]” 

contention that the “long established Presbyterian and Congregational . . . overdependence on 

learning” indicated “a lack of faith in the Holy Spirit” and links Apess’s use of Paul—“empty 

sound and a tinkling cymbal”—to Ian Watt’s hymn “Love,” a man whose “great hymns were 

mainstays of evangelical Protestantism” in the early nineteenth century (18n10).  But Apess, I 

argue, is doing far more here than simply reiterating the revivalist position on biblical 

hermeneutics or referencing a popular evangelical hymnal; instead, he directly invokes the words 

of the apostle himself to deliver a covert criticism of the Protestant elite.  The verse comes from 

1 Corinthians 13: 1:  “Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, and have not 

charity, I am become as sounding brass, or a tinkling cymbal” (emphasis added).  Watt’s lyrics 

capture the essence of Paul’s thought, particularly the verse “If love be absent I am found/Like 

tinkling brass, an empty sound” (17-18n10 emphasis added).  Whether Apess is referencing Paul 

directly or via Watt’s hymn, his message strikes at the hypocrisy of the Protestant elite:  their 

interpretations of Scripture and explications of prophecy are patently self-serving, particularly 

along the axes of race and class.  Only they—white descendants of the Puritans and other 
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wealthy Anglos—are God’s chosen people.  Any other religious sect or race outside this narrow 

lineage is viewed with contempt and disgust.  Apess, intimately familiar with the history of 

Anglo-American settlement of this continent, understands that many allegedly learned 

interpretations of Scripture put forward by Presbyterian and Congregationalist ministers have 

indeed been lacking in Christian charity.  Consider, for example, scriptural-based justifications 

of slavery and the slaughter of indigenous peoples.  While the nineteenth-century heirs of the 

early Puritans may have viewed with “unease” the “obvious violence their ancestors 

unapologetically . . . directed at Native peoples,” they still attempted to “explain away” these 

atrocities (Konkle 135), and the belief that the ‘vanishing’ of the Native peoples was part of 

God’s divine plan for the continent and the nation as a whole was just one of many 

rationalizations used to account for the decline of the indigenous population.12  The Protestant 

elite, convinced that they were God’s chosen race, employed biblical hermeneutics in a 

narcissistic manner that downplayed any suffering they or their ancestors may have caused.  On 

the surface, Apess may appear only to target the sectarian schism between the Protestant elite 

and the upstart, lower-class Methodists; however, I see him at his most subversive here as he 

suggests that white, mainstream interpretations of the Bible are nothing more than justifications 

for de facto racist and markedly unchristian like behaviors. 

 Continuing his attack on the pretensions of the contemporary Christian upper class, 

Apess emulates Paul as he critiques the schismatic nature of white Christianity as a whole.  

Apess, like Paul, knows that the “plan of redemption” cannot and should not be tied to race, 

class, government, or denomination (A Son of the Forest 19).  And he uses this knowledge to 

declare that most practicing white Christians, regardless of denominational affiliation, are 

nothing more than “sectarian bigots” who “need not join the devil’s crew, to do all the hurt they 
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can to one another,” before adding that “[t]his . . . does not look much like religion” (The 

Experiences of Five Christian Indians 126).  Like Paul criticizing those early Christians who 

insisted on ritual circumcision for covenantal belonging, Apess chastises white Christianity for 

promoting dissension when they should present a unified front of faith in Christ alone.  Their 

extreme disunity thwarts God’s intended design for all humanity in Apess’s assessment.  He 

exposes the “calumny” aimed at the Methodists for what it is:  “sectarian malice” disguised as 

white New England propriety (126).  Apess explains this contempt in biblical terms that would 

be familiar to audiences in both his own day and Paul’s.  He likens the Protestant elite sects to 

“Pharisee[s],” whose strict observance of Judaic law gave them a sense of superiority over others 

who believed in what was, in essence, the same God.  Then, in the same sentence, he criticizes 

their pretended piety by equating these pharasitical sects with completely Godless “worldling[s]” 

(A Son of the Forest 18).  In “‘A Mark for them All . . . to Hiss at’”:  The Formation of 

Methodist and Pequot Identity in the Conversion Narrative of William Apess,” Carolyn Haynes 

notes that the contempt expressed by the wealthy whites towards Methodists helped solidify 

Apess’s identification as both Pequot and Methodist (33).  But, in addition to this fact, it also 

provides him with an opportunity to reveal the classism used by the elite to prevent others from 

worshipping God as they see fit. 

 Well aware that the privileged white people in the neighborhood, or, “those who were 

accounted great,” thought little of him and his people anyway, Apess recounts his initial 

confusion at how his experience at the Methodist meeting totally refuted the white elite’s 

condemnation of this much-maligned sect: 

 When I reached the house I found a clever company.  They did not appear to 
differ much from “respectable" people.  They were neatly and decently clothed, 
and I could not see that they differed from other people except in their behavior, 
which was more kind and gentlemanly.  Their countenance was heavenly, their 
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songs were like sweetest music—in their manners they were plain.  Their 
language was not fashioned after the wisdom of men.  When the minister 
preached he spoke as one having authority.  The exercises were accompanied by 
the power of God. (A Son of the Forest 18) 

 
Apess scathingly seizes on class markers to deflect the aspersions made about the character of 

the dissenting Methodist congregations.  Expecting to see people in unkempt clothing that shows 

their relative ranking in the New England social hierarchy, Apess reports that he cannot 

differentiate between the Methodists and those regarded in white social circles as the paragons of 

refinement.  He observes smart individuals dressed in attire similar to that worn by members of 

the elite sects and marvels that he could not discern any difference in their manners.  Tellingly, 

he does notice that the Methodists respond to his presence at their meeting positively, making 

sure to add that, unlike the other supposedly religious white people he has encountered, the 

members of this sect behave more “kind and gentlemanly” than Presbyterians or 

Congregationlists.  Seeing heaven itself in their very faces and insisting that these Methodists are 

the “true people of God,” (18), Apess openly questions the validity of the white Protestant elite’s 

claims to be the ultimate authority of both civilization and Christendom.   He drives home his 

point that material class signifiers have nothing to do with whether an individual or 

denomination is a part of the covenant.   Those who claim otherwise, in Apess’s interpretation of 

Christianity, are guilty of promoting an agenda in complete defiance of God’s will. 

 For the New England elite, social class alone is not the only sign of election, and Apess is 

quick to point this fact out in his writings, especially in his “An Indian’s Looking-Glass for the 

White Man,” a sermon attached to his larger The Experiences of Five Christian Indians.  He 

begins his homily by establishing the inherent equality of all peoples before God:  “Having a 

desire to place a few things before my fellow creatures who are traveling with me to the grave, 

and to that God who is the maker and preserver of both the white man and the Indian, whose 
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abilities are the same and who are to be judged by one God, who will show no favor to outward 

appearances but will judge righteousness.”  Insistent that the white race and indigenous peoples 

are equal in the eyes of God, Apess pinpoints the elite’s presumption that whiteness itself 

functions as the ultimate indicator of covenantal belonging and hammers away at this racial 

hubris.  He questions white Christianity’s need to “promote prejudices,” and in a move that 

tacitly pushes back at manifest manner’s deification of Anglo civilization, asks his white 

audience why they permit racism to continue “here, among those who are civilized” (155).  

Apess coyly establishes that racial prejudice and civilization are, in fact, mutually exclusive, with 

the presence of the former precluding the possibility of the latter.  After elucidating the “mean, 

abject, miserable” conditions on the “reservations in the different states of New England,” he 

charges white New Englanders with nurturing a “bad principle” that keeps indigenous peoples in 

such a dismal state, making sure to explain that he is “not talking about the skin but about 

principles” (156).  Skin color plays an obvious role as the foundation of these faulty principles, 

yes, but Apess here is also bringing to the fore his own understanding of the elite’s sense of 

covenantal nominism.  Whiteness itself—not only skin color, but Anglo descent, culture, and 

civilization as visible tokens of God’s preference—is his intended target, particularly those in 

possession of this imaginary quality who mistakenly assume it to be the sine qua non of 

membership in God’s alleged new covenant with the American people. 

 Unsurprisingly, Paul’s mission to the Gentiles serves as the foundation of Apess’s attack 

on whiteness.  He reminds his white audiences of this crucial fact by drawing directly on 

Scripture:   

 Jesus Christ being a Jew, and those of his Apostles were certainly not whites—
and did not he who completed the plan of salvation complete it for the whites as 
for the Jews, and others?  And were not the whites the most degraded people on 
Earth at that time? . . . And did not St. Paul labor more abundantly for building up 
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a Christian nation among you than any of the Apostles?  And you know as well as 
I that you are not indebted to a principle beneath a white skin for your religious 
services but to a colored one. (The Experiences of Five Christian Indians 158) 

 
Apess returns to Christ, His resurrection, and the plan for salvation, reminding his white 

audiences of the obvious—Christ and His apostles, all Jewish, were most definitely not white.  

Yet his intention is not simply to point out the indisputable.  Instead, he returns to the “plan of 

salvation,” which, Apess reiterates, Christ opened not just to the Gentiles but to all ethnicities, 

driving home Paul’s original assertion that legal identitarian categories, including race, class, and 

nationality, are of no significance in determining who falls under covenantal grace.  Returning 

again to a question of principle, Apess may very well mean, as Konkle suggests, “knowledge that 

justifies action,” or, when it comes to the degraded condition of Native Americans in New 

England, inaction (117), but this knowledge, I insist, is, for Apess, the mistaken impression that 

white Americans, especially those of the elite, Protestant sects, harbor that they, and the nation 

they are so proud of, enjoy a special place within God’s plan of salvation.  Paul, a non-white 

individual, fought against any definition of Christianity predicated on Jewish ethnicity, and in 

backing this principle, he opened up the covenant between Christ and the saved to all who 

believed.  Apess does more than “indic[t] Christians for failing to act in accordance with their 

own theology” (Konkle 116); he accuses the white elite of distorting theology to serve their own 

racial prejudices.  According to Apess, they follow their theology all too well, but it is a distorted 

reading of Scripture that privileges the white race over all others masquerading as gospel. 

 Further, Apess takes this critique of elite Christian racism and intersects it with class.  

Expressing incredulity at “[w]hat folly it is to try to make the state of human society worse than 

it is,” particularly in regards to “missionary societies” that utterly fail in their supposed intentions 
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to “Christianize those who are not Christians,” he suddenly shifts his scrutiny to the many 

denominations competing for followers in New England and the country at large: 

 Let me refer you to the churches only.  And, my brethren, is there any agreement?  
Do brethren and sisters love one another?  Do they not rather hate one another?  
Outward forms and ceremonies, the lusts of the flesh, the lusts of the eye, and 
pride of life is of more value to many professors than the love of God shed abroad 
in their hearts, or an attachment to his altar, to his ordinances, or to his children.  
But you may ask:  Who are the children of God?  Perhaps you may say, none but 
white.  If so, the word of the Lord is not true.  (The Experiences of Five Christian 
Indians 159) 

 
By churches, Apess means sects, and he accuses white Christianity, regardless of social class, of 

promoting dissension socially as well as doctrinally.  Disagreement reigns as each denomination 

claims to enjoy a special dispensation from God when it comes to interpreting Scripture and the 

predictions of prophecy.  While they all may worship the same God, they squabble over matters 

of liturgy, public dress, class, race, and marks of social distinction, leading many members of 

rival sects to openly disdain and hate one another.  Their devotion to these outward forms and 

ceremonies, not to mention the sectarianism this obsession enables, leave, in Apess’s estimation, 

little room for a unified people sanctified through faith in Christ.  He ends his spirited 

condemnation of white Christian sectarianism—its inherent classism and entertainment of 

unbridled enmity among its members—by asking his white audience members just who, exactly, 

is part of the covenant.  He points out that the answer on the tip of all their tongues—“none, but 

white”—invalidates all of what they claim to revere and hold dear—none other than “the word of 

God” itself (159).    Apess drives home Paul’s message calling for a unified Christianity and 

reveals to white Christians that their interpretations of the Bible essentially contradict the 

egalitarian message embedded within its text; in addition, he calls into question the certitude of a 

Protestant elite who hold that they are the citizens of God’s millennial nation. 
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 But Apess’s Pauline mirror for white Christianity is not yet complete.  Finally, he makes 

a strong connection between the Protestant elite’s conception of itself as God’s chosen ecclesia 

and the laws of the nation that whites believe is prophecy-made-reality.  After suggesting that the 

white race’s aversion to granting persons of color the “privileges” of an education or of even 

allowing them to preach to their congregations is little more than a pretense intended to prevent 

miscegenation, Apess pauses to ruminate on how this imagined fear has enshrined itself in 

Massachusetts’ law:  “You may look now at the disgraceful act . . . and behold the fifty-pound 

fine levied upon any clergyman or justice of the peace that dare to encourage the laws of God 

and nature by a legitimate union in holy wedlock between Indians and whites” (The Experiences 

of Five Christian Indians 159).  For Apess, this law designed to prohibit the mixing of the races 

is a disgrace; it is an example of human-authored legislation setting itself in defiance of the will 

of God.  This law codifies racial difference in such a way as to make communitarian belonging 

across racial boundaries impossible, much less the hope of a unified Christian church.  

Reminding his white readers that “many have broken” these “ill-fated laws made by man to 

hedge up the laws of God and nature” (159), Apess admonishes the people of Massachusetts, 

telling them “that you have done yourselves no credit” (160).  These laws are ill-fated in that 

they promote dissension, making the realization of the millennium, at least, in Apess’s Methodist 

understanding, a distinct impossibility.  Instead of promoting and fostering a Christianity and 

nation indifferent to race, the people of Massachusetts have adopted a set of principles that are 

“skin-deep,” essentially mistaking the color of an individual’s skin for a sign of election (160).  

Apess concludes “An Indian’s Looking-Glass for the White Man” by exhorting all to “pray” for 

“this tree of distinction shall be leveled to the earth, and the mantle of prejudice torn from every 

American heart,” warning that only until “then shall peace pervade the Union” (160-161).  This 
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prayer for peace, in my reading, is both a wish for the millennial return of Christ and a warning 

that this event will not occur in a land whose laws actively promote racial strife. 

 Apess’s preoccupation with the laws of New England continues in 1835’s Indian 

Nullification of the Unconstitutional Laws of Massachusetts Relative to the Marshpee Tribe; or, 

The Pretended Riot Explained.  In recounting his initial visit to the congregation of Phineas Fish, 

the Congregationalist minister appointed by Harvard College to fulfill the intentions of the 

Williams Fund to provide for the religious education of the Mashpee tribe, Apess finds the pews 

filled not with Native Americans but instead with “brethren” who “have changed their natural 

color and become in every respect like white men” (170).  He observes white men and women 

enjoying the beneficence of a charitable trust intended for the religious edification of the 

indigenous people and a minister indifferent to the needs of the very people that fund tasked him 

with serving.  Apess offers commentary that questions the legality of this state of affairs:  “[F]or 

these pale men were certainly stealing from the Indians their portion in the gospel, by leaving 

their own houses of worship and crowding them out of theirs.  The law, perhaps, allowed them to 

do so” (171, emphasis added).  At this moment, he refers to the state laws that kept the the 

Indians subservient to the white overseers of their plantation and allowed Phineas Fish and his 

white congregation to crowd them out of their own meeting house.  Apess decries a state of 

affairs that permits white individuals to “receive” Indians’ “wages and dispose of them at their 

own discretion” (211) and blasts the Massachusetts’s state ordinance that prohibits “the 

instruction of the Marshpees in reading and writing, under the pain of death” (186).  He seizes on 

how these white-authored laws work to perpetuate Native American indigence while white 

Christians feign helplessness to stop the widespread decline of Native people that they claim to 

be God’s will.   
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Inevitably, Apess turns his attention to the efficacy of legislation meant to aide and 

provide for the remaining Native Americans within the borders of New England, and his 

remarks, particularly his emphasis on the debilitating impact these “laws derived from the moral 

and pious Puritans” (213) have on the remaining Native Americans within New England, reflect 

a distinctively Pauline logic.  Apess doubles down on his insistence that the suffering of Native 

Americans on the continent is not the result of genetics or some innate resistance to Anglo 

civilization.  Instead, he blames laws “calculated to drive the tribes from their possessions and 

annihilate them as a people” (212), laws that were drafted with the express purpose “to enrich a 

people who call themselves Christians” at the expense of the continent’s original inhabitants 

(213).  The Mashpee people are, for Apess, living under purportedly benign laws intended to 

perpetuate alterity.  The prohibition against exploiting Native Americans ends up facilitating 

their oppression at the hands of the very people who claim to be acting on their behalf.  And 

Apess, thanks to Paul, understands why:  “In the name of heaven (with due reverence), I ask:  

What people could improve under laws which gave such temptation and facility to plunder?  I 

think such experiments as our government have made ought to be seldom tried” (212).  Apess 

suggests that laws proscribing the abuse of Native Americans actually encourage white 

Americans to do the exact opposite. As Paul makes clear in Romans 3:20:  “By the law is the 

knowledge of sin,” or, as Alain Badiou phrases it, “The law is what gives life to desire” (79).  

And these laws do invite sin and create within white hearts the desire to exploit Native 

Americans for profit and land.  White New England, thoroughly controlled by the Protestant 

elite, claims to be without sin as they celebrate both the nation and its citizenry as the apotheosis 

of God’s creation, yet the very laws they put in place—laws that they insist are God-ordained 

and necessary to fulfill the long-prophesied millennium—prompt them to subjugate an entire 
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race of people.  The law itself, even if drafted with the best of intentions, only awakens white 

greed for Native land, and this desire, once embraced, will not stop until sated, even if this 

satisfaction is only realizable through the “degradation” of those deemed not-white (Indian 

Nullification 212).  Apess knows that any realization of the millennium predicated upon the 

wholesale destruction of an entire people is a patent falsehood, not to mention an affront to God.  

And he is not reluctant to share this conviction, and it is a latent message in most of his writings. 

This Nation is Not the Millennium 

 As early as A Son of the Forest, Apess pushes against the elite’s certitude that they and 

the civilization they have created on the continent are the eschatological end design for all of 

humanity.  He begins this assault by offering a candid assessment of why Congregationalists and 

Presbyterians typically fail in their efforts to convert Native Americans while Methodists and 

other less elite sects do not.  Blaming their failures on “sinister motives” (A Son of the Forest 

33), he patiently explains the reason behind the Methodists’ missionary successes:  “They 

preached not themselves, but Christ Jesus—and Him crucified:  And while they were doing this, 

they sought not their own advancement.  And no wonder that they succeeded—the natives were 

melted down into tenderness and love, and they became as kind and obliging as any people could 

be” (34, emphasis added).  Instead of viewing proselytizing to Native Americans as part of 

colonization, Methodists, Apess states, viewed their missionary work as part of God’s plan to 

swell the ranks of the millennial Zion, a future transcending race, nationality, and political 

affiliation.  When Apess insists that they “preached not themselves,” he speaks out against the 

narcissism inherent in most Protestant elite sects that sought to exterminate any culture or 

religion unlike their own.  He also uses this moment to suggest that it is possible for indigenous 

peoples to convert to Christianity yet still retain vestiges of their own culture.  He points to “[t]he 
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forests of Canada and the West [which] are vocal with the praises of God” that originate from 

within the “happy wigwams of the natives” (34).  He shows his white readers that Christianity 

and Native American traditions are not mutually exclusive as he draws attention to the ordered 

settlements of indigenous tribes he encountered during his sojourn in Canada.  Although 

converted to Christianity, these tribes did not cease to exist, and, as evidenced by their living in 

wigwams together, have not been forced to give up all aspects of their way of life in order to 

prove their faith.   

 The example of these Native Americans, who, according to O’Connell, might have been 

the Mohawks or the Mississauga, provides Apess with the opportunity not only to privilege 

indigenous communities as vital parts of God’s creation but also to challenge a fundamental tenet 

of the white-held belief that the U.S. was the millennium in toto (33n16).  Marveling at the 

Canadian forest, he writes that he “could not but admire the wisdom of God in the order, 

regularity, and beauty of creation” (A Son of the Forest 33).  In this particular passage, Apess 

engages in the tradition of “natural theology—the traditional Christian view . . . that creation is 

God’s ‘other book,’ a holy writ of living hieroglyphs” (Bercovitch 152).  This theological 

convention plays a crucial role in shaping the white elite conviction that both continent and 

country serve integral roles in bringing to completion God’s eschatological end-design for all of 

humanity.  As Bercovitch reminds us, Jonathan Edwards and Apess’s own contemporary, Ralph 

Waldo Emerson, idealized the American citizenry as residents of a “paradisiacal New World” 

(157) where, according to Emerson, the very features of its topography somehow function as a 

“remedy for whatever is false and fantastic” in Anglo American “culture” (qtd. in Bercovitch 

157).13  White American civilization, as such, reflects the restorative properties of the natural 

features of the continent, and this alleged harmonious correspondence between continent and 
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colonizer confirms the United States’ privileged role as God’s new Israel.  Apess does not 

hesitate to turn this logic on its head as he completes his remarks on these Canadian and Western 

indigenous communities:  “I then turned my eyes to the forest, and it seemed alive with its sons 

and daughters.  There appeared to be the utmost order and regularity in their encampment” (A 

Son of the Forest 33).  Refuting white faith in the myth of the Vanishing Indian as well as the 

lies that denigrate Native American tribal governments, he has the temerity to insist that these 

indigenous encampments, not the white cities of the new nation, are the actual mirror images of 

God’s creation.  The success of these settlements, openly professing Christianity and living in 

harmony with their natural surroundings in peace, testifies to their blessedness and rightful place 

on American soil. 

 The prosperity and naturalness of these surviving Native American villages in Canada 

present a compelling contrast to the “oppressed and scattered” indigenous people of New 

England (A Son of the Forest 11), according to Apess, who in The Increase of the Kingdom of 

Christ, seizes upon this disparity to argue that the U.S. and its citizens enjoy no special 

relationship with the deity.  He writes candidly about the dominant civilization that white 

America takes to be the zenith of human destiny and an expression of God’s will.  Returning 

once more to the subject of the failed efforts to assimilate his people into mainstream society, 

Apess proclaims:  “America has utterly failed to amalgamate the red man of the woods into the 

artificial, cultivated ranks of social life.  Has not one reason been that it was not the purpose of 

God that it should be done—for lo, the blood of Israel flowed in the veins of these unshackled, 

freeborn men?” (107).  Significantly, Apess describes Anglo civilization as inherently fake and 

inorganic.  Cultivated and grafted onto these shores, brought from abroad and imposed, 

ruthlessly, on the true and original inhabitants of the continent, the U.S. and the divine Anglo 
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civilization it allegedly represents, in Apess’s estimation, does not demonstrate any order or 

regularity with the natural world.  Zuck sees this passage, especially Apess’s insistence that his 

people are the surviving remnants of the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel, as a veiled threat implying 

that white America’s failure in this regard forecloses “the fulfillment of the covenant in which 

white New Englanders,” the ancestral descendants of the Puritans, “imagined themselves to 

participate” (2), and she correctly reads into these words a rhetorical push that “endorse[s] . . . 

Native sovereignty and nationhood.”  However, while she is correct that Apess considers 

assimilation as “not part of the divine will” due to his belief that Native Americans possess 

Jewish ancestry (13), this passage, in my interpretation, does not show him paying lip-service to 

the orthodox view that the conversion of “the lost tribes would help to usher in the new 

millennium and fulfill America’s providential destiny” (6).  He may, prior to this point in The 

Increase of the Kingdom of Christ, cite the mass conversion of the Jewish people to Christianity 

as a precursor to the millennial event (106).  But the providential destiny Apess writes of is not 

that of the United States.  Instead, like the devout Methodist that he was, he is concerned with 

the future and prosperity of Zion. 

 Recall that early Methodism eschewed the providential narrative of the United States and 

instead hinged its eschatology on Zion, an apolitical community that was the church itself and 

most definitely not the nation.  In doing so, Methodists linked themselves as an ecclesia to the 

original covenant between God and the ancient Israelites.  In fact, when Apess focuses his 

attention upon the prophesied conversion of Jews to Christianity, he asks his audience to “pray 

for Zion” as they “remember her scattered and peeled people in their sorrowful season of 

desertion” (The Increase of the Kingdom of Christ 107).  Zion appears four pages earlier in the 

text where Apess uses it then as a synonym for the church because he sees no difference between 



 41 

the two, since both fall underneath the same covenant in his understanding.  Additionally, in his 

brief history of the “wide-spreading religion of Christ” (103), he refers to the “Scottish” church 

and the “English” church, but he uses nationality merely as an adjective here.  And, in a display 

of non-sectarianism, Apess alludes to Presbyterian founder “John Knox,” the Methodists “[John] 

Wesley” and “[George] Whitefield [Jr.],” and the Congregationalist “[Jonathan] Edwards,” 

proclaiming that these names are but a sample of “the numerous worthies of the last generation” 

who helped spread the Gospel (104).  Celebrating a “long line of prophecy fulfilled” that points 

towards the increase of the kingdom of Christ, Apess singles out no nationality or religious order 

as privileged in God’s plan of redemption (102).  While he may very well be concerned with the 

workings of providence in promoting the increase of the ranks of Zion, Apess’s version of 

providence is one that is intentionally unfamiliar to the ears of the white New England elite. 

 While Apess refers to prophecy three times in The Increase of the Kingdom of Christ, he 

does not endorse the providential historical narrative of the New England elite in which the U.S. 

functions as the millennial lodestone with its (white) people de facto members of the elect.  His 

first description of the “kingdom of Christ,” which is shorthand for none other than the return of 

Christ and his millennial reign, sounds nothing like antebellum New England or the U.S.  He 

begins by critiquing the present: 

 The kingdoms of this world, with but few exceptions, are confederacies of wrong; 
the powerful trespass on the weak; the rich live in luxury and rioting; while the 
poor are enslaved and doomed to much servile drudgery, without any hope of 
bettering their condition.  But, in the kingdom of Christ, the noble of the earth are 
on an equality with the poor and humble; no distinctions of birth, except that of 
being born again, are known.  Every subject of Christ’s kingdom strives to purify 
himself from all evil.  He becomes righteous in his dealings toward his fellow 
man; and, in accordance with the spirit of the kingdom to which he belongs, he 
can enslave no man—he can oppress no man—he can only do to others as he 
would have others do to him.  (102) 
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Aristocratic New England, it appears, cannot claim to be the model kingdom of Christ or part of 

it, especially after reading A Son of the Forest or the indigenous accounts of abuse at the hands 

of the elite collected in The Experiences of Five Christian Indians.  Slavery, too, is incompatible 

with the kingdom of Christ in Apess’s depiction, as are indentured servitude and social class.  

Echoing Paul, Apess establishes that only one distinction will be of importance in this kingdom:   

not race, not social class, not membership in the correct denomination, but simply faith in Christ 

alone.   

In an even bolder move, Apess recasts the “persecution” Methodists face from elite New 

Englanders as a power struggle within Christianity itself.  Reminding all that Christ “will not 

permit of man-worship in his earthly kingdom,” he predicts that the kingdom of Christ will see 

the “proud and haughty . . . abased and brought low” and that this “great change among men” 

will prompt “worldly men” to bring “their anger . . . against Christians” (The Increase of the 

Kingdom of Christ 107).  Flaunting his Methodism that “delegitimat[ed] . . . the hierarchies that 

structured New England life” (Tiro 654), Apess predicts a world where race, class, and religious 

affiliation no longer matter.  And if it is not clear that Apess is talking about New England and 

the U.S. at large, his word choice makes his meaning patently obvious:   

  As long as they suppose that all these changes are made by and for the benefit of  
the cause of liberty or the spirit of reform, they may not persecute Christians; but 
when the stubborn facts shall convince them that these revolutions, changes, and 
the shaking of the nations tend to one great end—the advancement of the king- 
dom of Christ on earth—it will be a wonder if great rage and persecution be not 
excited. (The Increase of the Kingdom of Christ 107, emphasis added) 

Whether it is called Zion, the kingdom of Christ, or the millennium itself, the future for humanity 

that Apess prophesizes is one where nations simply no longer exist.  The word “liberty” serves as 

a cipher for the religious-inspired nationalism that is the cornerstone of American 

Exceptionalism.  White New Englanders, Apess knows, cherish their allegedly special place in 
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God’s design, and as long as their roles as keepers of Christianity remain unchallenged, they are 

complacent.  Writing in the throes of the Second Great Awakening, where Methodists as well as 

Baptists were challenging the power of Congregationalists and Presbyterians in New England, 

Apess condemns elite disdain as decidedly not part of true Christianity.  Thoroughly twisting the 

knife, Apess warns:  “It is possible, and even very probable, that you may belong to the wrong 

kingdom.  You may be far on the left hand, while some you have despised, and are now 

despising, may be on the right hand, the heirs of eternal blessedness, filling heaven with 

melodious music and songs of triumph” (110).  He taunts his elite readers, reminding them that 

their hatred for Methodists and lower-class Christians precludes their membership in Zion.  But, 

most importantly, this sermon is about Zion, where all people stand united through faith in 

Christ.  Apess believes the struggles of the Methodists, or, in his words, true Christianity, to be a 

battle against a “reprobate elite” promoting a false interpretation of Scripture (Tiro 654).  Most 

importantly, he does not link the kingdom of Christ to the U.S., and he most certainly does not 

subscribe to the belief that the nation is to play a pivotal role in providential destiny. 

