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It has always seemed to me a rare privilege, this, of being an American, a real
American, one whose tradition it has taken scarcely sixty years to create. We
need only to realise our parents, remember our grandparents and know ourselves
and our history is complete.
The old people in a new world, the new people made out of the old, that is
the story I mean to tell, for that is what really is and what I really know.
GERTRUDE STEIN, THE MAKING OF AMERICANS (1926)

Perchance, when, in the course of ages, American liberty has become a fiction of
the past, — as it is to some extent a fiction of the present, — the poets of the world
will be inspired by American mythology.

HENRY DAVID THOREAU, “WALKING” (1862)

If you don’t like it, go to Russia, retorted the others.
STUDS TERKEL, AMERICAN DREAMS: LOST AND FOUND (1980)
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Introduction

1. INTRODUCTION

This book offers an introduction to American studies by examining ‘the myths
that made America,’” i.e., popular and powerful narratives of US-American na-
tional beginnings which have turned out to be anchors and key references in
discourses of ‘Americanness,” past and present. Even if America obviously is “a
continent, not a country” (Gémez-Pefia, “New World Border” 750), in this study
I will follow the convention of using the signifier ‘America/n’ to refer to the
United States, and treat US-American myths only. The following chapters an-
alyze the core foundational myths upon which constructions of the American
nation have been based and which still determine contemporary discussions of
US-American identities. These myths include the myth of Columbus and the
‘discovery’ of America, the Pocahontas myth, the myth of the Promised Land,
the myth of the Founding Fathers, the myth of the melting pot, the myth of the
American West, and the myth of the self-made man. Each of these foundational
myths allows us to access American culture(s) from a specific angle; each of
them provides and contains a particular narrative of meaningful and foundational
‘new world’ beginnings and developments in the history of the United States of
America as well as iconic visual images and ritualistic cultural practices that ac-
company and enhance their impact and effect. Yet, these myths are not fixtures
in the American national cultural imaginary: The explanation for their longevity
and endurance lies in their adaptability, flexibility, and considerable narrative
variation over time and across a broad social and cultural spectrum.

My discussion of these myths will trace their complex histories and multi-
voiced appropriations as well as various semiotic/semantic changes and discur-
sive shifts that are part of these histories. The material of each chapter consists of
the manifold representations and usages of the myths in different functional
areas of American society over time. In the first part of each chapter, I will out-
line the relevance of the particular myth, reconstruct its formation in its specific
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historical moment and context, and show how its ‘making’ is intricately con-
nected to the project of US-American nation-building and to the (discursive)
production and affirmation of a coherent and unified US-American national
identity: The United States as an “imagined community” (cf. Anderson) is con-
structed and affirmed by way of this repertoire of a foundational mythology that
entails the creation of a “usable past” (cf. Commager, Search; Brooks, “On
Creating”) and the “invention” of a “tradition” (cf. Hobsbawm and Ranger) for
the new American nation complete with a national genealogy of past and present
heroes. This “imagined communal mythology” (Campbell and Kean, American
Cultural Studies 22) provides national narratives of individual and collective
heroism and excellence (when referring to historical individuals and groups,
such as Columbus, Pocahontas, the Pilgrims and Puritans, and the Founding Fa-
thers) as well as narratives of collective belonging and progress (when referring
to abstract concepts such as the melting pot, the West, and the self-made man).
Taken together, they make up a powerful set of self-representations that an
American collectivity has claimed and at times appropriated from an early, pre-
national utopian imaginary of the Americas and that it has converted into power-
ful ways of talking about itself as a “consciously constructed new world utopia”
(Ostendorf, “Why Is” 340). Rather than as the product of a series of more or less
contingent historical events and developments, the USA appears in these myths
as a predestined entity and (still) unfinished utopian project, i.e., it is endowed
with a specific teleology. At the same time, these myths do not simply ‘add up’
to a coherent and consistent national mythology free of contradictions neither in
a diachronic nor in a synchronic perspective, since the foundational national
discourse has always been marked by struggles for hegemony (e.g. between the
North and the South or the West and the East), as established regimes of rep-
resentation are always being contested.

In the second part of each chapter, I will work through the many recon-
figurations and reinterpretations that the respective myths have undergone from
subnational perspectives. Often, various immigrant and/or minority groups as
well as individual writers and artists have contested the authority of (pre)domi-
nant versions and interpretations of these myths to prescribe a “unified national
monoculture” (Pease, “Exceptionalism” 111), and thereby questioned the seem-
ing homogeneity and coherence of US national identity. Subnational perspec-
tives on these myths have challenged and intervened in the national regime of
representation by pointing to the voices that have been silenced, rejected, and
excluded from the American foundational mythology through acts of epistemic
violence. Yet, subnational revisionists’ call for more inclusive and democratic
articulations of these myths has often left their iconic status intact; in this sense,
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marginalized groups (Native Americans, women, African Americans, immigrant
groups, and the working class, to name only a few) have pursued a strategy of
appropriation and empowerment rather than of radical dismissal in order to
articulate their experiences and claim their Americanness.

In the third and final part of each chapter, I will point to more recent (often
contemporary) critiques of and commentaries on the myths under scrutiny,
which at times are more radically revisionist and debunk a myth entirely. In
many instances, the earlier national and subnational versions of a myth assume a
transnational or postnational dimension in light of new postcolonial inter-
pretations and critiques of empire that transcend the US national context and US
exceptionalism as interpretive frameworks. Yet, a myth does not necessarily be-
come obsolete by becoming more controversial and contested, as popular beliefs
and forms of commemoration that privilege the national perspective on the one
hand, and an academic, perhaps somewhat elitist revisionism articulated from
subnational and transnational perspectives on the other often coexist side by side
(cf. Schuman, Schwartz, and D’Arcy, “Elite Revisionists”). The resulting ten-
sion, which can be described as a kind of cognitive dissonance, produces an
“internally divided cultural symbology” (Rowe, At Emerson’s Tomb 41) or a
“Balkanization of the symbolic field” (Veyne, Did the Greeks 56) that allows for
balancing different and at times overtly contradictory ways of world-making
within the same discourse.

When assessing the role and relevance of the foundational US-American
myths in the age of globalization, we can also discern new forms of mass-
commodification and large-scale cultural export of American mythic narratives
across the globe; whether this will lead to a reinvigoration of the mythic material
and its often utopian appeal or to an emptying out of cultural specificity in the
process of circulation, translation, and indigenization (or to both) remains to be
seen, but the processing of the ‘myths that made America’ in any case is ongoing
and unfinished.

Although I am pursuing a rough, somewhat schematic chronology in each of
the chapters, a purely linear narrative often falls short of the complex adaptations
and interpretations of each myth, as different versions and narratives compete
with each other for dominance and hegemony. In order to reveal the biases of the
myths’ dominant versions and the political and economic interests of those who
promote them, the discussion of the national, subnational, and transnational
dimension of each myth is informed by a framework of ideology critique, within
which opposition to the American consensus appears as challenging the validity
of the US foundational ideology. The dominant ideological paradigm that is es-
tablished, critiqued, reaffirmed or debunked is that of American exceptionalism:
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All of the myths appear under the arc of this single most dominant paradigm in
the history and practice of American studies, because the discipline has for a
long time been organized around it either by way of affirmation or critique.

