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Government by Dissent is an engaging meditation on one of America’s founding
fantasies—the fantasy of democratic self-government. In 1776 Thomas Paine’s
Common Sense articulated what we might call the “primal scene” of American
democracy. According to Paine, emigrants to any new land (such as the American
colonies, he implied) could initially live free from the external constraints
of government because the community would be “bound .. together in a common
cause” by “the first difficulties of emigration.” Over time, however, common
kindness and esprit de corps would be insufficient to preserve peace and
justice, and thus the need to establish “some form of government” would arise.
Paine wrote that “some convenient tree will afford them a State House, under
the branches of which the whole Colony may assemble to deliberate on public
matters. .. In this first parliament every man by natural right will have a
seat.” Reduced to its common denominator, this is American democracy-—every
single inhabitant gathered together to create the rules that will bind them
all. Paine readily admitted that population growth and increased social
complexity would render this original political system obsolete, but the
metaphor of the tree and its radically inclusive vision of literal self-
governance remained an ideal to which he and other eighteenth-century democrats
aspired.

As anyone with even a cursory knowledge of the history of American politics can
attest, the reality of how Americans have governed themselves has rarely
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resembled Paine’s depiction of an inclusive and productively deliberative
picnic under a tree. Paine’s eighteenth-century critics (almost all of whom
were conservatives) argued that most citizens knew nothing about politics or
law, and thus were entirely unfit to craft legislation. Political decision
making, they claimed, should be the province of a small number of qualified (by
which they meant wealthy and well-educated) experts, because truly democratic
governance would result in short-sighted public policies that sacrificed the
common good at the expense of the majority’s short-term self-interest. Politics
under that tree, they claimed, would always be the politics of provinciality
and stupidity, and American politics since the founding has certainly seen its
share of both.

[x]

The dissentient democrats we meet in this book envisioned a system in which
political decisions percolated up from the general populace, rather than being
imposed from above by political elites.

Paine’s twentieth- and twenty-first-century critics (most of whom are
progressives) emphasize the implicit exclusions that marked Paine’s imaginary,
tree-shaded Congress. Merely declaring that an ideal legislative body should
include everyone did not change the fact that 50 percent of people at Paine’s
time were excluded from politics because of their gender, or that 20 percent of
the colonies’ population in 1776 consisted of enslaved people who obviously
would not be invited to that picnic under the tree, or that the tree itself had
been forcibly taken from Native Americans whose land use practices had shaped
the verdant landscape that sustained both those settlers and the luxurious old
tree they claimed as their own. If Paine’s tree metaphor provided any sort of
precedent for American politics, it was the precedent of white, male,
propertied rule duplicitously carried out under the sign of an abstract, but
perpetually deferred, commitment to universal equality and inclusivity. In sum,
from the founding era up through today, there have been good reasons to dismiss
Paine’s democratic tree metaphor as a rhetorically powerful but intellectually
and politically flimsy fantasy.

Martin, a professor of government at Hamilton College, acknowledges the
perennial gap between democratic theory and American political reality, but
rejects the idea that the gap represents a fatal flaw in the American political
tradition. Martin’s goal in this book is to restore the democratic credentials
of the founding generation by bringing to light a cohort of late eighteenth-
century writers (including, surprisingly, James Madison) who advocated
strategies for making the nation more radically democratic. These “dissentient
democrats,” Martin argues, articulated a vision of democratic self-government
far more robust than Paine’s metaphor of the tree, and capable of withstanding
the criticisms levied by American democracy’s many skeptics, both past and
present, progressive and conservative.

At the heart of Martin’s “dissentient” democratic tradition rests a Habermasian
conception of public opinion. The dissentient democrats we meet in this book
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envisioned a system in which political decisions percolated up from the general
populace, rather than being imposed from above by political elites. They were
not anarchists seeking to rip down Paine’s governing tree, however. Like Paine,
they recognized the need for a representative political system that set up a
few hundred empowered seats under that governing tree and a spectator’s gallery
for everyone else. This tactical exclusion was a forgivable concession,
however, as long as the governing few under that tree did the bidding of “the
people,” and not an unrepresentative portion of them. But how were legislators
to know and enact what “the people” really wanted? To solve this problem,
dissentient democrats advocated a diverse, contentious, and inclusive public
sphere in which “the people” could work toward a shared, though never static,
understanding of what “we” want. The point is not that dissenters have greater
access to the truth than advocates of the status quo. Dissentient democracy is
all about process, not content. The more voices that are heard, the more open
the discussion is, and the more attuned and accountable elected leaders are to
the rough consensus that emerges out of that never-ending discussion, the more
“democratic” we can consider a polity.

This concept of dissentient democracy is Martin’s promising way of dealing with
what we might call democracy’s representation problem. As literary critic Jay
Fliegelman pointed out long ago, the nation’s foundational texts all anxiously
speak on behalf of a “we” that did not yet exist (and, arguably, never has
existed). In 1776, Jefferson knew that many of his fellow colonists did not
hold certain truths to be self-evident, let alone support independence.
Something similar could be said of the 57 decidedly-not-representative men who,
in the summer of 1787, claimed to speak on behalf of “We the People.” As the
nation has gotten even more populous and diverse, the idea that “the people”
could speak with one voice or that there exists some entity that could discern
the authentic will of “the people” seems even more outlandish. Virtual
representation, in other words, did not end when the colonies separated from
Britain, but has rather been standard operating procedure since long before the
revolution. Whereas some critics emphasize the partial nature of all claims to
representativeness (who really is speaking here and whose interests and
aspirations are really being furthered by the authors of these texts and the
propertied men who took over the political reins of the new nation?), Martin
focuses on the aspirational side of this political equation, the ultimately
unachievable but still laudable goal of creating both a vibrant, participatory
political culture and a political system that is responsive to it.

The most obvious form of political responsiveness is the vote, but Martin
spends almost no time talking about elections because, he claims, the
dissentient democrats of the founding era thought that “elections simply were
not enough” (97) to ensure truly popular control over the political process.
Eighteenth-century democrats recognized the extent to which the tradition of
deference had disempowered ordinary citizens, and they worked to create
“counterpublic spaces” where they could “amass their collective wisdom” and
“find a shared voice” (105). Whereas contemporary Americans, when they think
with any depth at all about what “democracy” means, associate it almost



exclusively with the right to vote, Martin’s subjects had a far more
sophisticated understanding of how social and cultural forces empowered some
and silenced others. They were not content to take a few minutes every couple
of years to pick a proxy; rather, they wanted to build a political culture in
which deliberation and debate were ongoing and dispersed throughout the
nation’s media and social structure.

This is just one of many ways in which Martin paints a very appealing picture
of the founding era’s dissenters, whether they be Anti-Federalist opponents of
the Constitution, democratic critics of the Washington administration,
backcountry regulators, or the cantankerous lawyers and radicals who took on
John Adams and the Sedition Acts. Many progressive historians have written
about the brave fight that such people waged against the elitists, land
speculators, and anti-democrats of their day. The difference here is that
Martin is less interested in taking sides with these dissenters, and more
interested in demonstrating that such people espoused dissent as a robust
political principle, a right that should belong to all and not just themselves.
This combats what has long been a conservative, or merely skeptical, critique
of eighteenth-century democrats—that they were grumblers, the embittered losers
of history who, had they won, would have been just as intolerant as the winners
who were the targets of their ire. According to Martin, these late eighteenth-
century dissenters did not espouse dissent simply because they were outsiders
who wanted to be heard. Rather, they valued dissent irrespective of its
content. These impressively humble and tolerant dissenters did not want to rule
the world according to their own lights; they wanted the world to be run in
such a way that dissent of any sort would always be nurtured, valued, and
heeded by the powers that be.