The Misread Living Hieroglyphs of the Forest 

 With respect to the Eulogy of King Philip, as Pronounced at the Odeon, in Federal 

Street, Boston, critics have documented how Apess uses the historical writings of the early 

Puritans to dispute the providential narrative of the United States.14  Barry O’Connell argues that 

Apess “deploys this history to move his larger indictment of white culture” (On Our Own 

Ground 276), with Konkle adding that “he reads against the historical record from the 

perspective of Native experience” (134).  Apess does all of these things in this piece, and, as I 

contend, even more.  Using his understanding of natural theology, Apess “brings before” his 

white audience those “beings made by the God of Nature . . . whose brilliant talents shone in the 
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display of natural things.”  This naturalness, he argues, is the reason why “the most cultivated . . . 

were not able to prepare mantles to cover the burning elements of an uncivilized world” (Eulogy 

on King Philip 277).  Already, Apess reverses the roles between the white colonizers and the 

indigenous civilizations they encountered.  Native settlements, not the Anglo civilization brought 

from afar, function as living hieroglyphs of God’s will, and Apess accuses early Puritans of 

misinterpreting these divine portents as “savages . . . made by God . . . for them to destroy” 

(281).  Apess rejects the national myth of God’s favor toward white settlers, showing his white 

audience that the historical record demonstrates that providence had nothing to do with the early 

settlers’s survival:  “And now let it be understood, notwithstanding all the bitter feelings whites 

have generally shown toward Indians, yet they have been the only instrument in preserving their 

lives” (285).  Native Americans, not prayers, saved the Puritans.  And they returned this kindness 

with a bloodthirst that originated from the pulpits of what Apess calls “haughty divines and 

orators of the day” who preached wrong-headed interpretations of Scripture that sanctioned 

white-on-Native violence, sermons that promoted “killing the Indians to make room for them 

upon their lands” (289).   

 Ultimately, it is this notion of the U.S. and its white race as predestined to inherit the 

continent that Apess targets in the Eulogy on King Philip.  Further, Apess observes that the 

“Pilgrims’ children have got to killing and mobbing each other, as they have got rid of most of 

the Indians” (288).  In a footnote, O’Connell reads Apess here as referencing the increase in 

“[m]ob-violence . . . in the 1830’s in the United States” (288n16).  Apess throws this information 

at his white audience to raise uncertainty over the future of the U.S. as a political entity, casting 

doubt on its purportedly essential role in bringing the return of Christ.  He hints strongly that this 

violence is incompatible with white America’s conception of itself as God’s chosen people, and 
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that it will continue, unabated, even if the myth of the Vanishing Indian were made a reality.  As 

Gustafson observes, it is the “accuracy of Philip’s prophecy that whites will ‘cut down our 

groves, spoil our hunting and planting grounds, and drive us and our children from the graves of 

our father’s, and our council fires, and enslave our women and children’ (295)” that “makes 

him,” in Apess’s eyes, “‘the Greatest man that was ever in America’ (308)” (46).  But precisely 

what makes Philip so great, in my reading of Apess, is that his prophecy—not the one preached 

from early Puritan pulpits and passed down to contemporary, nineteenth-century white New 

England elites—is the only one ever to come to fruition (or near to it) on this continent.     
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NOTES 
 
 

1 Dunn attributes this term to E.P. Sanders.  For a full definition, see Dunn, pp. 102-103. 
2 See Treat, Native and Christian, and Smith, Native Americans and the Christian Right, 
respectively. 
3 See Barry O’Connell’s “Textual Afterword,” I:7, #1, in On Our Own Ground. 
4 See Zuck’s “William Apess, the ‘Lost Tribes,’ and Indigenous Survivance,” and Gustafson’s 
“Nations of Israelites:  Prophecy and Cultural Autonomy in the Writings of William Apess,” 
respectively. 
5 Zuck cites Gerald Vizenor, Fugitive Poses, p. 15. 
6 For more on the binary of savagery and civilization, see Berkhofer and Pearce. 
7 For more information of sectarianism in the early nineteenth-century United States, see Finke 
and Starke. 
8 See Cheryl Walker, Karim M. Tiro, and Carolyn Haynes. 
9 O’Connell says that these Christians might have been a “group of dissenting Methodists led by 
James O’Kelley and others who had seceded from the main body in 1793 in a dispute over the 
power of bishops.  They named themselves the Christian church” (A Son of the Forest 12n6).   
See Richey, p. 87, for more on O’Kelley and his issues with the Methodist church. 
10 See O’Connell, Textual Afterword,” III:12, #2, in On Our Own Ground. 
11 For an in-depth explication of John Locke’s social contract and its relation to God, see 
Dworetz, p. 30.  For more information on Mahew and Chauncey’s reinterpretation of Romans 
13: 1-7, see Dworetz, pp. 155-160, and Fea, pp. 115-118. 
12 For an example of this type of explanation, see Joseph Story.   
13 Bercovitch quotes from Emerson’s “Young American,” taken from The Complete Works of 
Ralph Waldo Emerson, Volume 1, ed. E.W. Emerson, (Boston, 1903-04), p. 391. 
14 See also Gustafson. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

The United States of Inequality: 
William Wells Brown, Harriet E. Wilson, and Whiteness as Property 

 

 William Wells Brown and Harriet E. Wilson never met William Apess, nor, for that 

matter, each other.  Regardless, these facts do not lessen the critical imperative to place Brown’s 

Clotel; or, The President’s Daughter:  A Narrative of Slave Life in the United States and 

Wilson’s Our Nig Or, Sketches from the Life of a Free Black in dialogue with one another.  

Although Clotel, published in 1853 in London, and Our Nig, published in 1859 in Boston, did 

not share an audience or receive the same amount of critical attention, they, like Apess’s writings 

before them, both offer sustained criticisms of white, Protestant Christianity, especially its 

unequivocal embrace of white supremacy and calculated indifference to slavery.1   

When read together, Clotel and Our Nig reveal themselves to be fundamentally part of 

the African-American literary canon identified by Veronica T. Watson in The Souls of White 

Folk as “the literature of white estrangement.”  She defines this body of work as 

 the larger collection of materials from practically every conceivable written genre 
. . . that critically engages Whiteness as a social construction.  Each of the texts 
that make up the tradition, with their own particular critical, historical, and 
sociological nuances, make visible the unseen, unspoken, and unevaluated nature 
of Whiteness.  They challenge the myths and mythologies of Whiteness and the 
meanings that are ascribed to it within American society . . . by forcing readers to 
confront the regressive, destructive, and often uncivilized “nature” of Whiteness 
as it is constructed in their worlds. (5) 

 
This chapter approaches Clotel and Our Nig as exemplars of this type of literature in that both 

highlight the precariousness of whiteness as an identity category in the middle decade of the 

nineteenth century in the United States.ii  As Cheryl I. Harris establishes in her groundbreaking-

                                                
ii Watson capitalizes ‘Whiteness,’ but I choose not to and will use ‘whiteness’ throughout this 
chapter, unless otherwise quoting from The Souls of White Folk. 
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article “Whiteness as Property,” the need to be seen and recognized as white during the time of 

slavery was tantamount to the difference between freedom and perpetual servitude, and, in this 

logic, only those who possessed “[w]hiteness” were embued with “the characteristic, the 

attribute, the property of [a] free human bein[g]” (1721).  Whether set in the slave-holding 

antebellum South or the abolitionist-stronghold of New Hampshire, each of these texts 

illuminates just how “volatile and unstable [a] form of property” whiteness is and, in doing so, 

makes vivid how rigidly policed and contested “the racial line between white and Black” was for 

those denied this most protected possession (Harris 1720).  This fragility of the color line, I 

contend, makes it possible for Brown and Wilson to highlight the irrationality of a social order 

dedicated to white supremacy.  Much like Harris, each recognizes that “whiteness and property 

share a common premise—a conceptual nucleus—of a right to exclude” (1714), and they 

document the lengths to which white nineteenth-century Americans will go to enforce this right.  

In a manner similar to Apess, Brown and Wilson show how white America’s obsession with 

whiteness has rendered whites religious hypocrites. 

 Recent scholarship indicates that Wilson and Brown possessed an interest in religion and 

viewed the white, mainstream Christianity of their day with skepticism.  In William Wells 

Brown:  An African American Life, biographer Ezra Greenspan observes that Brown “was warier 

of organized religion than most of his colleagues” and “took special pleasure in mocking the 

bigoted pieties of religious groups in speech after speech, book after book” (175).  Similarly, 

Elizabeth J. West’s “Reworking the Conversion Narrative:  Race and Christianity in Our Nig” 

shows that Wilson “demonstrates how Christian doctrine anchors popular notions of womanhood 

and domesticity, and how these concepts” as traditionally employed by the white conversion 

narrative “are limited by race and racial signifiers” (3).  In fact, as I will argue, Clotel and Our 
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Nig, when put in dialogue with one another, agree in many of their assessments of race prejudice 

in mainstream white Protestant Christianity. 

Like Apess, Brown and Wilson acknowledge the pernicious effect sectarianism has on all 

Protestant believers regardless of race or class while simultaneously calling out the racism of a 

Christianity thoroughly invested in whiteness as property.  Whereas Wilson only gives subtle 

hints about the religious affiliation of her primary antagonist, Mrs. Bellmont, Brown makes his 

target—a decidedly different Methodism than that exhorted by William Apess—explicitly clear.2  

Yet, both concur with Apess by showing how white Protestant Christianity ruthlessly upholds its 

right to exclude those who it deems lack whiteness.  Each puts Apess’s Pauline hypothetical on 

display, illustrating how white Protestant Christianity has given in to the temptation that slave 

laws invite to perpetuate widespread injustice.  That legal code enshrined whiteness as the 

essential condition of personhood, and nineteenth-century mainstream Christianity shamelessly 

embraced slavery’s logic, tainting its missionary efforts and rendering its followers hypocrites.  

While Our Nig takes us inside a hypocritical Christian home and Clotel brings this conflict out 

into the open on a national scale, the two together offer a strong indictment of white 

Christianity’s complicity in systemic racism and chattel slavery. 

Whiteness’s Enervating Effect on True Christian Charity 

 The narrator informs us in Our Nig’s preface that Mrs. Bellmont “was wholly imbued 

with southern principles” (3, emphasis in original).  The obvious reading here being, of course, 

that, although born and bred in New England, Mrs. B., as she will be named later in the text, is 

an avid racist comparable to a Southern plantation mistress or slave-holder in general.3  It is the 

notion of principles that captures my interest here, remembering that Apess’s condemnation of 

white Protestant Christianity in “An Indian’s Looking-Glass for the White Man” hinges on his 



 50 

“not talking about the skin [color]” of the white Christians he targets but “about [the] principles” 

behind their racist behaviors (156).  Exposing the racism of white, Northern abolitionists who 

wholeheartedly embrace white supremacy, Wilson’s criticisms of white, racist Christians 

parallels Apess’s recognition that one of the key principles undergirding the dominant social 

order of antebellum New England is perpetual maintenance of the social construction(s) of 

whiteness. 

 By maintenance, I mean simply that, like Harris reminds us, whiteness as property 

requires the performance of exclusion.  Alterity must be constantly reaffirmed with the line 

between those who are included and those excluded rigidly policed.  And the narrator of Our Nig 

makes obvious that this social system’s intention to privilege one race over all others effectively 

renders Christian charity useless, particularly when it comes to helping those in real need.  Using 

Christianity and its concomitant obsession with the gendered norms of propriety to demonstrate 

how even those with light-skin can be denied this most fiercely-guarded attribute of whiteness—

full inclusion in its ranks, Wilson, by introducing her readers to the sad story of “[l]onely Mag 

Smith” (5), excoriates white Christians’ obsession with whiteness and racial purity. 

 While scholars acknowledge the debt Wilson owes to the seduction novels that were 

popular in the early U.S., I also see Mag’s story as an opportunity to tease out Wilson’s own 

issues with the Christianity that surrounded her in early nineteenth-century New Hampshire.  As 

Elizabeth Breau notes, “The cruelty experienced by Mag, Frado’s white mother, prepares the 

reader for a society in which the vulnerable are persecuted as a matter of course; ‘our good anti-

slavery friends at home’ have even more on their consciences than the victimization of African-

Americans.”4  Breau reads Mag as the first example of “Wilson’s portrayal of white women as 

cruel, lustful, and unmotherly,” along with Frado’s cruel and inhumane tormentors, Mrs. 
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Bellmont and Mary (460).  P. Gabrielle Foreman too, in Activist Sentiments, sees Mag as an 

(un)motherly figure whose racial status is left intentionally vague until the end of the book’s first 

chapter to force readers to comprehend that “white mothers can be as brutal and ‘unnatural’ as 

any mythological or Black mother” (67).  She also interprets Mag’s racial ambiguity as Wilson’s 

attempt to “dissolve the fixed boundaries of sanitized whiteness” through an unreliable 

“narrator” who “mocks the constant legal and cultural patrolling of the contours of racial purity 

and containment” (68).  In the end, Foreman concludes that “Our Nig reveals all bodies to be 

versatile and constructed circulating counterfeit,” casting any faith in biological race aside as it 

demonstrates to its readers that such distinctions lack ontological reality since they are socially 

constructed.  But whereas Breau, and to a lesser extent Foreman, argue that Mag represents a 

white figure imbued with stereotypically white, racist assumptions about black women and 

therefore shatters the nineteenth-century idealization of white domestic femininity, I read 

Wilson’s portrayal of Frado’s mother as the documentation of how a light-skinned woman can 

and could be deprived of whiteness by the harsh disapprobation of a white New England 

Christian community.   

Foreman herself observes in “Recovered Autobiographies and the Marketplace:  Our 

Nig’s Genealogies and Harriet Wilson’s Entrepreneurial Enterprise” that the March 27, 1830, 

Farmer’s Cabinet obituary for Margaret Ann Smith—a woman who might very well be Wilson’s 

mother and whose life resembles the brief biographical sketch provided in Our Nig’s first 

chapter—unequivocally describes the deceased as black (127).  This description might very well 

be, as Foreman avers, an innocent mistake, yet she does pause to speculate whether this error 

might have been an intentional form of “racial commentary . . . [intended] to further underscore, 

for whites, [Margaret Ann Smith’s] socially and sexually compromised status” (127-128).5  
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However, in my reading, if Margaret Ann Smith is indeed Wilson’s mother and the real-life 

counterpart to the fictional Mag Smith, then this obituary made no mistake:  for all intents and 

purposes, as far as white New Englanders of the time were concerned, Mag/Margaret Smith 

lacked whiteness as property.  As members of an “exclusive club whose membership was closely 

and grudgingly guarded,” as Harris describes white people in general (1736), the white 

townspeople, as the possessors and arbiters of whiteness, chose to deny Mag Smith as a fellow 

member.  Effectively, Wilson’s portrayal of Mag Smith demonstrates that one could be 

phenotypically white yet still be denied the privileges associated with whiteness.  She may not be 

black, per se, but, Mag is most definitely read as less than white by the white Christian New 

Englanders quick to censure her for her sins. 

 In terms of white privilege, Mag begins the novel with “no claim to authenticable 

whiteness” (Foreman, Activist 63), which explains why she lives “unprotected, uncherished, 

[and] uncared for” by the fictional white community of Singleton, the stand-in for the real-world 

Milford, New Hampshire, where Wilson grew up (Wilson 5).  Mag’s social isolation, the novel 

suggests, results from her lack of a “documented pedigree” that would verify to white New 

Englanders that she possessed white ancestry, signaling to all that her blood was free from the 

impurities that blackness allegedly caused (Foreman, Activist 64).   Perhaps the greatest white 

privilege of all—receiving the care and concern of the entire community of white Christians—is 

denied to her, but this calculated indifference to her plight changes as soon as she surrenders her 

“priceless gem” to a gentleman whose “voice,” not to mention social standing, “sounded far 

above her” (Wilson 5).  The reference to class is glaring here, as the narrator describes Mag’s 

seduction in terms not of love but of the desire for upward mobility.  While class is obviously a 

concern for Wilson at this moment, the novel leaves open the possibility that Mag’s fall could 
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also be interpreted as a subtle commentary on the fact that “race and class were inextricably 

intertwined in antebellum America, North and South” (Gates and Ellis, “Introduction” xx).  

Mag’s desire for recognition, in other words, moves along both the axes of class and race, since 

to aspire to a higher social status in Singleton is also to pursue a pedigree from which to establish 

her claims to whiteness. 

Guilty of the sin of fornication and pregnant outside of wedlock, Mag recognizes that her 

and her unborn child’s existence already exists outside the bounds of white New England 

acceptability:  “Conscious that the great bond of union to her former companions was severed, 

that the disdain of others would be insupportable, she determined to leave the few friends she 

possessed, and seek an asylum among strangers” (Wilson 5).  The narrator phrases Mag’s shame 

in terms of a severance, indicative of the stigma associated in antebellum New England with 

unwed motherhood; and Mag’s growing sense of community alienation.  The white Christians 

who ignored her as “she was left to guide her tiny boat over life’s surges alone and 

inexperienced” (5) now take an interest in her but only to shower her with moral disapprobation 

and undisguised contempt.  Fallen and disgraced, Mag Smith flees but finds it impossible to 

escape social degradation at the hands of unfeeling white Christians intent on punishing her. 

In fact, the novel implies that it is the implacably judgmental white Christians of New 

Hampshire who are to blame for Mag’s social devolution.  When she praises God for the death of 

her first child, thankful that at least “no one can taunt her with my ruin” (Wilson 5, emphasis in 

original), the narrator makes it obvious that these words point to a cruel reality:  “How many 

pure, innocent children not only inherit a wicked heart of their own, claiming life-long scrutiny 

and restraint, but are heirs also of parental disgrace and calumny, from which only long years of 

patient endurance in paths of rectitude can disencumber them” (6).  Invoking the Christian 
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dogma of original sin, Wilson complicates this position by implicitly asking:  who maintains 

these rigid paths of rectitude but the judgmental, unforgiving white Christians of the community?  

Ironically, Mag’s unmotherly sentiment—her celebration that her daughter is dead—stems from 

the most maternal of instincts:  the desire to protect her child from the shame and humiliation 

that would be her birthright as the daughter of an outcast in white New England society.  To 

underscore this point, Wilson shows her readers that public ignominy is inescapable in 

antebellum New Hampshire.  As soon as Mag has buried her unnamed daughter, she learns that 

her “new home was soon contaminated by the publicity of her fall.”  And, in spite of her best 

efforts to “try to regain in a measure what she had lost,” Mag hears “some foul tongue . . . jest of 

her shame,” reigniting her disgrace and removing her even further from white society.  The 

“averted looks and cold greetings” of the townspeople “dishearte[n] her” and discourage her 

efforts at self-improvement entirely; defeated, Mag abandons her “home” only to “seek another 

in the place she at first fled from” in Singleton (Wilson 6).  The question remains:  what exactly 

has this woman lost? 

The most obvious answer is reputation, and Wilson strongly suggests that Mag’s loss of 

reputation is equivalent to the loss of whiteness itself.  As Harris explains, “whiteness was [and 

still is] a form of status property” (1734), and “reputation, an aspect of identity earned through 

effort, was similarly property” (1735), resulting in a legal system where “whiteness as public 

reputation and personal property was affirmed” not only through the laws but also through a 

social order obsessed with the perpetuation of the myth of white racial purity (1736).  Although 

our readings of Mag differ, even Foreman acknowledges that “degraded status” in addition to 

skin color and unknown family lineage “were considered racial indicators in antebellum culture” 

(Activist 64).  People who failed to live up to stern, Puritan-derived moral standards faced a 
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social death equivalent to loss of stature and position.  Wilson’s narrator foregrounds Mag’s 

social isolation, linking her pariah-like status to the hard-heartedness of the white Christians 

around her who value reputation and prestige over and above actual human lives: 

 Alas, how fearful are we to be first in extending a helping hand to those who 
stagger in the mires of infamy; to speak the first words of hope and warning to 
those emerging into the sunlight of morality!  Who can tell what numbers, 
advancing just far enough to hear a cold welcome and join in the reserved 
converse of professed reformers, disappointed, disheartened, have chose to dwell 
in unclean places, rather than encounter these “holier-than-thou” of the great 
brotherhood of man! (6, emphasis added) 

 
At first, Wilson appears to commiserate with her white Christian readers on the difficulty of 

ministering to those whose sullied reputations have rendered them infamous in the community.  

This false commiseration ends, however, as soon as her narrator questions the efficacy of a 

Christian charity that is both sanctimonious and unrepentantly inhospitable.  She supports her 

condemnation by telling us that the few brave social pariahs who, unlike Mag, dare to seek out 

help from white New England Christians receive instead frigid welcomes intended to wither their 

hopes of acceptance within the community.  The impure must be excluded, and, most 

importantly, reminded of their status as social outsiders.  How else could whiteness be preserved 

otherwise? 

 A moral stain like Mag’s effectively renders her racial status ambiguous in early 

nineteenth-century New Hampshire, making her possession of whiteness suspect regardless of 

apparent phenotype.  Reading Mag’s story as a retelling of the traditional seduction novel as well 

as a reworking of the “tragic mulatta story,” Carla Peterson observes that through this genre, 

which was read well into the 1850s, “cultural anxieties about women’s sexuality . . . and 

blackness became conflated” (568).  Wilson’s description of Mag’s downfall details how 

phenotypically light-skinned women can and could become socially less-than-white in Milford, 
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New Hampshire, and elsewhere in New England in the early nineteenth century.  Most 

importantly, Wilson details how the white Christian community enforces this racial demotion.  

True, Mag has given birth to an illegitimate daughter, but the punishment that white Christianity 

insists upon is designed to deprive her permanently of the respectable reputation conferred by 

whiteness as property, reinforcing how irrevocably severed were the ties that bound her to 

whiteness. 

 Mag may, as David Dowling argues, live in an “economic environment . . . totally hostile 

to Christian charity and sympathy” (125), but what this reading misses is how hostile Christian 

charity and sympathy are themselves when wedded to an obsession with white purity.  Mag’s 

impurity renders her less-than-white in the eyes of white New England, and her refusal to accept 

the community’s mistreatment results in her becoming a phenotypically light-skinned woman 

who lacks the status that whiteness as property confers.  Eventually, “no one seemed to notice 

her” except for “a kind-hearted African” (Wilson 7), Jim, with whom she will marry and give 

birth to “two pretty mulattos,” one of them being Frado (10).  Wilson’s description of Mag’s 

decision to marry Jim, a black man, an act that would have been considered the ultimate crime 

against whiteness in antebellum, mainstream America, indicts the racism of her disapproving 

readers: 

 He prevailed; they married.  You can philosophize, gentle reader, upon the 
impropriety of such unions, and preach dozens of sermons on the evils of 
amalgamation.  Want is a more powerful philosopher and preacher.  Poor Mag.  
She has sundered another bond which held her to her fellows.  She has descended 
another step down the ladder of infamy. (9) 

 
The want in this case that prompts Mag to accept the kind-hearted African’s proposal originates, 

of course, in the unyielding standards of a white community intent on maintaining its supremacy 

through a rigid code of conduct that does not hesitate to ostracize and exclude any threat to its 
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social order.  The intractability of a white “sneering world” of white Christians adamant on 

punishing her drives Mag to cut forever the tie linking her to the white community of her birth 

(6).  Her marriage to a black man is so outside the social construction of whiteness as to un-race 

her in the eyes of the white world, but not, significantly, the black one. 

 While Mag’s acceptance of Jim’s proposal might serve in her mind “as a means to 

subserve her own comfort” (Wilson 10), Wilson makes it abundantly clear that Jim marries her 

for other reasons entirely, further establishing his distinctive difference from the unsympathetic 

and unfeeling white Christians of Singleton.  Buying into dominant-culture race ideology, which 

is in itself a sign that “‘slavery’s shadows’ . . . can cause black men and women to act 

perversely” (Gates and Ellis, “Introduction” xxii), Jim at the same time displays true Christian 

compassion as he resolves to ask Mag to marry him:  “She’d be as much of a prize to me as 

she’d fall short of coming up to the mark with white folks.  I don’t care for past things.  I’ve 

done things ’fore now I’s ’shamed of.  She’s good enough for me, any how” (Wilson 8).  Instead 

of shunning Mag for her sexual past, Jim forgives, and most importantly, accepts her.  She may 

not live up to the mark of whiteness that white Christian New Englanders hold so dear, but it 

does not stop Jim from becoming “proud of his treasure—a white wife” (10).  In white Singleton, 

at least by this point, Mag Smith has passed beyond the pale and into the black:  “She was now 

expelled from companionship with white people; this last step—her union with a black—was the 

climax of repulsion” (Wilson 10-11).  Her choice to marry Jim “leads her inexorably toward a 

state of social death in white society, precisely because of widespread Northern prejudices 

against what was then, called amalgamation” (Gates and Ellis, “Introduction” xxi).  After Jim 

dies, Mag’s behavior affirms her less-than-white status.  Having lived as “an outcast for years,” 

Mag no longer feels the “gushings of penitence” and is immune to the “sharp agonies of an 
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awakened conscience.”  These trappings of a Christian consciousness were denied to her by an 

unfeeling populace more interested in publicly shaming her than in helping her rebuild her life.  

Entering “the darkness of perpetual infamy[,] . . . [s]he asked not the rite of civilization or 

Christianity” and marries Seth Shipley, the black business partner of her deceased husband 

(Wilson 11).  Wilson’s narrator repeatedly links the heartlessness of a white Christianity 

incapable of true compassion to Mag’s social devolution, which results in her being read as less-

than-white by the community as a whole.  Most of all, however, it is important to remember that 

Wilson includes Mag’s story not to decry her loss of whiteness but instead to foreground just 

how uncivilized and disastrous racially-motivated white Christian opprobrium can be to those 

who live at the lower ends of the spectrums of race and class in antebellum New Hampshire.6 

Christian Charity that Subjugates and Maims 

 Through her first and second chapter’s exploration of Mag’s existence as a social and 

racial pariah, Wilson shows how pernicious white Christianity can be, especially when its fear of 

alterity and racial contamination is allowed to masquerade as morality.  Possessed with a white 

skin but barred from the possession of whiteness as property, Mag flees Singleton with her 

common law, African American husband Seth, but not before abandoning her daughter at the 

Bellmont home.  From this point in the story, the novel shifts its criticisms of white Christianity 

from the public sphere to the private.  By providing her readers a detailed account of the violence 

Frado experienced in a purportedly Christian home, Wilson offers a stunning example of the 

deleterious effect whiteness has on all of society. 

 In the Bellmont household, Frado finds herself the subject of much familial conversation 

having to do with her race and skin-color.  Consider the conversation between Mrs. B. and two 

of her children: 
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   “Keep her, said Jack.  “She’s real handsome and bright, and not very black, 
either.” 

  “Yes,” rejoined Mary; “that’s just like you, Jack.  She’ll be of no use at all 
these three years, right under foot all the time.” 

  “Poh!  Miss Mary; if she should stay, it wouldn’t be two days before you 
would be telling the girls about our nig, our nig!” retorted Jack. 

  “I don’t want a nigger ’round me, do you, mother?” asked Mary. 
  “I don’t mind the nigger in the child.  I should like a dozen better than one,” 

replied her mother.  “If I could make her do my work in a few years, I would keep 
her.  I have so much trouble with girls I hire, I am almost persuaded if I have one 
to train up in my way from a child, I shall be able to keep them awhile.  I am tired 
of changing every few months.” (Wilson 16) 

 
Oddly enough, Jack, who serves as a friend to Frado and often shields her from his mother’s 

abuse, is the one who gives her the nickname ‘Nig,” but not before observing that she physically 

does not look very black.  His mother and younger sister, aware that the newcomer is the 

daughter of a woman guilty of the greatest crimes against whiteness, miscegenation, ignore Jack 

and immediately use the most derogatory of racial slurs to refer to the young girl.  Mrs. B.’s 

response is the most interesting in my reading, especially given her claims to Christianity.  In 

their endnotes to the Penguin edition of Our Nig, P. Gabrielle Foreman and Reginald Pitts link 

Mrs. B.’s words to Proverbs 22:6—“Train up a child in the way he should go; and when he is 

old, he will not depart from it.”—adding that this verse “underscores the text’s ironic 

commentary on Mrs. B.’s Christianity,” since she only wants to “train Frado up in her way not 

God’s” (94n7).  This tacit biblical allusion echos Apess’s opening remarks in A Son of the Forest 

advising parents and caregivers on how to best raise up Christian children, but, as the text makes 

obvious, Mrs. B. is less concerned with the state of Frado’s immortal soul than with conditioning 

the child to identify racially as black and accept her lesser status in white society. 