2. AMERICAN EXCEPTIONALISM — SOME DEFINITIONS

When the French aristocrat Alexis de Tocqueville remarked in his seminal work
Democracy in America (1835/1840), a piece of American studies scholarship
avant la lettre which records his 1831/32 journey through the United States, that
“the position of Americans was quite exceptional” (Democracy Vol. 2, 36; my
emphasis), he did not imply that Americans were exceptional or special as a
people or culture, but referred to the uniqueness of the American political sys-
tem. American democracy for him contrasted sharply with the situation in his
native France, which for the past decades had been characterized by violent
revolutions and counter-revolutions and the restoration of monarchical rule.
Tocqueville saw the democratic system that he studied in the United States as
God-willed and thought that it was only a matter of time before it would spread
to other countries; he felt that in the US this system had taken root in ‘exception-
al’ ways only in so far as that it had been able to do so in the absence of feudal
structures and aristocratic opposition.

The passage quoted above is often taken as a foundational scholarly refer-
ence to American exceptionalism, yet, American exceptionality was soon decon-
textualized from this particular instance and used to describe the genesis of the
American nation in much more comprehensive and sweeping terms; political
scientist Byron E. Shafer for example flatly states that “American exceptional-
ism [...] is the notion that the United States was created differently, developed
differently, and thus has to be understood differently — essentially on its own
terms and within its own context” (Preface v). Differently from what, we may
ask, and in what ways in particular? And what does this difference imply? Often,
the phrase ‘exceptionalism’ has been used in very unspecific ways to claim
American superiority vis-a-vis non-Americans and to legitimate American hege-
mony outside of the US; it also conveys notions of uniqueness and predesti-
nation.

American exceptionalism is an ideology that we find throughout US-Ameri-
can history in various forms and discourses of self-representation. It gains re-
newed relevance and even normativity with the formation of American studies as
a discipline in the first half of the 20" century, and becomes the blueprint and
guiding principle for many scholarly publications on the United States. While
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American studies scholarship analyzes American exceptionalism, it may at the
same time also produce new exceptionalist narratives. Even though the ideology
of American exceptionalism is a fuzzy conglomerate of very different ingredi-
ents, three types can be identified that recur time and again in political, artistic,
and popular discourses, past and present: a religious exceptionalism, a political
exceptionalism, and an economic exceptionalism.

Regarding the religious dimension of American exceptionalism, Deborah
Madsen reminds us that the concept of American exceptionalism “is used fre-
quently to describe the development of American cultural identity from Puritan
origins to the present” (American Exceptionalism 2). The Puritan rhetoric of the
Promised Land can be considered to be the origin of American exceptionalism.
According to Madsen, “the mythology of the redeemer nation” can be “ex-
plained with reference to seventeenth-century Puritan sermons, poetry and
prose” (ibid. 16). It is in John Winthrop’s image of the City upon a Hill, in
William Bradford’s history of Plymouth Colony as well as in Puritan journals
that we find the belief of the first generation of New England settlers in their
special destiny as ‘God’s chosen people’ expressed (cf. chapter 3). This belief
has been surprisingly persistent in the course of US-American history and has
been modified into secular and semi-secular variations.

The political dimension of American exceptionalism comes closer to what
Tocqueville may have had in mind when he used the adjective ‘exceptional’ in
reference to the founding and development of the US-American nation. The
writings of, for example, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and Thomas
Paine reflect the exceptionalist discourse surrounding the political founding of
the American republic. When Paine declares that “[w]e have it in our power to
begin the world over again” (Common Sense 45), he is establishing a creation
mythology of the American nation that has been reaffirmed by numerous au-
thors, for example by Seymour Martin Lipset, who calls the US “the first new
nation” (cf. his book of the same title). References to founding documents and
founding figures (to be addressed in chapter 4 of this study) affirm the shared
sense of a secularized doctrine of US-American predestination. The particular
(and to cultural outsiders often quite overbearing) type of American patriotism
already considered to be somewhat annoying by Alexis de Tocqueville needs to
be placed in the context of a self-image that is built on the notion of the excep-
tionality of American democratic republicanism.

The economic dimension of American exceptionalism is often connected to
notions of a new kind of individualism that corresponds to but at the same time
also exceeds the realm of the political, and valorizes self-interest as legitimate
and necessary for the well-being of the body politic. American individualism is
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often seen as a precondition for individual success, which is mostly understood
in economic terms. The notion of social mobility epitomized in the cultural fig-
ure of the self-made man — from rags to riches, “from a servant to the rank of a
master” (Crévecoeur, Letters 60) — prototypically illustrates the promise of eco-
nomic success in America as a direct consequence of the conditions of freedom
and equality, which in this context is understood as equality of opportunity. The
myth of the self-made man and the idea of expressive individualism (to be
addressed in more detail in chapter 7 of this book) are part of a utopian narrative
that promises a better life to all those who come to the US, and thus also is very
much an immigrant myth. Within the typology of the present study, this myth is
identified as the secularized version of the religiously and politically informed
mythic narratives of American exceptionalism. In a broader sense, it (along with
the other myths) is part of the civil religious vision of the American dream,
which figures as a kind of ‘umbrella myth’ that encompasses all others (cf.
Fluck, “Kultur”).

Clustered around these three strands of the ideology of American exception-
alism that champion religiosity, patriotism, and individualism, we find mythic
narratives of historical figures (Columbus and Pocahontas) and models (the
melting pot, the West) with which they are interrelated. Yet, one could even
more broadly claim that exceptionalism is “a form of interpretation with its own
language and logic” (Madsen, American Exceptionalism 2). American excep-
tionalism thus is not only about what is represented (historical figures, incidents,
interactions, and achievements) but also about Zow American matters are de-
picted and emplotted — i.e., about the semiotics and politics of representation.
The “language and logic” of American exceptionalism are modes of narrative
framing, iconic visualization, and ritualistic enactment. Often, these modes have
been identified as articulating American civil religion; the concept of civil reli-
gion (which was first used by the French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, cf.
Social Contract 249-50) suggests not merely a utilitarian relation to religion, but
one that borrows selectively from religious traditions of various denominations
in order to create “powerful symbols of national solidarity” (Bellah, “Civil Re-
ligion” 239). American civil religion presents an institutionalized collection of
sacred or quasi-sacred beliefs about the American nation that is distinct from de-
nominational religions, yet shares with them a belief in the existence of a tran-
scendent being (God); it centers on the idea that the American nation is subject
to God’s laws and that the United States will be guided and protected by God.
Symbolically, this civil religion is expressed in America’s founding documents
and made concrete in phrases such as ‘In God We Trust’ (ibid. 228). The
American exceptionalist logic conceptualized as American civil religion by
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Robert Bellah and others had earlier also been called the American Creed:
“America is the only nation in the world that is founded on a creed. That creed is
set forth with dogmatic and even theological lucidity in the Declaration of
Independence” (Chesterton, What I Saw 7). Gunnar Myrdal refers to the
“American Creed” as “a social ethos” and as a “political creed” which functions
as “the cement” in the structure of the nation and is identified with “America’s
peculiar brand of nationalism” (American Dilemma 1, 5). Both Gilbert K.
Chesterton and Gunnar Myrdal, cultural outsiders (from England and Sweden,
respectively) for who the US was an object of scholarly interest, developed
influential interpretations of American patriotism’s ideals as well as its deficits.