Martin’s dissenters were also precociously aware of how a political system
keenly attuned to public opinion could fall prey to an intolerant, stifling
groupthink. These democrats privileged unending contestation, what Martin calls
“dissensus,” rather than the achievement of a complacent consensus. They also
worried about the tendency of democracies to silence those whose opinions lay
outside the boundaries of what the public deemed acceptable at any particular
moment. To combat this tendency, Martin’s dissentient democrats offered a
radical defense of the right to unmolested free speech, even speech they
themselves detested or was demonstrably untrue.

Dissentient democrats also had a progressive solution to the problem of
demagoguery. Where the conservative solution to this endemic, democratic
problem was to leave governance up to the educated few, Martin’s dissentient
democrats argued that the best way to prevent demagoguery was to fund public
education for everyone. An informed and intelligent citizenry would be
inoculated against the danger of demagoguery, and be prepared to participate
productively and intelligently in the process of political deliberation.

By now it should be clear that Martin greatly admires his subjects. Indeed, at
times it almost seems as if his arguments were organized around the desire to



rebut virtually every contemporary criticism of the Enlightenment political
tradition that his dissentient democrats championed. Where feminist critics of
the public sphere have highlighted the eighteenth century’s gendered valuation
of reason over emotion, Martin argues that his dissentient democrats were
attuned to that issue and thought emotion had a legitimate role to play in
public political discourse. Where other critics regard the Enlightenment as
having an overly static and unchanging conception of truth, Martin stresses the
epistemological subtlety of his subjects, making them at times seem more like
early twentieth-century Pragmatists than figures from the Age of Reason.

These moments when Martin stretches a bit too far to make his dissentient
democrats relevant and appealing to modern readers are understandable given his
background as a student of political theory. His goal is to construct a usable
genealogy for a bundle of political ideas that have their roots in the late
eighteenth century, but which are still relevant for our contemporary political
culture. This leads him to sometimes offer quite generous and decontextualized
readings of his sources. This problem is most pronounced in the chapter on
James Madison, where Martin interprets the “father of the Constitution” as a
seminal, creative participant in the tradition of dissentient democracy. As
early as 1785, Martin argues, we see Madison “hinting” at the idea that public
opinion (rather than elected leaders) should function as “a positive, proposing
force that could point toward new, better policies” (123). Given Madison’s
great disdain for the more populist state legislatures of the day and the
elaborate roadblocks the Constitution placed between the “people out of doors”
and the formal political system, this vision of Madison the radically populist
democrat seems like an interpretive overreach. It is understandable that Martin
would want his cohort of dissentient democrats to include at least one figure
whom lay readers might recognize, but the Madison we encounter in this book
will probably be significantly and provocatively different from the Madison
that has emerged in the last few decades of historical scholarship.

These criticisms aside, Martin’s work makes a strong case for the continuing
relevance of the founding era’s democrats, most of whom have long passed from
the nation’s political memory. In an era when many of our most vocal dissenters
are reactionary cynics—Glenn Beck, another contemporary fan of Thomas Paine,
comes to mind here—Martin reminds us that democratic dissent is not just an end
in itself, but, in its best forms, an aspiration toward a political culture and
political system that values a diversity of perspectives, especially those
perspectives that have been formed out of a history of exclusion. Dissentient
democracy is about listening to those who disagree with you as much as it is
about claiming space to be heard. Such a history of democratic listening would
make an interesting counterpoint to this excellent history of how the nation’s
first democrats worked to create a political culture that not just tolerated,
but positively valued, dissent.
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In this erudite, thoughtful, and at times sparkling study, Simon Newman—author
of noteworthy earlier books on festive culture in the early republic and on the
Philadelphia poor—turns to one of the perennial issues in early American
history, namely the origins of plantation slavery in the British colonies.
Rather than concentrating on the traditional sites of scholarly attention-the
Chesapeake colonies of Virginia and Maryland-he turns the spotlight on the
pivotal Caribbean island of Barbados which he sees, with considerable
justification, as the real “laboratory of labor” in the British Atlantic (251).
It was there during the early seventeenth century that a powerful planter elite
first invented a radically new variety of bound labor to service an integrated
plantation system that combined workers, land, and machines in an innovative
fashion. Once established, he argues that this nexus did not simply remain in
situ. Instead it was exported elsewhere, with this Barbadian model subsequently
shaping the development of racial slavery not just on Jamaica and other
Caribbean islands, but in South Carolina and its lower South neighbors as well.
As he charts this compelling trajectory, two interrelated facets of Newman’s
underlying approach become increasingly evident. First, there is his gloss on
the classic question of the balance between economics and race in the causation
of American slavery, which Alden T. Vaughan several years ago dubbed the
“origins debate.” Second, in the process of addressing that issue, there is the
way he places plantation slavery firmly in the context of other forms of
labor-both unfree and free—characteristic of the early modern British world.
His pursuit of this dimension propels him beyond the Caribbean and North
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America to Britain and the West African coast in a work that becomes genuinely
circum-Atlantic in scope.

With regard to the first question, Newman supports a socio-economic rather than
a racial interpretation of the transition to black slavery. Although he freely
acknowledges that a set of ideas and prejudices about race came to constitute
the ideological underpinnings of slavery during the course of the eighteenth
century, it was, nevertheless, “a class-based system of labor rather than
abstract ideas of racial difference that provided the foundation for slavery in
Barbados, and for a system that spread to Jamaica, the Carolinas, and beyond”
(248). There is, of course, nothing particularly original in this assertion. It
merely represents one of the well-established poles in a long-standing
controversy. Where Newman breaks new ground is in the crucial role he ascribes
to the importance of English precedents with regard to attitudes toward labor,
the work imperative, and the treatment of the poor and vulnerable. In
particular, the Vagrancy Act of 1547 occupies a central place in his narrative.
Despite the fact that there is little evidence that the measure was actually
enforced, Newman plausibly suggests that its precedents, its language, and the
very fact of its passage are all of compelling significance. They indicate that
English rulers and landowners, faced with the challenge of controlling a
growing mass of under- or unemployed people, believed that in the right
circumstances one individual could seize the body and labor of another, taking
away liberty and independence and extracting work through violence.

]

English rulers and landowners, faced with the challenge of controlling a
growing mass of under- or unemployed people, believed that in the right
circumstances one individual could seize the body and labor of another, taking
away liberty and independence and extracting work through violence.

The commodification of labor that this step represented only gained pace in the
early seventeenth century as the settlement of Barbados got underway. On the
island itself, the planter elite-unchecked by any lingering legal and social
constraints—created the exploitative plantation system characteristic of sugar
cultivation and brutally utilized first English indentured servants and then
black slaves. The former served for far longer periods than English laborers
and they were bought, sold, and traded in a manner unknown in Britain itself.
What encouraged this tendency was an infelicitous combination of factors.
First, indentured servants were in plentiful supply owing to the volatile
economic, social, and political conditions in the metropolis and, second, an
increasing proportion of those sent across the Atlantic were already unfree and
enjoyed scant legal rights and protections. They were, in effect, “white
slaves”—vagrants, criminals, and prisoners—whom planters viewed more as
inferior and contemptible commodities to be exploited than as free-born
individuals (71). According to Newman, their treatment laid the foundations for
the late seventeenth-century development of black slavery, whose operation he
then analyzes in some depth using an array of contemporary sources familiar to
Caribbean historians, including Richard Ligon’s True and Exact History (1657),
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Henry Drax’s instructions, and the records of the Codrington and Newton
estates. Although this is, perhaps surprisingly, the most conventional section
of the book, Newman, to his credit, is at pains to stress how dynamic the
institution was in Barbados. It was not static, but changed over time as
planters adopted rather double-edged “amelioration” policies during the
eighteenth century, promoted natural increase and family life, and encouraged
the development of a more diverse, highly skilled and trained black workforce.
He is also acutely aware of the gender dimension to life and labor on a West
Indian sugar plantation and of the role that female slaves played in the
fields. Finally, Newman rightly emphasizes the extent to which, with the rise
of slavery, white servants and their descendants—the so-called “redlegs”—were
marginalized in Barbados to a degree that was unusual even in other regions of
the Caribbean.