 At first glance, Frado’s life in the Bellmont home offers a textbook example of how 

whiteness perpetuates itself through the abjection of alterity, and a number of critics have picked 

up on Mrs. B.’s campaign to transform the young and “beautiful mulatto” Frado into the novel’s 
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titular “Nig” (Wilson 11).  Sally Gomaa explains Wilson’s decision to embrace this offensive 

nickname:  “By adopting this label, Wilson indicates Frado’s racial identity is the result of her 

forced indenture at the Bellmonts” (379).  Gomaa has a valid point, for Mrs. Bellmont never 

once calls Frado by her given name; instead, she repeatedly refers to the young girl as ‘nigger,’ 

using the word eight times in the novel and even going so far as to emphasize Frado’s alterity by 

calling her “that black nigger” (Wilson 20, emphasis added).  Lois Leveen, seizing on the 

“indeterminacy of Frado’s position among the Bellmonts,” reads the “harsh and arbitrary 

demands of Mrs. Bellmont . . . [as] a response” to this ambiguity, with “Mrs. Bellmont’s 

recurring statements about Frado’s race, class, and age” serving to heighten the undeniable racial 

tension between these two characters in the novel (565).  Perhaps the scholar who comes closest 

to my reading is Julia Stern.  She picks up on Mrs. B.’s “modus operandi . . . to deny those 

aspects of [racial] identity that link the mulatta to her mistress,” adding “[t]hus, the mixed-race 

child must be made black, defeminized, and turned into an animal” (449).  As the text illustrates, 

this drive to darken Frado is quite literal as Mrs. Bellmont forces her servant girl to work 

uncovered in the hot sun:  “[Frado] was not many shades darker than Mary now; what a calamity 

it would be ever to hear the contrast spoken of.  Mrs. Bellmont was determined the sun should 

have full power to darken the shade which nature had first bestowed upon her as best befitting” 

(Wilson 22).  The narrator’s closing observation here mocks the antebellum belief in racial 

biological difference and threatens to topple the rigid distinction between Mary and Frado that 

Mrs. B. insists is a reality.  Clearly, for Mrs. B. to feel secure in her possession of whiteness, 

Frado must be denied any connection to it, which explains why she works actively to thwart her 

servant’s conversion to Christianity. 
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 As a novel that purposefully engages the conversion narrative genre, Our Nig has 

received attention from a number of scholars who read the text as a wholesale rejection of white 

Christianity.  West in particular interprets this “story of the heroine’s failed initiation into the 

community of earthly saints” as a stunning rebuke to a Christianity obsessed with whiteness:  

“Frado’s rejection of Christianity’s promised eternity demonstrates how race might interrupt the 

Christian rite of passage for those black candidates who could not resolve the ambiguities of 

popular racial myths” (“Reworking” 3).  Henry Louis Gates, Jr., and Robert Ellis trace this 

“hostility” towards organized religion to the Congregationalist Church of Milford, where 

“debates about slavery gripped this church’s history almost from its inception.” 7  Both scholars 

conclude that Wilson “almost certainly attended” this church with the Hayward family, the real-

life models for the fictional Bellmont family (“Introduction” liv).  In addition, they laud Wilson’s 

portrayal of a protagonist “who does not progress to become a securely moored Christian 

believer” as a “stunning innovation” to the genre of the African American novel (xxxiv).  While 

I do agree with all three critics that the novel’s conclusion casts doubt on whether or not Frado 

truly converts to Christianity, each overlooks a key detail hinting that Wilson’s critique of 

Christianity is more nuanced than their readings suggest. 

 What all three gloss over is the novel’s description of the much put upon and maligned 

sister of Mr. Bellmont, Aunt Abby.  The narrator informs readers that, like Frado, she too suffers 

at the hands of Mrs. Bellmont: 

 [Aunt Abby’s] sister-in-law had great prejudices against her.  One cause of the 
alienation was that she did not give her right in the homestead to John, and leave 
it forever; another was that she was a professor of religion, (so was Mrs. 
Bellmont;) but Nab, as she called her, did not live according to her profession; 
another, that she would sometimes give Nig cake and pie, which she was never 
allowed to have at home. (Wilson 25-26) 
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Most readings of Nab magnify the first and last of the three differences listed above yet neglect 

the middle point of contention between these two women over religion.  But, I want to dwell on 

this differentiation, arguing that Wilson would not have included this detail in her semi-

autobiographical novel if it were not an important part of her critique of white New England 

Christianity.  Critics tend to dismiss Aunt Abby’s Christianity, arguing that since she proves 

“either helpless or unwilling to prevent the cruelty of Mrs. Bellmont” (Breau 461), her character 

represents those “professed abolitionists” (Wilson 71) who let “their racist assumptions limit 

them by not risking their own well-being for just a ‘nig’” (Elwood-Farber 484).  Yet, as Foreman 

reminds us, Nab is “‘Nig’s syllabic and symbolic kin,” with Wilson taking great pains to stress 

that this white spinster and Frado share the same “status as aliens and outsiders” within the 

Bellmont home (Activist 52, 53); furthermore, the text itself gives no indication that its author 

harbors any animosity towards this woman, telling us on its final page that Aunt Abby “entered 

heaven” upon passing (Wilson 72).  With these details in mind, I wish to offer a more charitable 

reading of this character, arguing that she represents poor, lower-class whites who may harbor 

anti-racist attitudes but are powerless to circumvent the racism of the New England elite.  That 

the Haywards were members of the Milford elite is without question, considering their 

membership in the Congregationalist Church, a sect that Apess singles out as fundamentally 

complicit in the promotion and promulgation of white supremacy.  Barbara A. White, in “‘Our 

Nig’ and the She-Devil:  New Information about Harriet Wilson and the ‘Bellmont’ family,” 

confirms this fact, informing us that Rebecca S. Hutchinson Hayward, the model for Mrs. 

Bellmont, “hailed from one of the most distinguished families in Milford” and “was a ‘direct 

descendant of Anne Hutchinson.’”8  Interestingly, White conjectures that Nehemiah Hayward, 

Jr., the real-life model for Mr. Bellmont, wed someone far above his social standing (29).  If true, 
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then it is not unreasonable to assume that part of the strife between the fictional Mrs. Bellmont 

and Aunt Abby is class-based, and, as I intend to prove, the text offers evidence that the religious 

schism between these women is too. 

 Wilson’s novel gives the impression that Aunt Abby, like William Apess, was a 

Methodist, a sect regarded as beneath contempt by most of the white Protestant elite of New 

England.  When Frado attends a religious service with Aunt Abby, the pastor’s message echoes 

Apess’s invocation of Saint Paul’s radical egalitarianism to build a case against a whites-only 

Christianity:  “[T]he good man urged all, young or old, to accept the offers of mercy, to receive a 

compassionate Jesus as their Saviour.  ‘Come to Christ,’ he urged, ‘all, young or old, white or 

black, bond or free, come all to Christ for pardon; repent, believe” (Wilson 47).  This sermon, 

which clearly denies whiteness as a prerequisite for salvation, promotes inclusion and posits an 

equality between the races that set Methodism apart from the more mainstream denominations of 

the early nineteenth-century U.S.  James too lends support to this interpretation.  He returns from 

Baltimore—itself a town historically linked to Methodism—a changed man who had “found the 

Saviour” and willingly joins his Aunt in her “efforts” to see Frado saved (38).9  The narrator’s 

use of the past-tense to describe his conversion is significant, indicating that James became 

religious only after he moved away from the pernicious and debilitating influence of his she-

devil of a mother.  Additionally, his conversations with Aunt Abby concerning “unseen glories, 

and heart-experiences” (41) are reminiscent of the Methodist discourse of “melting” used to 

describe the “communal intensity [that] expressed itself physically in emotional embracing and 

visually . . . in the displays and expressions of affection at their services” (Richey 3).  These two 

Christians spend the majority of their time actively “planning for the spiritual benefit of those 

around them,” a marked contrast from the so-called Christians who spent more time humiliating 
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Mag Smith than coming to her aid.  Lastly, these private conversations away from Mrs. B. 

provide the two characters with an opportunity to “discuss the prevalent opinion of the public, 

that people of color are . . . incapable of cultivation and refinement,” while looking to Frado as a 

living rebuttal to these racist assumptions (Wilson 41).  Contrary to West’s assertion that Frado 

“has no access to a Christian community that will receive her wholeheartedly” (“Reworking” 14) 

I interpret the quasi-Methodism of Aunt Abby and James as just such an offer, one that promises 

her a real sense of belonging.  Furthermore, whereas West holds that Wilson offers a 

“resounding critique of Christianity” by using these two characters to point out “its 

powerlessness against racism” (14), I instead claim that Wilson foregrounds the powerlessness of 

an egalitarian non-elite Christianity to change the minds of wealthy mainstream denominations 

like the Congregationalist Church that Mrs. B. attended.  Aunt Abby and James may very well 

fail in their efforts to convert Frado, as West, Gates, and Ellis all argue; however, they at least 

make a very real attempt to include her in their religious pursuits, a move that flies in the face of 

Mrs. Bellmont’s vested interest in a whiteness predicated on Frado’s complete and utter social 

annihilation. 

 Overall, the difference between Mrs. B. and Aunt Abby’s religious persuasions boils 

down to a question of inclusion versus exclusion with regards to Frado.  At home, the former 

resents the latter’s kindnesses to Frado—the sharing of sweets and other pleasures normally 

denied to her—primarily because these innocent acts undo the line of separation between the 

indentured girl and the white family she serves.  Apparently, any behavior intended to ameliorate 

Frado’s miserable condition could, at least according to Mrs. B.’s white paranoia, engender a 

sense of belonging in Frado, compromising the purity and sanctity of the Bellmont’s whiteness 

by diminishing its exclusivity.  As for religion, the narrator tell us that Aunt Abby “looked within 
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. . . [and] saw a soul to save” inside Frado, while Mrs. B., looking on the same orphaned girl, 

sees no such thing, pronouncing resoundly that “[r]eligion was not meant for niggers” (Wilson 

38).  Wilson emphasizes this fact, reminding her readers ten pages later that “Mrs. Bellmont . . . 

did not trouble herself about the future destiny of her servant” (48). 

 Despite her obvious disregard for Frado’s immortal soul, Mrs. B. does allow her to attend 

“evening meetings, held in the neighborhood, which [she] never attended” with Aunt Abby 

(Wilson 38).  As a member of the Milford elite, Mrs. Bellmont would not dream of attending a 

church considered lower class, of which Aunt Abby and Frado are a part.  But, curiously enough, 

this willingness to allow Frado to go to these religious services ends when confronted with 

evidence that her servant is “‘serious’” in her desire to convert to Christianity.  Discovering the 

young girl “reading and shedding tears over the Bible” and almost “half crediting the reports of 

officious neighbors” that Frado has converted, Mrs. Bellmont resolves instantly to “interfere” 

with this conversion.  Her reasoning behind this decision is enlightening:  “But she seemed to 

have a great aversion to the notice Nig would attract should she become pious” (48, emphasis 

added).  At first glance, Mrs. B.’s hostility towards Frado’s conversion seems motivated by fear 

of exposure, since any attention from the community would only uncover the years of abuse the 

girl has suffered at her mistress’s hands.  But I maintain that Mrs. B.’s real goal is to perpetuate 

Frado’s overwhelming sense of social isolation.  With notice and acceptance into a Christian 

church comes a sense of community, and this potential belonging could effectively reverse all of 

Mrs. B.’s efforts to racialize Frado into the lonely, friendless Nig of the title. 

 Ultimately, Mrs. B. perceives Frado’s adoption of Christianity as a threat to whiteness 

itself and the privileges associated with it.  She makes this point obvious when she appeals to her 
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husband to help her put a stop to Frado’s efforts to “turn pious nigger” and “preach to white 

folks” (Wilson 49): 

 “I thought you Christians held to going to church,” remarked Mr. B. 
  “Yes, but who ever thought of having a nigger go, except to drive others 

there?  Why, according to you and James, we should very soon have her in the 
parlor, as smart as our own girls.  If you should go on as you would like, it would 
not be six months before she would be leaving me; and that won’t do.” (49-50, 
emphasis added) 

 
Mrs. Bellmont may express anxiety about losing Frado as a household drudge if she were to 

successfully convert to Christianity, but she also discloses to her husband her ardent belief that 

church attendance is a privilege reserved only for whites.  In her racist world view, blacks and 

other persons of color have no business inside a church; instead, they exist solely as animals 

who, like the horses that pull the carriage to and fro, live only to do their white master’s bidding.  

While Mr. B. expresses incredulity that his wife, a woman with great pretensions to Christianity, 

finds fault with Frado’s desire to attend services, Mrs. B.’s words prove that she firmly believes 

in the mutual exclusivity between black and Christian.  Church membership is a privilege 

granted only to those she regards as possessing whiteness.  Her analogy likening Frado’s 

presence at church to her presence in the parlor supports this reading, for as Foreman and Pitts 

testify, Mrs. B. “strives to keep everyone she sees as illegitimate out of the parlor,” since the 

domestic parlor of “sentimental fiction” in the nineteenth century functions tropologically “[as] a 

place protected from the ‘pollution’ of the public sphere” (Our Nig 99n6).  Within the domestic 

space of the Bellmont home, Frado’s forced banishment from the parlor firmly “asserts spatial 

distinction between (white) master and (black) servant” (Leveen 566), and in the statement I 

cited above, Mrs. B. insists that this same racial divide holds at church too, signaling her 

commitment to white supremacy over and above Christ’s mandate that all are welcome to 

worship Him. 
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 As discussed in the first chapter, the Protestant elite of New England, themselves 

descendants of the original Puritan settlers tacitly, and sometimes explicitly, held that whiteness 

itself was the ultimate arbiter of whether an individual could claim to be a Christian or be 

accepted as such; and I take Mrs. B. as an example of a typical white New Englander who 

subscribed to this bigoted view of religion.  She denies Frado Christianity because not to do so 

would establish a point of common ground between master and servant, imperiling the 

exclusivity of whiteness itself.  Mrs. B. strives to keep Frado ignorant, telling her that “it would 

‘do no good for her to attempt prayer; prayer was for whites, not for blacks.  If she minded her 

mistress, and did what she commanded it was all that was required of her’” (Wilson 52).  Mrs. 

Bellmont’s words allude to Colossians 3:22,iii a favorite verse used by antebellum proslavery 

forces, as Foreman and Pitts note in their edition of Our Nig, and this biblical allusion “links her 

to the ‘professed Christians’ mocked in the abolitionist press and slaves narratives” (100n2) and 

by William Apess in his sermons.  Mrs. B.’s words also evidence that this particular professed 

Christian woman actively seeks to reduce Frado’s horizon to one of perpetual servitude.  

Through the use of racial epithets intended to codify Frado as black in addition to flagrantly 

reveling in whiteness’s “unfettered right to exclude as a legitimate aspect of identity and 

property” (Harris 1715), Mrs. Bellmont reduces her indentured servant to nothing more than an 

“object of property” to be commodified to suit her wishes (1721).  Aunt Abby cannot change 

things due to her diminished status in both the home and the community at large, and James, 

Frado’s other would-be savior, dies before he can come to her aid.  Their Christianity, with its 

lesser status, cannot compete with the dominance of a religion dedicated to white supremacy, 

leaving Frado on her own and victim to a racist white woman intent on destroying her. 

                                                
iii “Servants, obey in all things your masters.” 
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 She survives this ordeal, yes, but the Christian charity dispensed by the cold-hearted and 

racist Mrs. Bellmont comes quite close to killing her.  Hazel Carby reads Mrs. B. as “symbolic of 

the power of the South” in a nation actively “debat[ing] about the position and future of blacks in 

the United States” (48).  While correct, I would add to this assessment the possibility that Mrs. 

Bellmont embodies an elite Protestantism which precludes the possibility of any black bodies 

joining the ranks of the saved.  So invested in whiteness as the defining essence of inclusion in 

the body of Christ, which, after all, is none other than the church itself, Mrs. Bellmont and others 

like her do not hesitate to discriminate and take up the “raw-hide” to abuse individuals like Frado 

who are in need of “healing mercies” instead (Wilson 56).  Aunt Abby and James may, as Breau 

insists, represent “the powerlessness of the abolitionist movement” (462), but they also function 

as stand-ins for abolitionist white Christians who were members of denominations lacking social 

capital in nineteenth-century New Hampshire.  Their vision of racial equality cannot compete 

with the dominant mainstream desire to exclude bodies of color from church and social status.  

And, as Clotel illustrates, even these lower-class sects succumbed to the temptations to reify 

whiteness, especially as they gained social and economic prominence within the antebellum U.S. 

The Betrayal of an Egalitarian Christianity at the Altar of Whiteness 

 Scholars remain divided on what role whiteness plays within the racial logics of Clotel.    

Paul Gilmore contends that “[t]hrough a redeployment of minstrel tropes, Brown reveals how the 

markers of manliness and whiteness were dependent upon and constantly in play with those of 

blackness and femininity” (745).  Continuing Gilmore’s analysis of how whiteness operates 

within Clotel, Katie Frye claims that “the novel’s representation of whiteness rebukes racism by 

showing the destructivity, fragility, and instability of white ideology” (528).  While 

acknowledging that readings like Frye’s and Gilmore’s, both of which “emphasiz[e] the power of 
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racial ambiguity in Clotel,” are valid, Elizabeth J. West, in “The Enigmatic ‘Clear Black’ in 

William Wells Brown’s Clotel,” faults these criticisms for their failure to recognize that Brown’s 

novel “conveys white as the aspired embodiment of humanity” (172): 

 The fictional account of Thomas Jefferson’s offspring born out of his relationship 
with his black slave, Clotel is designed to show readers the evils of slavery and 
the urgent need to end the practice.  Early into the novel, however, we learn that 
this fictional slave narrative anchors its pleas in its account of the suffering “near 
white” slaves.  Of the larger slave masses of dark skinned blacks and particularly 
those “clear blacks,” Brown leaves at best an ambiguous message about their 
place among higher humanity. (174) 

 
West takes issue with Brown’s portrait of slavery that only considers the trials and tribulations of 

light-skinned slaves and presents dark-skinned slaves as comic creatures of little worth (176).  

Perhaps Brown anticipated this criticism of the British edition, for with the publication of the 

American editions of his novel, he significantly altered the “all-but-white” George into Jerome, 

described as a man “‘of pure African origin’” and “‘perfectly black’” (Clotel 278-279n3).  In 

addition to warding off potential criticisms of Clotel like that of West’s, Brown’s alteration of his 

original text suggests that his aims shifted as he brought his novel across the Atlantic to the 

United States.   

 Unlike West, I do not approach the original Clotel as “an appeal to white America for 

acceptance and inclusion” predicated on “the paradoxical erasure or disappearance of blackness” 

(182); instead, I take the British-version of the novel as Brown’s attempt to expose how 

whiteness as property has distorted Protestant Christianity, especially Methodism, itself a 

religious tradition imported from Great Britain.  The novel’s conclusion does not equivocate 

about what it wants British readers to do after reading Clotel: 

 Let it be understood . . . that no fellowship can be held with slaveholders 
professing the same Christianity as yourselves.  And until this stain from 
America’s otherwise fair escutcheon be wiped away, let no Christian association 
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be maintained with those who traffic in the blood and bones of those whom God 
has made of one flesh as yourselves.  (209) 

 
Brown blasts the polygenetic theory of separate origins for the races as he simultaneously asks 

his British readers to ostracize and shame a white American Christianity for its complicity in the 

system of chattel slavery.10  Moreover, the novel itself distinguishes the “real Negro, or clear 

black” from those “half whites, most of whose fathers are slaveowners and their mothers slaves” 

(43).  I argue that Brown does this move, not, as West argues, to reify whiteness at the expense 

of blackness, but rather to show his white British audiences that while both Great Britain and the 

United States may have abolished the international slave trade in 1807, this act did little to stop 

the trade and sexual exploitation of human bodies on American soil.  Brown uses both his all-

but-white characters together with his fully white, slaveholding characters to pinpoint whiteness 

and force his audience to comprehend just how inimical its power is not only to true Christian 

sentiment but also to civilization itself. 

 Perhaps the most obvious target for Brown’s ire is the father of “the young Christian” 

Georgiana, the Reverend John Peck (75).  We first encounter this man of God as he purchases 

Currer but declines to buy her daughter, the light-skinned Althesa.  “[D]ressed in black, with a 

white neckcloth, which immediately proclaimed him to be a clergyman,” the good reverend 

disregards the obvious distress his refusal causes in both mother and daughter.  Explaining that 

he “would not need another,” Peck’s religious beliefs cause him no anxiety as he willfully 

cleaves this family apart.  His indifference to their desire to stay together points to how chattel 

slavery itself renders the biblical verse referred to colloquially as the Golden Rule, Luke 6:31—

“And as ye would that men should do to you, do ye also to them likewise”—effectively moot.  

Peck separates mother from daughter without compunction and avoids having to witness the 

latter’s grief that brings the heartbroken young woman to the brink of “death” (57).   
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 But Brown is not finished highlighting the hypocrisy of this Methodist minister’s failure 

to heed his daughter’s words that “[t]rue Christian love . . . loves all who love the Lord Jesus 

Christ in sincerity, without regard to colour or condition” (75).  Georgiana’s words recall 

Apess’s, but her father cannot and will not acknowledge the truth of her position, for to do so 

would be to concede the very wealth he has earned through the exploitation of the enslaved.  

Brown’s description of this minister would surely have scandalized his British readers, 

particularly British Methodists.  The novel’s narrator informs us that Peck hails from 

“Connecticut, where he was educated for the ministry in the Methodist persuasion,” and that “his 

father was a strict follower of John Wesley” (71), himself an ardent opponent of slavery (Clotel 

266n3).  With this information, Brown alerts his British readers to the marked difference 

between Wesley and American Methodism’s attitude towards slavery.11  Brown also dispels the 

belief that Northerners find slavery distasteful.  Peck, betraying his biological father’s implied 

antislavery sentiments, proves disloyal to the father of Methodism itself.  The novel makes it 

clear that anti-slavery principles, once held sacred by early American Methodists, have been 

abandoned at the altar of Mammon.  Upon finishing his clerical studies, Peck visits the South, 

where the Natchez “society into which he was thrown” proves “too brilliant for him not to be 

captivated by it,” and, while there, “he succeeded in captivating a plantation with seventy slaves, 

if not the heart of the lady to whom it belonged” (Brown 71).  Brown’s word order is significant 

here.  Peck betrays his father’s allegiance to the teachings of Wesley out of a desire for wealth.  

The woman whom he marries to secure this fortune remains nameless, implying that Peck’s love 

for her was little more than a means to an end, which was to join the ranks of the Natchez slave-

holding elite whose society he had become enamored with. 
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 Successful beyond measure in the antebellum South as a “popular preacher . . . with a 

snug salary” (Brown 71), Peck has little to cause him distress other than the growing abolitionist 

sentiments of his daughter combined with those of their guest Mr. Carlton.  The latter’s 

criticisms of slavery, in particular his observation that it is ironic that slavery is legal given the 

Declaration of Independence’s emphasis on liberty for all, provokes Peck to insist that 

Christianity and slavery are not irreconcilable.  His proslavery argument exposes how greed has 

corrupted his Wesleyan principles: 

 I regard this talk about rights as mere humbug.  The Bible is older than the 
Declaration of Independence, and there I take my stand.  The Bible furnishes to us 
the armour of proof, weapons of heavenly temper and mould, whereby we can 
maintain our ground against all attacks. . . . Our domestic institutions can be 
maintained against the world, if we but allow Christianity to throw its broad 
shield over them.  But if we so act as to array the Bible against our social 
economy, they must fall.  Nothing ever yet stood long against Christianity.  Those 
who say that religious instruction is inconsistent with our peculiar civil polity, are 
the worst enemies of that polity.  (73) 

 
Peck argues against using the Bible, or, Christianity for that matter, as a weapon against slavery, 

for to do so would disrupt the status quo.  He acknowledges that the peculiar institution would be 

defenseless against an abolitionist interpretation of Scripture and predicts a total social and 

economic collapse if Christians—in the North and elsewhere—turn their tacit support for slavery 

into active resistance.  Peck defends slavery by calling for a halt to biblical interpretations that 

would be disadvantageous to himself and other professed Christian slaveholders.  He ends his 

defense with a rhetorical question that he takes the liberty of answering himself:  “Why, is it not 

better that Christian men should hold slaves than unbelievers?  We know how to value the bread 

of life, and will not keep it from our slaves” (73).  Yet, as the novel demonstrates, Peck’s so-

called Christian treatment of “his ‘people,’ as he called his slaves,” proves his answer to his own 

question patently false (72). 
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 Clotel provides many opportunities to judge whether or not Georgiana’s father 

exemplifies true Christian virtue, and, time and time again, he fails to live up to the original 

egalitarian mission of John Wesley’s Methodism.  Peck may claim that “[e]verything he did, he 

did for the ‘glory of God’” and “quot[e] Scripture for almost everything he” does (94), but his 

tenure as a slaveholder conclusively proves that he is only deceiving himself.  True, he declares 

that “sons of Ham should have the gospel,” reasoning that it “is calculated to make mankind 

better, and none should be without it” (72), but, as M. Giulia Fabi attests, this appellation for 

African Americans is itself a racist interpretation of Scripture that promotes the polygenetic 

theory of race used to justify their complete and total enslavement (Clotel 260n4).  Brown shows 

his British readers that the so-called Christians of the American South like Peck do not scruple to 

twist the Bible to their own purposes.  Peck does not even bother to preach to his slaves in 

person, relegating such an arduous task to Snyder, a “missionary” who hails from the abolitionist 

state of New York (75, 76).  Ironically, the sermon given by Snyder invokes the Golden Rule of 

Luke 6:31 in defense of slavery.  He tells Peck’s slaves:  “You are servants:  do, therefore, as you 

would wish to be done by, and you will be both good servants to your masters and good servants 

to God, who requires this of you, and will reward you well for it, if you do it for the sake of 

conscience, in obedience of his commands” (77).  Like Mrs. B. telling the young Frado that her 

salvation rests upon her continued servitude in the Bellmont household, Snyder’s message 

exemplifies the type of “religious instruction,” the novel’s narrator explains, “calculated to make 

[slaves] more trust worthy and valuable as property” (111).  The sermon is not designed, as Peck 

insists, to guarantee their salvation or even improve their earthly lot.   

 Unsurprisingly, the enslaved know that Snyder’s sermon is a willful lie:  “‘I got no notion 

of dees white fokes, no how. . . .Dey all de time tellin’ dat de Lord made us for to work for dem, 
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and I don’t believe a word of it” (82), declares Aunt Dafney, a slave in Snyder’s audience.  

Brown reinforces this vernacular rebuke to white false prophecy by having Peck’s abolitionist 

daughter, Georgiana say:  “[K]indness meted out to blacks would be unkindness if given to 

whites” (124).  Her words obliterate Snyder’s specious religious reasoning and speak to the 

double-standards inherent in a society whose laws and institutions are intended to protect 

whiteness as property.  Brown illustrates that biblical arguments in favor of slavery are not just 

flat out wrong, they are also grounded in the logic that twists a simple concept like ‘kindness’ to 

maintain a sharp division between black and white. 

 Brown supplies his readers with abundant evidence that Peck’s behavior does not 

promote the glory of God.  Peck again refuses to sell Currer but this time to Althesa’s husband, 

James Crawford, making himself guilty once more of separating mother from daughter; his 

“excuse . . . that she was such a good housekeeper that he could not spare her” proves him 

incapable of living by the Golden Rule (Brown 93).  Indeed, the good book even fails to prevent 

the reverend from killing an escaped slave.  His crime?  Tarrying too long in town on a visit to 

his wife when he was expected back on the farm.  Apprehensive of the punishment he knew 

followed such willful disobedience, Harry runs away.  When it becomes apparent that he might 

“escape from the dogs,” the good reverend “shot at him, as he says, only to wound him” but ends 

up killing him (114-115).  The chapter’s title—“A Slave Hunting Parson”—says it all, 

communicating to Brown’s British readers that white Christianity on American soil is powerless 

to mitigate the horrors of slavery.  In Brown’s portrait of Protestant Christianity in America, 

those behind the pulpits who profit off chattel slavery are willing to distort Scripture to defend 

those profits and, if necessary, kill.  As the fate of Brown’s black characters makes abundantly 

clear, this toxic state of affairs, where “ministers of religion” serve as the “mere echoes” of a 



 75 

“public sentiment” in favor of white supremacy (46), can only exist in a land whose laws 

perpetuate the legal myth of whiteness as invaluable property entitling possessors to exercise 

total control over people defined as not-white. 

A Christianity Blinded to Immorality by Whiteness 

 Brown sounds most like Wilson when he blasts the northern United States for its rampant 

racism despite its avowed opposition to slavery.  The novel frames this observation as a 

revelation to both readers and escaped slaves alike: 

 The prejudice that exists in the Free States against coloured person on account of 
their colour, is attributable solely to the influence of slavery, and is but another 
form of slavery itself.  And even the slave who escapes from the Southern 
plantations, is surprised when he reaches the North, at the amount and withering 
influence of this prejudice. (Brown 146) 

 
In my reading of Clotel, this “influence of slavery” is Brown’s attempt to name whiteness as 

property as the pernicious force that makes life a living hell for all who lack this quality in the 

antebellum U.S.  Both he and Wilson try to outline whiteness and problematize its assumed 

normalcy, with Brown’s novel recounting the tragic lives of the biracial daughters of Thomas 

Jefferson.  This strategy foregrounds the absurdity of slave laws that, as Harris in “Whiteness as 

Property” informs us, disallow “physical attributes, social acceptance, or self-identification to 

determine whiteness” since to do so “would diminish its value and destroy the underlying 

presumption of exclusivity” (1741).  Hence the introduction of the “‘one-drop rule,’ meaning 

that a single drop of ‘black blood’ makes a person black,” a principle, of course, that decides 

unilaterally that the daughters of Currer and Thomas Jefferson, Althesa and Clotel, were black 

despite their all-but-white skin and therefore subject to being commodified on the open slave 

market (1739n144).12  Brown uses Jefferson’s fictional daughters to show his white British 

audience that white supremacy essentially enervates white Christianity in America of any 
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efficacy or moral standing.  The drive to protect whiteness and carry out its agenda regardless of 

obvious proofs that it is based upon a racist pseudoscience cancels out the Golden Rule and all 

other biblical imperatives to promote the glory of God on Earth.  White American Christians 

may claim to work towards unifying all believers under God’s standard; however, their refusal to 

repudiate the privileges associated with whiteness actively works against their stated intentions. 