Whereas we can clearly see the symbolic languages of politics and religion
coming together in the notion of a civil religion and an American creed, the eco-
nomic aspect also plays an important role as the genuine “promise of American
life” (cf. Croly’s study of the same title), which entails the promise of economic
self-improvement and gain, just as, in turn, the proverbial “gospel of wealth” (cf.
Carnegie, “Wealth”) connects economic success to communal obligation in the
framework of national solidarity and belonging. In its dominant and recurring
themes as well as in its overall rhetorical structure, American exceptionalism
informs and structures American self-representations. It has been important in
fashioning internal coherence and has also often been used as an ideological tool
to project American hegemony outside the US. American myths thus play a cru-
cial role in the symbolization and affirmation of the US nation; it is their cultural
work, so to speak, to make discursive constructions of the nation plausible and
self-evident, to create internal solidarity and commitment to the nation state and
its policies, and to represent the US to outsiders. Myth in general, as it operates
on the level of (often tacit) belief rather than rationality, can be seen as the prime
discursive form of ideology; the myths discussed in this book can then be
assumed more specifically to reinforce the basic tenets of American exception-
alism also and maybe even mainly below the level of awareness whenever they
are evoked.

American studies and American exceptionalism have been connected in pre-
carious ways from the beginning. During the emergence and consolidation of
American studies as a discipline around the beginning of the ‘Cold War’ era,
American exceptionalism was a powerful hegemonic construct that proliferated
in the form of “an academic discourse, a political doctrine, and a regulatory ideal
assigned responsibility for defining, supporting, and developing the U.S. national
identity” (Pease, “Exceptionalism” 109). For the practitioners of American stud-
ies, this meant that
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[h]istorians and political theorists [as well as scholars from other disciplines, HP] ap-
proached the past in search of historical confirmations of the nation’s unique mission and
destiny. Examining the past became for scholars who were steeped in exceptionalist con-
victions a personal quest whereby they would understand the meaning of their “American”

identity by uncovering the special significance of the nation’s institutions. (ibid. 110)

Historically, American studies in part have thus been complicit in establishing
and maintaining discourses which sought to justify US imperial policies in the
‘Cold War’ — and beyond.

3. AMERICAN STUDIES SCHOLARSHIP — AN OVERVIEW

American exceptionalism and American myths can be examined more specifical-
ly in regard to their national, subnational, and transnational contexts and frames
of reference, which correspond with the three major phases in the history of the
discipline of American studies and the concomitant transformations of its re-
search practices and modes of thought.

Whereas various early individual works from Alexis de Tocqueville’s afore-
mentioned Democracy in America to Vernon Parrington’s three-volume Main
Currents in American Thought (1927-30) have been discussed as the first pieces
of American studies scholarship, the discipline really only took institutional
shape and developed in more formalized ways from the late 1930s onwards.
During its inception period from the late 1930s to the 1950s, scholars of the so-
called Myth and Symbol School looked for and identified myths and symbols
that allegedly attested to the specificity or even uniqueness of the US, and thus
sought to affirm American exceptionality. The name of this loosely connected
school of thought derives from the subtitle of Henry Nash Smith’s seminal study
Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and Myth (1950); Smith, the first
scholar to receive his PhD in the field of American studies (in 1940 from
Harvard University), defined his approach in the following way:

I use the words [‘myth’ and ‘symbol’] to designate larger or smaller units of the same kind
of thing, namely an intellectual construction that fuses concept and emotion into an image.
The myths and symbols with which I deal have the further characteristic of being collec-
tive representations rather than the work of a single mind. I do not mean to raise the
question whether such products of the imagination accurately reflect empirical fact. They
exist on a different plane. But as I have tried to show, they sometimes exert a decided in-

fluence on practical affairs. (Virgin Land vii)
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Smith sees the “Virgin Land’ as one prominent symbol that is embedded in reso-
nant mythic narratives about European encounters with North America, such as
the frontier myth and the agrarian myth, readily conceding that myths (and the
corresponding symbols) may be seen as fiction and thus may contain some
degree of wishful thinking or even falseness. Alongside Smith, other influential
Myth and Symbol scholars like R.-W.B. Lewis and Perry Miller similarly investi-
gated the nature of the American experience and its historical protagonists.
Lewis suggests the image of the ‘American Adam’ in order to characterize the
prototypical ‘new world’ settler as a figure of origin and an emblem of ‘new
world’ beginnings:

[T]he American myth saw life and history as just beginning. [...] The new habits to be
engendered on the new American scene were suggested by the image of a radically new
personality, the hero of a new adventure: an individual emancipated from history, happily
bereft of ancestry, untouched and undefiled by the usual inheritances of family and race;
an individual standing alone, self-reliant and self-propelling [...]. It was not surprising, in
a Bible-reading generation, that the new hero [...] was most easily identified with Adam
before the Fall. (American Adam 4)

Perry Miller’s American genealogical narrative is similarly steeped in religious

s <

discourse; he puts the Puritans’ “errand into the wilderness” (cf. his book of the
same title), a God-willed quest for a utopian community, at the center of the
early American experience and therefore also at the center of American studies.
17th-century Puritan theology is thus seen as having had a lasting impact on the
cultural imaginary of the nation. Miller shares with Sacvan Bercovitch, another
prominent scholar of Puritanism, the sense that “the Puritan origins of the Amer-
ican self” (cf. Bercovitch’s book of the same title) have guided the formation of
the US nation-state through the “capacity for self-creation that Puritan theology
attributes to believers” (Madsen, American Exceptionalism 13).

Overall, an evocative American primal scene is constructed by the first group
of American studies scholars as they imagine the ‘American Adam’ in the ‘Vir-
gin Land’ on an ‘Errand into the Wilderness’ (cf. Pease, “New Americanists”).
The early phase of this new field of study is often referred to as “the American
Studies movement” (cf. Marx, “Thoughts”), indicating a critical stance toward
traditional disciplinary configurations that had been dominant in the English de-
partments of many American universities, which seemed to imply some sort of
political agenda. As the US felt increasingly pressured to explain (and advertise)
itself to the world beyond its borders, the scholars of the Myth and Symbol
School both identified and created powerful images for a national imaginary. It
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is no coincidence that American studies programs and projects received major
funding after the end of World War II and throughout the 1950s, and became
quite a corporate enterprise (cf. Wise, “‘Paradigm Dramas’” 181). In the wake of
the ‘Cold War,” ‘America’ was imagined in American studies in somewhat
essentialist terms as a largely unified and homogenous entity. All of the Myth
and Symbol scholars would probably have agreed that there is something like the
“American mind” that can be studied in the intellectual history of the United
States (ibid. 179). Furthermore, the exceptionality claimed for the object of
study, i.e. the USA, was also claimed for the new discipline of American studies
that sought to investigate the US “as a whole” rather than in distinct disciplinary
pockets. When Henry Nash Smith asked, “can American studies develop a
method?” (cf. his essay of the same title), he answered his question to the effect
that he saw the “scholarship” of “American culture, past and present” (ibid. 207)
carried out not so much within the framework of a particular methodology or
theoretical approach but in the form of an interdisciplinary venture centering on
a common subject, i.e. America. From the beginning, many scholars envisioned
American studies as “an arena for disciplinary encounter and staging ground for
fresh topical pursuits” (Bailis, “Social Sciences” 203). Myth and Symbol schol-
arship invoked American studies as the new ideal of scholarly and disciplinary
coherence, yet by emphasizing the unity and uniqueness of American society, it
often lacked a sufficient analytical distance from the object under investigation
and scrutiny (cf. Claviez, Grenzfille 209). Since the Myth and Symbol scholars
did not thoroughly reflect their own positionality, their ideological presup-
positions to a certain degree predetermined their findings, and their scholarly
endeavors mainly produced an affirmation (rather than any precise definition or
critique) of those American myths, symbols, and images on which the field
imaginary of American studies relied so strongly.