For Newman this slave system was genuinely distinctive. It stood out from
working practices in other parts of the British Atlantic world. Plantation
slavery really did constitute “a new world of labor,” to repeat the evocative
phrase in the book’s title. In order to underline this point, Newman focuses
not just on earlier English precedents, but also on conditions in British-
occupied West Africa and especially the Gold Coast, a region that had close
connections with Barbados through the Atlantic slave trade. There, because of
the primacy of the trading relationship and the demographic imbalance between
Europeans and Africans, Britons were compelled to respect the local residents
and their working practices. As a result, they had to engage with, understand,
and utilize free and bound labor in ways that differed quite dramatically both
from the early modern British Isles and the developing plantation society of
Barbados. The Gold Coast was not a slave society akin to those that would
evolve in the Americas, and until the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
slavery in coastal communities remained relatively small-scale, without any
large and distinct slave class or caste. In addition, the existence of pawns,
or voluntary and (at least in theory) temporary slaves, further blurred the
lines between free and enslaved. Viewed in this wider context, then, the
Barbadian experience was truly exceptional. While categories and forms of labor
were extremely complicated elsewhere, on this particular Caribbean island more
rigid definitions of labor and subsequently of race usurped the more fluid
ideas and practices characteristic of the larger British Atlantic. What
accounts for this outcome? Embedded in Newman’s text are several possible
explanations: the strength of English precedents and attitudes towards labor;
the fact that the initial settlement of Barbados coincided with a period of
economic, social, and political turmoil in England; the resulting influx into
the colony of British (principally Irish and Scottish) unfree convicts,
vagrants, and prisoners of war; the unchecked power and freedom of the
Barbadian planter class; and the evaporation with the Atlantic crossing of more
fluid, flexible African definitions of slavery. For this array of reasons,
according to Newman, the ideas and practices of plantation slavery actually
owed more to England than to Africa, and more to class than to race.

This is, therefore, an interesting, suggestive book that merits a wide



readership, particularly from those with an interest in Atlantic slavery and
labor history broadly defined. Although there is a slightly repetitive quality
to the discussion, with many of the same themes resurfacing at different
points, the study’s clear linear structure anchored around discrete sections on
the various Atlantic contexts, British bound labor, African bound labor, and
finally plantation slavery, succeeds in driving the argument forward in a
compelling fashion. Also, while the study covers some familiar ground in its
discussion of Caribbean, British, and African labor practices—and owes a
distinct debt to earlier scholars such as Richard Dunn, Hilary Beckles, and
Russell Menard-the triangular, comparative nature of his analysis enables
Newman to develop his own rather novel argument concerning the distinctive
nature of plantation slavery in British America. Here the one element that is
perhaps missing is a clearer awareness of the significance of the inevitable
entanglements with the Iberian and Dutch Atlantics. That important caveat
aside, Newman nevertheless succeeds in highlighting the centrality of labor to
our understanding of the early modern world and, as the best Atlantic
historians do, raises important questions about the complex, fluid relationship
between developments in the Americas, Africa, and Europe.

The Lost Histories of Past Futures:
Revolution, Belonging, and the Times of
Transnational Print Cultures
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When I was a teenager in Catholic school developing a sense of political
consciousness, I fixated on the Apostle Jude, patron saint of the hopeless and
despairing, because his patronage seemed to extend broadly to what the Psalms
call “the wretched of the earth,” the down-and-out and overlooked in modern
societies and their written histories. I was also inclined toward Jude because
I was forgetful, and so I was told I could pray to him when I lost something
valuable, like a new jacket—a rather odd conflation of the transcendent and the
banal. St. Jude is also sometimes described (along with St. Rita) as the patron
saint of “the Impossible,” making his saintly office even more metaphysically
puzzling, since he oversees a conditional, temporal category, impossibility,
rather than a geographically bounded place (the Philippines, Sao Paolo), a
profession (confectioners, bankers), or an ailment (bubonic plague, cattle
diseases), like most saints in the pantheon. Jude belongs to the counterfactual
conditional, that which would or could have happened, had not something else
out of your control interceded—an illness, an act of violence, or one of the
many other natural and structural injustices that shape the present and limit
the futures of the despairing souls that petition Jude for hope and relief.

Jude’s realms, which combine the most quotidian and magnificent aspects of
human frailty and aspiration and transcend the bounded present and the
conditional future, are in some sense the domain as well of Raul Coronado’s
brilliant, provocative, and often moving book, A World Not to Come: A History
of Latino Writing and Print Culture. Coronado’s book is ambitious, both
theoretically and historiographically, rigorously researched, and eloquently
written. His objective is twofold: first, to document the emergence of a
Catholic Hispanic modernity in the Latin American age of revolution, one whose
models of knowledge and systems of understanding did not match up with the



liberal individualism of the Anglo-American world, which has been generally
taken to bethe standard of political modernity that others in the hemisphere
aspired to emulate. Secondly, he explores the emergence, and failures, of
revolutionary, anti-imperialist republican thought in early to mid-19th century
Texas, using this specific, largely peripheral geography to argue for the
centrality of such short-circuits-"worlds not to come,” lost futures birthed by
revolutions yet to be completed—that nevertheless shape the national cultures
that emerge out of the crucibles of empire, slavery, war, and revolution. In so
doing, Coronado offers a compellingly rigorous corrective to the often
presentist orientation of “transnational” cultural studies by excavating the
contingent, unstable forms of social belonging and political meaning in Spanish
America that helped create, but also elude, the national categories we have
inherited from the revolutionary 19th century.

x]

Coronado offers a compellingly rigorous corrective to the often presentist
orientation of “transnational” cultural studies by excavating the contingent,
unstable forms of social belonging and political meaning in Spanish America
that helped create, but also elude, the national categories we have inherited
from the revolutionary 19th century.

The post-Reformation world of Catholic Scholasticism, in which the Spanish
Empire took shape and in which it crumbled, is important to Coronado’s history
of print culture and national consciousness in Texas because it determined the
kinds of social and geographic belonging available to those living on New
Spain’s periphery at the time. In Coronado’s summary, Scholastic philosophy
responds to the Protestant heresy of a priesthood of believers with direct,
unmediated access to the divine Word by presenting the world as a single text,
mandated by God, in which all things are intertwined, in a meaning that could
only begin to be deciphered by an ordained clergy. (This entanglement of the
visible and spiritual world helps explain St. Jude’s alternately banal and
profound offices.) As Coronado puts it, Scholasticism is an intellectual and
social system that values not “innovation but interpretation,” the skill of
reading the world and uncovering “God’s signature” within it (52). The Catholic
world was an “enchanted” one, in which events were shaped not only by
individual agency, but also by unseen forces and unknowable spirits. “Proximity
to the divine,” Coronado writes, “involves having a ‘porous’ self, where
meaning emerges not within autonomous individuals but relationally with the
visible and invisible world around us; where spiritual transcendence could at
times be experienced by a community coming together during trying times” (51).
In this “enchanted world,” agency resides not just in individual bodies and
intellects but also in impersonal forces that are both beyond these and yet
also of them. This position is difficult to articulate in other than
teleological terms because, according to Charles Taylor, a critic of
Scholasticism that Coronado leans on for his own account, this enchanted world
seems so strange, and thus so “traditional,” to us.