 A fictional account of Thomas Jefferson’s biracial daughters ultimately being crushed by 

American slavery is indeed controversial, but, Deak Nabers, in “The Problem of Revolution in 

the Age of Slavery:  Clotel, Fiction, and the Government of Man,” contends that Brown chose 

this figure to father his light-skinned slave protagonists for reasons more sophisticated than just 

to generate controversy.  Nabers draws attention to Brown’s emphasis on the “national 

particularity of Jefferson’s declaration of human rights:  ‘Declaration of American 

Independence’” (91, emphasis in original), arguing that, through his novel, Brown “suggest[s] 

that American slavery was the result of the American Revolution” because this document “sits 

comfortably alongside the practice of American slavery precisely because it is devoted less to 

human rights than to American sovereignty” (92).  This devotion to sovereignty, originating in 

the American Revolution, placed the “sovereignty of the state” over and above “the sovereignty 

of God,” leaving white Americans free to “see[k] their ‘happiness’ through ‘regulations’” that 

guaranteed their right to own and enjoy black bodies with impunity (93).  With this placement of 

human-authored laws over and above the natural laws of God came slavery and the many 

arbitrary rules, such as the “one-drop rule,” intended to maintain the fiction of biological racial 

difference between blackness and whiteness. 

 Brown uses Clotel and Althesa to establish that American Christianity’s investment in 

white supremacy makes it complicit in the horrors of slavery.  The novel begins with a “long 
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initial tirade against” the peculiar institution that Brown omits from the subsequent American 

versions of his novel (Fabi, Clotel 256n6), yet, its subject matter—marriage—frames my 

understanding of why he chooses to present a portrait of American slavery prominently featuring 

two all-but-white slaves.  Brown asks:  “Where the slave is placed by law entirely under the 

control of the man who claims him, body and soul, as property, what else could be expected than 

the most depraved social condition?” (44)  He then proceeds to elucidate the depravity caused by 

slavery, particularly the immorality that arises when powerful whites decide that marriage laws 

pertain solely to those who possess whiteness.  Described by the narrator as “the first and most 

important institution of human existence” where “many persons . . . feel the true sentiments of 

humanity,” this most “sacred obligation,” holy matrimony, is deemed to be of no “importance” 

for slaves by “slaveholders” who are themselves told by their own religious leaders that to 

separate an enslaved couple is no crime against humanity or God (45).  After all, as sons and 

daughters of Ham, the question of the humanity of the enslaved is always open to scriptural 

interpretation.  This forced separation of husbands and wives, not to mention parents and 

children, defines the “present system of chattel slavery in America” that “undermines the entire 

social condition of man,” and this definition is provided, the narrator insists, “to prepare the 

reader for the following narrative of slave life” (46).  Through the tragic fates of Jefferson’s 

mixed-race daughters, Brown indicts a Christianity so wedded to the fiction of biological racial 

difference that it would rather countenance immorality than admit African Americans are human 

beings entitled to the same rights and privileges as whites. 

 We first meet Jefferson’s enslaved biracial daughters at a “‘Negro ball” (Brown 48), an 

event that, just a few pages earlier, Brown describes as a veritable den of iniquity: 

 In all the larger towns of the Southern States, there is a class of slaves who . . . are 
mulatto women, or quadroons, as they are known, and are distinguished for their 
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fascinating beauty.  Reader, when you take into consideration the fact, that 
amongst the slave population no safeguard is thrown around virtue, and no 
inducement held out to slave women to be chaste, you will not be surprised when 
we tell you that immorality and vice pervade the cities of the Southern States in a 
manner unknown in the cities and towns of the Northern States.  Indeed most of 
the slave women have no higher aspiration than that of becoming the finely-
dressed mistress of some white man.  And at Negro balls and parties, this class of 
women usually cut the greatest figure. (Brown 46) 

 
This description candidly discusses the open secret that, despite its widespread condemnation by 

most of white Christian society, miscegenation was quite common in the antebellum South.  

Brown alerts his British audience to the existence of an entire class of enslaved women who exist 

solely as sexual objects for white, presumably Christian, American slaveholders.  He may, as 

Fabi contends, offer a “sweeping indictment of black women” with his claim that their sole 

desire is to be the kept concubine of a wealthy white landowner (Clotel 256n8), but, from a 

different perspective, this observation about what enslaved black women want is, in a real sense, 

a statement of the obvious.  Enslaved black women have little else to aspire to other than to 

avoid the backbreaking labor that was fieldwork on an antebellum plantation.  Brown stresses 

that this desuetude is only possible in a land where “the moral and religious teaching in the slave 

states” is no “better than the laws” governing slavery (44).  Currer may mean well as she raised 

“Clotel and Althesa to attract attention . . . at balls and parties,” even if in Brown’s introduction 

to slavery, this mother is only setting her daughters on a road to perdition (47).  In other words, 

Clotel and Althesa are like many of their enslaved peers of the same sex:  their highest 

aspiration, which they learned from their mother, was to seek out a wealthy white gentleman and 

hope that he never tires of her, because other alternatives are even worse.   

 At one of these events, Clotel manages to attract the eye of just such a genteel Southern 

white man, Horatio Green.  Brown uses this occasion to draw attention to whiteness as a property 

that levels social class:  “These are democratic gatherings, where gentlemen, shopkeepers, and 
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their clerks, all appear upon terms of perfect equality” (48).  Gathered together to gaze at and 

possibly enjoy the displays of biracial femininity in attendance at the ball, their social 

distinctions are washed away by the homogenizing bleach of whiteness.  At the same time, 

Currer “appear[s] delighted at her daughter’s conquest” as Horatio promises the young slave girl 

that she “‘shall soon be free and [her] own mistress’” (48), but, as Brown illustrates through 

Clotel’s example, these words are devoid of sincerity and laws that delimit matrimony as a 

privilege reserved for those possessed with whiteness are to blame.  Green can only make his 

words true if he purchases his beloved at a slave auction, an event Brown uses to once more 

ridicule Christianity’s role in such a horrid transaction.  Currer may have worked to instill in her 

oldest daughter the importance of morality and virtue, but all of this catechism is simply used to 

justify adding “three hundred” dollars to her asking price, with her “chastity and virtue” serving 

to add “four hundred dollars more.”  The narrator concludes the sale of Clotel on the auction 

block with a passage intended to provoke shame and outrage in his readers:  “And this, too, in a 

city thronged with churches, whose tall spires look like so many signals pointing to heaven, and 

whose ministers preach that slavery is a God-ordained institution!” (50)  With this line, Brown 

spotlights the hypocrisy of a Christianity more than willing to build ostentatious steeples with 

slaveholder donations as its sits idly by as young women are sold as sexual playthings to the 

highest bidders.  The auctioneer tells would-be buyers that Clotel’s many virtues, Christianity 

included, make her “fit for a fancy girl for any one” possessed with whiteness, providing further 

damning evidence that true Christianity is irreconcilable with slavery (49). 

 Once sold to her lover, Clotel settles for an “outward marriage” to Horatio although well 

aware that “a union with her proscribed race was unrecognised by law” (Brown 64).  Brown 

employs a series of slavery puns, however, to foreshadow that Clotel’s happiness in achieving 
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her utmost desire—life as Horatio’s illicit wife—will be short lived.  Teased with what she 

would do if he were to leave her, Clotel explains to her husband-owner that if “mutual love” or 

the “dictates of his own conscience” cannot keep them together (64), then she “would not, if 

[she] could, hold [Horatio] by a single fetter” (65, emphasis added).  She phrases her response as 

a conditional, using the third-person modal verb ‘would,’ but, through her use of the past tense of 

can, she covertly acknowledges that, as an all-but-white individual made black and thus a piece 

of property by laws like the one-drop rule, she is powerless to stop Horatio should he leave her.  

Her love, a “marriage sanctioned by heaven, although unrecognised on earth” (65), exists in “a 

land where” white men “felt free to rule” and decide what behavior constituted criminal conduct 

“rather than God” (Nabers 94).  According to the laws of the United States and a Christianity 

complicit with the system of chattel slavery, it is no crime or sin for Horatio to keep Clotel as an 

unmarried concubine.  To behave in such a manner is only to reaffirm and claim the property 

rights inherent in whiteness.  Likewise, it is no crime or sin for Horatio to abandon Clotel for 

another woman, which, he of course does not hesitate to do.  He exults in his whiteness, or, as 

Brown cunningly phrases it, he lives “unfettered by the laws of the land,” so he sees nothing 

wrong in pursuing his “new impulse to ambition” for political office and desire for “variety in 

love” by seeking the hand of the young and white Gertrude (Brown 66).  Under the law, Clotel’s 

“black blood” renders her a slave and ineligible for the security that marriage laws provide white 

women as Christian ministers preach from their pulpits that God has no problem with chattel 

slavery. 

 Despite how much it contributed to her initial selling price, Clotel’s Christian faith does 

not prevent Horatio’s inconstancy, dooming her and her daughter to face the injustices of slavery 

head on.  Her sense of Christian propriety causes her to refuse to be Horatio’s concubine, 
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resulting in her being sold down South to the “town of Vicksburg . . . on the left bank of the 

Mississippi,” where she discovers that “her situation was far different from what it was in 

Virginia.”  The narrator explains that sexual jealousy is the reason for this marked difference:  

“Every married woman in the far South looks upon her husband as unfaithful, and regards every 

quadroon as a rival” (Brown 121).  Brown presents to his British readers a Christian nation 

where the sin of adultery is common place, with white men sexually violating black bodies with 

impunity as their white wives seethe with jealousy, itself one of the seven deadly sins.  This male 

freedom to enjoy both the privileges of marriage and the bodies of those they own as property 

pits white women against black women, making cooperation between the two impossible, and 

directly violates the tenets of so-called holy matrimony.  Gertrude, Horatio’s wronged white 

wife, succeeds in eliminating Clotel as a rival while also forcing her unfaithful husband to “drink 

of the cup of humiliation” by making his own daughter, Mary, work in their home “as a servant” 

(120).  But, before the young girl can begin her life of backbreaking labor, she must be, like 

Wilson’s Frado, “season[ed],” and made to work “without either bonnet or handkerchief upon 

her head” under the “hot sun” to darken the “fairness of her complexion” (129).  What biology 

fails to ensure—racial difference—Gertrude, as a woman possessed with whiteness, will 

guarantee by physically blackening her illegitimate step-daughter’s skin.  Yet, despite her efforts, 

Horatio’s wife cannot obliterate “the close resemblance between father and child.”  Brown’s 

narrator assures his readers that “[t]his child was not only white, but she was the granddaughter 

of Thomas Jefferson,” and he presents her abuse to point out the absurdity of slave laws intended 

to promote the fiction of racial difference in spite of physical evidence to the contrary.  

Eventually both mother and daughter escape slavery, but Brown has the former commit suicide 

rather than allow herself to be recaptured with the latter inevitably escaping across the ocean to 
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France.  Neither can live in a nation where the “judicial definition of racial identity” intended to 

protect the alleged purity of the white race “reproduced . . . racial subordination at the 

institutional level” (Harris 1741). 

 As for Althesa, like her light-skinned sister, she too enjoys a marriage sanctioned by 

heaven yet unrecognized by the law with Henry Morton.  Hailing from the “green mountains of 

Vermont,” this young man cannot believe it when he encounters “a beautiful young white girl of 

fifteen in the degraded position of a chattel slave,” prompting him “to purchase the young girl 

and make her his wife” (Brown 92).  This subplot whereby Jefferson’s second all-but-white slave 

daughter marries a tender-hearted yet naïve gentleman provides Brown with yet another 

opportunity to highlight the irrationality of the one-drop rule that is, to use the author’s own 

words, more concerned with the “semblance of things” than “reality” (64).  That is, the law 

dictating that “the children follow the condition of the mother” (173) exists only to further 

entrench the imaginary biological distinction between whiteness and blackness, with the law 

working to preserve whiteness as a valuable property which must be denied to those deemed 

ineligible.  In addition to mocking this racist logic that perpetuates the fiction of white racial 

purity, Brown has Althesa and her white husband both die from yellow fever, itself a disease to 

which, according to Kelly Wisecup, the medical and scientific literature of 1853 considered 

black bodies to be immune (4).  Brown, in killing both characters off with the same disease, 

undercuts the assumption that Althesa’s black ancestry somehow sets her apart and makes her 

different than her white husband. 

 Perhaps the largest takeaway from the stories of both Clotel and Althesa is that within the 

slavocracy blood quantum ultimately triumphs reputation, especially when the question of 

whiteness is on the line.  These two daughters should, by all rights, enjoy a measure of esteem 



 83 

and protection by virtue of their father’s reputation, but they cannot since the laws decree their 

blood to be an impure possible contagion to whiteness itself.  With the latter’s trip to the 

epicenter of the South, Brown does, however, present his readers with a figure who is denied 

whiteness simply due to lack of an established reputation: Salome Miller.  Brown’s incorporation 

of this true story (Fabi, Clotel 264n1) is interpreted by Mary Ganster as an example of his 

tendency to use “paratext and the space it opens up” in Clotel to “impe[l] readers to oppose 

slavery” and “also to think most critically about what they accept as . . . true about slavery, about 

slaves, or about texts” (435).13  Kidnapped by two white men, informed she was their property, 

and sexually “forced to take up with a Negro, and by him” produce three children (who were also 

enslaved), Salome’s story functions as an eye-opening example to Brown’s British readers that 

even phenotypically white individuals can and will be enslaved, particularly if they cannot 

produce a “free person” willing to vouch for their lily-white reputation and also risk the 

forfeiture of “the sum of one thousand dollars” if proven wrong (Brown 117).  Fortunately for 

Salome, a white woman appears who recognizes her as a fellow (white) passenger on a 

transatlantic ship, ending with the woman freed from bondage.  But her story serves as a prime 

example of how phenotype is no protection against laws designed to preserve the exclusivity of 

whiteness.  And in both cases, Jefferson’s daughters and Salome are enslaved as Christianity 

gives its tacit approval to such horrific examples of injustice.  The laws of the U.S., the novel 

suggests, are a direct result of a Christianity that has absolved itself of any moral standing. 

The Collective Incivility of a Civilization Dedicated to White Supremacy 

 Brown’s Clotel and Wilson’s Our Nig take firm stances against white Christianity’s drive 

to perpetuate and preserve white supremacy.  Their works highlight the inherent violence—

physical, sexual, and psychological—that white Christians inflict on non-white individuals in the 
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name of God and country.  Our Nig invites us inside a New England home, exposing how the 

need to protect and preserve whiteness as an exclusive property proves to be a mortal sin for 

Mrs. B. and disastrous for poor Frado.  Mrs. B.’s campaign to racialize Frado and alienate her 

from all of society contradicts her purported dedication to Christ, rendering her incapable of true 

Christian charity.  Similarly, Clotel presents British audiences a nation where the religious 

principles espoused by Methodism’s founder, John Wesley, have been sacrificed because of 

greed.  The Methodist minister Peck intentionally misreads Scripture to defend the right to own 

humans as chattel, revealing that his main concern is profit over converting the enslaved.  

Additionally, Brown’s novel, through the fate of Clotel, Althesa, and Salome, documents the 

absurdity of laws that use blood to maintain the myth of white racial purity and condemn 

individuals to live out their lives as slaves.  As examples of the literature of white estrangement, 

Clotel and Our Nig pinpoint whiteness as property, revealing how inimical the desire to exclude 

all others on the basis of phenotype or blood is to civilization and true Christian charity.  Brown 

and Wilson show that as long as whites who identify as Christian continue their racist ways, they 

will never truly follow in the footsteps of Christ. 
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NOTES 
 
 

1 See Greenspan, p. 291, for information on Clotel’s critical reception.  For information of Our 
Nig’s audience, or lack thereof, see Pratofiorito, “To Demand,” and Gardner, “‘This Attempt” 
and “Of Bottles and Books.”   
2 For a discussion of Methodism and its views on slavery, see Richey, pp. 58-59. 
3 For a discussion of Our Nig, Mrs. Bellmont, and the conventions of the slave narrative, see 
Foreman, “The Spoken,” p. 315. 
4 Breau quotes from the “Preface” to Wilson’s Our Nig, p. 3. 
5 See Gates and Ellis, “Appendix 4:  A Note on the Penguin Edition” in Our Nig, pp. cii-ciii, for 
criticisms of Foreman’s conclusion that Margaret Ann Smith is the real-life counterpart to 
Wilson’s fictional Mag Smith. 
6 For a similar reading of Mag’s character, see Ernest, “Economies,” p. 428. 
7 See Ellis, Harriet, pp. 88-100, for more details on the schismatic history of this congregation. 
8 White quotes from “Hayward,” Baltimore:  Its History and Its People, 2 vols. (New York:  
Lewis Historical, 1912), p. 48. 
9 For information on Baltimore’s role in the history of US Methodism, see Richey, p. 51. 
10 See Gossett, Race, pp. 54-83, for more information on the polygenetic theory of racial origins. 
11 See Finke and Stark, pp. 105-106, for information on Methodism’s gradual abandonment of 
their original abolitionist position. 
12 Harris cites F. James Davis, Who Is Black?, p 5. 
13 For a definition of paratext, see Ganster, p. 434. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Manifest Disorders of a Mistaken Destiny: 
John Rollin Ridge, María Amparo Ruiz de Burton, and the False Prophecies of Whiteness 

 
 In 1848, the United States and Mexico signed the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, bringing 

an end to the Mexican-American War begun in 1846.  According to Laura E. Gómez in Manifest 

Destinies:  The Making of Mexican American Race, Mexicans residing in lands that the treaty 

formally ceded to the United States were presented with three choices.  They could:  opt to move 

South of the newly created border; stay put on their homesteads and choose to retain their 

Mexican citizenship; or eventually become American citizens a year after the treaty’s ratification 

(43).  Gómez writes that “115,000 Mexicans became U.S. citizens” (1), but these newfound 

citizens discovered that their incorporation into the body politic of the United States came with a 

significant caveat: 

 With the citizenship provision, the Mexican legislature believed it had protected 
the rights of its citizens to retain Mexican citizenship or elect American 
citizenship.  What the legislators probably did not understand, however, was that 
federal citizenship was inferior to state citizenship in the United States.  Writing 
in 1828, Supreme Court Chief Justice John Marshall distinguished between the 
rights of federal citizens and state citizens:  those citizens who held only federal 
citizenship (this case dealt with citizens of the Florida territory) . . . had the 
protection of the Constitution (“the enjoyment of the privileges, rights, and 
immunities of the citizens of the United States”), but they did not have political 
rights.  Political rights, Marshall wrote, would not accrue to Florida’s citizens 
until they became state citizens as well. (43-44) 

 
This sleight-of-hand on the part of the U.S. government effectively denied political agency to 

those Mexicans who opted for American citizenship.   

Made federal citizens in 1849, Mexican Americans living in California when that state 

joined the Union on September 9, 1850, might be expected to have attained political subjectivity.  

Yet, as Jesse Alemán observes, just a year after this momentous occasion, legislation was swiftly 

passed to foreclose that possibility.  In California, the 1851 Land Law denied Mexican 
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Americans the right to property ownership as it targeted and invalidated pre-1848 

“Spanish/Mexican Land titles,” forcing many into costly legal fights to defend their titles against 

white settlers, called squatters.  The Mexican rancho system, dependent upon the free-range 

grazing of cattle, suddenly found itself losing the land necessary for this enterprise to Anglo 

Americans.  To make matters worse, these white settlers did not hesitate to shoot any offending 

cattle that might trespass on ‘their’ land and crops, causing the rancheros great losses in terms of 

livestock.  Further complicating the impoverished condition and diminished stature of the former 

Mexican citizens living in the newly American California was the infamous “1855 Vagrancy 

Act, commonly known as the ‘Greaser Act,’” that “forc[ed] ‘idle Mexicans’—namely those who 

could not find work—to pay a vagrancy fine in cash or through indentured labor.”  Shut out of an 

economy that had rapidly “shifted from pastoral to industrial,” the Mexican Americans living in 

California gradually were “relegat[ed] . . . to a wage-labor class previously occupied by mestizo 

and Indian workers.”  Alemán does remind us, however, of the irony inherent in the Californios 

social and economic descent:  “The seemingly secure status of ‘white’ citizenship conferred onto 

Mexican men at the 1849 California Constitutional Convention . . . rapidly gave way to other 

white men claiming citizenship and land rights in the West” (“Citizenship Rights” 6).  Initially, 

this landed-class of Mexicans actively discriminated against Native Americans and all those 

deemed non-white in the Convention to “insur[e] the social status of white Mexican men” (6-7), 

but this effort on the part of the “landed Californio”-class to preserve their social status at the 

expensive of a non-white racial other failed, because as Anglo Americans authored and passed 

laws designed to chip away at their land grants and wealth, they too lost their political power as 

citizens of the state of California (7). 
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 In a textbook example of what happens when the colonizer becomes the colonized, the 

Mexican Americans, many of whom represented the landed Californio-elite who anchored their 

claims to whiteness on “a kind of reverse one-drop rule: one drop of Spanish blood allowed them 

to claim whiteness under certain circumstances” (Gómez 5), conspired with white supremacist 

powers against Native Americans and other people of color in order to secure for themselves the 

rights and privileges of whiteness as property.1  But Anglo chauvinism, with its immanent sense 

of racial, moral, and intellectual superiority, rejected that claim to equality, hence the Californian 

legislation invalidating Mexican American land grants and rendering the majority of them 

paupers.  Perhaps what is most striking is how this systematic effort to reduce the influence and 

power of the native Californio population violated the spirit of Article VIII in the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo that promised them the rights of American citizenship.  The landed 

Californos learned the hard way that, when it came to the acquisition of wealth, white America 

did not hesitate to ignore treaties it found inconvenient to its primary goal of ensuring Anglo 

dominance, as María Amparo Ruiz de Burton, a member of the landed-Californio class and 

widow of a veteran of the U.S. Civil War, documents in her novel Who Would Have Thought It? 

(1872), which I discuss in this chapter, following my focus on John Rollin Ridge’s The Life and 

Adventures of Joaquín Murieta (1854). 

 When John Rollin Ridge, a mixed-blood Cherokee, arrived in California in 1850, the 

displaced Californio elite must have held some appeal to him as he drafted The Life and 

Adventures of Joaquín Murieta, since they existed as a group of people mistreated and deceived 

by the words and machinations of the U.S. government.  Given his life history, Ridge of all 

people knew first-hand the disastrous results that could arise because of cooperation with the 

dominant colonizing force.  His father, John Ridge, grandfather, Major Ridge, and uncle, Elias 
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Boudinot, along with cousin, Stand Watie, seeing how “harassed and mistreated” their people 

were by the state of Georgia, “came to believe that the only salvation for their Nation lay in 

surrendering their lands in the East,” and therefore signed the Treaty of New Echota on 

December 29, 1834, agreeing to move West (Dale and Litton, “Introduction,” xvi).2  According 

to James W. Parins’s biography of John Rollin Ridge, “Major Ridge reportedly said, ‘I have 

signed my death warrant’” (21).3  And, indeed he had, for just five years later, on June 22, 1839, 

assassins commissioned by anti-removal faction leader John Ross murdered Major Ridge, John 

Ridge, and Elias Boudinot, in retaliation for what was held to be their violation of “Cherokee law 

. . . that anyone involved in the sale of Cherokee land without the sanction of the people would 

be put to death” (29).  Of course, John Ross and those who resisted removal suffered terribly in 

what is today known as the Trail of Tears, which began on June 6, 1838.  But as Parins surmises:  

“[T]he resentment of those who had suffered and watched loved ones die had turned into a 

bitterness too deep to describe by the time they reached Indian territory.  This bitterness was not 

directed at the federal authorities responsible for the removal policy, nor at the individual 

officers and soldiers who had participated in the operation.  It was aimed, rather, at those who 

had signed the treaty” (28-29). 

Independent of the question whether the signers of this Treaty were in the wrong or not, 

what is glaringly obvious is how white intervention in Cherokee affairs proved disastrous for the 

Nation as a whole.  Prior to the signing of the 1834 removal treaty and the calamitous forced 

removal that followed in 1838, the Cherokee Nation was involved in an acculturation program 

that “they hoped would guarantee their national sovereignty in the face of the expanding Union 

or at least secure them a place within the Union” (Alemán “Assimilation” 78).  “By the early 

1830s, for instance, the Nation had already accepted American agricultural, economic, 
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educational, linguistic, and political practices alongside—if not over—Cherokee ways; some 

Cherokees, including the Ridges, even embraced slavery as a way of situating themselves within 

white cultural practices in the South” (77).   Alemán goes on to add:  “Of course, the Cherokees 

may have been mimicking American cultural practices in an attempt to keep Americans at bay, 

but they were fighting a losing battle, for while American Indian policy advocated the 

civilization of Indians, there was no place for civilized Indians in the American citizenry and its 

cultural imaginary” (78).  Once their efforts to assuage white rapacity for their lands failed, a 

small faction of Cherokees colluded with the colonizer in a last-ditch effort to preserve the 

Nation.  But as Edward Everett Dale and Gaston Litton attest in Cherokee Cavaliers, the 

assassinations of the eldest Ridge men and Boudinot were an unmitigated disaster for tribal 

unity.  “The Cherokee Nation was divided into two hostile camps.  Reprisals took place and 

murder and pillage were of common occurrence.  Near civil war existed and . . . [d]isturbed 

conditions existed for several years in spite of the efforts of the United States to adjust the 

difficulties between the hostile factions” (xviii-xix).  Turned against one another by pressures 

that originated in white Indian removal policies, the Cherokee Nation factions found relative 

peace in a treaty signed in 1846, yet this peace was to be short-lived when the U.S. Civil War 

began, the two opposing sides split along the North and South axis (xix).  Even in this 

disagreement, an Anglo practice adapted by Cherokees—chattel slavery—provoked tensions 

between rival factions that, upon the close of the U.S. Civil War, left “the Cherokee Nation . . . in 

a state of utter ruin and desolation” (xxii). 

These histories—the gradual displacement of the landed Californio elite and the 

aftermath of Cherokee Removal—establish the context for my putting Ridge’s The Life and 

Adventures of Joaquín Murieta and María Amparo Ruiz de Burton’s Who Would Have Thought 
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It? in dialogue with each other.  Both novels document racial discrimination and violations of a 

contract.  Ridge’s eponymous protagonist, Joaquín Murieta, represents the newly Americanized 

Mexican who learns that the promises of American citizenship are only for those deemed white 

by the dominant ideology.  Ruiz de Burton’s Lola Medina is the victim of a scheme to 

circumvent a contract designed to protect the young Mexican girl’s wealth.  This chapter 

continues the theme that I have previously discussed in the works of Apess, Brown, and Wilson, 

arguing that The Life and Adventures of Joaquín Murieta and Who Would Have Thought It? each 

draw attention to white policies intended to privilege and reify Anglo whiteness that were, and, 

still are, rooted in a national ideology steeped in Protestant Christianity.  As I will show, Ridge 

and Ruiz de Burton maintained complex and conflicted relationships and proximities to 

whiteness.  This knowledge gave them a facility to pinpoint Anglo hypocrisy that also, 

unfortunately, undermined the strength of their critiques.  I contend that both authors 

demonstrate that, much like Harriet Wilson’s father’s desire for her mother was rooted in her 

possession of whiteness, the dominant ideology reifying whiteness affects all individuals, 

regardless of their race or class.  Nevertheless, their criticisms of an American ethos rooted in an 

Anglo Protestantism ring true, meriting the following examination of the parallels these novels 

share concerning the allegedly honorable intentions of U.S. treaty law. 

With Promises Denied, Revenge will be Applied 

 Critics agree that The Life and Adventures of Joaquín Murieta functioned as a means for 

John Rollin Ridge to sublimate his desire to avenge the deaths of his father, grandfather, and 

uncle, not to mention what he perceived to be the U.S.’s culpability in the fractured state of the 

Cherokee Nation.  Parins writes:  “The trauma that must have been inflicted by witnessing the 

brutal murder of his father would itself have instilled a sense of revenge in the boy.  But the 
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prolonged struggle between his family and friends and their enemies doubtless fueled the 

smoldering fire” (51).  Indeed,  examination of Ridge’s correspondence with his cousin Stand 

Watie, the only surviving family member who signed the Treaty of New Echota, does reveal 

Ridge’s desire for vengeance against John Ross and the other members of his party.4  Reading 

into this biographical tragedy, Jace Weaver, in That the People Might Live, contends that “Ridge 

is not protesting the treatment of Natives by Amer-Europeans at all.  Rather he produces a thinly 

veiled revenge fantasy in which the Mexicans stand in for pro-Removal Cherokees and Anglos 

represent, not themselves, but other Cherokees—the Ross Party” (78).  Additionally, Tracey 

Jordan reads Ridge’s hero as “a fusion of Cherokee/American qualities within an allegory of 

Cherokee national character,” arguing that the novel represents Ridge’s “double revenge” against 

both the Ross party and the disastrous aftermath of a white-controlled American government’s 

meddling in Cherokee affairs, with Joaquín Murieta standing in “as the true upholder of both 

American and Cherokee ideals” (5).  In a move akin to Jordan’s, Lori Merish employs Gerald 

Vizenor’s concept of survivance, interpreting “Ridge’s depiction of the political unity among 

California Mexicans under Joaquín” as a mean through which to construct “a powerful fantasy of 

racial solidarity in the face of Anglo violence” and offer instead “an imaginative corrective to the 

painful fragmentation of his own community” (34).  While I agree with both Parins and Weaver 

that revenge was most definitely on Ridge’s mind when writing The Life and Adventures of 

Joaquín Murieta, like Jordan and Merish, I am more inclined to think Mexican Americans were 

a means through which Ridge sought to articulate his dissatisfaction with white American 

racism.  