In the mid-1960s, the Myth and Symbol scholarship of the first American studies
cohort was challenged by many critics who began to question the unequivocal
nature and the political implications of the American myths allegedly uncovered
and categorized by the preceding generation of scholars. In the wake of the
social protest movements of the 1960s and 1970s, among them the civil rights
movement, the women’s movement, and the anti-war movement, many critics
proposed alternative genealogies of America and American identity formation
that cast American history in a more critical light and contested the ‘innocence’
of the American Adam cultivating his ‘garden’ in the ‘wilderness.” The domi-
nant version of American beginnings, which had been privileging certain groups
while marginalizing or entirely leaving out others, was no longer accepted as
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representative of the American experience. What about the American ‘Eve’? Or,
more broadly, what about the experiences of women and non-white people in the
United States, past and present? What about Native American removal from the
‘wilderness’ and slavery’s role in cultivating the ‘garden’? The representatives
of the so-called Critical Myth and Symbol School, the second important group in
the history of American studies, examined aspects such as violence, racism, sex-
ism, and genocide as foundational for American culture. Whereas the symbols
and myths carved out in the first phase of American studies were often not
entirely debunked, they were now interpreted differently and seen in a much
more critical light. This reorientation produced less flattering accounts of the
making of America than the narratives produced by the Myth and Symbol
School, which now appeared as idealized and romanticized accounts of the evo-
lution of a white patriarchal America. Take, for instance, Henry Nash Smith’s
prominent symbol of the Virgin Land: Annette Kolodny in The Lay of the Land
reinterprets this image’s gendered symbolism as a metaphor of rape and pa-
triarchal exploitation, and Richard Slotkin, another leading protagonist of the
Critical Myth and Symbol School, more generally explicates violence (rather
than innocence) as the foundational American experience (cf. chapter 6).

While the Critical Myth and Symbol School was also concerned with grasp-
ing the specificity and particularity of the United States, it was not concerned
with affirming the superiority of American culture and society but with
critiquing the ideology of American exceptionalism; its critical reevaluation of
US founding texts and myths led to a transformation of American studies re-
search and practice as it addressed the national project from subnational perspec-
tives and thus brought to light that the notion of a homogeneous nation and a
single ‘American’ history was the product of a hegemonic master narrative that
excluded the perspectives and histories of internal others. This revisionism co-
incided with the articulation of a ‘negative’ US exceptionalism and the develop-
ment of new fields within and alongside American studies such as black studies,
women’s studies, popular culture studies, Native American studies, ethnic
studies, and labor studies, to name only a few. These new fields addressed and
tackled cultural and social hierarchies (i.e., asymmetrical power relations be-
tween men and women, whites and non-whites, as well as economically privi-
leged and economically disadvantaged Americans) that were deeply inscribed in
Myth and Symbol scholarship. This counter-hegemonic scholarship valorized the
particular over the universalized American experience by addressing issues of
identity below the level of the nation. In the process of deconstructing hierar-
chies, distinctions between high culture and low (or popular) culture have also
been called into question, and the study of popular culture has become a center-
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piece of American studies scholarship (cf. Cawelti, Adventure; Tompkins, Sen-
sational Designs).

By emphasizing the heterogeneity of American society and by focusing on
power asymmetries in the field of representation, the Critical Myth and Symbol
School aimed at a more inclusive narration and representation of America and at
a recognition of its multicultural legacy, privileging the heterogeneity of Ameri-
can society over any one-dimensional view of America ‘as a whole’ as the object
of study; the American studies scholarship of this second phase thus was plu-
ralistic rather than holistic in perspective and shattered conventional notions of
‘Americanness’ in the course of several decades. As this new cohort of Ameri-
can studies scholars (among them Leslie Fiedler, Alan Trachtenberg as well as
the aforementioned Annette Kolodny and Richard Slotkin) became more promi-
nent, scholars such as Henry Nash Smith felt obliged to revise their Myth and
Symbol narratives:

I proposed to use the terms “myth” and “symbol” to designate “larger or smaller units of
the same kind of thing [...].” I might have avoided some misunderstandings of what I was
about if I had introduced the term “ideology” at this point by adding that the intellectual
constructions under consideration could not be sharply categorized but should be thought
of as occupying positions along a spectrum extending from myth at one end, characterized
by the dominance of image and emotion, to ideology at the other end, characterized by

emphasis on concepts, on abstract ideas. (“Symbol” 22)

An institutionalization of these new perspectives occurred in the reformulation
of university degree programs and with the so-called canon debates of the 1980s.
These often fierce debates (also referred to as ‘culture wars’) saw an at times
dramatic confrontation between those who fought to preserve a supposedly uni-
versal “Western Canon” (cf. Bloom’s book of the same title) and those who
aimed at diversifying the narratives of America by substituting the universalist
US master narrative (grand récit) with a plurality of ‘small’ narratives (petites
histoires) and proposed to canonize texts (especially by women and minorities)
that so far had not been canonical. Works such as Paul Lauter’s Reconstructing
American Literature (1983), Jane Tompkins’s Sensational Designs (1986), Hen-
ry Louis Gates’s Loose Canons (1992), and A. LaVonne Brown Ruoff and Jerry
W. Ward’s Redefining American Literary History (1990) are exemplary publi-
cations on the ‘new’ canon which include formerly excluded or marginalized
voices that express a particular, subnational (or subaltern) view instead of claim-
ing to be representative of the nation as a whole. While ‘weak’ versions of multi-
culturalism merely advocate adding ‘new’ texts to school curricula and college
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reading lists, ‘strong’ versions advocate more pivotal revisions concerning cul-
tural legacies and the canon:

“Multicultural” is not a category of American writing — it is a definition of all American
writing. [...] The concept of “mainstream” culture and “minority” cultures is the narrow
view. Redefining the mainstream is the theme, the message, and the mission of [our

project].” (Strads, Trueblood, and Wong, “Introduction” xi-xii)

As the national consensus around the idea of ‘America’ was either reformulated
in more inclusive terms or questioned as a coercive concept in and of itself,
subnational and multicultural approaches from the 1960s through the 1980s were
strengthened; however, new constraints and limitations of the field of American
studies became apparent in the process. While the Critical Myth and Symbol
School successfully created sensibilities for inner-American differences and
power dynamics and directed scholarly attention to the multicultural dimension
of American national genesis and cultural production, it did not thoroughly ques-
tion the framework of the nation as the basic conceptual category of scholarship
and thus remained bound to the logic of national exceptionalism (cf. Tally,
“Post-American Literature”).