This seeming anachronism points to the most exciting part of Coronado’s
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argument, which is his historiographical emphasis on the past futures “not to
come” in 19th-century Texas, a historical project that takes seriously radical
political desires, and the failure that inevitably accompanies them. The
“future-in-past” grammatical formulation of A World Not to Come considers the
history of Texas in terms of the spaces that radicals, pamphleteers, diarists,
and generals imagined that they “would become,” rather than the inevitability
of the nation-states that they “became.” As Coronado suggests, teleological
narratives that presume the independence and later U.S. annexation of Texas as
an inevitable product of Mexican instability, slave-state expansionism, the
heroism of the Alamo, etc., tend to write those who would become “Tejanos,” and
still later, “Latinos,” out of their region’s history, reducing them to
footnotes or obstacles along some other historical path. More broadly,
Coronado’s genealogical approach is essential, I think, for any serious
approach to empire and anti-imperialist movements in the 19th-century U.S. and
Caribbean, where national imaginaries, to say nothing of the territories
themselves, were so dynamic that the very meaning of the things later called
“Texas,” “Cuba,” or “Florida” changed profoundly across generations. A World
Not to Come uncovers traces of national futures that look different from the
territories we might recognize as inevitable-the post-1848 U.S.-Mexican border,
or the revived Aztlédn of Chicano nationalism-as well as a Hispanic Catholic
epistemology that determined alternative worlds not to come, but not without
leaving traces behind.

Given his emphasis on interpretation as a theological and social value in the
time and place under consideration here, Coronado organizes much of his
argument around close readings of key terms that ground his argument in his
print and manuscript archive, while helping to organize this often sprawling
book for readers. Besides “enchantment,” he considers “Latino,” a word he
considers as “less..a subject position than..a literary and intellectual culture
that emerges in the interstices between the United States and Latin America”
(30). Publicar, the Spanish word meaning “publish” as well as “publicize,”
becomes an important combination in 19th-century Texas, where the rarity of
printing presses meant that important documents were disseminated in manuscript
and through oral performance. Coronado’s use of unpublished manuscripts, listed
for readers on a bibliographyposted online, is instructive for this reason. He
shows how print was an instrument of religious and political authority in late
imperial Spanish Texas, “the embodiment of the voice of sovereignty,” as well
as a rare technology in the northern periphery of Spain’s American empire
(271).

Yet challenges to temporal and religious authority often eluded these
authoritative and authoritarian print forms; here, Coronado’s interest in
literary form and archival authority coincide with his project of historical
recovery. The intellectual and political history of a short-lived 1813
revolution in Bexar, the New Spain city now known as San Antonio, Texas, is a
particularly fascinating example. Coronado describes its preparation,
aftermath, and legacy through various manuscript sources. The travel diary of
José Bernardo Gutiérrez de Lara, a polemicist and leader of the rebellion,
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frames its political and theoretical background in Coronado’s reading. The
“Memoria de las cosas mas notables que acaecieron en Bexar el afio de 13
mandando el Tirano Arredondo” (Report of the Most Notable Things That Occurred
in Bexar in the Year 13, under the Command of the Tyrant Arredondo), a hand-
written eyewitness account of Spanish counter-revolutionary atrocities, offers
harrowing testimony of the sudden, violent interruption of that revolutionary
moment and the future it anticipated. Coronado concludes with a reading of the
diary of Florencia Leal, a young Tejana woman living in San Antonio four
decades later, as it comes under Anglo control. Coronado uses these manuscripts
as records of historical moments pregnant with possibility and uncertainty—the
protracted, bloody end of the Spanish Empire in Texas, in the former cases, and
the dawn of an Anglo-American one, in the latter—and as peripheral, informal,
or forgotten forms of writing that do not fit clearly into the genres that we
have come to regard as conventional and modern.

The key terms patria and pueblo bring out some of the political implications of
the Spanish-American Catholic modernity that Coronado argues for here, whose
vibrations can be felt today.Patria, a word without a suitable English
translation, refers to both a national homeland and the broader cultural,
linguistic, and religious loyalties that radiate from it. Pueblo is similarly
specific and expansive; it can be translated as “town” or as “people,” giving
it a paradoxical combination of bounded and vast meanings. Unlike either of its
English equivalents, pueblo can also refer to an indivisible group, a
collective entity. This is different from the sense of “people” enshrined in
the beginning of the United States Declaration of Independence, a collection of
discrete, individual subjects residing in a particular territory. The
difference is critical and points to competing notions of sovereignty
developing in the Americas at the time, which Greg Grandin has summarized in
terms of an Anglo-American conception of republicanism predicated on individual
rights and state sovereignty, and a Latin American valorization of collective
rights and territorial sovereignty. The concept of social rights, Grandin
argues in his recent article in the American Historical Review, bequeathed a
tradition of political militancy that has been framed, in the U.S. context, as
“disorder,” a symptom of the cultural and racial deficiencies of Latin
Americans. In his study of an 1856 print debate in the Spanish-language San
Antonio newspaper Ranchero, for example, Coronado shows how these catholic
(with a small and, he suggests, large “c”) senses of national belonging
struggled to survive amidst the growing tide of Anglo racism and Know-Nothing
nativism. The Ranchero, edited by a Cuban émigré, José Quintero, gave voice to
a “colonial history of Hispanic belonging based on concentric imagined
communities,” a capacious sense of belonging that could not restrain the
discourse of racial nationalism in Anglo-American Texas (374).

Threaded through several of the chapters is the career of Bernardo, a leader of
the short-lived Bexar rebellion. Its defeat, Coronado argues, short-circuited
the intellectual legacy of Bernardo’s revolutionary movement and doomed its
history to oblivion. In his diary of a trip to New Orleans, Philadelphia, and
Washington, Bernardo admires the visual world and apparent forms of republican



rule (such as new state legislative halls and the layout of the new capital
city of Washington) but does so in a vocabulary that betrays his familiarity
only with the politics of monarchy—describing Washington’s government buildings
as the “Corte de este Reyno,” (the Court of this Kingdom) for example. Coronado
explains how to read this slippage between seemingly republican and feudal
modes of political knowledge:

Bernardo’s voyage should not be understood as some teleological metaphor for
the shift in his political thinking, with his departure from New Spain
representing some break with a premodern, semi-feudal way of thinking and his
arrival in the United States signifying the development of modern political
thought. Such a metaphor would merely replicate our clichéd notion of the
United States as the normative agent, positing it as the teleological end of
the modern political world; at the other end of the spectrum, of course, would
be Spanish America, hurriedly attempting to follow the United States’ path to
modernity. This is the conundrum of comparative work, the inescapability of
positing norms and standards to which some fail to live up. The task requires
us to decenter the normative history that has set up the Protestant Atlantic’s
path to modernity as the ideal (82).

The contradiction between Bernardo’s fascination with the visual style of
republican rule, and his intellectual dependence on feudal and Catholic modes
of ordering the world, allows readers to see him wrestling with new forms of
loyalty and political agency not yet articulated as a coherent ideological
program, the kind of contingency, possibility, and uncertainty that Coronado is
after in his readings of “peripheral” genres like this travel diary. Other
notions of collective agency and sovereignty, which can be read in the Catholic
modernity of the not-yet borderlands, reverberate elsewhere in Latin American
political thought, from Simén Bolivar to José Marti, as Coronado suggests. The
combination of social rights and collective agency encoded in the meaning
ofpueblo, for example, continues to reverberate in Latin American militant
politics today, down to Hugo Chavez and contemporary Latin American social
movements, as well as Anglo-American dismissals of these as irrational or
“populist” deviations from democratic norms. Coronado’s attention to what he
calls the “indices of the irrelevant” is an impressive work of comparative
scholarship, reflective of a determinedly skeptical approach to what the
archive holds and what it hides.