For, in addition to the anger he harbored at the pro-Ross Cherokees, Ridge did not 

hesitate to express his disgust with white Anglo America and its culpability in both the Ridge-
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Ross feud and Native decline.  Writing in a “Postscript” to his mother, Sarah Bird Northrup 

Ridge, dated October 5, 1855, Ridge informs her of his request of Stand Watie for money to 

create “a newspaper devoted to the advocacy of Indian rights and interests.”  Tellingly, he 

dreams of working towards “handing down to posterity the great names of Indian history and 

doing justice to a deeply wronged and injured people” that will “impres[s] upon the records of 

the country a true and impartial account of the treatment which they have received at the hands 

of a civilized and Christian race!” (Cherokee Cavaliers 86-87).  The exclamation point alone 

evidences sarcasm, with Ridge clearly calling into question Anglo America’s claims to 

civilization and Christianity.  Ridge was fluent in Christianity and its tenets, so he was more than 

prepared to compare how well so-called civilized whites, even those in his novel he describes as 

representatives of the “ignorant and unlettered” (10), followed the teachings of the Bible.5  

Eventually exiled from the Cherokee Nation after fleeing prosecution from a Ross-dominated 

political order for the murder of David Kell, a member of the Ross faction purportedly hired to 

“provoke a fight . . . in order to have an excuse to kill him” (Parins 55), Ridge moved to 

California just in time to witness first-hand this self-proclaimed civilized Christian race 

oppressing Mexicans. 

While many have observed that Ridge’s characterization of Joaquín is replete with class 

signifiers suggesting how “civilized” he is, these readings fail to notice that he also possesses 

European heritage and hence a claim to whiteness.  Tracey Jordan sees “Yellow Bird’s hero . . . 

as the paragon of real civilization” in a novel filled with “Americans” who are “barely literate 

and racist” (16), while Joe Goeke contends that, “by portraying Joaquín as an educated man 

whose noble qualities are never completely extinguished by his thirst for vengeance, Ridge 

sought to establish Murieta as a social peer of literate Anglo-Americans” (457).  Yet, Ridge’s 
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own description of 1850s California severely calls into question the civility of the Anglo 

American order: 

 The country was then full of lawless and desperate men, who bore the name of 
Americans but failed to support the honor and dignity of that title.  A feeling was 
prevalent among this class of contempt for any and all Mexicans, whom they 
looked upon as no better than conquered subjects of the United States, having no 
rights who could stand before a haughtier and superior race.  They made no 
exceptions.  If the proud blood of the Castilians mounted to the cheek of a partial 
descendant of the Mexiques [sic], showing that he had inherited the old chivalrous 
spirit of his Spanish ancestry, they looked upon it as a saucy presumption in one 
so inferior to them. (9)  

 
Desperation and lawlessness characterize Anglo civilization in California in the text.  As Molly 

Crumpton Winter indicates, Ridge composed his novel to counter the “continuist rhetoric” 

whereby the Anglo authors of the state constitution located California’s role “in the teleology of 

the United States,” which is none other than “the official narrative of manifest destiny . . . based 

on the obdurate notion that placed Europeans at the pinnacle of creation” (260).  While correct, 

Winter elides the fact that only Anglo Europeans enjoyed a privileged role as God’s new chosen 

race destined to share in the providential narrative of the United States.  This unshaken belief in 

whiteness as the marker of national destiny, an idea that William Apess railed against in his 

writings, manifests itself in Ridge’s novel in the intellectual, moral, and physical superiority of 

white Californians, who do not hesitate to use racial violence to exclude Mexicans Americans 

like Joaquín from the rewards of the promised land.  That a dispute over whiteness as property is 

the culprit here Ridge leaves little doubt:  his text makes explicit Mexican claims to a shared 

European origin, making them potential rivals to Anglo Americans’ hold on whiteness as 

property.  In acknowledging the shared European roots of Mexicans and their white American 

aggressors, the novel belies the Anglo claim that Anglo European heritage is the sole prerequisite 

for true civilization. 



 95 

 This reference to the Spanish fantasy heritage, through which Mexican Americans staked 

their claims to whiteness, is important.  As Gómez reminds us, this strategy, itself an attempt to 

preserve the white status Mexicans enjoyed in their former roles as the colonizers of the area, 

resulted in their classification by the dominant Anglo-centric racial order as a race of people 

somewhere “between white and non-white,” which she describes as racially “off-white” (84).  

This categorization, according to Gómez, became necessary when the Treaty of Guadalupe 

Hidalgo introduced a legal paradox into the U.S.’s rigid social order dedicated to Anglo-

European racial supremacy.  After all, if Mexicans were to be naturalized as citizens, they would 

legally be white, “given that, at the time, naturalization was limited to white persons” (83).  That 

Ridge alludes to the alleged Spanish ancestry of Mexicans persecuted in his novel reveals his 

awareness that the racial conflict in California is the result of treaty law contradicting an 

established racial hierarchy denying whiteness to those who lack Anglo ancestry.  Ever so 

slightly revising Harris’s argument in “Whiteness as Property” that “racial identity was governed 

by blood, and white was preferred,” I would add that in 1850s California, only Anglo-European 

blood qualified one for the rights and privileges of whiteness as property (1738).  As Ridge’s 

novel demonstrates, in spite of Joaquín’s visible markers that signify Hispanic European origin, 

his blood is still considered impure, thus classifying him as not-white in both California and the 

United States. 

 The novel introduces Joaquín as a “man as remarkable in the annals of crime as any of 

the renowned robbers of the Old and New World” but insists that this chronicle of violence is 

told “not for the purpose of ministering to any depraved taste for the dark and horrible in human 

action.”  Instead, the narrator rationalizes telling this fascinating man’s story in terms evocative 

of a morality tale:  “The character of this truly wonderful man was nothing more than a natural 
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production of the social and moral condition of the country in which he lived, acting upon certain 

peculiar circumstances favorable to such a result, and, consequently, his individual history is a 

part of the most valuable history of the State” (7).  The novel simultaneously insists that 

Joaquín’s story is an integral component of California history and that Anglo civilization—its 

morals and racially stratified social hierarchy—causes his criminal behavior.   

But, before Joaquín becomes criminally radicalized by the systemic racism directed 

towards U.S. citizens of Mexican descent, he expresses “enthusiastic admiration of the American 

character,” which fills him “full of the exhilarating spirit of adventure” and prompts him to 

pursue U.S. citizenship (8).  Yet, unfortunately, as the novel makes obvious, the same individuals 

whom Joaquín so admires are intent on keeping whiteness as property exclusively in the hands of 

Anglos.  They use brutal and immoral means to deny him the rights and privileges supposedly 

guaranteed to him as a citizen of both California and the United States by the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hildago.  In his first attempt at creating a home in California, he encounters “a band 

of lawless men” who order him to “leave his claim as they would allow no Mexicans to work in 

that region.”  Aware of his rights, Joaquín protests, only to be forcibly restrained and made 

witness to the sexual assault of his “mistress” (10).  Intent on enforcing their exclusionary right 

to whiteness as property, the white Americans who target Joaquín resort to barbarity, using 

sexual violence to compel him to abandon his effort to become an American homesteader.  This 

act—rape—is something that Joaquín and his men most explicitly do not do.  His anger at his 

compatriots for kidnapping Rosalie, a young American white girl, serves as visible testimony 

that he considers himself and fellow gang members too civilized to “engage in business of this 

kind” (104). 
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Shaken yet undeterred in his desire to become an American citizen, Joaquín perseveres 

and heads further North into California mine territory, only to encounter more white racial 

aggression:  “A company of unprincipled Americans—shame that there should be such bearing 

the name!—saw his retreat, coveted his little home surrounded by its fertile tract of land, and 

drove him from it, with no other excuse than that he was ‘an infernal Mexican intruder!’” (10, 

emphasis added).  Significantly, Ridge frames the rabid desire on the part of white settlers for 

Mexican American-owned land as a violation of the tenth and final Christian commandment 

found in Exodus 20:17:  “Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s house, thou shalt not covet thy 

neighbour’s wife, nor his manservant, nor his maidservant, nor his ox, nor his ass, nor anything 

that is thy neighbour’s.”  Having raped Joaquin’s mistress and driven him twice from his lands, 

racist aggressors violate the spirit of the treaty, an act that in itself, the narrator insinuates, 

exposes their motives to be unbiblical and unchristian-like.  Moreover, with the word “covet,” 

Ridge indicts the drive to expel Mexican Americans from their lands as inherently sinful and 

contrary to the word of God.  This move may, as Goeke points out, have “cleared a middle 

ground for his [white] readers” to identify as principled Americans and thus “read his attacks on 

racial prejudice, identify with Murieta, and remain morally complacent about his death at the 

hands of state-sponsored rangers” (458).  Also, in my reading of the text, this sentiment is 

striking in how it resonates with Apess’s argument in “An Indian’s Looking-Glass for the White 

Man” condemning the New England Protestant elite’s investment in whiteness as a marker of 

communal and national belonging.  The racist principles that Apess decries in white Christian 

hearts are now, in Ridge’s world, transposed from the New England elite to the decidedly non-

elite white settlers of the Californian countryside.  But the fact still remains:  white supremacy 

has simply migrated from the East Coast to the West Coast and from one class to another.  
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These racist whites exemplify those who, Ridge, writing elsewhere on Anglo violence 

against “the Digger Indians” of California, alleges are guilty of “civilized ignorance,” a force 

which “seems to destroy the finest feelings of nature, while it denies those delicate sensibilities 

which belong to cultivated minds” (qtd. in Christensen 68-69).6  Peter G. Christensen argues that 

Ridge’s oxymoron—“civilized ignorance”—is evidence of his allegiance to “Euro-American 

society,” citing the fact that his mother and a number of other relatives were indeed white (69).  

Although it is true that Ridge admired much of Anglo American society, his juxtaposition of 

these two contradictory terms also pushes back against the dominant narrative that the U.S. 

represents the pinnacle of human moral and intellectual civilization.  With this expression, Ridge 

hints that racial strife is the unfortunate byproduct of American civilization itself, as he depicts 

white American settlers who, firm in their belief that the continent was destined for them and 

them alone, use violence to eradicate the threat to Anglo dominance introduced by treaty law.  

Ultimately, Ridge has his protagonist suffer a third and markedly final indignity at the 

hands of white Americans that proves to be the would-be Americanized Mexican’s breaking 

point.  Accused of horse thievery, he encounters a “furious mob” that “listened to no 

explanation” from Mexicans and “bound him to a tree, and publicly disgraced him with the 

lash.”  Joaquín may suffer an indignity here but fares far better than his half-brother:  “[The 

white mob] then proceed to the house of his half-brother and hung him without judge or jury.” 

(12).  Denied due process or the right to explain himself, since, to white ears the words of a 

Mexican are inherently untrustworthy, Joaquín and his half-brother experience racist violence 

personally, with the former openly humiliated and the latter lynched without any recourse to the 

California legal system.  Rights supposedly promised by treaty to all U.S. citizens of California 

do not apply to Ridge’s hero or his brother.  This injustice, the narrator explains, transforms 
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Joaquín irrevocably:  “Wanton cruelty and the tyranny of prejudice had reached its climax.  His 

soul swelled beyond its former boundaries, and the barriers of honor, rocked into atoms by the 

strong passion which shook his heart like an earthquake, crumbled around him.  Then it was that 

he declared to a friend that he would live henceforth for revenge and that his path should be 

marked with blood” (12-13).  At this pivotal moment in the text, the civilized ignorance of white 

Americans metamorphoses Joaquín into an avenger of racial injustice who offers a direct and 

spectacularly violent challenge to the Anglo civil order of California.7 

 Tracey Jordan sees a “balanced symmetry” in “Joaquín’s response,” contending that he 

“answers a racist society with a racist ‘demon’” (7), and I agree.  In radicalizing Joaquín through 

their violent efforts to deny him the rights and privileges of whiteness, the racist white 

Californians have unleashed Hell on Earth.  Merish interprets Joaquín as a “sort of nineteenth-

century superhero who embodies magical powers to defy Euroamerican epistemological and 

physical apprehension” (52), and the narrator does marvel at Joaquín’s “magical luck” (Ridge 

58), even going so far as to suggest the existence of “an invisible guardian fiend” watching over 

him and aiding in his escape from justice (51).  But, it is Three-Fingered Jack, perhaps the most 

homicidal and brutal of all of Joaquín’s men, “mounted upon a raven-black horse,” who 

resembles “old Satan himself, mounted upon a hell-born beast, after he had been ‘let loose for a 

thousand years’” (84).  With this biblical allusion to Revelation, the narrative evokes the 

eschatological end times, positing that white racial violence has invited the apocalypse itself in 

the guise of bandits intent on shedding white American blood. 

 In a very real sense, Ridge’s novel blames white Californians dedicated to Anglo 

supremacy for their own damnation, especially when the narrator defends Joaquín and his 

renegades to his white middle-class readers.  For instance, the novel proclaims that those who 
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would “sneer” at Carmelita, “pouring her tears upon” Reyez Feliz’s injured body “like a healing 

balm,” are the “rigid righteous” incapable of empathy, since they cannot recognize or 

comprehend the beauty of a woman’s love for “a world-hated criminal” as she “weeps alone and 

naked in a desert” (40).  This pull at the reader’s heartstrings, while mawkishly sentimental, puts 

Ridge’s readers on alert, forcing them to confront their own biases and possible inability to find 

common humanity with Carmelita or her injured lover, Reyes.  Then the second appearance of 

these two lovers provides the narrator an opportunity to truly wax biblical.  When Reyez Feliz, 

like all his fellow bandits, is hanged, Carmelita becomes so distraught, she “wandered alone in 

the woods, weeping and tearing her hair.”  She is “found . . . cold and ghastly” in the “still 

beauty of death.”  Buried alongside the mortal remains of her late lover, the narrator explains 

why “the winds shall whisper as mournfully over their graves as if the purest and best of mortal 

dust reposed below” (54): 

 All-loving Nature is no respecter of persons, and takes to her bosom all her 
children when they have ceased their wanderings, eases their heartaches in her 
embracing arms.  We may go down to our graves with the scorn of an indignant 
world upon us, which hurls us from its presence—but the eternal God allows no 
fragment of our souls, no atom of our dust, to be lost from his universe.  Poised on 
our own immortality, we may defy the human race and all that exists beneath the 
throne of God! (55, emphasis added) 

 
Jordan sees in this passage of “a feminine nature and a masculine God” an “updated” reworking 

of the Cherokee “Selu and Kana’ti (Corn Woman and Master of Game)” who both “preside over 

a fictional universe uniting the opposing genders within a harmonious reciprocity” (17), but I 

also see a clear interpolation of Acts 10:34—“Then Peter opened his mouth, and said, Of a truth I 

perceive that God is no respecter of persons.”  This verse, a favorite of Apess’s that he used 

alongside his frequent citations of Paul in his sermons attacking white Protestant racism, 

proclaims that the divine acknowledges no differences of race or class.8  Yet, here, as the 
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narrator indicates, it is a feminine nature that envelopes all, regardless of race, class, or criminal 

record, which is in itself part of a system designed by God to preserve all for eternity.  Reyez 

Feliz and Carmelita, despised and reviled as Mexican intruders and criminals by an indignant 

white society incapable of remembering that they were the original aggressors, will persist, even 

in the afterlife.  Their defiance of an Anglo-dominated social order is not for naught, in other 

words.  They will in death enjoy the equality promised to all by a natural order ordained by God 

that was denied them in life.  Reminding his white readers that these reviled criminals too 

possess immortal souls, Ridge’s novel tacitly indicts white American racism for its failure to 

adhere to the natural laws of God that admit of no difference.  

 Regardless of this message intended to promote racial justice, in the clash of competing 

claims to civilization and whiteness, the Anglo order wins in The Life and Adventures of Joaquín 

Murieta.  But it is a pyrrhic victory.  The novel suggests that it ultimately could have been 

avoided had white Californians not persecuted Joaquín and denied him the right to live in peace 

as an American citizen.  The narrator makes this point abundantly clear when reflecting on the 

renegade’s demise at the hands of Captain Harry Love:  “He also leaves behind him the 

important lesson that there is nothing so dangerous in its consequences as injustice to 

individuals—whether it arise from prejudice of color or from any other source; that a wrong 

done to one man is a wrong to society and to the world” (158, emphasis in original).  Molly 

Winter observes that this passage implies “that the destruction of the state would have been the 

result of the ‘tyranny of prejudice’ displayed by white Californians” if Joaquín’s crime wave had 

not been stopped (273).  While I agree, I also recall the novel’s earlier reminder that both nature 

and God respect no persons on the basis of race or ethnicity.  To blatantly go against this natural 

order is to risk unleashing a power that threatens to destroy society altogether.  Having broken 
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one of the Ten Commandments in seizing Joaquín’s land and creating a society in direct conflict 

with both God and His creation, white Californians court disaster.  Their failure to acknowledge 

Joaquín and other Mexicans as fellow citizens who possess shared claims to civilization and 

European heritage (i.e., whiteness)—in other words, they are equals—is the ultimate sin against 

society and the world.  Joaquín’s “hatred to the whole [white] American race” and his 

concomitant determination to “shed their blood, whenever and wherever an opportunity 

occurred” is a direct result of whites’ unwillingness to honor the terms of the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo (Ridge 14).  The novel ends with the message that to engage in racial 

prejudice is to invite bloodshed. 

Of Cherokees, Mexicans, and Ridge’s Racism 

 I contend that Ridge could not help but see parallels between the Cherokees and Mexican 

Americans living in California, especially how both were denied full political subjectivity in the 

United States.  After all, his people possessed a disputed claim to both civilization, and, in the 

case of himself and other mixed-blood Cherokees like him, to whiteness.  As noted earlier, 

Alemán observes that Ridge, “[c]oming from a slaveholding family, and a slave owner himself, . 

. . obviously banked on his whiteness, especially when he arrived in California” even as he 

simultaneously wanted to chronicle white American misconduct towards the Cherokee people.  

Alemán takes this duality as evidence of “how the Cherokees’ civilization program generated 

divided Indian subjects torn between self-hatred and anger at Americans” (79), which frames 

Ridge as a negative example of biculturalism.  Ridge adapted to Anglo behaviors and attitudes 

about race but nevertheless still identified and took pride in his Cherokee identity.  He believed 

that the Cherokee Nation, although involved in an internecine political struggle, would not 

vanish entirely.  He wrote editorials in the late 1850s calling for the U.S. to “grant statehood to 



 103 

the Indian territories” thereby making Native Americans within these territories naturalized 

citizens with full political rights (Parins 175). 

 Mark Rifkin’s analysis of Ridge’s apparent classism also offers a lens through which to 

understand his contradictory stances on race.  Turning to post-colonial theory, Rifkin writes that, 

 . . . in the context of imperialism an elite emerges, and in mediating between 
imperial institutions and the majority of the native population, those in it are 
interpellated into the dominant ideologies of such institutions.  Rather than 
reaffirming imperial control, though, the elite resists the authority of the imperial 
power while largely retaining its political and economic modalities as the 
privileged form for expressing an anti-imperial national identity—one that also 
allows for the consolidation of the class privilege gained by the elite.  Thus, elite 
Cherokee representations reiterate the discourses and logics of imperial policy, 
displacing or disavowing alternative indigenous forms of collective articulation, 
organization, and mobilization. (42) 

 
That Ridge considered himself part of this elite, there is no doubt.  His disregard for alternative 

expressions of Cherokee identity, Rifkin adds, reflects his commitment to a “‘civilized’ model of 

nationality” that considers “traditional beliefs, practices, and social formations” as “subaltern” 

(42).  Just as Ridge and other elite Cherokees absorbed the dominant rhetoric about class, they 

incorporated the colonizer’s ideas about race.  As a mixed race individual with a Cherokee father 

and white mother, Ridge wanted the U.S. to recognize his whiteness and his Cherokee heritage, 

granting both full political equality.  His novel may substitute an elite, educated member of 

California society for a Cherokee person like him, but Ridge and his protagonist faced a nation 

unwilling to grant full political autonomy to subjects it deemed non-white, particularly when it 

came to pure unadulterated Anglo descent predicated on blood.   

Although not part of the African American canon through which Veronica T. Watson 

articulates the idea of the literature of white estrangement, Ridge’s text nonetheless documents 

the “often uncivilized ‘nature’ of Whiteness as it is constructed” in his “worl[d]” (5).  His novel 

is an instance of white estrangement rooted in a disputed and denied claim to whiteness.  He can 
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understand the “law as an instrument of Anglo hegemony” (Merish 57) because he knows first-

hand what it means to be denied the rights and privileges of U.S. citizenship.  He sees in the 

dispossessed, formerly elite Mexican Americans after the Treaty of Guadalupe Hildalgo a 

parallel to the Cherokees who also experienced Anglo racism aimed at excluding them from the 

body politic of the United States.  And, as his own life story shows, Ridge knows personally 

what violence such a denial can produce. 

 Instances of Ridge’s own racial prejudices do surface in his novel, especially towards 

Chinese and indigenous Californian characters, demonstrating his own internalization of the 

dominant ideology.  Showing his future allegiance to the anti-immigrant Know-Nothing Party, 

Ridge has his narrator say of the murder of Chinese immigrants:  “It was a politic stroke in Reis 

to kill Chinamen in preference to Americans, for no one cared for so alien a class, and they were 

left to shift for themselves” (97).9  This passage may possess “a satirical bite suggesting 

underlying social criticism,” as it alludes to white American indifference over the murder of 

these foreign-born individuals as opposed to the outrage they display over the murder of one of 

their own, but Goeke correctly notices that Ridge “fails to evoke much sympathy for the 

Chinese” (465).  As for the downtrodden indigenous characters in his novel, their 

characterization shows that Ridge’s Anglo education was thorough.  As Blake M. Hausman 

notes, Ridge “believed that Cherokees and other eastern tribes were more evolved than people 

indigenous to the West Coast” (7).  But, as Hausman reminds us, it is possible to argue that 

Ridge’s racist imagery might be “a bait-and-switch, designed to ingratiate the author to his 

Anglophone readers while simultaneously using those characters to ridicule the ineptness of the 

Anglophone enterprise” (8), and I end my discussion of Ridge’s novel with an example of this 

tactic that points to its larger critique of the United States and its inability to honor treaty law. 
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 Ridge informs readers that the “ignorant Indians had suffered for many a deed which had 

been perpetrated by civilized hands” before providing evidence that those “supposed to have 

been killed by Indians” instead “bea[r] upon their bodies the marks of knives and bullets quite as 

frequently as arrows” (27).  This observation pushes back against the savage-civilized binary, 

indicating that whites are the real savages who do not scruple to murder one another for 

pecuniary gain and then blame (and violently punish) Native Americans for their crimes.  The 

“Tejons,” actually the Miwoks, as Hausman indicates (7), are described as “cowardly” yet 

somehow manage to accomplish what was heretofore impossible for the Anglos:  the capture of 

Joaquín Murieta and his gang (Ridge 37).10  But, significantly, in perhaps a tacit 

acknowledgment of the twice-colonized status of indigenous Californians, the narrator explains 

that their cowardice originated from the “bump of caution” placed on their “heads” (38).  Subject 

to Mexican colonization first and now American colonial control, the Tejons in the novel are 

wise to be cautious when dealing with Californians of both races.  Ridge is most racist when he 

describes the “Digger Indians” employed as “bearers of letters” who “are exceedingly faithful in 

this business, having a superstitious dread of that mysterious power which makes a paper talk 

without a mouth” (130, emphasis in original).  However, this stereotype also functions as a 

covert indictment of U.S. treaty law.  The Indians in the novel have reason to experience dread, 

for in addition to producing speech independent of a mouth, these letters also produce the most 

spectacular violence.  Whether personal correspondence or legal document, written text can and 

does lead to death and destruction for Native Americans, in both the novel and real life.  With the 

signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the Miwoks suddenly found themselves under new 

imperial rule but still at the bottom of a social hierarchy that treated them terribly.  This passage 

does reflect common Anglo racist assumptions about the indigenous Californians, but their 
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apparent fear of these written documents also suggests an awareness that these letters possess the 

potential to produce catastrophic real-world results. 

 To be certain, I am not arguing that Ridge was confused.  He did see in Mexican 

American grievances with Anglo dominance a parallel to the Cherokee Nation’s denial of 

political subjectivity, but only because he could recognize them as possessing a legitimate claim 

to civilization itself based on the racist pseudoscience of the day arguing that human 

development was evolutionary.  That is where he draws the line as to who constitutes an 

individual deserving of social, legal, and political justice.  Ridge, so invested in his class 

privilege and thoroughly educated in Anglo epistemology, internalized the dominant discourse’s 

racial prejudices, and as my analysis of María Amparo Ruiz de Burton’s Who Would Have 

Thought It? will demonstrate, so did she.  

Of False Prophets and False Prophecies 

 Like Ridge, María Amparo Ruiz de Burton considered herself part of an elite, here 

defined as a member of the Californio population.  As Margaret D. Jacobs informs us, this social 

classification was reserved only for “[t]hose who claimed pure Spanish blood (liempieza de 

sangre)” (214).  Regardless, after the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, Mexicans of 

this category experienced what Gómez describes as “[d]ouble colonization,” putting them in the 

awkward position of “naviga[ting] two different racial regimes entirely,” which “resulted in a 

situation in which everyone, including elites of all races, jockeyed for position and defined 

themselves and others in an undeniably multi-racial terrain” (48).  Ruiz de Burton grew up in a 

social racial hierarchy that “placed Spaniards at the top, Indian/Spanish mestizos in the middle, 

and Indians, blacks, and Indian/black mestizos at the bottom” (51).  But, as Jacobs notes, 

whiteness for Mexicans shared some similarities with the dominant Anglo racial order, 



 107 

particularly the distinction made between “gente sin razón, or indigenous people” and the “gente 

de razón.” At the same time, it was distinctively different.  Mexican racism mirrored the Anglo 

“civilized/savage dichotomy,” but it did not reify or require “allegedly pure ‘White’ blood” to be 

considered white (214).  Nevertheless, Ruiz de Burton recognized that to be perceived as a “full-

fledged American . . . she needed to be White” (221).  Navigating this complicated racial 

background, Ruiz de Burton critiqued Anglo imperialist denial of whiteness to the Mexicans the 

U.S. had absorbed as citizens, but as Alemán points out, her “novel’s emphasis on Mexican 

whiteness itself comes at the expense of Native, Irish, and African Americans” (“‘Thank God’” 

99). 

 Ruiz de Burton’s racism in her first novel is obvious.  In “Citizenship and Colonial 

Whites:  The Cultural Work of María Amparo Ruiz de Burton’s Novels,” Alemán draws 

attention to how the novel’s depiction of Native Americans as “horrid savages” (Ruiz de Burton 

30) responsible for the abduction of Lola Medina’s mother, Doña Theresa, glosses over the 

history of “Spanish/Mexican colonialism,” eliding the fact that she and other wealthy Mexicans 

were targeted primarily “because they dispossessed Native Americans of their lands and 

resources” as the original colonizers of California (11).11  With regard to the Irish who appear in 

the novel, Anne Elizabeth Goldman contends that “Ruiz de Burton’s besmirching of” these 

characters with coded non-white racial signifiers is the means through which the Catholic author 

wards off her “anxiety” about the “possibility of a religious cross-racial alliance” while 

simultaneously reaffirming the whiteness of Who Would Have Thought It?’s protagonist, Lola 

Medina (88).  In a further display of Ruiz de Burton’s interpellation by the dominant racist 

Anglo ideology, she wrote a Civil War novel that elides the question of slavery, a fact which, 

according to Alemán, suggests an awareness on Ruiz de Burton’s part that a focus on slavery 
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might have “raised problems for the text’s larger cultural work of reimagining Mexican 

whiteness.”  He adds that her project is undermined by the novel’s “recircula[tion]” of “its own 

racist paradigms of blackness by aligning Mexican whiteness with the whiteness of displaced 

Southerners” (“‘Thank God’” 107).  On this last point, Gretchen Murphy singles out the novel’s 

“repeated implications that American politicians are ‘courting’ African Americans at the expense 

of justice to whites” (148), directing readers to this troubling assertion from Julian Norval, the 

son and future Anglo husband of Lola Medina:  “I did not bargain to surrender my freedom to 

give it to Sambo” (Ruiz de Burton 243).  This sentiment, unsurprisingly, was one shared by 

Ridge in his journalism, where he “attacked the abolitionist press for its moralistic stance” 

(Parins 200), deriding its rhetoric in his editorials as “‘Puritanical cant’” responsible for “‘an 

oppression which makes the negro free and enslaves the white man’” (Ridge qtd. in Parins 

200).12 

 Yet, despite her valorization of whiteness, Ruiz de Burton critiques Protestant Anglo 

chauvinism, and, as this section argues, she does so from a distinctively Catholic vantage point.  

Shimberlee Jirón-King, building on Jenny Franchot’s study of anti-Catholic nineteenth-century 

rhetoric in Roads to Rome:  The Antebellum Encounter with Catholicism, reads Ruiz de Burton’s 

novel as a Catholic “complaint regarding the discourses of Manifest Destiny.”  Specifically, Who 

Would Have Thought It? targets the Protestant tendency to “semantically imbue this phrase with 

deific or performative powers” authorizing their appropriation of Mexican property and the 

subjugation of all those deemed outside the scope of this divine project.  Jirón-King also notes 

Ruiz de Burton’s anger at the Anglo refusal to honor the citizenship clause of the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo and live up to their word (22).   
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This failure to reconcile their word with their behavior allows Ruiz de Burton to lodge a 

devastating Catholic critique of white Protestant ethics in the nineteenth-century U.S.  Her 

assessment of Anglo-Saxon Protestantism originates from the Reformation, specifically the 

question over “sola fide” or “the doctrine of justification by faith” alone versus the belief that 

works also contribute to an individual’s salvation (McGrath and Marks 6).  This issue, of course, 

“contribu[ted] significantly to the emergence of divisions within Western Christianity” (McGrath 

xi), with the Catholic Church continuing to privilege works as part of a believer’s salvation and 

Protestants, in this case, Calvinists, insisting that “the consequence of faith is thus worship and 

repentance” (McGrath and Marks 7).  Whereas Apess used this Protestant doctrine indirectly to 

argue for the equality of all as members of the Church, Ruiz de Burton calls the Protestant belief 

in sola fide into question, illustrating that to separate faith from works produces morally 

bankrupt individuals who are far from penitent and whose worship and belief in God are only for 

show.  Ruiz de Burton has the former Presbyterian minister Hackwell, after all of his 

machinations to marry the young Lola Medina and secure her fortune fail, proclaim that he 

“hate[s] repentance” and can “fully sympathize with Satan in that respect” (Ruiz de Burton 276). 