It is only in the third phase of American studies scholarship from the 1990s
to the present after a paradigm shift or ‘turn’ carried by the representatives of the
so-called New Americanists that the field began to pursue a transnational per-
spective in much of its work. Amy Kaplan and Donald Pease’s seminal Cultures
of United States Imperialism (1993) clearly marked the transition from a subna-
tional to a transnational perspective, as the essays in this volume place the USA
in a wider context of postcolonial theory and postcolonial studies. The US as
empire has become the object of many scholarly endeavors that no longer regard
the US as a “self-contained nation” (Bender, Nation 3) and see continental ex-
pansion as the result of imperial rather than domestic politics. Thus, the New
Americanists of the 1980s and 1990s (Amy Kaplan, Donald Pease, John Carlos
Rowe, and Robyn Wiegman, among others) have fundamentally scrutinized and
questioned the paradigm of American exceptionalism and its foundational role
for the discipline of American studies by drawing on the work of “scholars
whose concept of the nation and of citizenship has questioned dominant Ameri-
can myths rather than canonized them” (Rowe et al., “Introduction” 3). The New
Americanists’ agenda for American studies aims “to transform the traditionally
nationalist concerns of the field to address the several ways in which ‘America’
signifies in the new global [...] circumstances” (ibid. 3). Viewing the US as “a
multicultural nation in a globalized world” (Bender, Nation 6) also necessitates
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“globalizing American studies,” as Brian T. Edwards and Dilip Parameshwar
Gaonkar suggest in their essay collection of the same title; nationalism here is
cast as parochialism, and exceptionalism as an outdated field imaginary, pro-
voking the questions whether “American Studies [can] exist after American ex-
ceptionalism” at all (Pease, “American Studies” 47), and whether “all American
studies scholarship [is] [...] propaganda” (Castronovo and Gillman, “Introduc-
tion” 1). According to Pease, the field of American studies needs to be “ground-
ed in a comparativist model of imperial state exceptionalisms” (“American
Studies” 80) and, as Srinivas Aravamudan states, has to continue its close exami-
nation of the “relationship between the state and the discipline” (“Rogue States”
17). The turn to a relational framework of analysis along the lines of Jane Des-
mond and Virginia Dominguez’s “cosmopolitanism” and “critical internation-
alism” that operates with “a non-US-centric comparativism” (“Resituating” 286)
seems as important as the “engagement with Postcolonial studies” (Rowe et al.,
“Introduction” 7) and the use of a New Historicist methodology that has also
contributed to the field’s reconfiguration (cf. Michaels and Pease, American
Renaissance). The interdisciplinarity of the field of American studies (or ‘critical
US studies’) thus is being reinforced in the work of the New Americanists on a
new theoretical basis.

In a similar vein, Shelley Fisher-Fishkin’s address to the American Studies
Association held on November 12, 2004 (cf. “Crossroads”) focuses on an
impressive range of transnationally oriented scholarly activities by herself and
others, including transatlantic, transpacific, and hemispheric American studies
scholarship, as well as border studies. Characteristic of this new transnational
critical focus are publications such as Radway et al.’s 2009 reader American
Studies: An Anthology, which includes in its first section entries on “nation” as
well as “empire” and “diaspora.” There is also a new turn to non-English lan-
guages and multilingualism (cf. Sollors, Multilingual America; Shell and Sollors,
Multilingual Anthology), as transnational American studies cannot be conducted
and practiced with English-only sources.

The transnational American studies approach is diachronic, going back as far
as the 15" century, as well as synchronic; through the lens of a transnational per-
spective, American beginnings (just like any other national beginnings) appear
as more accidental and contingent, more chaotic and “messy” (cf. Schueller and
Watts) than is suggested by historical and mythic narratives which assert their
purposefulness, coherence, and telos. The transnationality of well-known cultur-
al, political, social, and literary phenomena has in the past often been relegated
to the margins; transnational American studies moves it to the center by analyz-
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ing the US from a comparative angle as “a nation among nations” (cf. Bender’s
book of the same title).

To summarize: each of the following chapters addresses the three phases of
American studies scholarship in terms of the national, subnational, and trans-
national approaches and perspectives they have generated; in the first phase, the
so-called Myth and Symbol School focused on national themes and symbols; in
the second phase, the so-called Critical Myth and Symbol School focused on
subnational perspectives and groups that had been ignored in the first phase; and
in the third phase, the so-called New Americanists questioned the nation as
framework on the basis of a postnational or transnational and possibly post-
exceptionalist agenda, and articulated a critique of the American empire.

However, I am not suggesting that every single piece of American studies
scholarship and criticism can be subsumed under these three perspectives and in
this exact chronological order. There is certainly a considerable amount of over-
lap, just as there are other frameworks that can be used to describe and to chro-
nologize American studies scholarship. It also needs to be acknowledged that
there is a strong connection between subnational and transnational approaches.
Lisa Lowe’s scholarship on Asian American history refers to “the international
within the national” (cf. her article of the same title) and is emblematic of
attempts to study the subnational and transnational in conjunction, as they are
but two sides of the same coin: while the subnational approach frames ethnic
immigrant groups within the national discursive field, the transnational does so
with reference to the global; similarly, diasporic cultures can be examined as part
of both subnational and transnational spheres. Yet, a national mythology is still
affirmed in many current visions of the US in the face of a perceived fragmenta-
tion of traditional collectivities, and some versions of the transnational endeavor
still lapse into constructing a US-centered universe.

4. AMERICAN STUDIES:
MYTH CRITICISM — IDEOLOGY CRITIQUE — CULTURAL STUDIES

There are a number of descriptions of American studies that serve to define the
field. Interdisciplinarity is usually a common denominator: American studies

is a joint, interdisciplinary academic endeavor to gain systematic knowledge about Ameri-
can society and culture in order to understand the historical and present-day meaning and

significance of the United States. (Fluck and Claviez, “Introduction” ix)
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While various academic disciplines such as literary criticism, sociology, political
science, history, economics, art history, geography, media studies, etc. engage in
American studies, it is the discipline of cultural studies that allows us to connect
e.g. political science to literature, art history to sociology, or history to econom-
ics and geography, and to integrate these various disciplinary perspectives into
an American studies framework. Cultural studies has always operated as a
discipline that in the field of American studies brings different approaches into
dialog and that bridges disciplinary gaps. In what follows, all of those (sub)dis-
ciplines of American studies will be relevant for my account of core myths of the
US, as myths are not specific to one particular sector of American society but are
part of the larger “biography” of a nation (Anderson, Imagined Communities
204), answer to “the need for a narrative of ‘identity’” (ibid. 205), and constitute
the “National Symbolic” that is carried by “traditional icons, its metaphors, its
heroes, its rituals, and its narratives” in order to “provide an alphabet for a
collective consciousness or national subjectivity” (Berlant, Anatomy 20). Myth
criticism therefore is relevant for analyzing political culture, sociological des-
criptions, historiographic accounts, literary texts, cartographical practices of
mapping and naming, as well as national visual and commemorative culture, and
may be concerned both with the semiotic as well as with the discursive dimen-
sions of myths, i.e. with forms of (re)presentation as well as with their ideologi-
cal function (cf. Hall, Representation). Myth criticism as practiced by literary
and cultural critics, historians, sociologists, anthropologists, political scientists,
etc. has allotted quite different roles, meanings, and functions to myths; I will
therefore briefly sketch some of these contributions to myth theory to arrive at a
working definition of myth for the present volume.

One prominent branch of myth criticism has established a critical perspective
on myths by contrasting them with “truth” (“logos”) or “scientific thought;”
myth here is considered as false, fictional, anachronistic, “primitive,” or “patho-
logical” (Claviez, Grenzfille 14). Historically, myths have often been considered
to be pre-modern constructions and interpretations of the world whose powers
have been waning since the onset of the Age of Enlightenment. From this per-
spective, myth in modernity figures negatively as a tool of propaganda, political
demagogy, and manipulation (as analyzed by Horkheimer and Adorno, cf. Dia-
lektik 44). In the everyday use of the word ‘myth,” which equates myth with
falsehood, wishful thinking, or fiction, this meaning is still present.