Pirates and Governors
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Douglas R. Burgess Jr., The Politics of Piracy: Crime and Civil Disobedience in
Colonial America. ForEdge Press, 2014. 308 pp., $35.

Swashbucklers, rogues, and scoundrels—the legacy of early modern sea rovers in
popular culture has made piracy basically synonymous with villainy. Historian
Douglas R. Burgess Jr., however, dusts off pirates’ tarnished reputations to
make a much larger point about the nature of colonial legalities and imperial
criminality in his new book. Spanning the end of the seventeenth century to the
middle of the eighteenth, The Politics of Piracy argues that American
governors’ collusion with pirates represented a rupture in the legal and
political relationship between England and its colonies. Pirates actively
participated in the negotiation of Crown law and influenced the development of
an American legal system distinct from that of England. By examining the
reception of anti-piracy legislation in the colonies, Burgess reveals an
English state too weak to stamp out piracy and a colonial system profiting
heavily from the illicit activities of those same mariners. In fact, in
Burgess’'s telling, it was not until the popular perception of pirates in the
colonies changed—due to the closing of the Red Sea as a hunting ground and
their depredations occurring much closer to home-that the “war against pirates”
experienced any success. This is Atlantic world history at its best and in the
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end, Burgess assembles an innovative and provocative take on the economic,
political, social, and legal formation of England’s American colonies.

If England defined pirates as outside of the law, but colonial
administrators refused to see them as such, what did that mean for the
creation of an English state that spanned the Atlantic?

First and foremost Burgess’s monograph uses piracy as a lens into the ways in
which England and the colonies understood and enacted notions of law and
authority. Nearly forty years ago, historian Charles Tilly argued that the act
of defining criminal behavior served as a cornerstone in the construction of
states. Taken further, Michel Foucault presented the destabilizing theory that
states functioned more as fluctuating relationships of power than as things in
and of themselves. Applying this theoretical framework for understanding the
formation of states, Burgess argues that, “in a very real way, the creation of
piracy law in the early modern period was an expression of state formation”
(4). In a sense pirates—as much as any other type of criminal-served as vectors
for the creation of law and therefore for the extension of a state apparatus.
This argument is key for Burgess’s narrative because England’s efforts to root
out piracy in the colonies failed so miserably. If England defined pirates as
outside of the law, but colonial administrators refused to see them as such,
what did that mean for the creation of an English state that spanned the
Atlantic? For Burgess, the inability of officials at Whitehall to enforce their
will regarding piracy led to colonial subjects themselves creating their own
definitions of legality and illegality—definitions often at odds with their
metropolitan counterparts.

The center of Burgess’s book revolves around the sensationalized act of piracy
of Captain Henry Every and his crew. Unlike the trial and execution of William
Kidd, Burgess focuses on the Every scandal because it was such a spectacular
fiasco for the English state. As Burgess explains, Henry Every and the
piratical voyage of the Fancy in 1696 precipitated a diplomatic crisis of
unprecedented proportions. Every and his crew sailed into the Red Sea and
seized one of Emperor Aurangzeb’s ships on its way to Mecca. The seizure and
abuse of passengers on the ship led to rioting in port cities of the Mughal
Empire and the near-destruction of several trading outpost of the English East
India Company. In order to keep their outposts safe and continue trading, East
India Company representatives assured the great mughal that Every and his crew
would be captured and executed for their crimes. What those representatives
could not have realized was how difficult such a proposition would be for a
jurisdictionally complex English state with a popular affinity for glamorizing
acts of piracy.

Despite the assurances of East India Company officials, the majority of Every’s
crew found refuge in the colonies from American governors, who looked the other
way in return for a share of the mughal’s wealth. In the end, the English state



apprehended only six of Every’s crew, who would serve as proxies in an act of
political theater meant to demonstrate to the world that England was not a
nation of pirates. However, when put in front of a jury of twelve of their
peers at the Old Bailey, all six men were acquitted. Worse, during the course
of the pirates’ testimonies, it became clear how deeply entrenched colonial
officials’ complicity with piracy ran—so much so that Captain Every himself was
sheltered by a colonial official charged with rooting out piracy, Governor
Nicholas Trott of the Bahamas. In a hasty attempt to repair the damage done by
the failed trial, the English state tried the six men for the original mutiny
on the Red Sea. Although the second trial ended in a conviction, Burgess
explains that it “also came up short in providing the proper ‘story’ of piracy”
that English officials wanted (77).

Anglo-America felt the reverberations of the Every scandal almost immediately.
The Board of Trade established Vice Admiralty Courts in the colonies,
encouraged colonial governors to renounce pirates sheltered in their
territories, and considered a Resumption Bill that would have revoked colonial
charters and redrawn the administrative maps of the colonies. This narrative of
a reinvigorated English state exerting administrative authority over wayward
colonies, however, should not come as a surprise to students of early American
history. And yet, the Resumption Bill failed to pass, trials of pirates in the
Vice Admiralty Courts remained few and far between, and Every’s Red Sea
exploits sparked a frenzy of American pirates trying to repeat his success—many
of them financed by colonial governors. By examining the repercussions of the
Every scandal in the colonies, Burgess argues that by the early decades of the
eighteenth century, two distinct legal systems had emerged between Crown and
colonies, systems that would continually clash over the issue of piracy. In
fact, Burgess argues that England’s “war on pirates” succeeded only in securing
Red Sea ships from attack, leading many Anglo-America sea rovers to seek out
colonial shipping in Atlantic waters. It was, for Burgess, the Atlantic
depredations of previously protected pirates that moved colonial governors to
get on board with England’s anti-piracy measures by the 1730s.

What makes The Politics of Piracy so interesting is the way in which Burgess
counters older treatments of the “war on pirates,” which tended to see the turn
of the eighteenth century as a moment of English state power being used to rein
in illicit maritime exploits. Unlike previous histories of this moment, Burgess
looks not just at imperial policy but also at the reception of those policies
across the Atlantic, thereby exposing what he sees as the weakness of the
English state. In this way Burgess uses many of the same colonial office and
public record papers as the books he argues against in order to tell a
dramatically different story. However, while he aptly demonstrates that
colonial governors largely ignored the anti-piracy measures of the English
state, Burgess’s treatment of the Anglo-American colonies could have benefitted
from a more hemispheric perspective. By focusing on their responses to the
policies of the English state, Burgess produced a static and one-sided account
of colonial governors in a period when trade relations throughout the Americas
put many of England’s colonies on the wrong side of the law. Burgess’s



narrative covers an era in which many Anglo-American smugglers and pirates
developed illicit commercial relationships with Spain’s colonial
possessions—dealings that irked the newly founded South Sea Company as much as
Spanish officials in Madrid. Spanish and English officials alike labeled many
of these smugglers pirates despite being respected merchants in their ports of
call. In a way, the development of inter-imperial smuggling in this period
meshes remarkably well with Burgess’s overall argument regarding the
development of two distinct legal systems, yet Spanish American trade receives
no attention and Burgess conflates acts of inter-imperial smuggling with his
loosely defined concept of piracy.