He blasts the “bigoted Catholics” and their belief “in the efficacy of remorse . . . which they call 

contrition” (277).  In Ruiz de Burton’s novel, Presbyterians like Hackwell and Mrs. Norval have 

much to be remorseful for before the eyes of God.  She casts the white Protestants of New 

England in a harsh light, revealing that they are not the paragons of creation manifest destiny 

purports them to be. 

As Who Would Have Thought It? suggests, the greed and rapacious racism of the New 

Englanders who believe wholeheartedly in manifest destiny originate in the Sunday pulpit.  On 

the very first page, Hackwell advocates the need to vilify others, asking, “‘What would the good 
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and proper people of this world do if there were no rogues in it,—no social delinquents?” (Ruiz 

de Burton 1).  Hackwell derides Dr. Norval, a white man despised by his homogenous New 

England community for his “most unnatural liking for foreigners” (3).  But more insidious than 

Hackwell’s willingness to entertain and stoke the prejudices of his congregation is his approach 

to the ministry as just one occupation among many.  Here Ruiz de Burton launches her most 

devastatingly subtle, Catholic condemnation of the confluence of capitalism and Protestantism.  

When asked by his friend, Hammerhard, why he abandoned a legal career in favor of “easy 

preaching” and chose to become a “blue Presbyterian” as opposed to a “Methodist or an 

Episcopalian” (36), Hackwell’s explanation is one that would raise many a Catholic eyebrow: 

 “Don’t you remember that when we were in college the boys used to call me 
Johnny ‘whole-hog’?” . . . “Well, it was on account of a tendency of mine, which 
has not left me, never to do anything by halves, but to go the whole length in 
anything I undertake.  If I had left the practice of law to become an Episcopalian 
preacher, I would not have stopped there,—I could have ended by being a 
Catholic priest.  Then I could not have married; and imagine what a loss that 
would have been to the ladies!  Think of that!” (37) 

 
Further, Hackwell, unlike a Catholic priest, has not taken a vow of poverty.  The man preaches 

for remunerative gain, which, judging by his complaints over the “penurious Yankees” who 

make up his congregation, is not very lucrative (2).  Hackwell is, quite essentially, a hack, on the 

make.  In a capitalist society like the U.S., he finds it easy to go from the law to the clergy and 

back again because he is constantly on the search for new streams of income.  He is also sexually 

licentious and views women as objects who exist only for his gratification.  He sexually assaults 

Mrs. Norval’s sister, Lavinia, showing that  “his thoughts . . . had never been what should be in 

the head of a parson” (81).  He seduces Mrs. Norval after the reported death of her husband, Dr. 

Norval, encouraging her to engage in a clandestine marriage with him.  Even after marrying her, 

he lusts after the young Lola Medina and her fortune.  Freed from both vows integral to the 
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Catholic conception of the role of a priest—the vow of poverty and the vow of celibacy—

Hackwell is a mercenary willing to engage in a multitude of sins if it means it will fill his coffers.  

His words as a minister do not conform to his acts as a man.   

In Ruiz de Burton’s novel, Lola serves as a counterpart to Ridge’s Joaquín Murieta, and 

like the latter’s fate, which hinged on the white Californians’ inability to honor the terms of the 

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, hers too “relies upon a single document,” that of “her mother’s 

narrative” (Ybarra 139).  Her experiences with the Norval family, especially her antagonistic 

relationship with its stern matriarch, Mrs. Norval, and the duplicitous Hackwell, are the means 

through which Ruiz de Burton indicts Protestant New England’s incapacity to honor treaty law.   

On the surface, the plot of Who Would Have Thought It? bears uncanny similarities with 

Harriet E. Wilson’s Our Nig.  Born in Indian captivity somewhere in Mexico and orphaned after 

her mother’s death, Lola, like Wilson’s Nig, finds herself a racial outsider living with a white 

New England Protestant family upon her rescue by Dr. Norval.  In this home, Lola encounters a 

stern matriarch to rival Mrs. B. in terms of racism and overt hostility.  Pablo A. Ramirez sees 

Mrs. Norval’s characterization as so over the top that “one could argue the story is hers rather 

than Lola’s.”  He reads into her narrative the “downfall and degradation of the Republican 

Mother,” whose loss of control over her “desires and impulses” renders her incapable of 

“disciplining racial others” and therefore makes her unfit to fulfill her “role in the imperialist 

project” of manifest destiny (150).  I, however, do not dismiss Mrs. Norval as an imperial failure 

as Ramirez and Julie Ruiz seem to do, using the work of Amy Kaplan’s “Manifest 

Domesticity.”13  Manifest domesticity does not apply in my reading of the novel.  Mrs. Norval 

may, as Ramirez states, end up “eventually suffering a complete moral and mental collapse” 

(151), but she still aggrandizes her family’s fortunes through the unlawful appropriation of Lola 
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Medina’s wealth.  In addition, Mrs. Norval fails in her efforts to discipline Lola well before her 

collapse.  Faced with a woman who attempts to subvert her Catholic faith, Lola offers resistance, 

“cr[ying] so much” and “behav[ing] so irreverently” that Mrs. Norval only “with great reluctance 

permitted her” to attend services elsewhere (Ruiz de Burton 55).  Inevitably, Dr. Norval 

intervenes, and true to his promise to her late mother, sends the young girl to live in a convent.  

For almost one-hundred twenty pages of the novel, she resides far outside the Norvals’ new New 

York City home purchased with her money.  The home Mrs. Norval loses control of, in other 

words, was not hers to begin with, but the fact she retains it after her implosion proves that her 

work in the imperialist project of manifest destiny succeeds. 

Well before Mrs. Norval can conspire with the unscrupulous Reverend Hackwell to steal 

Lola’s wealth, the novel reveals this woman’s religious hypocrisy.  The reverend may be her 

“Ithuriel” (Ruiz de Burton 136), a reference, as Amelia María de la Luz observes, to the angel 

capable of “unmasking disguises” in John Milton’s Paradise Lost (Who Would Have Thought It? 

315n136), but there had to be something impure to begin with inside Mrs. Norval for Hackwell 

to expose.  This New England matriarch has “only one passion,—her religious bigotry,—which 

had inspired her with a strong hatred toward everything and everybody that was not 

Presbyterian” (232), a hatred which Reverend Hackwell had a part in nurturing.  On the surface, 

this observation plays into sectarianism and obvious Protestant anti-Catholic bias, but on the 

level of subtext, it indicates that her racism is indeed her religion.  From the moment she lays 

eyes on Lola Medina, whose skin has been dyed dark by her former Indian captors, Mrs. Norval 

can only, “with a slight shiver of disgust,” exclaim, “‘How black she is!” (9).  This moment is 

the first of many in the text exposing Mrs. Norval’s racial animus to Lola.  Quickly, she wants to 

distance herself from Lola’s black skin, asking a servant to take the child to the “kitchen” and 
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expressing incredulity that her husband would want to “keep this creature always near us” when 

he countermands her order.  She boldly displays her overt racial hostility in front of the Reverend 

Hackwell, causing her husband to remark: 

 “I beg you to remember, Mr. Hackwell,” said the doctor and holding the poor 
little girl by the hand, “and to draw from that fact a moral for a sermon, that my 
wife is a lady of the strictest Garrisonian school, a devout follower of Wendell 
Phillips’s teaching, and a most enthusiastic admirer of Mr. Sumner.  Compare 
these facts with the reception she gives this poor little orphan because her skin is 
dark; whilst I,—a good-for-nothing Democrat, who don’t believe in Sambo, but 
believe in Christian charity and human mercy,—I feel pity for the little thing.” 
(10) 

 
In this passage, Ruiz de Burton establishes Dr. Norval’s true Christian sentiment and Mrs. 

Norval’s racism, which stands in marked contrast to her fervid commitment to abolitionism.  Her 

New England community supports her hypocrisy:  “‘Mrs. Norval is a good abolitionist in talk,’ 

replied Miss Lucretia Cackle, with a sneer; ‘but she ain’t so in practice’”; “The fact of Mrs. 

Norval tolerating Lola in her carriage, at her table, in her parlor, was also very astonishing.  They 

all knew that ‘Mrs. Norval had never been known to give a poor nigger a penny;’ and plenty of 

the poor wretches had been about the village, trying to raise subscriptions to buy the freedom of 

their children or their parents” (40).  In Mrs. Norval’s character, we see words separated from 

deed, which signals Ruiz de Burton’s larger critique of Protestant New England. 

 Mrs. Norval’s feckless abolitionism is not the only way the novel showcases her lack of 

Christian charity.  Consider her “cry of delighted surprise” (Ruiz de Burton 17) upon first 

witnessing Lola’s wealth and how “subdued, so humbled” she becomes “before the yellow god” 

of gold (18).  True to her commitment to whiteness as property, she expresses disbelief that any 

of this fortune could belong to Lola:  “‘You are jesting; you can’t mean that. No, no! I can’t 

believe that this horrible little negro girl—’”  To which Dr. Norval reiterates that “‘the blood of 

the child is as good as, or better than,’” hers or his, signifying his belief that blood determines 
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race as opposed to his wife’s insistence that phenotype—Lola’s dyed black skin—renders her 

unworthy (17).  Compounding matters, when Dr. Norval finally explains Lola’s backstory and 

her mother’s tragic death, Mrs. Norval proves so “intent upon her own thoughts” about how to 

appropriate the gold and jewels before her that she “car[es] very little for the sad fate of any 

woman just then” (20).  Even after narrating Doña Theresa’s death and blaming it on the 

separation between mother and daughter, Dr. Norval’s efforts to inspire empathy in his wife fall 

flat.  He exclaims, “‘Poor woman!  That was a clear case of a ‘broken heart.’  She died of sheer 

grief, and nothing else.’”  To which Mrs. Norval, in a pronounced display of apathy, inquires, 

“‘But she gave you the diamonds before that?’” (30).  She cannot find common ground with 

Doña Theresa as a mother or as a fellow human capable of suffering loss.   

 Mrs. Norval thoroughly resents her husband’s commitment to honoring his promise to 

Lola’s late mother.  In several moments of free-indirect discourse, Ruiz de Burton offers a 

glimpse into Mrs. Norval’s mind, providing us with an understanding of her motives.  Learning 

that her husband will reinvest Lola’s money rather than spending it on her and her daughters, she 

privately rages:  “How stupidly, how provokingly honest that man was!”    Recognizing that her 

husband’s faithfulness might prove an obstacle to securing Lola’s wealth for her own, Mrs. 

Norval’s mind races, finally alighting upon a co-conspirator:  “The image of Reverend Hackwell 

presented itself.  Yes, he was ‘smart,’ and—and—honest.  The thought [sic] of Mrs. Norval 

stammered at the word honest” (Ruiz de Burton 26, emphasis in original).  That she has reason to 

doubt his honesty is of little surprise, considering he courted her sister, Lavinia Sprig, only to 

marry another woman, but Mrs. Norval intends to use her pastor’s duplicity in her scheme to 

derail her husband’s scrupulous intentions.  The novel proffers one final clue as to Mrs. Norval’s 

designs when Dr. Norval has the gems Doña Theresa gave him set into very opulent pieces of 
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jewelry.  Mrs. Norval seethes at the thought of any of it remaining in Lola’s hands:  “[I]t made 

her heart ache to think the black child would have these things.  The doctor might speak about 

the child getting lighter by-and-by:  she did not believe that.  And would that nigger be so rich, 

and her girls so poor?” (42).  Skin-color alone should bar Lola from the acquisition of wealth in 

Mrs. Norval’s mind.  Purposefully disregarding any indications that phenotype might indicate 

that Lola is indeed white, Mrs. Norval’s racism motivates her to alienate Lola from her property 

so that her wealth falls into the proper hands—that is, the white Norval daughters.   

When Lola’s dyed skin inevitably begins to lighten, making her “prettier everyday,” this 

evidence causes “the hatred of the Christian matron” to grow.  She masks the fact that “she had 

always hated and despised the black creature” only because “Lola was rich, and for her money’s 

sake . . . Mrs. Norval would do almost anything” (Ruiz de Burton 85).  And that she does.  She 

lies to her husband’s attorney so that her daughters, Ruth and Mattie can take all of Lola’s 

jewelry with them to Europe (75).  Not content with lying to secure Lola’s fortune for herself, 

she wastes no time after false reports of her husband’s death to marry the former reverend turned 

military officer and attorney-at-law, Hackwell, effectively making her a bigamist.  Together with 

her unlawful second-husband and co-conspirator, Mrs. Norval works to pilfer as much of Lola’s 

wealth as she can.  When she worries that Lola’s fortune might be lost if the girl is reunited with 

her family or that her husband might be alive, Mrs. Norval has the perfect remedy to alleviate her 

anxiety.  She “derived a new incentive and zest in spending Lola’s money” from these fears, 

causing her “love for Hackwell” to grow “in intensity.”  The novel intimates that “this rigid 

stickler for decorum and the Presbyterian Church” revels in her sinfulness, taking delight in her 

outright theft and her possible bigamy even though she “believed her husband dead” (176).  

Greed, not repentance, motivates Mrs. Norval.  She proves more than willing to debase herself, 
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prevaricate, and commit adultery if it means securing riches that are not her own.  And, most 

importantly, she likes it, in spite of her profession of Christianity and supposed moral high-

mindedness. 

While the wages of sin are death, this biblical adage proves not to be the case in Ruiz de 

Burton’s portrait of Protestant New England.  When Lola’s family eventually arrives to reclaim 

her and her fortune, Mrs. Norval’s hatred for the young girl prompts her to rationalize her 

unchristian behavior in Edenic terms:  “Oh, that Lola!  She was always the reptile in the innocent 

paradise of Mrs. Norval!” (Ruiz de Burton 219).  High in her civilization in paradise built with 

the resources of another, Mrs. Norval sees Lola as the devil who threatens to undo all with the 

poisoned fruit of the tree of knowledge, which is the young Mexican girl’s awareness of her and 

Hackwell’s criminal behavior.  But Lola and the narrator know who the real reptile is in this 

Edenic garden purchased at Lola’s expense:  Hackwell.  The novel casts this “ci-devant 

expounder of the gospel” (251) as a Satanic force multiple times.14  Lola herself, recognizing 

Hackwell’s treachery, blasts him as a “Miserable viper!” (261).   Julian Norval, her love interest 

and future husband, calls the man a “viper” to his face as he confronts him for trying to ensnare 

Lola in a sham-marriage (280).  But the comparison of Hackwell to Satan happens before both of 

the above instances.  Isaac Sprig marvels at his sister’s opulent new home, saying privately to 

himself, “‘Why Jenny lives in paradise!,’” to which the narrator adds:  “But Isaac did not think 

that there could be a serpent in it” (258).  Hackwell is certainly devilish in his schemes to 

defraud Lola and Mrs. Norval.  Both women serve as means to an end for him, which is to enrich 

himself beyond all measure.  Ruiz de Burton’s novel links those willing to exploit and plunder 

the wealth of the Californios with Satan.  Manifest destiny is not preordained by God but is 

instead a false prophecy promulgated by false prophets like Hackwell. 
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 That manifest destiny is the target of her satire Ruiz de Burton makes no secret.  She 

displays her hostility to this notion in her personal correspondence as well as in her novel.  

Writing to Mariano Guadalupe Vallejo in 1869, she opines, “Si yo pudiera creer en el “Manifest 

Destiny” dejaría de creer en la justicia o la sabiduría divina” {If I were to believe in Manifest 

Destiny, I would cease to believe in justice or divine wisdom} (Ruiz de Burton, Conflicts 281).15  

Jíron-King posits that Ruiz de Burton “presumes a recognition of false consciousness originating 

in New England protestantism” (23), of which I wholeheartedly agree.  Convinced that manifest 

destiny is not the culmination of a divine plan or that the Anglo race enjoys a privileged role in 

it, Ruiz de Burton illustrates how this mindset corrupts New Englanders through the minor 

character Mrs. Cackle.  Our first glimpse of this consummate marriage of “patriotism and 

Christian faith” occurs after she is informed that “‘the natives’” whom she so reviles “are mostly 

of Spanish descent.”  Undeterred in her racism, she replies:  “‘To me, they are all alike,—

Indians, Mexicans, or Californian,—they are all horrid. . . . That as soon as we take their lands 

from them they will never be heard of any more, and then the Americans, with God’s help, will 

have all the land . . . ” (Ruiz de Burton 3).  Conflating all three racial distinctions into a definitive 

other to hate and vilify, Mrs. Cackle “nevertheless upholds the figurative construction of 

Manifest Destiny as divine intervention” (Alemán “‘Thank God’” 96).  She sees no dissonance 

between her avowed racial prejudice and her belief in God.  For Mrs. Cackle, her faith in God’s 

divine plan for the continent justifies her racial hostility to non-Anglos.   

The second appearance of this “good American woman” reveals Mrs. Cackle “believed 

firmly in ‘MANIFEST DESTINY,’” and that she was certain that the “Lord was bound to help 

protect the Union, even if to do so the affairs of the rest of the universe were to be laid aside for 

the time being” (Ruiz de Burton 157, emphasis in original).  This display of overt patriotism 
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assumes the U.S.’s privileged role in God’s design as opposed to the rest of the world.  Ruiz de 

Burton cannot resist here taking another stab at New England’s pretensions to moral superiority.  

The war may be terrible, yes, but Mrs. Cackle sees a silver-lining in which emancipation of the 

enslaved is secondary:  “The war was the best thing that could have happened, for, besides 

setting the negroes free and chastising their owners, had it not made two of her sons 

distinguished Congressmen and the other two renowned generals?” (157).  The success of her 

family, not the end of human bondage and the punishment of Southern slaveholders, is what Mrs. 

Cackle celebrates.  Julie Ruiz sees this sentiment as confirmation that Ruiz de Burton conceived 

the “northern motivation for invading the South” as “not to free blacks but to dispossess the 

South” of its wealth and resources (124).  This observation coincides with Alemán’s that Ruiz de 

Burton compares the situation of disenfranchised Mexican Americans with the defeated 

Southerners, casting both as “the last bastion of national honor and Old World whiteness in the 

United States” (“‘Thank God’” 106).  Despite this analogy, Ruiz de Burton does proclaim the 

North to be the “the right cause” (Who Would Have Thought It? 69).  Her anger at the U.S.’s 

refusal to grant her and her people the rights and privileges of whiteness—in this case, full 

citizenship—caused her to look anywhere for potential allies against the Yankees she so 

despised.  As Rosaura Sánchez and Beatrice Pita explain, Ruiz de Burton, “seeing in the South’s 

defeat a mirror of the defeat of Mexico in 1848, and in Reconstruction, a clear imposition of 

Yankee hegemony on the Southern states,” identified with the South, “slavery, notwithstanding” 

(195).  Regardless of her contradictory politics, Ruiz de Burton reframes New Englanders not as 

emancipatory moral warriors but as mercenary avengers with no other goal than enriching 

themselves. 
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And her novel’s characters do enrich themselves through Lola Medina’s wealth. But, 

most importantly, they suffer no legal or spiritual consequences for their criminal misdeeds.  

True, Mrs. Norval, upon learning that Dr. Norval is alive and well, ends the novel practically an 

invalid, but her bigamy and theft of Lola’s wealth remains unpunished.  As for the former 

reverend Hackwell, he suffers no legal consequences for his behavior despite his many crimes.  

He may not succeed in his efforts to marry Lola, but the novel ends with him still in possession 

of his misappropriated funds.  Plus, his friends in government, the Cackles, protect him from 

prosecution for defrauding the government in another matter.  As for Lola herself, she marries 

Julian and both end up living in Mexico.   

Yet, I do not read this conclusion as necessarily an optimistic one.  Unlike Josef Raab, I 

do not see Who Would Have Thought It? as offering a resolution where “an upper-class, 

imagined community of Mexicans and Anglos that would uphold American ideals and combine 

them with basic human values like honesty and humane behavior” prevails in the U.S. (84).  The 

novel may end by “physically surrounding Lola with other whitenesses” (Sanchez 86) like that of 

her Austrian-born, Mexican father, Don Luis Medina, and Julian Norval, but it is also the 

whiteness of the blank page.  That her story ends outside of the U.S. and in Mexico is, I contend, 

Ruiz de Burton’s imagined solution to the “Mexican Question”—which asked where Mexicans 

would end up on the U.S.’s racial hierarchy predicated “primarily on the black/white” axis 

(Rivera 451).  Alemán cites the work of Lisbeth Haas, noting another distinction between 

Mexican and Anglo conceptions of whiteness:  “‘‘White’ lineage could be purchased from the 

crown with gold or other goods through a degree called gracias al sacar (thanks to be taken out, 

removed, or freed)’” (qtd. in Alemán “‘Thank God’” 100).16  He contends that Lola, through 

gracias al sacar, buys her “whiteness from Northern bankers rather than from the Spanish 
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crown” (“‘Thank God’” 103).  Instead, I read the novel as using gracias al sacar to remove Lola 

and her whiteness away from the U.S. entirely.  Ruiz de Burton’s fantastic reimagining of the 

fate of Mexicans subject to U.S. colonial rule asks for them to be taken out, removed, or freed 

from the American project.  That none of those who do her protagonist wrong face justice 

testifies to her doubt that the U.S. will honor the terms of the Treaty.  The Norvals stay in their 

wealthy mansion, Hackwell remains unpunished, and the Cackles continue to scheme in the halls 

of government for their own political and financial gain. 

Following Jirón-King’s contention that Who Would Have Thought It? celebrates 

Catholicism as “the genuine faith” while offering a “powerful rebuttal of Manifest Destiny” (28), 

I argue that Ruiz de Burton viewed U.S. Protestants as decidedly unchristian.  When she has 

Lola “stopping her ears” at the “blasphemy” of Emma Hackwell’s comparison of Mrs. Norval to 

the “Virgin Mary,” describing her as “the best Christian, the best mother, best of everything” she 

“ever did see” (135), Ruiz de Burton leaves humor and satire behind, for she is deadly serious.  

José F. Aranda, Jr., in his discussion of Ruiz de Burton’s elite status and the problems it poses 

for Chicano(a) studies, agrees, writing that this “satire debunks the claims to moral righteousness 

of Protestant clergymen and their argument that the United States is a Christian nation destined 

for greatness” (563).17  Viewing manifest destiny as a false prophecy perpetuated by false 

prophets like Hackwell, Ruiz de Burton combines in this character religion with the practice of 

law, using this dual-nature to highlight how the laws in the U.S.—the Treaty of Guadalupe, the 

Land Law of 1851, and the Vagrancy Act of 1855—facilitate and encourage plunder.  This 

sentiment echoes Apess’s awareness that laws allegedly intended to protect the indigenous 

peoples of Massachusetts, in his case, the Mashpees, only end up encouraging white people to 

exploit them for profit.  Ruiz de Burton’s protagonist’s return to Mexico is her imagined escape 
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from a nation that uses the rhetoric of Christianity for its imperialist designs.  Her novel presents 

a portrait of a nation that is most definitely not in line with the teachings of Christ as she 

attempts to narratively undo the exploitation of her people. 

The Ultimate Privilege of Whiteness—U.S. Citizenship 

Ruiz de Burton, like Ridge, articulates a dissatisfaction with the denial of citizenship in 

the United States to people of color.  She felt this denial particularly because she was a woman 

who was also considered non-white by the Anglo racial order.  Ironically, she puts her proto-

suffragist argument in the mouth of her rogue minister.  Hackwell, contemplating his misdeeds 

and recognizing his own culpability, says privately to himself:   

“I think the sooner we give over to women the management of public business, 
the better it will be.  If we did not have such brute arrogance and unblushing 
conceit, we would long ago have seen the justice and propriety of hiding our 
diminished heads.  But no.  Because we have the physical force to beat women at 
the polls with our fists, we maintain that they have no right there as thinking 
beings.  And because we make the polls indecent with our profane language and 
drunkenness, we remain masters of the field.  Glorious!  Behold the result!  How 
well the world is governed!  What sagacity and adherent to honor are everywhere 
displayed!” (Ruiz de Burton 276) 

 
Describing the vulgarity of nineteenth-century U.S. polling places and the outright physical 

violence meeting any woman attempting to vote, Ruiz de Burton, through Hackwell, suggests 

that limiting enfranchisement to the male sex has led to imperial misrule on an epic scale.  She 

bristles at the double-bind her sex and her race place her in in the eyes of the male-dominated 

U.S. colonial order.18  Lola’s ambiguous racial and legal status throughout the novel reflects this 

tension, as Ruiz de Burton criticizes a nation that disrespects her for being a woman as well as 

having Mexican heritage.   

 Sadly, Ridge never returned to the Cherokee nation, dying in California on October 5, 

1867.19  His plans for a newspaper to document the mistreatment his people suffered at the hands 
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of the allegedly civilized and Christian white race also never came to fruition.  Ruiz de Burton, 

widowed after her husband, U.S. army officer Captain Henry S. Burton, died in 1869, 

experienced extreme “class dislocation” (Sánchez and Pita 380) as she spent the remainder of her 

life fighting legal battles over her title to the Jamul Ranch in California.  She died in extreme 

debt on August 12, 1895 (414).  Both sought political agency for their respective peoples, 

recognizing that citizenship—the ultimate privilege of whiteness in the nineteenth-century 

United States—was denied to them completely.  Complexly, even as they attack white racism, 

they each repeat the dominant racist Anglo epistemology of their time because they knew that to 

be a full citizen in the U.S., one had to be white. 
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NOTES 
 
 

1 For information on the Mexican-American claim to Spanish ancestry as the “Spanish Fantasy 
heritage,” see John-Michael Rivera, “Embodying Greater,” p. 462. 
2 For a timeline of Cherokee Removal, see Dale and Litton, Cherokee Cavaliers, and Parins, 
John Rollin Ridge: His Life and Works. 
3 Parins cites Thurman Wilkins, Cherokee Tragedy: The Story of the Ridge Family and the 
Decimation of a People. New York: MacMillan, 1970, p. 278. 
4 See Cherokee Cavaliers, p. 65. 
5 See Parins, pp. 13-60, for a detailed biography of Ridge’s upbringing and education in white 
Christianity. 
6 Christensen cites a Ridge article from the November 1, 1851, issue of the New Orleans True 
Delta, taken from A Trumpet of Our Own:  Yellow Bird’s Essays on the North American Indian, 
edited by David Farmer and Rennard Strickland, Book Club of California, 1981, p. 62. 
7 See Jordan, p. 16, for a similar argument. 
8 See Apess, The Experience of Five Christian Indians, p. 159. 
9 See Parins, pp. 116-119, for information on Ridge as a Know-Nothing. 
10 See Hausman, pp. 8-9, and Merish, p. 60, for similar observations.  
11 See also Szeghi for a discussion of the novel’s Native American characters. 
12 Parins cites the Grass Valley Daily National, August 10, 1864, p. 2, col. 2. 
13 See Ruiz, pp. 119-121. 
14 See Montes’ note on p. 335 explaining the term’s French origins, which “indicates nobility,” 
signaling Hackwell’s ignobility.  
15 I am indebted to Jíron-King for pointing me to this letter as well as providing a ready-made 
translation on p. 23 of her article. 
16 Alemán cites Lisbeth Haas, Conquests and Historical Identities in California, 1796-1936, U of 
California P, 1995, p. 31. 
17 For this discussion, see pp. 553-554, in Aranda. 
18 See Rivera, “Embodying Manifest Destiny,” pp. 82-83, for a similar observation using Ruiz de 
Burton’s correspondence. 
19 See Parins, p. 220. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Christian Charity That Kills: 
Zitkala-Ša on Protestant Christianity and Cultural Genocide 

  
For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him 
should not perish, but have ever lasting life. 
       -John 3:16, King James Version 
 
In this fashion many have passed idly through the Indian schools during the last decade, 
afterward to boast of their charity to the North American Indian.  But few there are who have 
paused to question whether real life or long-lasting death lies beneath this semblance of 
civilization. 
     - Zitkala-Ša, American Indian Stories, 113 
 

 As the previous chapter illustrates, the ultimate advantage to whiteness as property 

withheld from those deemed non-white is citizenship itself.  To be sure, the U.S. Constitution, in 

its original construction, did not grant citizenship to African Americans, Native Americans, or 

any race not considered white.  Both John Rollin Ridge and María Amparo Ruiz de Burton were 

aware that U.S. law intentionally worked to secure this privilege for the Anglo race by reducing 

those outside this categorization into subaltern subjects.  However, in articulating their 

grievances against this injustice, they end up replicating the racism endemic to Anglo 

epistemology.  In contrast, as I show in this chapter, Zitkala-Ša at the end of the nineteenth 

century successfully navigates both Anglo and indigenous epistemologies to demand citizenship 

for all Native people in the United States while simultaneously unmasking the moral bankruptcy 

of forced assimilation to Christianity. 