The denigration of the nature and cultural work of myths as outlined above
contrasts with myth theories by critics such as Ernst Cassirer and Hans Blumen-
berg, who have instead pointed to the function of myth as a way of making sense
of the world. Cassirer does not consider myths normatively as anti- or irrational
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but instead holds that myth provides “its own kind of reality” and rationality
(Philosophy 4). Whereas myth seems “to build up an entirely fantastic world on
the one hand” (Cassirer, Language 45), it is a “symbolic expression” and a
“work” of “artful expression” on the other (ibid. 46, 48). Myths are “objectiva-
tions” (ibid. 47) of social experiences and contribute in meaningful ways to an
intersubjective understanding of a culture or society. Cassirer’s description of
myth addresses its internal logic, its formal structures, and its sociocultural
function, not its subject matter. Philosopher Hans Blumenberg in Work on Myth
further elaborated on the function of myth as a fundamental human activity to
“overcome the archaic alterity of the world” (Wallace, Translator’s Introduction
x) and to protect individuals from “the absolutism of reality” (Blumenberg, Work
3) by creating collective identities and solidarity. For Blumenberg, our need for
myths does not dissolve with enlightenment thinking or positivistic rationality
but rather figures as a timeless constant in the way we relate to the world at large
(cf. ibid. 113).

Whereas it is debatable whether modern myths such as the ones discussed in
this book can in fact be considered as a primary way of world-making, they are
clearly part of a discursive formation and constitute a semiotic system that
includes an intersubjective dimension. This intersubjective dimension, in my
argument, works to establish the nation as an imagined community and extends
to all those interpellated as members. The social function of myth as a popular
belief system is to respond to an affective desire for ontological (re)assurance
and operates in civil religious forms that create within a group (i.e., the ‘nation’)
a semi-conscious yet deeply affective bond (cf. Bellah, “Civil Religion”) which
can be experienced and articulated as a kind of “public feeling” (Stewart, Ordi-
nary Affects 2). The “structures of feeling” (cf. Williams’s essay of the same
title) that underlie these “public feelings” and “ordinary affects” sit at the inter-
section of individual experience and collectively intelligible explication.

Roland Barthes’s Mythologies more critically turns to the role of myth in
everyday life. Barthes conceptualizes myth as “a system of communication”
(Mythologies 109) and as a “metalanguage” (ibid. 115) which functions on the
basis of, and like a language. For Barthes, myth criticism is equivalent to ideol-
ogy critique, whose task it is to continually de-naturalize and deconstruct what
seems self-evident, natural, and objective: “[M]yth is constituted by the loss of
the historical quality of things; in it, things lose the memory that they once were
made” (ibid. 142). In this sense, myth may be instrumentalized to various ends:
“Myth hides nothing: its function is to distort, not to make disappear” (ibid. 121).
The definition of myth as a means of providing coherence is echoed by the
definition of ideology as
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a system of cultural assumptions, or the discursive concatenation, the connectedness, of
beliefs or values which uphold or oppose the social order, or which otherwise provide a
coherent structure of thought that hides or silences the contradictory elements in social or

economic formations. (Wolfreys, Keywords 101)

Sacvan Bercovitch has pointed out that scholars have often constructed a false
opposition between “myth criticism and ideological analysis” which claims that
myth criticism’s task is “to ‘appreciate’ it [myth, HP] from within, to explicate it
‘intrinsically,” in its own ‘organic’ terms” (Rites 358), whereas by contrast,
ideology “is [an] inherently suspect” “vehicle of culturally prescribed directives
for thought and behaviour” whose analysis “uncover([s], rationally, the sinister
effects of its fictions:” “[t]o criticize a piece of ideology is to see through it, to
expose its historical functions, necessarily from an extrinsic, and usually from a
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hostile perspective” (ibid.). This “double standard” (ibid.) obscures the ideologi-
cal dimension/appropriation of myth and mythic texts; it is exactly this dual
quality of myth — as meaningful self-representation and as ideological invest-
ment — that I will engage with in this study.

In the field of political science, Christopher Flood and Herfried Minkler
have also argued against an earlier normative approach that eyed myths suspi-
ciously and unilaterally as tools of political indoctrination without denying that
political myths serve an ideological function. Flood examines mythmaking in
political discourses in modern societies in the 19" and 20™ centuries at the
intersection of politics, (sacral) mythology, and ideology (cf. Political Myth).
Herfried Miinkler has redeemed the study of political myths as an integral part of
discursively constructed modern national identities that should not be dismissed
offhandedly as irrelevant or anachronistic. Pulling together much of earlier myth
criticism (cf. Burkert, Structure; Barthes, Mythologies; Cassirer, Language; cf.
also Berlant, Anatomy), Miinkler identifies three aspects of myths: 1) (repetitive)
ritual as the oldest manifestation of mythical thinking, 2) the narrative form of
myth as a kind of storytelling, and 3) the visual and iconic dimension of the
representation of a myth (cf. Die Deutschen). Again, it is the civil religious, not
the purely religious aspect that is foregrounded and explored with regard to a
national and cultural imaginary. All of these dimensions — the ritualistic iteration
of myths in cultural practices, their various narrative patterns, and their visual
quality and iconicity — will be addressed in each chapter of the present study.

Yet, the different ways in which we encounter myths in politics, art, litera-
ture, memorial culture, etc. do not exhaust the power and complexity of myth
and do not even wholly explicate its meaning. We only know myth through our
work on the workings of it, Blumenberg suggests, and we can never grasp myth
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fully through rational or other forms of explication, as it exceeds complete se-
miotic access. In fact, “its function may be the ‘only knowable aspect’ that it
possesses for us” (Wallace, Translator’s Introduction xviii), whereas for the
community of its believers, for whom its ontological status is evident, it presents
the “holy truth” (Flood, Political Myth 32). Ideology critique is limited by the
dynamic and at the same time self-effacing character of myth and by the fact that
its ideological core settles into collectively shared tacit knowledge, or what
could also be called the “political unconscious” (cf. Jameson’s book of the same
title) or a “state fantasy” (cf. Pease, New American Exceptionalism 1-39). Sim-
ilar to Sigmund Freud, who finds mythical patterns in the unconscious (cf. Die
Traumdeutung), Slavoj Zizek identifies the “unknown known” (cf. “What Rums-
feld”) as part of our internalized ideological repertoire, which works effectively
precisely because it is that “which cannot be named” (Pease, New American
Exceptionalism 17). It is this implicit quality of myth that immunizes it against
criticism time and again and accounts for its longevity and its capacity for make-
believe in spite of obvious contradictions.

The historical ‘making’ of American national myths defies the assumption that
myths lose their power and interpretive authority and become obsolete with the
development of modern democratic societies; quite to the contrary: it is with the
formation of the USA as a nation and republic in the late 18" century in the
context of enlightenment thinking and a natural rights philosophy that a set of
modern national myths emerge or ‘are made’ in the name of an exceptionalist
American nationalism:

Nothing in the history of American nationalism is more impressive than the speed and the
lavishness with which Americans provided themselves with a usable past: history, leg-
ends, symbols, paintings, sculpture, monuments, shrines, holy days, ballads, patriotic

songs, heroes, and — with some difficulty — villains. (Commager, Search 13)

It seems as if the anthropological and psychosocial dimensions of myths are of
central importance to a national discourse that appropriates universality as an
“American universality” (Claviez, Grenzfiille 16). The evolution of this “Amer-
ican universality” has been reconstructed by Richard Slotkin, who applied
Jungian archetypes to a national context in order to critically identify specifically
American archetypal patterns and the way in which they have been encoded in
American myths. For Slotkin, “[a] myth is a narrative which concentrates in a
single dramatised experience the whole history of a people in their land” by
“reducing centuries of experience into a constellation of compelling metaphors”
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(Regeneration 269; 8). In the context of memory studies, Jan Assmann has de-
scribed myth, somewhat similar to Roland Barthes, as “‘hot” memory” whose
foundational function it is to affirm the present as predestined and self-evident
(Das kulturelle Geddchtnis 78); 1 use ‘foundational’ in much the same way.
Some of the myths that I address commemorate a glorious past (Columbus, Po-
cahontas, the Pilgrims and Puritans, the Founding Fathers) and connect myth to
cultural memory and its various archives, while others (the melting pot, the
West, and the self-made man) are myths of (geographic, cultural, and social) mo-
bility that commemorate events and developments in the past but also envision
the future of America. Yet, in Assmann’s model, a myth is not necessarily
always foundational but may also have a second function, namely to draw atten-
tion to a deficit between the commemorated mythic past and the lived-in present
— this ‘counter-presentist’ effect may trigger social and political change, and
instigate revolutionary acts.