As with many books worth reading, The Politics of Piracy raises some
fundamental questions that are not all answered within its pages. Perhaps the
one worth chewing on is the question of the word “piracy” itself. While Burgess
explains the creation of a distinct colonial legal system, his use of “piracy”
seems to privilege the metropolitan definition of legality and illegality. If
colonial governors understood acts of maritime violence abroad as legally
acceptable, does calling them “pirates” contradict the notion of a legitimate
and distinct colonial understanding of legality? What else could they be
called? It is a tribute to Burgess’s provocative work that such questions can
be asked and, hopefully, answered in future scholarship.

This article originally appeared in issue 15.4 (Summer, 2015).

Casey Sylvia Schmitt is a PhD candidate at the College of William and Mary,
where she is working on a dissertation that examines circuits of
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American History, where she writes about researching and teaching in the
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The continental versus Atlantic debate is more about historiography than
history.

Sex and Social Order in Massachusetts
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Kelly A. Ryan’s work, Regulating Passion: Sexuality and Patriarchal Rule in
Massachusetts, 1700-1830, explores the intersections of patriarchal power and
sexual regulation in Massachusetts from the late colonial era through the early
national period. Drawing on a wide array of sources, including legal records,
print culture, letters and diaries, and church records, she argues that the
regulation of sexual behavior was one of the cornerstones of white men’s
patriarchal authority. Ryan defines patriarchal power as the “authority of men
in households, government, economics, sexuality, religion, and culture,” as
well as “the direct power of male heads of household over their dependents’
sexual, economic, and religious choices” (2). She uses both anecdotal and
statistical evidence to show that this authority was manifested in many ways,
from the prosecution of white women for fornication in the court system to the
control of enslaved people’s marital choices.

[x]

Kelly A. Ryan, Regulating Passion: Sexuality and Patriarchal Rule in
Massachusetts, 1700-1830. Cambridge: Oxford University Press, 2014. 288 pp.,
$55.

Although the close reliance of patriarchal authority on sexual regulation
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remained constant throughout the period in question, Ryan argues that the
American Revolution and the emergence of the new nation facilitated challenges
to patriarchal authority and contributed to shifting methods of sexual
regulation. In the late colonial period, she shows, sexual regulation largely
occurred through official channels of authority—the authority of fathers over
children, of masters over servants and slaves, and of courts and public
officials over the behavior of all residents. After the American Revolution,
however, sexual behavior was less likely to be policed via official channels of
power; instead, a new culture of virtue and reputation sought to shape
individual behavior by emphasizing the importance of sexual virtue and self-
regulation.

Ryan’s book is divided into two sections. The first part explores sexual
control in the late colonial period and focuses on efforts to regulate the
behaviors of white, Native American, and African American women and men. At a
time when rates of premarital sex were increasing and when print culture
depicted the dangers of women’s erotic power, Ryan shows that government
authorities particularly focused on containing the dangers of white women’s
sexuality within lawful marriage. Fornication prosecutions in particular sought
to control women’s sexual behavior, and the courts made white women uniquely
culpable for sexual transgressions. White men, on the other hand, enjoyed far
greater sexual license. They were rarely prosecuted for fornication, and
paternity suits were one of the few avenues through which white men’s sexual
misdemeanors were brought before the courts and the public. Yet in spite of
this sexual liberty, young white men and poor white men found that their
behaviors and choices were constrained by the realities of
dependence—dependence on fathers, masters, and the overseers of the poor.

At a time when rates of premarital sex were increasing and when print
culture depicted the dangers of women’s erotic power, Ryan shows that
government authorities particularly focused on containing the dangers
of white women’s sexuality within lawful marriage.

In many ways non-white women and men faced similar constraints on their sexual
behavior. White men believed that their patriarchal authority and
responsibilities extended to Native Americans and African Americans, whom they
viewed as racially and culturally inferior and therefore dependent. Ryan argues
that over the course of the eighteenth century, white patriarchal authority
over Native Americans increased. Systems of indentured servitude and
guardianship, as well as missionary efforts, provided multiple avenues for
imposing white sexual norms on Native communities and families. For African
Americans the system of slavery provided white men even greater scope for
sexual regulation. Of particular concern for white authorities was the
prevention of interracial sex and marriage. Ryan reveals fascinating
inconsistencies in the ways interracial sex was policed. White women were more
severely punished when prosecuted for fornication with African American men



than with Native American or white men. Conversely, like white men, African
American and Native American men were rarely prosecuted for fornication with
white women. Unlike white women, African American and Native American women
were rarely prosecuted for fornication, whether or not they crossed a racial
boundary. This gave white patriarchs considerable license to cross racial
boundaries without having their behavior exposed in public. As Ryan explains,
“By not prosecuting African American or Indian women for fornication, masters
of servants and slaves were implicitly protected from any financial or criminal
charges being brought against them for engaging in interracial sex” (78).
Ultimately, Ryan shows that in virtually any situation, white women bore the
burden of maintaining racial boundaries.

The second part of Ryan’s work examines shifts in sexual regulation that
occurred during and after the American Revolution. Ryan argues that sexual
regulation shifted away from legal and institutional avenues of power and
toward cultural strategies by which sexual values could be explained and
promoted. This shift was prompted by developments such as a new emphasis on
equality that elevated the status of young men and poor men to that of virtuous
citizens capable of governing themselves. Even churches, which formerly had
emphasized public regulation of members’ behavior, moved away from rituals of
public confession and repentance toward new values of self-regulation and
private intervention. Moreover, legal prosecutions of sexual misbehavior such
as fornication and adultery declined in this period.

In addition, one of the most significant changes in this post-revolutionary
period was the emancipation of slaves in the wake of the revised Massachusetts
state constitution in 1780. With legal authority over African Americans
reduced, Ryan argues that “many whites drew on cultural strategies to sustain
the racial hierarchy rather than institutional and legal controls” (105). Print
culture, for instance, drew increasingly stark racial divisions by insisting
that African Americans (and Native Americans newly eligible for citizenship)
did not experience genuine feeling and attachment—they were merely lustful and
uncontrolled. More practically, new social patterns of segregation emerged in
towns and cities, thus drawing spatial boundaries in addition to cultural lines
between the races.

In the aftermath of the Revolution, moreover, white women writers began to
carve out a new role for themselves in the republic, emphasizing their moral
and intellectual capacities. In particular, Ryan shows that white women
intervened for the first time via print culture in the system of sexual
regulation that sought to put the greatest burden on them. In essays, stories,
and novels, they openly criticized men’s unruly sexual behavior and called for
an end to the sexual double standard that held women more responsible than men
for good sexual behavior. Seduction narratives in particular proved popular
with readers and offered women a narrative structure for demonstrating that
innocent women were in danger of being led astray by unscrupulous men who
needed to be held responsible for their actions.



White women’s writings constitute one of Ryan’s most convincing examples of
resistance to patriarchal authority; these writers effectively increased the
scrutiny of white men’s sexual behavior and pushed readers to regard “fallen”
women with greater sympathy. As Ryan argues, “middle and upper rank white women
asserted a new place for themselves as the arbiters of sexual morality in their
criticism of men’s sexual behavior and defense of women” (150). These women
certainly did not unravel patriarchal authority, but they did shift some of the
burden of sexual regulation away from themselves and onto white men.

Ryan’s work has many strengths, most notably her ability to analyze differences
of race, class, gender, and age without losing sight of her broad
interpretation of shifts in sexual regulation from the late colonial to the
early national period. Moreover, her ability to address both changes in sexual
regulation and continuities in patriarchal power is important and necessary in
conveying the complexity and sources of white men’s authority. She emphasizes
the constancy of white men’s patriarchal power during this period while still
revealing the challenges posed by individuals, groups, and new ideological
trends. By highlighting these challenges, Ryan is able to expose the ways in
which patriarchal authority shifted and transformed to meet these pressures.
Ultimately, she reveals the resilience at the heart of enduring systems of
power.