 The above epigraphs instantiate what Jeanne Smith describes as the “trickster” mythos 

that Zitkala-Ša uses to great effect in her autobiographical fiction (47).  Like a good trickster, this 

Yankton Dakota author expresses her disdain for the biblical good news expressed in John 3:16 

by inverting the Christian promise of life into a ceaseless death that denies Native Americans 



 125 

access to “real life,” a denial Zitkala-Ša knew intimately as a graduate of the Quaker-run White’s 

Manual Labor Institute in Wabash, Indiana.  As part of the U.S. government’s boarding school 

project, this school diligently proselytized Protestant Christianity while simultaneously 

indoctrinating indigenous children to perceive Native customs and beliefs as backwards.1  Ruth 

Spack observes that although Zitkala-Ša was deemed a “success story” by the Anglo Americans 

who educated her, she nevertheless used the skills and lessons learned from her white oppressors 

to “actively defen[d] her cultural heritage” (144-145).  Additionally, Susan Bernardin suggests 

that Zitkala-Ša’s writings reflect an awareness that the education the boarding schools provided 

was “not intended to grant Indian students the privileges associated with middle-class culture, 

but rather was intended to relegate them to the status of domesticated ‘slaves’ of the nation” 

(219).  Perhaps the greatest privilege denied to Native Americans at the turn-of-the-century was 

citizenship itself, the fundamental entitlement of whiteness. 

 Lucy Maddox advocates reading Zitkala-Ša’s American Indian Stories, which I discuss in 

this chapter, “as a 1921 publication intended to address a particular set of issues . . . crucial to 

Indian intellectuals and reformers of the post-World War I period.”  Published two years after 

Zitkala-Ša ended her five-year association with the Society of American Indians (SAI) in 1919, 

this text, most of which originally appeared in the Atlantic Monthly and Harper’s Weekly 

between 1900-1902, included three new pieces:  two short stories, “A Dream of Her 

Grandfather” and “The Widespread Enigma Concerning Blue-Star Woman,” plus a closing 

commentary about the impact of U.S. Indian reform policy on Native Americans, “America’s 

Indian Problem.”  I begin my analysis of this collection by suggesting that Zitkala-Ša’s departure 

from the SAI and the 1921 publication of American Indian Stories is no coincidence.  As 

Maddox observes, the decision to republish older material “alongside [newer] reform stories 
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suggests” that Zitkala-Ša, who also went by the name Gertrude Bonnin, viewed the earlier pieces 

“as relevant to the efforts of organizations like the SAI and the Women’s Clubs to secure rights 

for American Indians, especially the rights of citizenship” (142).  Building on Maddox’s 

observation, I examine how American Indian Stories advances the reformist agenda that Zitkala-

Ša developed and refined during her work with the SAI from 1914 to 1919. 

 Recent scholarship has done much to enlighten us about the motives behind the SAI’s 

push for citizenship for all Native Americans.2  K. Tsianina Lomawaima, in “The Mutuality of 

Citizenship and Sovereignty:  The Society of American Indians and the Battle to Inherit 

America,” sees this effort as a struggle against a nation that legitimated its existence on 

American soil by “[m]aintaining American Indians as wards, in circumstances that denied or 

destroyed economic development.”  This “Indianness,” as she calls it, which was “marked by 

selectively maintained cultural differences, economic incapacity, and communal property” (335), 

was made possible by the U.S. construction of “a distinctive citizen-but-ward status for 

American Indians” along with the parallel policy of treating tribal governments as little more 

than “sovereign-but-domestic dependent” nations subject to federal control.3  In essence, the 

“ambiguous status of Native individuals and nations” (343) under the law was intentional, 

despite the stated assimilationist goals of U.S. Indian policy based on an “evangelical 

foundation” (Bernardin 217).  Members of the SAI targeted this subordination by calling for 

citizenship for all indigenous peoples, a focus Zitkala-Ša continues in American Indian Stories 

by calling out U.S. hypocrisy as she documents the trauma and psychological torment Native 

Americans experienced because of government policies.  Similar to Apess, Brown, Wilson, 

Ridge, and Ruiz de Burton before her, Zitkala-Ša understood that Anglos used the law to exclude 
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and deny her people the privileges of whiteness—in this case, citizenship—and that Protestant 

Christianity was complicit. 

Much like Charles Eastman and Sarah Winnemucca before her, Zitkala-Ša in American 

Indian Stories gives Anglo American audiences what they expected from a Native American 

author—a portrait of a “veritable little savage” dressed in moccasins “running wild over the 

prairie” (“Zitkala-Ša, Harper’s Bazaar, 303).4  White readers relished this imagery because it 

confirmed what they presumed to know about Native Americans:  they were a race doomed to 

extinction clinging to outmoded customs, dress, and behaviors fundamentally incompatible with 

white civilization.  Gerald Vizenor has defined this presumed indigenous inferiority in the face 

of white cultural supremacy as another example of “manifest manners,” those “simulations of 

dominance; the notions and misnomers that are read as the authentic and sustained as 

representations of Native American Indians” in white minds (5-6).  Operating under the 

assumption of cultural and moral superiority, a Christian-based U.S. Indian policy created the 

boarding schools to save indigenous children by exterminating their Indianness and passed the 

Dawes Allotment Act of 1887 to parcel out land to individuals to turn Native Americans into an 

agrarian labor force that would benefit the U.S. economy.  But, as Lomawaima has shown, both 

acts failed to acclimate indigenous peoples to white standards of civilization primarily because 

they were intended to keep them in a perpetual state of alterity. 

 After all, at the boarding schools, the Christian reformers “forcibly imprinted Indian 

students with the marks of middle-class Euro-American identity:  dress, manners, literacy, and 

the Protestant work ethic” (Bernardin 218) only to release them into a nation that had no 

intention of incorporating them into its body politic.  Dressed as white people yet denied the 

advantages of whiteness as property, the former students of the boarding school faced severe 
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economic hardship and diminished prospects back home on the reservations.  I argue in this 

chapter that Zitkala-Ša seizes on this irony, using both Anglo and indigenous epistemologies to 

expose the uncharitable intentions of a white, Protestant-based reform movement dedicated to 

precluding Native American political subjectivity by dressing them up as Anglos while denying 

them the privileges of whiteness.  Her awareness of Quaker rhetoric about plain dress, 

particularly its conviction that this garb served as a “kind of outward armor against [the] 

temptations” of the allegedly degraded sinful world (Hamm 102), allows her to criticize white 

Protestant Christianity’s assumption of moral and cultural supremacy.  Its rejection of the natural 

world is at odds with indigenous spirituality, which Zitkala-Ša upholds.   

As Malea Powell notes, Zitkala-Ša’s prose is an act of “survivance (survival + 

resistance)”; she uses her writing to “reimagine and, literally, refigure, ‘the Indian,’” and change 

the “object-status” of indigenous peoples in white-led Christian Indian reform efforts into “a 

subject status, a presence instead of an absence.”  Paraphrasing Gerald Vizenor, Powell explains:  

“Vizenor’s postindian—‘the absence of the [occidental] invention’—‘renounces the inventions 

and final vocabularies of manifest manners,’ and is a trickster par excellence” (400, emphasis in 

original).5  Capitalizing on the dominant-culture fixation with Native life to draw in readers 

seeking a first-hand account of indigenous life from a real, live Indian, Zitkala-Ša presents her 

“type of Indian[s]” who, as Ron Carpenter argues in “Zitkala-Ša and Bicultural Subjectivity,” 

“are not disappearing due to the encroachment of Anglos; they are adapting” (6).  In her 

autobiography, Zitkala-Ša draws attention to the moccasins and blankets worn by her young 

protagonist only to strip them away as she peppers her account with details that reveal life on the 

reservation is “an interfusion” of Yankton and Anglo “cultural practices” (5).  This “bicultural 

subjectivity,” as Carpenter describes it, disputes the stereotype of the dying out, ‘savage Indian,’ 
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as it simultaneously calls into question the Anglo American assumption that civilization is 

contingent upon acceptance of Christianity.  Zitkala-Ša’s education in the rhetoric of Protestant 

Christianity opens up a space for her to criticize its investment in a reform effort that perpetuated 

difference over and above its purportedly benign purpose to elevate an entire race.  Zitkala-Ša 

targets the supposed charity of Quakers who educated her and other white, Christian Indian 

reformers, revealing that their charity is a ruse to exclude indigenous peoples from citizenship 

and preserve white supremacy in the United States. 

Zitkala-Ša on the False Christian Charity of the Boarding Schools 

 White colonizers in the form of Christian missionaries consistently and intentionally 

misread indigenous practices as uncivilized.  As Deborah L. Madsen explains, “Indian boarding 

schools provided a basic category of indigenous identification, working through a curriculum 

based on a fundamental binary of ‘savagery versus civilization.’  ‘Savagery’ here designated 

tribal lifeways” (Madsen 35).6  For example, at the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Carlisle, 

Pennsylvania, Miss Marianna Burgess, responsible for all the school’s publications, created the 

Man-on-the-band-stand, “a constructed persona” that critiqued and cajoled Carlisle students to 

adhere to white standards in one of the school’s many publications chronicling student life on 

campus, the Indian Helper.7  As its name suggests, this newspaper was designed to aid Native 

American children in their efforts to adapt to white standards of civilization, with Burgess using 

the power of the Man-on-the-band-stand “to control, intimidate, and manipulate” the students in 

her charge (Fear-Segal 230).  This disembodied voice provided constant surveillance:  “His 

attention focused always on the children.  Few things about their dress, deportment, manners, 

physical appearance, or behavior escaped his comment” (208-209).  The Man-on-the-band-stand 

was quick to praise evidence of assimilation—“The girls are buying rugs for their rooms when 
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they have a little spare cash and the Man-on-the-band-stand is pleased to see the bright, cheery 

effect it has upon their rooms”—and to condemn non-compliance—“The Man-on-the-band-stand 

would like to see all our workers present at morning services” (qtd. in Fear-Segal 220).  Through 

this crafted editorial presence, Burgess also solicited students to function as spies on their peers 

when they returned home to their respective reservations:  “Let the boys and girls who go home, 

write to the Man-on-the-band-stand something about what our pupils are doing who returned 

before” (qtd. in Fear-Segal 220), and this desire to extend white control beyond the school 

campus inspired Burgess to write a faux Native American autobiography, Stiya:  A Carlisle 

Indian Girl at Home (Fear-Segal 226). 

 Published in 1891 and originally serialized weekly in the Indian Helper from September 

to December 1889, Stiya, purportedly written by a Pueblo girl, chronicled her efforts to resist 

returning to her parents’ Native way of life (Fear-Segal 226).  Upon her return home to her 

parents, the fully-assimilated Stiya begs to remain with her “school-mother,” but this request is 

denied with the admonition for her to “[m]ake the best of these people” (3-4, emphasis in 

original), all of which serves as a stern reminder that boarding school students should retain the 

lessons of Anglo American civilization and impart them to their parents.  Stiya laments, 

“Somehow, I had my mind made up that my parents would be different, and it was hard for me 

to realize that they had been going backward while I had been going forward for five years” (5).  

Burgess’s contempt for parents on the reservation resonates through her brief fictional sketch, 

which does not hesitate “to denigrate the homes, dress, and all aspects of Pueblo life” (Fear-

Segal 226).  Furthermore, her “deliberate attempt to manage and direct” the lives of the boarding 

school students from afar brazenly “claimed the opportunity to speak as an Indian” and 

precluded the possibility of Native dissent (227).  Stiya’s narrative—young Pueblo girl returns 
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home, resists the efforts of her parents and tribe to force her to resume Native dress and lifeways, 

and eventually wins her parents over to “the white Man’s God” and, most importantly, “the 

white man’s way” of life (Burgess 89)—represents the ultimate fantasy of how boarding school 

students will thrive on the reservations as a result of white, Christian charity.  While Zitkala-Ša 

joined the staff of Carlisle in 1897, a full six years after Stiya’s publication, she most likely was 

intimately familiar with this blatant propaganda piece, especially considering the fact that all 

Carlisle students were given copies of this text upon their departure from the school (Gould 12).  

Indeed, as this section contends, Zitkala-Ša purposefully reverses Burgess’s narrative, providing 

white, Protestant readers with a decidedly different portrait of what life is like for Native 

American children back home after their exposure to the boarding school regime. 

In “Impressions of an Indian Childhood,” Carpenter notes how Zitkala-Ša’s narrator 

“identifies with an Indian stereotype” (5) only to disrupt these falsehoods by “negat[ing] the 

stereotype of the exotic other” by showing that her life prior to enrolling at White’s Manual 

Labor Institute already contained elements of Anglo culture (6).8  The first page of Zitkala-Ša’s 

autobiography features “a wigwam of weather stained canvas” (American Indian Stories 68), not 

of buffalo skin, signifying the impact white practices have had on Native lifeways (Carpenter 4).  

Penelope Myrtle Kelsey observes that Zitkala-Ša also employs Yankton “tribal gender role[s],” 

particularly in “The Coffee-Making,” wherein the young narrator attempts to, and fails, to serve 

a visiting elder coffee according to the tribe’s rules of hospitality (72), but as Carpenter points 

out, this beverage—coffee—is itself an “Anglo . . . economic product” (4).  These details rebut 

portraits like Burgess’s that life on the reservations was backward and in need of civilization.  

Zitkala-Ša demonstrates that prior to the boarding school, she already was part of a civilization 
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that was not dying out, but instead, was surviving and learning to cope with the encroachments 

of Anglo American expansion.   

Significantly, even as Zitkala-Ša exposes the Yankton people’s adaption to white 

lifeways, she stresses traditional continuity.  She writes of elders with mysterious marking on 

their faces (72-73); children “exchang[ing] . . . necklaces, beaded belts, and . . . moccasins” in 

imitation of their mothers (75); and a celebration commemorating a “strong young brave[’s]” 

ascendancy into Yankton manhood, with the participants wearing “painted faces,” “eagle 

plumes,” and “loose robes . . . drawn over their eyes” (79).  Each of these descriptions features 

Yankton dress and practices and also serves to demonstrate to white Christian reformers that, 

contrary to what they believed, “Native societies” did not “lac[k] educational systems” 

(Lomawaima and McCarty 16).  For example, when the young Zitkala-Ša asks for the meaning 

behind the mysterious marks on an elder’s face, she is offered a legend “of a woman whose 

magic power lay hidden behind the marks upon her face” that leaves behind an “impression . . . 

so acute that the picture still remains vividly clear and pronounced” to the narrator (American 

Indian Stories 73).  Likewise, by recounting the hours playing with her peers imitating their 

respective mothers’ speech patterns and gift exchanges, Zitkala-Ša points to how she and her 

friends “learned by watching” and emulating “[their] elders” (Lomawaima and McCarty 37).  

The Yanktons’ coming-of-age ceremony and the descriptions of the indigenous clothing worn by 

all in attendance serve to spotlight two important indigenous pedagogical lessons.  The 

adolescent Zitkala-Ša is told to “learn to wait” by her mother (American Indian Stories 80), and, 

most importantly, she is instructed in the importance of “honoring the elders” (Hafen 200), since 

the reason for their late departure for the festivities is that her mother is preparing food for a sick 

elderly tribeswoman.  Additionally, Zitkala-Ša learns the importance of respecting the dead when 
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her mother forbids her from enjoying the “purple plums” from a bush whose “roots are wrapped 

around an Indian’s skeleton” (American Indian Stories 80).  She reinforces the efficacy of this 

lesson by telling her readers that the “lasting impression of that day . . . is what my mother told 

me about the dead man’s plum bush” (81). 

 In “The Beadwork,” Zitkala-Ša continues to privilege the education she received from 

her mother.  Our first exposure to her autobiographical persona features the young Zitkala-Ša 

“clad in a slip of brown buckskin” and “a pair of soft moccasins” (68).  These moccasins, with 

their bright, attention-drawing beads, are the first of many that appear in the text, and as a motif, 

they represent Zitkala-Ša’s Native identity.  In “The Beadwork,” she portrays her mother as a 

productive and fit member of Yankton society, a claim that runs counter to the white belief that 

Native women lacked domesticity:  “Often she worked on small moccasins for her small 

daughter.  Then I became intensely interested in her designing. . . . In imagination, I saw myself 

walking in a new pair of snugly fitting moccasins.  I felt the envious eyes of my playmates upon 

the pretty red beads decorating my feet” (73).  We see the younger Zitkala-Ša observing her 

mother work, internalizing how to manufacture moccasins in addition to learning how to craft 

with beads.  Taté I Yóhin Win, her mother, is an exacting instructor, “requir[ing] of” her 

daughter “original designs” and adamant that no matter how “complex” the “pattern,” Zitkala-Ša 

must “finish whatever” she “began.”  The narrator describes this lesson as a “self-inflicted 

punishment,” suggesting that the mother’s pedagogical goal here is not to punish but to instill in 

her young daughter the lesson to not undertake something she has no intention of finishing.  

Importantly, the mother’s “oversight” is not intrusive; instead, Taté I Yóhin Win quietly 

observes her daughter with the goal of instilling in the child a sense of responsibility and faith in 

her “own judgment.”  Zitkala-Ša adds, “She treated me as a dignified little individual as long as I 
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was on my good behavior; and how humiliated I was when some boldness of mine drew forth a 

rebuke from her!” (74).  The lessons here in Yankton womanhood are quiet and unobtrusive, 

and, unlike the Christian missionaries in the boarding schools, Taté I Yóhin Win does not use 

corporal punishment as a means to securing compliance.  As Bernardin observes, this portrait of 

her mother focuses attention on “the respect accorded” to Zitkala-Ša “as a young child,” 

preparing the stage for her criticisms of white-authored Christian boarding school pedagogy in 

“The School Days of an Indian Girl,” the second autobiographical piece in American Indian 

Stories (221). 9 

In addition to affirming indigenous pedagogical practices rhetorically, these tropes of 

traditional Indian arts serve to engage Zitkala-Ša’s white readers and thereby provide the author 

with an opportunity to critique the supposed moral supremacy of Anglo American civilization, 

particularly its mission to Christianize Native Americans and eradicate indigenous traditions.  

Her first observation on Anglo dress occurs late in “Impressions,” with her commenting on the 

clothing of the Quaker missionaries who came to take her to the East:  “They were from that 

class of white men who wore big hats and carried large hearts” (American Indian Stories 83).  

The wide-brimmed hats worn by Quaker men, as well as other aspects of plain dress, was 

intended to serve as visible testimony that Quakerism was a more refined, and purer, version of 

Protestant Christianity set apart from a fallen natural world.  However, Zitkala-Ša’s tacit allusion 

here to Quaker plain dress opens up a space from which to interrogate the wearers’ supposedly 

benevolent intentions. Bernardin notes that “Zitkala-Ša uses this central . . . moment to undercut 

Christian sentiment by identifying missionaries as the agents of traumatic separation from her 

mother” (221).  Bernardin and Martha J. Cutter both pick up on Zitkala-Ša’s obvious 

interpolation of the Eden story from Genesis, with the missionaries luring the young protagonist 
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away from her mother with the bait of “nice red apples” that “are for those who pick them” 

(American Indian Stories 85).10  With this detail, Zitkala-Ša tacitly likens Quaker missionaries to 

the serpent who tempted Eve to eat of the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge even after she was 

warned by God that if “thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die” (Genesis 2:17).  Like Eve, 

Zitkala-Ša accepts the offer, setting herself on a perilous path that threatens to destroy her 

Yankton identity entirely.  

As her autobiography transitions from “Impression” to “School Days of an Indian Girl,” 

Zitkala-Ša foregrounds the indifference of the Quaker missionaries to the obvious distress her 

forced adoption of plain dress causes her.  Cacophonous “hard shoes” create a “noisy hurrying” 

(American Indian Stories 88) and an “annoying clatter” that reverberates against the walls of the 

enclosed spaces where she will be forced to internalize a new way of life (89).  Zitkala-Ša’s 

narrative persona complains of the “whirring in [her] ears” (88) caused by these shoes and 

proclaims that there is “no peace” at her new home (89).  The din and racket caused by this 

foreign footwear symbolize the trauma experienced by the Native children when stripped of their 

familiar clothing and separated from their homes by white Christian missionaries.  Bewildered 

and dismayed by the noise Western footwear creates on hardwood floors, in addition to being 

“insulted” by a white woman treating her as a mere “plaything” in a way her Yankton mother 

never would, the young girl “cri[es] aloud” in shock at her first encounter with the Anglo 

“education = schooling paradigm” of the Quaker missionaries (Lomawaima and McCarty 20).11  

Further exacerbating her misery are the white staff at White’s Manual Labor Institute who 

“misunderstood the cause of [her] tears” (88), leaving her grief unrecognized.  Her “tears were 

left to dry themselves . . . because neither [her] aunt nor [her] mother was near to wipe them 

away” (89).  Supremely confident about the superiority of white culture, these Christian school 
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officials have no comprehension of how their hard-soled environment literally causes Zitkala-Ša 

pain.  Wilkinson concedes that the young narrator’s inability to express herself to the staff of 

White’s Manual Labor Institute might, at first glance, be blamed on the difference between 

English and Dakota, but she notes that Zitkala-Ša “writes in such away as to lay blame on the 

‘palefaces’ inability to hear” (49).  Further, this particular deafness reveals the insincerity of the 

missionaries.  Zitkala-Ša’s makes clear that the deaf ears of the employees at White’s Manual 

Labor Institute, with their loud, hard-so(u)led shoes, signify that the hearts of these supposed 

Christians are effectively closed to their Native American charges. 

Far from her family and community, Zitkala-Ša learns that life in the boarding school 

amidst Christian missionaries requires a complete sartorial makeover, which horrifies her.  She 

uses this opportunity to push back against the Quaker assumption that Anglo dress testifies to the 

wearer’s supposed moral purity in the eyes of God: 

 These were Indian girls, in stiff shoes, and closely clinging dresses.  The small 
girls wore sleeved aprons and shingled hair.  As I walked noiselessly in my soft 
moccasins, I felt like sinking to the floor, for my blanket had been stripped from 
my shoulders.  I looked hard at the Indian girls, who seemed not to care that they 
were even more immodestly dressed than I, in their tightly fitting clothes.  
(American Indian Stories 90, emphasis added) 

 
Robbed of her Native attire and practically naked, Zitkala-Ša nevertheless insists that it is 

Quaker plain dress that is indecent, with its rigid shoes and close-fitting dresses that both confine 

and display the human body, as if it is at one and the same time to be conquered and flaunted.  

Her description of plain dress here stresses the schizophrenia at the core of Quaker ideology, the 

loathing of the human body—fear of its power and sensuality—yet still putting its contours on 

display in “tightly fitting” clothes.  Unfortunately for Zitkala-Ša, her dismay over the boarding 

school uniform does not protect her from the transformation intended to eradicate her Native 

heritage.  Facing the prospect of having her long tresses shingled and mindful of her mother’s 
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warning that “only unskilled warriors . . . captured . . . by the enemy” suffered this fate, Zitkala-

Ša attempts to escape, but her “squeaking shoes” that the Quakers forced her to “exchang[e]” her 

moccasins for, give her away.12  The last component of her Western transformation, a haircut, 

robs the young Zitkala-Ša of “[her] spirit”; she laments that “now [she] was only one of many 

little animals driven by a herder” (91).  This shepherd metaphor plays on the Christian rhetoric of 

Christ as benevolent shepherd, with Zitkala-Ša using this analogy to highlight Protestant 

Christianity’s failure to recognize the inherent humanity of the Native American children forced 

to attend boarding schools like White’s Manual Labor Institute.  The herding of her peers and the 

shearing of her hair confirm the young girl’s suspicion that the enemy—a white supremacist 

majority intent on committing cultural genocide by stripping Native American children of their 

dress and religion—has indeed captured her and her compatriots. 

 Continuing to highlight the inhumanity of the Quakers at White’s Manual Labor Institute, 

in “The Snow Episode” Zitkala-Ša illustrates their insensitivity to the obvious language-barrier 

that existed between the children and their educators.  She and two friends, Judéwin, and 

Thowin, get in trouble for falling “lengthwise in the snow,” after being ordered not to by an 

unnamed “paleface” woman at the school.  Since they were all “still deaf to the English 

language,” the three children disobey the order, and in a scene that would be comical if it were 

not so unjust, Judéwin tells her two friends to say “No” to whatever the white woman asks of 

them when the correct response would indeed be “Yes” (American Indian Stories 92).  Thowin 

receives a severe beating for her supposed defiance.  This act of corporal punishment, a practice 

that Native American parents did not use to discipline their children, signifies the cruelty 

inherent in white Christian pedagogy and shows that the Quaker missionaries at White’s Manual 

Labor Institute do not hesitate to use physical violence to subjugate the children.   
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 Perhaps most bewildering for the Native American children forced to go through the 

“civilizing machine” of the boarding schools was their exposure and indoctrination into 

Protestant Christianity (Zitkala-Ša 96).  White Americans insisted that individuals either were 

saved by coming to accept Christ as their savior or were damned to Hell, a one-sided approach to 

spirituality that runs counter to most tribal customs, as Vine Deloria, Jr., points out:  “Unlike 

Jews and Christians, who have interpreted their religious mission in terms of absolute divine 

commissions to oppose other religious traditions, regardless of value or content, the tribal-

specific revelations did not spawn religious intolerance” (“Vision and Community” 111).  

Zitkala-Ša’s first impressions of learning about Satan hint at this cultural difference: 

 Among the legends the old warriors used to tell me were many stories of evil 
spirits.  But I was taught to fear them no more than those who stalked about in 
material guise.  I never knew there was an insolent chieftain among the bad 
spirits, who dared to array his forces against the Great Spirit, until I heard the 
white man’s legend from a paleface woman.  (American Indian Stories 94) 

 
Here, Zitkala-Ša teases her white, reformist audience, as Bernardin argues, with a supposedly 

“authentic glimpse into an alien, exotic culture” (218).  But this peek into Native religious belief 

is used by Zitkala-Ša to not only question Christianity’s need for an evil, opposing counterforce 

to God’s greatness but also to criticize its belief that the material world, in all its many 

manifestations, is the realm of Satan.  Her surprise that there could exist a force within Christian 

dogma dedicated to the destruction of all things clearly registers.  In an obvious attack on her 

Christian educators, she likens the devil’s appearance to that of her oppressors when she 

observes that “[h]is face . . . had bearded cheeks, like some I had seen palefaces wear” 

(American Indian Stories 94).  The link is quite clear:  those professing salvation from a cruel 

devil are actually in league with him. 
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 Later in American Indian Stories, Zitkala-Ša documents the complete transformation of 

the Native American children who survived the boarding schools: 

 They were no more young braves in blankets and eagle plumes, nor Indian maids 
with pretty painted cheeks.  They had gone three years to school in the East, and 
had become civilized.  The young men wore the white man’s coast and trousers, 
with bright neckties.  The girls wore tight muslin dresses, with ribbons at the neck 
and waist.  At these gatherings they talked English.  I could speak English almost 
as well as my brother, but I was not properly dressed to be taken along.  I had no 
hat, no ribbons, and no close fitting gown.  Since my return from school I had 
thrown away my shoes, and wore again the soft moccasins. (99) 

 
Her tone mocks white Christian reformers’ expectations that a simple change of clothing will 

somehow magically alter indigenous people.  The “braves in blankets and eagle plumes” and the 

“maids with prettily painted cheeks”—all representative examples of the dominant discourse 

about Indianness—have disappeared, as evidenced by their wearing white clothing and fluently 

speaking English.  While the “jolly” young people may seem blissfully unaware of what they 

have lost, Zitkala-Ša, careful to remind readers that she did learn and can speak the white man’s 

language, is torn, describing herself as “neither a wild Indian nor a tame one” (97).  We see this 

internal conflict manifests itself at the party.  She possesses the ability to speak English, yes, but 

she also lacks appropriate Western attire to attend, implying strongly that she could not afford 

the muslin and necessary materials to make these clothes at home.13  She does, however, retain 

the knowledge and materials to produce a form-fitting pair of moccasins, which she returns to 

only after disposing of her uncomfortable, Western-style shoes.  Her inability to purchase and 

manufacture white clothing combined with her moccasins testify to the failure of the Christian 

boarding schools to, in the words of Colonel Richard Henry Pratt, “kill the Indian . . . and save 

the [wo]man” (46).  In this case, her return “back to the blanket,” an aspersion applied to 

“students who rejected their boarding school education” (Davidson and Norris xxvii), is brought 
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about due to her family’s extreme poverty and her inability to resolve the conflict between her 

Yankton and Anglo identities. 

 In capturing the psychological anguish produced by her exposure and forced 

indoctrination into Protestant Christianity, Zitkala-Ša exposes that life for Native American 

children back home on the reservation is not at all like Burgess’s Stiya would have white 

audiences believe.  In a poignant scene of familial unrest, Zitkala-Ša’s now teenaged narrator 

silently sheds angry “hot tears,” and her mother, the very person she longed to have dry her tears 

during her first night at the boarding school, no longer possesses the ability to “console” her 

aggrieved daughter and white Christian education is to blame (American Indian Stories 99).  

Zitkala-Ša and her mother are now at a distinct bicultural disadvantage:  “Táte I Yóhin Win is 

unable to decipher the meaning of her daughter’s silence (resistance to Anglo epistemology), 

because she has not experienced an Anglo education” (Carpenter 23).  Even though Táte I Yóhin 

Win may lack an Anglo education, she tries to comfort her daughter by proffering her a copy of 

the Holy Bible, which the adolescent Zitkala-Ša refuses to read.  The Christian boarding school 

has created this impasse between mother and child, illustrating that “its extension of humanity to 

Indians dictated complete disregard for [the] familial ties” it inevitably severed (Bernardin 223).  