In the context of American culture, Sacvan Bercovitch has identified the
American jeremiad, a motivational sermon in the Puritan tradition, as a pervasive
rhetorical structure that continually acknowledges such a deficit and postpones
the closing of the gap between the ‘foundational’ and the ‘presentist’ dimension
of myth without reneging on the promise of America and its utopian qualities.
Even as the American jeremiad asserts that people have fallen from their (origi-
nal) biblical, spiritual, or moral standard, it offers and embraces a second chance
to return to or to fully realize the ideal public life with all its benefits for the
individual and the community (cf. Bercovitch, American Jeremiad). The Ameri-
can jeremiad can be considered a make-believe rhetoric that time and again
affirms the ideological content of American mythology by smoothing over social
and political discontent and by camouflaging social and political deficiencies.
Such deficiencies are addressed more specifically by Donald Pease in his ac-
count of the US after the end of the ‘Cold War’ and 9/11, where he identifies
precisely this kind of ‘gap’ between the national belief system and presentist
experiences. According to Pease, it is the “state fantasy work” — the state fantasy
being “the dominant structure of desire out of which US citizens imagined their
national identity” (New American Exceptionalism 1) — that closes the gap be-
tween (the old) myth (of the ‘Cold War’ era) and (the new post-9/11) reality as
the new situation exceeds the old myth’s interpretive powers:

Myths normally do the work of incorporating events into recognizable national narratives.
But traumatic events precipitate states of emergency that become the inaugural moments
in a different symbolic order and take place on a scale that exceeds the grasp of the

available representations from the national mythology. Before a national myth can narrate
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events of this magnitude, the state fantasy that supplies the horizon of expectations orient-

ing their significance must have already become symbolically effective. (ibid. 5)

The “state fantasy” in times of crisis then facilitates an adaptation of old myths
to a new situation in a way that does not shake the social and political order “by
inducing citizens to want the national order they already have” (ibid. 4). In this
logic, American exceptionalism is reiterated and reinvigorated as a state fantasy
(or a state of fantasy; cf. ibid. 20); when examining what Pease calls “the new
American exceptionalism,” he in fact diagnoses the rerouting and ultimate “re-
turn of the national mythology” after 9/11, in which the “virgin land” becomes
“ground zero” (ibid. 153). A study of American myths in historical perspective,
then, is in no way obsolete, nor is it stating the obvious; even as we have come a
long way since the beginnings of the Myth and Symbol School, the entangle-
ments between historical myth and contemporary ideology are as complex as
they have ever been.

To sum up the most salient aspects of this introduction’s discussion of myth:
First, a discursive rather than normative definition of myth is informing contem-
porary myth criticism as well as the analyses in the following chapters. Second,
myth criticism needs to take into account the relationship between myth and
ideology. Third, the power of myths derives from a seemingly paradoxical
structure that involves longevity and continuity as well as variety and flexibility.
Fourth, myth becomes manifest in narratives, icons, and rituals. Fifth, the tacit
dimension of myth is part of its power to perform and to regulate the “political
unconscious.” The following chapters will discuss US foundational mythology
within this framework.
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5.
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10.

STUDY QUESTIONS

What are the different aspects of American exceptionalism outlined in the
text and with which myths do they correlate most clearly?

Give a definition of American civil religion and name a few examples of
civil religion as manifestations of exceptionalism.

What is the respective outlook and agenda of the different generations/
cohorts of American studies scholars?

Discuss definitions of American studies in terms of their focus on inter-
disciplinarity.

Summarize in your own words the various dimensions of myth criticism.
What is the relationship of the different American myths to each other?
Discuss the relationship between myth and ideology as outlined in the text.
Research the context of this often quoted dictum: “[I]n the beginning all the
world was America” (John Locke, Second Treatise of Government 29).
Research the context of then-Secretary of State Madeleine Albright’s state-
ment that “[w]e are the indispensable nation” (The Today Show, 19 February
1998). Discuss its claims and implications in view of the ideology of excep-
tionalism.

In a comparative framework, can you think of the myths of other modern
nations and relate, compare, and/or contrast them to those of the US?
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Chapter |
Christopher Columbus and the Myth of ‘Discovery’

1. WHY CoLUMBUS?

Let us begin at the most famous of beginnings.

STEPHEN GREENBLATT, MARVELOUS POSSESSIONS

Imagine the scene: it is an autumn day in the late fifteenth century. On a
beach with rose-colored sand, somewhere in the Caribbean, two groups of
people, the hosts and their visitors, are about to meet for the first time. The
world will never again be the same.

MICHAEL DORRIS, “MISTAKEN IDENTITIES”

The mythology of the ‘new world’ begins with the discourse of discovery and
with powerful European projections that envision a new kind of paradise, a
utopia somewhere across the Atlantic that alleviates the grievances of the ‘old
world’ and that promises boundless earthly riches. In its traditional European
version, this discourse is not so much about the ‘hosts’ whom the part Native
American novelist and poet Michael Dorris envisions as sharing in the primal
scene of encounter as it is about their ‘visitors,’” i.e. those Europeans who arrive
and ‘discover.” Although this primal scene precedes the formation of the USA as
a nation-state by several hundred years, it has developed into one of its core
foundational myths, and, for all its historical remoteness, has profoundly shaped
the national imaginary. The story of Christopher Columbus (1451-1506) and his
arrival in the Americas holds a pivotal place in an American foundational
mythology that stages the ‘discovery’ and the subsequent settlement and
colonization of the ‘new world’ in prophetic ways as an inevitable step forward
in the course of human progress that eventually would lead to the founding of
the USA and to US-American westward expansion, its ‘manifest destiny.” One
may wonder why, when, and “how an Italian explorer became an American



44 | THE MYTHS THAT MADE AMERICA

hero” (cf. Bushman, America), or, to tease out the paradox further: why Colum-
bus, who never set foot on the land that would later become the United States
and who never knew in his lifetime that in 1492 he had not landed in Asia has
been considered one of the founding figures of the US-American nation. In fact,
he may be the single most important and best-known figure in the context of the
‘discovery’ of the ‘new world’ even though his place in history has for a long
time been contested. I will show how the myth of ‘discovery’ is firmly tied to the
figure of Columbus and how ideological investments determine the uses that this
historical figure has been put to: Columbus “is nothing but a collection of
multiple disguises assembled around a set of historical facts” (Stavans, Imagin-
ing xvii) with an image oscillating between “the arch-villain of the modern era
for bringing genocide and pollution to an unsullied earthly paradise” and “some-
one worthy of sainthood” (Shreve, “Christopher Columbus” 703).