This article originally appeared in issue 15.4 (Summer, 2015).

Nora Doyle is an assistant professor of history at Salem College. Her
research focuses on women’s and gender history and the history of sexuality
in early America.
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“Man,” wrote John Webb, a Boston-based minister, in a 1726 sermon, “conforms to
the Tempers and Manners of the Company he keeps.” Warning listeners of the
dangers of keeping bad company, and dedicated to the youth of his congregation,
Webb’s sermon quietly registers another much broader and very muscular tenet of
eighteenth-century, Protestant common sense: that one’s environment had an
almost unlimited capacity to influence one’s behavior, feelings, desires, and
even one’s faith. Webb’s Seasonable warning against bad company-keeping, and
the concerns about the spiritually corrosive potential of bad company that it
voices, provide a glimpse into one of the major structural idioms through which
residents of eighteenth-century British colonial North America understood their
world. Social influences, however, were ultimately only one part of this broad
logic that understood the environmental writ large—the physical, natural,
climatic, gustatory, social, and spiritual environment—as one of the most
definitive factors in human individual and collective development. For scholars
who work on the eighteenth-century Atlantic world, this radically different way
of thinking about human constitution poses one of the biggest challenges to
approaching the period, as we are exhorted to do, “on its own terms.” Reading
eighteenth-century texts through the framework of environmental determinism,
however, is critical to developing a careful and textured understanding of the
period, and essential to the project of denaturalizing categories of human
difference-race, sex, sexual desire—-that were beginning to be taxonomized and



reified in the eighteenth century, and that continue to be live political
questions for all of us today.

[x]

Katy Chiles, Transformable Race: Surprising Metamorphoses in the Literature of
Early America. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2014. xi, 315 pp.,
£45.00.

The promise of this carefully historicized reading practice is exactly what
Katy Chiles delivers in Transformable Race: Surprising Metamorphoses in the
Literature of Early America. Suggesting that we tend to analyze debates about
the meaning and etiology of racial difference in the eighteenth-century through
“nineteenth- and twentieth-century quotidian understandings of race” that
“deemed it an internal rather than an external phenomenon,” Chiles’ monograph
turns its focus to the environmental logic in which eighteenth-century,
colonial North American intellectual culture was steeped (109). Pairing
eighteenth-century natural historical texts with some of the most canonical
works of eighteenth-century North American literature, Chiles’ careful, close
readings highlight the way that these texts understood race to denote “a sense
of human somatic difference (albeit, and indeed, one that could change)
influenced by environmental factors, not one in the blood” (10). Putting
writers such as Phillis Wheatley, Samson Occom, Benjamin Franklin, J. Hector
St. John de Crévecoeur, Olaudah Equiano, Charles Brockden Brown, and Royall
Tyler into conversation with some of the most prominent natural philosophers
and scientific thinkers of the same era—among them Benjamin Rush, John
Mitchell, Thomas Jefferson, Samuel Stanhope Smith, Timothy Dwight, Guillaume-
Thomas Raynal, and Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon-Transformable Race
insists on reading early American literature “in relationship to its own racial
epistemology of the late eighteenth-century—the very one through which these
early American writers both knew and wrote their world” (23).

The central argument of the book is one that is unlikely to raise eyebrows:
Transformable Race describes how popular cultural understandings of race in
eighteenth-century North America defined it in anything but ontological terms.
Pointing to the muscular place that natural historical thinking held in
eighteenth-century print culture, Chiles insists that “early Americans largely
considered race..to be potentially mutable: it was thought to be an exterior
bodily trait, incrementally produced by environmental factors (such as climate,
food, and mode of living) and continuously subject to change” (2). In
Transformable Race, Chiles turns to myriad forms of literature (essays,
sermons, true narratives, poetry, novels) from the period to illustrate two
important ideas: first, that race was understood as a dynamic bodily state, a
notion predicated on the idea “that the body, its racial features, and racial
identity itself were always in flux and had to be consistently maintained,” and
one that “informed a broad cultural logic about racial construction” (3).
Second, Chiles painstakingly leads the reader through her analysis of texts
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that we do not usually assume to be “scientific” (an at best specious
distinction when used to describe eighteenth-century writing) to illustrate the
ways that writers from Phillis Wheatley to Royall Tyler were explicitly
engaging in contemporary conversations about the origins and meaning of racial
difference (6). Endeavoring “to identify how eighteenth-century racial thinking
informs the figurative language in this crucial period’s literature,”
Transformable Race “strives to illustrate for us how early American authors
imagined, contributed to, and challenged the ways that one’s racial identity
could be formed in the late colonial and early national moment” (3).

Natural historical theories of racial difference also became a tool
and an occasion for public intellectual debate by African peoples,
slaves, and Native peoples—exactly the populations at whom the racist
potential of this discourse was frequently aimed.

Despite the relatively intuitive character of its central argument-that race
was understood in primarily environmental terms, as a “transformable” quality
in humans during the eighteenth century—this is a book that deserves to be read
carefully. Indeed, many of Chiles’ most interesting and important interventions
emerge from diligent attention to some of the seemingly smaller or subtler
arguments that she makes in this project. For example, Chiles refuses to reify
any distinction between “literary” and “scientific” thinkers or thinking,
highlighting the degree to which writers we rarely think of as
“scientists”—such as Equiano, Wheatley, or Tyler—-actively drew upon and engaged
with natural historical theories of racial differentiation that were
circulating in their moment. The payoff of this careful denaturalization of the
modern epistemological categories of “literary” and “scientific”-again, a
specious distinction, in the eighteenth century as it remains, today-is that it
changes the presumed political contours of the natural historical archive, one
that we frequently think of as ineluctably bound to the emergence of racist
pseudo-science and eugenics in the nineteenth-century United States. What
Chiles demonstrates, however, is that this is an association predicated more
upon an understanding of a nineteenth-century brand of natural historical
thinking than upon an eighteenth-century version. Indeed, she insists that
“notions regarding the formation of racial categories of the eighteenth century
differed dramatically from those of the nineteenth—and that the ways in which
they were different really matter to how we read and interpret the literature
written in the late eighteenth-century moment” (23, emphasis original). Chiles’
attention to literary engagements with natural historical thinking emphasizes
the polyvocality of specifically eighteenth-century natural history. Beyond
merely a racist or proto-racist epistemology developed to justify colonialism
and slavery (although that is an element of this archive that certainly should
not be understated), natural historical theories of racial difference also
became a tool and an occasion for public intellectual debate by African
peoples, slaves, and Native peoples—exactly the populations at whom the racist
potential of this discourse was frequently aimed. Chiles is nonetheless careful



to not assume a recuperative position in relation to this archive; despite the
fact that natural history offered another idiom through which oppressed peoples
might speak truth to racist power, “it was not always necessarily utopic or
liberating thinking” (24).

The central argument of Transformable Race is developed and complicated over
the course of four chapters and an epilogue, all of which put works of natural
historical thinking into conversation with various forms of popular literature.
In each chapter, Chiles offers close readings of her focal texts to highlight
the often very subtle or implicit references to and engagement with eighteenth-
century racial science that are actually remarkably proliferate in many of the
most canonical works of early American literature. Each set of texts she
considers—0ccom and Wheatley in chapter one; Benjamin Franklin and Hendrick
Aupaumut in chapter two; J. Hector St. John de Crévecoeur, John Marrant, and
Charles Brockden Brown in chapter three; Olaudah Equiano and Hugh Henry
Brackenridge in chapter four; and Royall Tyler in the epilogue—calls our
attention to how the writers in question engaged popular concepts deriving from
eighteenth-century natural history and other forms of racial science. Her
careful, close readings convince us that writers from Occom and Wheatley to
Franklin and Tyler were not just deploying the vocabularies of racial thinking
incidentally or unreflexively, but were doing so with care and intention,
explicitly engaging natural historians and their ideas.