 This disconnect between mother and daughter caused by Christian missionaries would 

prove to be permanent, for, in spite of the negative results of her boarding school experience, 

Zitkala-Ša persisted in gaining an English-language education, earning her mother’s displeasure 

as she sought out a college degree at Earlham College in Richmond, Indiana.  Yet, like her 

younger self who “ensnared many” an afternoon “into working a long design” while learning to 

do beadwork with her mother, this older, bicultural Zitkala-Ša perceives that her quest for white 

approval on whites’ terms is her second “self-inflicted” punishment (American Indian Stories 
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74).  With her mother, Zitkala-Ša may have been forced to spend long hours indoors finishing an 

intricate pattern of her own creation, but the time spent doing so did have a definitive 

pedagogical goal:  she learned hard work and the intricacies of beadwork.  In addition, she was 

also guaranteed praise and approval from her mother after completing this arduous task.  Her 

white Christian educators, on the other hand, who were part of a “cold race whose hearts were 

frozen hard with prejudice” (101), offered no encouragement, and the hours, days, weeks, and 

even years, that the older Zitkala-Ša wastes seeking their acceptance as an equal belie their 

pledge to educate Native Americans and give them social and political equality, since whiteness 

as property can admit of no equal. 

 Although Zitkala-Ša ends up employed at Carlisle Indian Industrial School, becoming a 

part of the civilizing machine, this experience caused her to have an epiphany as to the true 

intentions of the so-called Christian charity behind the boarding schools.  First, she returns home 

to recuperate from an illness only to find her family in extreme poverty.  She also learns the 

cause of this hardship.  Her older brother, Dawée, as Táte I Yóhin Win informs her, “has not 

been able to make use of the education the Eastern school has given him” after the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs (BIA) fired him for attempting to use his knowledge of English to “secure justice 

for” the Yanktons “in a small matter” concerning “white robbers.”  Zitkala-Ša seethes at this 

news, prompting her to reject her mother’s faith in the “Great Spirit,” commanding Táte I Yóhin 

Win:  “don’t pray again!” (American Indian Stories 109).  Returning to Carlisle fully conscious 

that the BIA has no intention of letting educated indigenous people challenge whiteness’s 

exclusive right to exploit them, Zitkala-Ša begins to see the boarding schools’ mission in a new 

light: 

 . . . I slowly comprehended that the large army of white teachers in Indian schools 
had a larger missionary creed than I had suspected.  It was one which included 
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self-preservation quite as much as Indian education.  When I saw an opium-eater 
holding a position as a teacher of Indians, I did not understand what good was 
expected, until a Christian in power replied that this pumpkin-colored creature 
had a feeble mother to support.  An inebriate paleface sat stupid in a doctor’s 
chair, while Indian patients carried their ailments to untimely graves, because his 
fair wife was dependent upon him for her daily food.  I find it hard to count that 
white man a teacher who tortured an ambitious Indian youth by frequently 
reminding the brave changeling that he was nothing but a “government pauper.”  
(111, emphasis added) 

 
I read “self-preservation” here as Zitkala-Ša’s recognition that the “Christian” boarding schools 

were more interested in perpetuating white supremacy than educating Native American children.  

Christians tolerate drug addiction, alcoholism, and outright petty meanness in the faculty at these 

schools, resulting in substandard educational practices and even the deaths of some pupils.  Fully 

cognizant of “the encroaching frontier settlers” eager to rob her people of their land and aware of 

the unscrupulous behavior of the Christian missionaries tasked with running these schools, 

Zitkala-Ša confesses that this knowledge “left [her] in no mood to strain [her] eyes in searching 

for latent good in my white co-workers” (111). 

 Disgusted with the boarding schools’ drive to protect and shield whiteness at the expense 

of the livelihood of indigenous peoples, Zitkala-Ša resolves to quit her job.  She makes clear the 

price she paid as a student and employee of the boarding schools:  “For the white man’s papers I 

had given up my faith in the Great Spirit.  For these same papers I had forgotten the healing in 

trees and brooks” (American Indian Stories 112).  Perhaps the clearest expression of the spiritual 

practices Zitkala-Ša learned prior to the boarding school, this sentences testifies to her 

recognition that the knowledge imparted by White’s Manual Labor Institute, the Santee 

Technical School, and later Earlham College, follows the Christian dogma of “plac[ing] nature 

and nonhuman life systems in a polarized relationship with” humanity, an idea that Vine Deloria, 
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Jr., in God is Red:  A Native View of Religion, argues is anathema to most tribal religions, 

Yankton included (86). 

 In a Native American formulation of her biculturality that parallels W.E.B. DuBois’s 

double-consciousness, Zitkala-Ša acknowledges that her task now includes “solving the problem 

of my inner self” (American Indian Stories 112).  Painfully aware that the white man and his 

papers—the Holy Bible—denigrate Native life and beliefs, she turns her attention to restoring the 

unity of the Great Spirit within her soul.  In the chapter “The Great Spirit,” she forcefully 

repudiates the Christian notion of a fallen natural world.14  Quaker theology melded dress and 

spirituality in their quest for holiness, yes, but their plain clothing was intended to register as an 

absence from the confines of the supposedly satanic natural world.  Zitkala-Ša reverses this logic 

by using language and imagery evocative of white expectations of Native dress.  The narrator of 

“The Great Spirit” “plod[s] with moccasined feet” through a living, breathing tableau filled with 

Western Indian clothing stereotypes that link the divine with the everyday, physical world (115).  

These images provide her with an opportunity to attack the “bigoted creed” of a faith that 

mistakenly believes that white, Anglo Christians are separate and distinct from all creation, 

Native peoples included (116).  Her moccasins signify a return to an indigenous spirituality that 

her white, Christian education tried and failed to eradicate, and she thrills to the “clearly 

manifest” growth of “the green grass fringing the edge of the high bluff” behind her.  The very 

cliffs, bordered by the unseen hand of the Great Spirit with fringes of verdant grass, exude its 

life-giving force.  The flowers’ “quaint round faces of varied hue” resemble a multicolored 

patchwork quilt, with the many visages functioning as “living symbols of omnipotent thought” 

that permeates all of existence.  Additionally, these vibrant blooms, like the ornate beadwork on 

her childhood moccasins, appear as if they were “wrought in luxuriant color upon the green” and 
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their beauty lies in the “spiritual essence they embody” (114).  She likens the Great Spirit to a 

master tailor, using words and phrases suggestive of Yankton dress, and demonstrates that the 

natural world and its many elements are the very vestments in which the Creator makes its 

presence known to her immortal soul. 

 Zitkala-Ša thoroughly rejects the Christian doctrine of a world devoid of spiritual 

significance.  She celebrates a Native knowledge “[i]nterwoven with the thread of this Indian 

legend of the rock” her people call “Inyan” that “enable[s] them to recognize a kinship to any 

and all parts of this vast universe” (American Indian Stories 115).  Distancing herself from 

Christian dogma that denies the “unity of nature” (Deloria, Jr., God Is Red, 87), she argues that 

only by living in the world and acknowledging its beauty can one recognize the uniformity of the 

Great Spirit and all of creation.  The spiritual and the natural form an intricate tapestry here in 

which everything is “enfolded” into an indivisible cosmology (American Indian Stories 115).  

“[R]acial lines,” forces of disunity imprinted on her mind by her white Christian education, are 

eradicated, “marking out a living mosaic of human beings” that is itself part of the Great Spirit 

(116).  Casting aside the racism of the Christian missionaries, Zitkala-Ša asserts that all races, 

regardless of color, are unified:  “the pale-faced missionary and the hoodooed aborigine are both 

God’s creatures,” and she “prefer[s] to the [former’s] dogma” her own “excursions into the 

natural gardens where the voice of the Great Spirit is heard in the twittering of birds, the rippling 

of mighty waters, and the sweet breathing of flowers.”  In gorgeous sartorial imagery, Zitkala-Ša 

claims that the physical world itself is but the “fluttering robe” of the Great Spirit while the 

“phenomenal universe is a royal mantle” that reverberates with “His divine breath.”  The 

“flowing fringes” of this incredible garment “are the spangles and oscillating brilliants of sun, 

moon, and stars” (117).  With its free-floating fringes and intricate bead-like patterns of celestial 



 145 

objects, the Great Spirit’s regal cloak echoes the Native clothing that Anglo Americans of the 

time expected indigenes to wear, but Zitkala-Ša uses this imagery instead to criticize the 

Christian belief that forever separates humanity from the natural order. 

 To be sure, Zitkala-Ša was willing to ally with Christians when necessary, and she did, in 

fact convert to Catholicism with her husband, Raymond Bonnin (Hafen 200), signaling that, like 

Ruiz de Burton, she too had issues with Protestant Christianity.  Her insistence that Native 

peoples are God’s creatures subtly critiques the inherent white supremacy of would-be Christian 

Indian reformers, particularly their popular late-nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 

conviction that the civilizing—that is, the complete Christianization—of the non-white world is 

the white man’s burden.  The original text of “Why I am a Pagan” ends with this enigmatic line:  

“If this is Paganism, then at present, at least, I am a Pagan” (American Indian Stories 265-

266n7).  With this statement, Zitkala-Ša acknowledges that her Christian audience might find her 

merging of the natural world with the divine blasphemous; however, she defiantly forges ahead 

with her celebration of an indigenous spirituality that discerns a truth about creation that 

Christian theology cannot and will not appreciate.  In her activist career, Zitkala-Ša did work 

with Christians of all sects in her efforts to promote the rights of indigenous peoples, but that fact 

does not contradict her critique of white Protestant Christianity’s inherent racial prejudice.  As 

Cathy Davidson and Ada Norris contend, in engaging in political activism on behalf of Native 

peoples of all tribes, Zitkala-Ša sometimes had to cooperate with individuals “whose other ideas 

she found repugnant” (xxiv).  She may have affiliated with Christian activists and religious 

beliefs as she worked towards her goals, but her bicultural status disproves the boarding schools’ 

claim that they completely eradicated indigenous spirituality.  She operated within an Anglo 

American context, but like Apess and Ridge, Zitkala-Ša never repudiated her Native identity. 
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The Long-Lasting Death of Indigenous Boarding School Graduates 

 Not content with offering her own autobiographical account of life before and after the 

boarding school, Zitkala-Ša published two fictions detailing how these Christian-run schools, in 

spite of their stated goals of making white individuals out of Native Americans, produce 

graduates who are neither white nor Native, “The Soft-Hearted Sioux” and “The Widespread 

Enigma Concerning Blue-Star Woman.”  The first, which originally appeared in the March 1902 

issue of Harper’s Monthly and was placed immediately after “The Great Spirit” in American 

Indian Stories, overtly stresses the negative impact of the boarding school’s Christian education 

on the narrator.15  Dressed in Western male attire, most likely form-fitting trousers and a button-

up shirt, the young Dakota man knows immediately that he stands out and frames his discomfort 

in terms of difference.  A stranger among his own people, he now can only clutch “the white 

man’s Bible” for comfort (120).  This remedy proves deficient, however, particularly when he 

catches sight of the medicine-man “closely covered” in a “loose robe” that “draped his entire 

figure.”  Here Zitkala-Ša demonstrates the young convert’s spiritual separation from his 

community while also foreshadowing how he would regret his adoption of Christianity.  He says 

of the medicine-man:  “He was tall and large.  His long strides I have never forgot.  They seemed 

to me then the uncanny gait of eternal death” (120, emphasis added).  Zitkala-Ša’s protagonist 

recoils in horror at the medicine-man, revealing that his mind—filled with Christian dogma—

quickly associates any sign of indigenous spirituality with eternal damnation, and, quite possibly, 

witchcraft, another mortal sin in white Christian eyes.  But, within the syntax of the sentence, 

“then” indicates that he narrates his story from a changed viewpoint, one in which he 

acknowledges that his faith in Christianity was mistaken. 
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 Before this painful lesson is learned, the Dakota youth persists in his plan to convert his 

community to Christianity, eagerly imagining he can persuade “the warriors soon to wash off 

their war paints” and accept Christ (American Indian Stories 121).  Zitkala-Ša’s narrator parrots 

white expectations that conversion to Christianity would naturally compel Native Americans to 

abandon their customs and rituals in favor of white standards of behavior and dress.  Inevitably, 

he earns the enmity of the medicine-man, and in a tense stand-off, the latter contemptuously calls 

the former a “foreigner” twice, ultimately labeling him a “traitor to his people” (122).  Scorned 

by his people and possessed of a “soft-heart” that has “unfitted [him] for everything” (123), the 

young man is driven to kill white-owned cattle when faced with the sight of his starving father 

“clutch[ing] the buffalo-robe, and with his teeth . . . gnawing off the edges” (124).  This Dakota 

blanket serves as a poor substitute for food, of course, but in Zitkala-Ša’s world it means more 

than that.  As Bernardin points out, “the absence of buffalo, the encroachment of white settlers, 

tribal dissension” are used by Zitkala-Ša to “contradict the narrator’s repeated faith in the ‘white 

man’s tender heart’” (217).  Driven mad by this image of his father’s desperation, the Dakota 

man, in a doomed attempt to save his father, rejects Christian ideology and slaughters not only a 

cow but also a white man; and the story ends with the young man in a white prison, destined for 

“the gallows” (American Indian Stories 126). 

 One of Zitkala-Ša’s most critically acclaimed stories, “The Soft-Hearted Sioux” 

documents the literally lethal trauma caused by white-led Christian-based reform efforts.  

Dressed as an Anglo American and implanted with a dogma that proclaimed the practice of 

indigenous religions savage, Zitkala-Ša’s protagonist ends his life unsure if the “loving Jesus” 

will “grant [him] pardon” or whether his “warrior father” will “greet [him] and receive [him] as 
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his son” (American Indian Stories 125).  Facing execution, he accepts his fate because without 

his people, he has no life left to live. 

  The second, equally revered story in this collection, “The Widespread Engima 

Concerning Blue-Star Woman,” directly targets the devastation to Native communities caused by 

the Dawes Allotment Act of 1887.  The story features two white-educated Native American 

youth so indoctrinated in white ways that they gleefully conspire with a corrupt U.S. Bureau of 

Indian Affairs (BIA) to “exploit their people for personal gain” (Smith 53).   Zitkala-Ša 

highlights their assimilation into white culture by focusing on their Anglo clothing: 

 [S]he had not heard the footfall of two Indian men who now stood before her.  
Their short-cropped hair looked blue-black in contrast to the faded civilian clothes 
they wore.  Their white-man’s shoes were rusty and unpolished.  To the 
unconventional eyes of the old Indian woman, their celluloid collars appeared like 
shining marks of civilization.  Blue-Star Woman looked up from the lap of mother 
earth without rising.  “Hinnu, hinnu!” she ejaculated in undisguised surprise.  
“Pray, who are these would-be white men?” she inquired.  (American Indian 
Stories 146). 

 
Blue-Star Woman cannot help but marvel at the two young men wearing white clothes and 

sporting shingled hair.  Zitkala-Ša, on the other hand, barely masks her contempt for these 

would-be white men, describing their appearance in derogatory terms and their efforts at 

assimilation with disdain:  “Did she guess the truth, she would have known they were simply 

deluded mortals, deceiving others and themselves most of all” (146).  While they may wear 

white clothing, the two young men do not have the privileges of whiteness:  it is significant that 

their apparel is old, dirty and unkempt.  The filth and shabbiness of their clothing make visible 

the consequences of the limited economic opportunities available to both the former students of 

the boarding schools and their unschooled parents at home on the reservations.  Educated in 

Anglo epistemology, yet excluded from participating in middle-class life, their Christian 
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education may have encouraged them to discard traditional indigenous dress, but they will never 

be accepted as equals by whites. 

 That, I argue, is their delusion—thinking they will be accepted by white, Christian 

society.  The others they deceive are their own people.  The two men may “speak [Blue Star 

Woman’s] native tongue and shake hands according to [her people’s] custom” (American Indian 

Stories 146), but they violate indigenous rules of hospitality by eating “like ravenous wolves” all 

of Blue-Star Woman’s food (147).  Zitkala-Ša zeroes in on their ill-kept clothing and violation of 

Native customs to highlight that these men have been robbed of their cultural heritage by the 

Christian-run boarding schools.  Neither fully white nor Native American, these products of the 

Christian boarding schools have only one aim:  “They thrived in their grafting business.  They 

and their occupation were the by-product of an unwieldly bureaucracy over the nation’s wards” 

(147).  Zitkala-Ša makes it clear that their adaptation to white culture, especially their love of 

graft and profit, has come at a terrible cost to their own people and that the boarding schools and 

the mismanagement of the BIA are to blame.  Dressed in white-culture clothing yet denied the 

rights and privileges of whiteness—whiteness as property is clearly denied them—and facing a 

dearth of employment prospects, the young men tragically prey on their elders as a means to 

make a living.  Because of them, Blue-Star Woman ends up on the tribal roll but having lost 

“half of [her] land and money” (148). 

 This fact dismays Chief High Flyer, so he asks his “granddaughter,” another product of 

the boarding schools, to compose a letter spelling out his complaints to the BIA about their 

“autocratic power in disposing of the wards’ property” (American Indian Stories 149).  Yet, like 

Zitkala-Ša’s brother Dawée, Chief High Flyer learns that to challenge the might of the BIA can 

lead to disastrous consequences.  Even though he does not deliver the letter, deciding instead to 
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build “a fire” and “cast the letter into the flames” (151), he is subsequently jailed on false 

charges that he was “seen trying to set fire to the government agency” (152).  This allegation, 

presumably made by the two Native would-be white men from the boarding school, is used to 

extort Chief High Flyer’s son.  Once freed, the father hears his son explain:  “‘It is our 

agreement,’ [Chief High Flyer’s son] explains to his father, ‘I pledged to pay them half of your 

land if they got you out of jail’” (154). 

 Unlike Marianna Burgess’ fictional Stiya, Zitkala-Ša shows her white readers the real 

consequences of white Christian charity in the guise of Indian reform.  Dressed like a foreigner, a 

young man psychologically traumatized by a regime intent on eradicating his heritage ends up 

executed for wanting to save his father from starvation.  Decked out in shabby white men’s 

outfits yet lacking whiteness as property, two English-speaking young people skilled in cunning 

and subterfuge take advantage of their elders for financial gain.  In Zitkala-Ša’s world, parents 

and grandparents do not willingly adopt Christianity or conform to the white man’s ways; they 

continue to following their indigenous traditions and practices.  Tragically, their brainwashed 

children in strange garments forced upon them by white imperialism struggle to survive after the 

boarding school experience.  Some literally perish while others find economic success through 

the exploitation of their elders.  In both instances, tribal life on the reservation faces an uncertain 

future. 

A Bicultural Indian’s Demand for Citizenship 

 Although she championed most indigenous spiritual practices, Zitkala-Ša did take issue 

with the Native American Church, particularly its use of peyote.16   She viewed these religious 

practices that ritualized peyote usage “as nothing more than ‘debilitating and degenerating’ drug 

use” (Davidson and Norris xxii).  However, she did champion and celebrate the indigenous 
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practice of the Sun Dance and questioned the rigid distinction that labeled Native practices as 

savage and Anglo traditions as inherently civilized.  In her political essay “A Protest Against the 

Abolition of the Indian Dance,” originally titled “A Plea for the Indian Dance” and appearing in 

the Word-Carrier of the Santee Normal Training School in 1901, Zitkala-Ša reflects the white 

colonizing gaze back upon those Christian reformers who would like to see the Sun Dance and 

other indigenous ceremonies eradicated.17  She first ventriloquizes white criticisms of the dance 

and then segues into her own Native assessment of white, non-Native dances: 

 Again a voice speaks, “This dance of the Indian is a relic of barbarism.  It must be 
stopped!” . . . Before me hangs a mist-tapestry.  Woven in wonderful living 
threads is a picture of a brilliantly lighted hall with mirrored walls.  Over its 
polished floor glide whirling couples in pretty rhythm to orchestral music.  The 
daintiness and exquisite web-cloth of the low-necked, sleeveless evening gowns 
must be so from the imperative need to distract the mind from the steel frames in 
which the fair bodies are painfully corseted.  It may be gauze-covered barbarism, 
for history does tell of the barbaric Teutons and Anglo-Saxons.  It may be 
martyrdom to some ancient superstition which centuries of civilization and 
Christianization have not wholly eradicated from the yellow-haired and blue-eyed 
races. (Zitkala-Ša 236-237) 

 
With scathing irony, Zitkala-Ša makes clear that the Sun Dance and other indigenous religious 

practices were perceived as savagery, while the low-cut necklines and sleeveless arms of white 

women’s dresses covering painful rib-crushing corsets were not.  She marvels at how fancy 

clothes distract the white male’s gaze from the nearly asphyxiating properties of high-fashioned 

corsetry.  And she casually reminds her white readers that their so-called civilized dances contain 

vestigial elements of a ‘barbarism’ that no amount of Christianization can eradicate or whitewash 

away. 

 In addition to this piece rebutting Protestant Christianity’s commitment to cultural 

genocide, Zitkala-Ša in her writings for the SAI’s American Indian Magazine demonstrates 

Native American fitness for American citizenship.  She writes of “Indian soldiers” fighting 
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alongside their “white brothers in khaki” in World War I (“Indian Gifts to Civilized Man” 185); 

and she crafts images of “little French orphans” wearing “soft-buckskin moccasins on their tiny 

feet” made by the “Indian women of America” (“America, Home of the Red Man” 194).  She 

also spells out the profound psychological harm caused by white Christian reformers dedicated 

to preserving white supremacy who still insist on dressing Native Americans as white people:  “I 

snatch at my eagle plumes and long hair./A hand cut my hair; my robes did deplete./Left heart all 

unchanged; the work incomplete” (“The Indian’s Awakening” 164).  These reformers may 

succeed in altering her appearance, but as Zitkala-Ša’s poem reveals, without fully accepting her 

as an equal, white-led Indian reform efforts will always be both insufficient and incomplete.  

White Christian charity leaves behind individuals who may resemble white people in appearance 

but who will never be accepted as equals, much less as full citizens, in a nation that prizes 

whiteness as property. 

 Ultimately, Zitkala-Ša sought to prove to her white audience that forced assimilation, 

especially at the boarding schools, caused profoundly harmful psychological damage to Native 

people.  She uses Anglo and indigenous epistemologies, navigating both to illustrate that the 

Vanishing Indian myth was patently false as she pushed back at Protestant Christianity’s 

participation in the cultural genocide that the boarding schools were designed to effect.  Zitkala-

Ša exposes that white Christian charity kills and leaves everlasting damage to those who 

survived their experience in its civilizing machines.  She shows that to dress up Native 

Americans as white people yet deny them the white privilege of citizenship is cruel, inhumane, 

and most decidedly unchristian.  Zitkala-Ša refused to allow her white audiences the satisfaction 

of relegating her and other indigenous peoples to the history books as a race doomed to 

extinction.  She capitalized on white people’s fatalistic fantasies, stoking their desires for contact 
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with the Vanishing Savage, only to lay bare before them the adaptability and perseverance of a 

bicultural Native woman quite capable of offering her own assessment of white Christian 

American society and the reform effort it forced on an entire group of people. 
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NOTES 
 
 

1 See Adams, Churchill, Coleman, Ellis, Hoxie, and Reyhner and Eder, for detailed analyses of 
the boarding school project. 
2 See Allen, Hafen, Johnson and Wilson, Maroukis, and Warrior, “The SAI and the End(s) of 
Intellectual History,” for more information on the SAI and Gertrude Bonnin’s role in the 
organization. 
3 See Lomawaima, “The Mutuality of Citizenship and Sovereignty,” pp. 336-339, for a complete 
analysis of how these two concepts were used to perpetuate Indianness. 
4 For a discussion of Eastman and Winnemucca, see Powell. 
5 Powell quotes Vizenor, Manifest Manners, p. 11 and p. 167, respectively. 
6 For two classic texts about the “savage/civilized” binary, see Berkhofer and Pearce. 
7 This publication was eventually folded into The Red Man, becoming The Redman and Helper. 
8 This story was originally published as a stand-alone piece in The Atlantic Monthly 85 (1900): 
pp. 37-47. 
9 This story was also first published in The Atlantic Monthly 85 (1900): pp. 185-194. 
10 See Bernardin, p. 221, and Cutter, p. 34. 
11 For more on this paradigm and how it differs from indigenous pedagogical practices, see 
Lomawaima and McCarty, p. 16-42. 
12 For a discussion of Western shoes and how they victimized Zitkala-Ša, see Wilkinson, p. 49. 
13 See Lomawaima, They Called it Prairie Light, p. 90, for information on how students at 
Chilocco Indian Agricultual School in north-central Oklahoma were required to supply their own 
sewing materials in their home economics courses, even being pressured to write home to ask for 
money to purchase these items from parents who could little afford to provide it. 
14 This story was originally entitled “Why I Am a Pagan” and published in Atlantic Monthly 90 
(1902): pp. 801-808. 
15 As Susan Bernardin says, the story gives Zitkala-Ša’s white audience an “account of the 
cultural and familial disintegration [caused] off-reservation” and indicts “Christianity as an 
imposed ideology that fractured both the narrator’s family and tribe” (216, 217). 
16 See Maroukis. 
17 See Davidson and Norris, p. 267n2. 
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Coda: 
 

It’s Happening Again: 
Whiteness and Protestant Christianity in the Twenty-First Century United States 

 
 When the Fifteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution passed on February 3, 1870, 

African American men were granted the right to vote.  But, through poll taxes, literacy tests, and 

other discriminatory measures, Southern states disenfranchised African Americans nevertheless.  

The next granted the right to vote were women—that is, white women—with the ratification of 

the Nineteenth Amendment on August 18, 1920.  However, although the Fifteenth Amendment 

“granted all U.S. citizens the right to vote regardless of race, it wasn’t until the Snyder Act,” 

ratified on June 2, 1924, that Native Americans were granted citizenship and the right to vote.  

Even after this amendment passed, “it still took over forty years for all fifty states to allow 

Native Americans to vote” (“Voting Rights”).  In response to the Civil Rights Movement, 

President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act of 1965, effectively ending the 

South’s discriminatory voting practices, allowing all African Americans and other minorities to 

exercise their constitutional right to vote.  Then, on June 25, 2013, the U.S. Supreme Court “by a 

5-to-4 vote,” “effectively struck down the heart of” this act, “freeing nine states, mostly in the 

South, to change their election laws without advanced federal approval” (Liptak).  This decision 

led to a number of these states passing and enforcing voter identification laws intended to make 

it more difficult for minorities to vote, a move which would prove decisive in the 2016 

Presidential election. 

 On November 8, 2016, Donald J. Trump was elected President of the United States of 

America, winning 306 electoral votes to Hillary Clinton’s 232.  As Sarah Pulliam Bailey notes in 

The Washington Post, “Exit polls show white evangelical voters voted in high numbers for 

Donald Trump, 80-16 percent, according to exit poll results.  That’s the most they have voted for 
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a Republican presidential candidate since 2004, when they overwhelmingly chose President 

George W. Bush by a margin of 78-21 percent” (“White Evangelicals”).  Never mind that Trump 

appeared in soft pornographic films, was recorded on tape openly bragging about sexual assault, 

and described Mexican immigrants as rapists, white evangelical Christians flocked to the polls to 

elect this man to be the leader of the free world. 

 Perhaps most distressing about Trump’s election to progressives and others who voted 

against him is how he deliberately stoked the flames of white nationalism.  During the campaign, 

he was openly hostile to the Black Lives Matter movement protesting the racism of police across 

the nation.  He also promised to ban Muslim immigrants, deport undocumented immigrants, and 

“Make American Great Again.”  This campaign slogan was and still is a dog-whistle, for hidden 

within this message is a promise to make America great for a certain type of American—white 

people.  White Americans heeded this call, including a majority of whites holding college 

degrees.  As Eric Sasson, writing for The New Republic reports, “White men went 63 percent for 

Trump versus 31 percent for Clinton, and white women went 53-43 percent.  Among college 

educated whites, only 39 percent of men and 51 percent of women voted for Clinton” (“Blame 

Trump’s Victory”). 

 Once sworn in on January 20, 2017, President Trump wasted no time enacting his 

campaign promises.  Aided by Steve Bannon, the former editor of alternative-right wing news 

outlet Breitbart, Trump has signed not one but two immigration bans prohibiting the entrance of 

Muslims into the United States.  The first, which was struck down by federal district judge James 

L. Robart, whose ruling was upheld by the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit despite 

the Trump Administration’s appeal, banned Muslim immigrants from seven countries—Libya, 

Iran, Iraq, Somalia, Sudan, and Syria—yet made an exception, unsurprisingly, for Christian 
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refugees.  Then Trump signed a new executive order that removed this exception and also took 

Iraq off the list of banned countries.  Whether or not it will withstand a federal lawsuit has yet to 

be decided, although news reports say that Hawaii plans to file suit.  In addition, the Trump 

administration has taken a hardline approach to immigration from other countries, with U.S. 

Immigration and Customs Enforcement moving aggressively to round up and deport 

undocumented immigrants.  The work to make America great for white people is, unfortunately, 

well under way. 

 With Trump’s election, my dissertation suddenly became extremely topical.  Reading 

news reports, I recognized the conflation of whiteness and Christianity as the criteria for national 

belonging in his rhetoric because I had been studying and writing about it for the last four years.  

The U.S. is on a dangerous path, with white nationalism once again attempting to become 

mainstream.  I must stress that not all white Christians support this current administration, but 

the onus is on them to speak out and call his policies un-American as well as unchristian.  People 

like Trump and Bannon want to turn the clock back to a time of unabashed white supremacy and 

Christian hegemony.  I worried as I wrote this dissertation that perhaps I was stating the obvious. 

Now I realize that studies like mine are more than necessary.  They are vital to understanding the 

dangers inherent in defining white and Christian as synonyms for American.  As an openly gay, 

white man who identifies as a Christian, I regard my scholarship as an effort to speak out against 

the path on which this administration wants to take this country.  As my dissertation has shown, 

the current administration courts disaster by fanning the flames of racism and bigotry.  Studying 

the intersections of Christianity and whiteness remains essential in the next four years and 

beyond.  As Trump and his associates ask us to close our hearts and our borders to people 
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seeking shelter from unspeakable violence at home, I find inspiration in the message offered by 

the writers of color I have studied:  resist.
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