For example, in the first chapter of the monograph, “Becoming Colored in Occom
and Wheatley'’'s Early America,” Chiles reads three pieces of Samson Occom’s
writing ( “A Short Narrative of My Life,” A Sermon, Preached at the Execution
of Moses Paul, and “To All the Indians of this Boundless Continent”) and
Phillis Wheatley's Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral (1773),
alongside writings by naturalists such as Linnaeus (Carl von Linné) and the
Comte de Buffon (Georges-Louis Leclerc) in order to emphasize how Occom and
Wheatley “min[e] Christian and natural-historical explanations for where color
comes from” (63). Her analysis highlights the way that each discourse relies on
“a symbolics of metamorphosis” that both these writers differently mobilize “to
explore the construction of racial categories in ways particular to early
America” (31). In other words, “transformable race, a sense of the external
mutability of the racialized body, figures centrally in how Occom and Wheatley
characterize racial formation” (31). Ultimately, Chiles argues that Occom’s and
Wheatley’'s writings offer an intervention into eighteenth-century racial
thinking by “represent[ing] the process of ‘becoming colored’ as a God-inspired
design,” Wheatley by gesturing to “changing beliefs about the effect of the
African climate to intervene in debates about race, science, and aesthetics” in
her poetry, and Occom by asserting “a particular kind of indigenized
Christianity and Native sovereignty” based on the ideological chasms separating
“both Christian and nativist” accounts of the origins of racial difference
(32). In the wake of Chiles’ close reading, we are left with a new awareness of
the way that Occom and Wheatley are invested in the project of “refigur[ing]
what ‘blackness’ and ‘redness’ might mean”—and to what ends (63).



One of the most promising elements of the historiographic project in which
Chiles is engaged is the potential that Transformable Race bears to contribute
to our understanding of the history of racism and of struggles for racial
justice, and this is one of the many things that I deeply admire about this
book. Chiles explicitly imagines this monograph in direct and intentional
relationship to critical race theory, and implicitly suggests that broad
eighteenth-century debates over the origins of racial difference constitute an
early moment in a long genealogy of specifically North American racial
thinking. Pointing to the ways that “critical race studies has importantly
pried apart scientific from social conceptions of race,” she argues that
critical race theory has nonetheless “been using temporal perspectives that we
have not yet understood to be temporal,” and offers a definition of
transformable race that “replaces prevailing critical race frameworks
particular to later periods with one that is apt for early America” (26, 25).
Chiles’ careful attention to the historicity of racial thinking-and
specifically, her concept of “transformable race”—“demands that we rethink
axiomatic angles of analysis in critical race studies, such as passing,
iteration, and performance,” and challenges “unexamined tenets on which
critical race theory has operated in literary studies” (26). In her efforts to
“posit a historically specific, transformational model of critical race theory”
that derives from early thinkers—white colonists and people of color (both
colonists and indigenous peoples) alike-Transformable Race “refigures our
understanding of racialization in early American literatures and advances a new
paradigm that offers critical race studies a fresh way of understanding racial
formation” (26).

If this project has a weakness, it is that the conversation it ultimately
delivers vis-a-vis critical race theory is less developed than the book’s
introduction promises. Putting the eighteenth-century intellectual traditions
that Chiles examines in Transformable Race into dialogue with specific texts
and exchanges in the development of critical race theory in the twentieth- and
twenty-first centuries—or, alternately, a more explicit discussion of the way
that Chiles seems to be reading many of the texts at the center of her analysis
as an early moment of the longue durée of critical race theory—would have made
this already very strong book even stronger. For example, in chapter four,
“Doubting Transformable Race: Equiano, Brackenridge, and the Textuality of
Natural History,” Chiles’ reading of Olaudah Equiano’s Interesting Narrative
calls our attention to the way that “Equiano..question[s] the limits of what
others such as Phillis Wheatley and Samson Occom saw as the beneficial aspects
of transformable race,” arguing that “Equiano subscribes to specific natural
histories and then questions them, both by troubling certain facets of their
theories and by noting how they fail to influence white behavior” (148, 149).
Ultimately, she argues, Equiano arrives at the economic argument against
slavery (in short, he suggests that if the British were to establish a broader
trade network in the African continent, that commerce would become more
lucrative than the slave trade [167]) that he advances at the end of his
narrative because he realizes that engaging with monogenetic natural historical
theories of racial difference has a limited impact on the practices and



predations of anti-black racism:

.1t is precisely because whites foolishly do not recognize and base their
actions upon an equality implicit in the single origin story that Equiano
himself is skeptical about the theories’ ability to make a difference in the
world. Understanding Equiano’s vexed investment in natural historical
theories and his skepticism about whether these theories and their
implications can change white behavior also helps us comprehend his turn at
the conclusion of his text to the economic argument he makes against the
slave trade because, as we shall see, he advances it only after his
narrative has shown how arguing the equality of Africans through natural-
historical and/or religious means has not been effective. (152)

This is very compelling, but in keeping with Chiles’ suggestion that the
discourse of transformable race in the eighteenth century has something
important to say to understandings of the processes of racialization that gird
critical race theory (in its early moments and today), I also believe that
Equiano’s economic argument against slavery might be fruitfully put into
conversation with the large body of critical race scholarship that addresses
the relationship between whiteness, blackness, property, and political economy.
I am thinking, in particular, about whether or how Chiles’ analysis of
Equiano’s frustration with the precarity of various forms of legal
enfranchisement (e.g. legal manumission) and subsequent turn to the economic
argument above might complicate or augment Cheryl Harris’ famous theorization
of whiteness as property (1993), now considered one of the foundational texts
of early critical race theory. If eighteenth-century debates about
transformable race—and efforts to engage those theories, penned by people of
color living in the eighteenth-century Atlantic world-indeed constitute part of
the long history of critical race theory or critical thinking about race by
people of color (as I believe they do), Chiles’ book envisions the felicitous
prospect of conversation between these bodies of work that, while historically
distant from one another, nonetheless share crucial ideological and ethical
territory.

Ultimately, Transformable Race makes an important contribution to both early
American studies and to the history of race more generally; this is a book that
will find a very broad audience, and frankly, a book that scholars of early
American studies should all both read and teach. It seems worth noting that
beyond being an important piece of scholarship, Chiles’ lucid prose, careful
close readings, and analytical pairings of very canonical writers alongside
understudied ones make this a book that might also be appropriate for advanced
undergraduates. It is unusual to come across book-length studies of eighteenth-
century North America that so deftly pair careful historicization of thick,
challenging concepts (such as race) with the explicit intention of rendering
those concepts more clear in our own time, yet this is exactly what Chiles sets
out to do: she baldly asserts that “if we develop a better sense of how science
and literature interacted in the definition of early American racial categories
and how this interaction has changed over time, we will have a better sense of



how to think about our own conceptions of race, right now” (30). And this is
precisely what Chiles manages to achieve with Transformable Race, rendering
this a project as politically refreshing as it is intellectually rigorous.
Chiles leaves us convinced of the current political significance of the fact
that “in the eighteenth century, a sunburn is never just a sunburn” (217).

This article originally appeared in issue 15.4 (Summer, 2015).
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Frances Ellen Watkins Harper’s first book of poems had been considered lost to
history for well over one hundred years. Johanna Ortner shares the tale of

recovering this incredibly valuable text—and shares the text itself-with the
readers of Common-place.
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