This chapter will sketch four phases in the making and unmaking of the
American myth of ‘discovery’ and of Christopher Columbus; it will historicize
the myth and its modifications and point to its various functions. My genealogy
starts with the historical moment of Columbus’s original ‘fame’ in the late 15"
century and its reverberations in the context of Spanish colonialism; second, I
will turn to the inauguration and consolidation of the Columbus myth in North
America during the revolutionary period in the second half of the 18" century
and look at the processes of translation (also in the sense of translatio imperii)
involved; third, I will trace the myth through the late 19" and early 20™ centuries
to point to its enlistment in immigrant discourses that made Columbus into an
ethnic hero following the Irish, Jewish, and Italian ‘waves’ of immigration to the
United States; fourth, I will summarily discuss the recent revisionism in Native
American scholarship in the context of the watershed year of 1992 (which
marked the quincentennial of ‘discovery’) as indicative of a new take on Colum-
bus (the man as well as the myth).

Of course, these four phases cannot be said to start or end in one year or
another; instead they indicate tendencies, trends, and shifting perspectives.
Throughout US-American history and for hundreds of years Columbus has
served as a national icon — Columbus Day today is still a national holiday despite
persistent objections to his idealization and glorification. His profile, however,
disappeared from the five-dollar bill in 1923 (the last US-American bill on
which he was depicted); and whereas US-American elementary school students
still learn of Columbus’s heroism in unequivocal terms, the city of Berkeley
since 1992 has been celebrating Indigenous People’s Day instead of celebrating
Columbus (cf. Martin, “Literature” 16): the meaning of Columbus and the legacy
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of his ‘discovery’ thus have been and still are contested and continually nego-
tiated anew.

2. THE FIRST LETTER FROM THE ‘NEW WORLD’

Let us not make the mistake, now that we are about to accompany Columbus
on his great adventure, of assuming, as is commonly done, that although he
was not aware of it, he “really” crossed the Atlantic in quest of America and
that the shores at which he arrived were “really” those of the American conti-
nent.

EDMUNDO O’ GORMAN, THE INVENTION OF AMERICA

When reviewing the historical evidence about Columbus’s journeys and about
his landing in the Americas on October 12, 1492, in a first step it is to Colum-
bus’s own writings that we turn, as he is commonly referred to as “the first
European to write the new world” (Loewenberg, American History 31). The
original manuscript of Columbus’s log has been lost, so scholars rely on the
summary of his Diario composed by Bartolomé de las Casas (which is excerpted
in the Heath Anthology of American Literature; cf. Lauter et al.). Yet, Colum-
bus’s so-called first letter is generally considered to be the more authentic
document; he supposedly wrote the first version under the impression of an
impending shipwreck on his return from his first voyage (three more were to
follow) in order to leave a record for posterity of what he had seen and found,
waxed and sealed it, and tossed it into the sea. He made a second version of it to
be deposited on board of his ship, the Niia; both of these letters also were lost.
However, the almost-shipwreck seems to have made Columbus aware of the im-
portance of leaving a record of his explorations to document the ‘new world’ as
well as his role in ‘discovering’ and claiming it. Thus, he wrote his letter for a
third time — this time in a more sober mood and in a more calculated style, we
may assume — addressing it to Luis de Santdngel, treasurer of the Spanish
Crown, and, by implication, to the Spanish monarchs themselves, who sponsored
his enterprise and whom he obviously wanted to impress with what he found in
order to legitimize and extend his venture (cf. Wallisch, Kolumbus 6). We should
therefore not make the mistake of naively looking at this letter as simply a
faithful rendering of Columbus’s travels and encounters; this would mean under-
estimating his rhetorical skill in crafting a scene that is fully intended to convey
the importance and foreboding of the historical moment, i.e. to describe it as and
thus make it a historical moment, even though he actually was rather clueless
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about where he was and what he was about to initiate. Above all, Columbus’s
letter relies on conscious self-fashioning in its careful construction of his role as
explorer and conqueror of new worlds.

Hllustration 1: Columbus Takes Possession

Theodor de Bry, Discovery of America, 12" of May, 1492 (1590).

To begin with, in his letter Columbus describes the Americas in a language of
wonder and awe, conjuring up biblical images of the Garden of Eden. “His-
paniola is a marvel,” he writes, “[i]t has [...] fine, large flowing rivers,” “moun-
tains and peaks [...] most beautiful,” “trees of endless varieties, so high that they
seem to touch the sky [...] covered with blossoms, some with fruits,” “honey,
many kinds of birds, and a great variety of fruits;” the earth is “rich and fertile”
(“Letter”). Columbus has found, his letter seems to suggest, an earthly paradise,
a place of beauty and abundance that he describes in superlative after super-
lative. His expressions of amazement are not entirely genuine and sincere but are
framed, in a second step, by a language of profit and gain. The abundance of the
‘new world’ promises economic profit for the Spanish Crown: not only will the
Spanish be able to settle in this paradise by “planting” and “pasturage” and by
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“building towns and villages” but also to gain a fortune by extracting from it the
resources that it holds: the Spanish monarchs will find “as much gold as they
desire” as well as “spices, cotton, as much as their Highnesses may command to
be shipped” (ibid.). Columbus is trying to impress the Spanish Crown in order to
fulfill his original promise of return on capital at least in words and to secure
further financial support for his next expeditions across the Atlantic, an invest-
ment for the monarchs, he seems to suggest, with manifold and exorbitant
returns. Thus, Columbus advertises his ‘discovery’ as a success by all standards.
Yet, this paradise that Columbus describes is not ‘empty:’ it is inhabited by
an indigenous population that somehow seems to stand between him and the
riches he covets. The Natives figure as inhabitants of the islands he takes to be
located east of India. These ‘Indians,” however, are not portrayed as owners of
the place they inhabit. In the very beginning of his letter Columbus describes
how he fakes possession of the ‘new world’ by bringing the Native population
under Spanish colonial rule: “I discovered a great many islands, inhabited by
numberless people; and of all I have taken possession for their Highnesses by
proclamation and display of the Royal Standard without opposition” (ibid.).
Stephen Greenblatt has drawn our attention to the theatricality of the event
described in Columbus’s letter, which is a staging that may seem strangely in-
appropriate, almost absurd, and quite literally somewhat ‘out of place’ when we
keep in mind that the circumstances of the encounter between the Natives and
Columbus were “drastically different” from anything that went before (Marve-
lous Possessions 55). Who among the addressees of Columbus’s speech act pre-
sent at the scene could have understood what was going on, let alone voiced
opposition to Columbus’s proclamation? How could the Native population have
opposed his claim when for them it was not clear what his pompous gesturing
implied or what his ritualized language meant? Columbus ostensibly plays a
trick on them — with a simple formality he claims the land, and their reserve is
read as forever forfeiting the right to the territory (cf. ibid. 60). Columbus con-
structs his subject position as an extension and an expression of the Spanish
royal authority that he simply assumes in a series of speech acts: “For Columbus
taking possession is principally the performance of a set of linguistic acts: de-
claring, witnessing, recording” (ibid. 56-57). He is obsessed with naming. Prior
to any closer descriptions of the islands, Columbus details the new names he has
given to them not because they were nameless — he even registers their ‘Indian’
names at times — but because he disregards and discards their previous names in
favor of new, Spanish ones and makes their renaming part of the process of his
‘discovery’ and conquest (cf. Sale, Conquest of Paradise; Todorov, Conquest of
America 38). In addition, his choice of names is intended to flatter the monarchs
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in Spain: Isabella, Fernandina, Santa Marfa de Concepcidn, Juana. Translating,
naming, and classifying are operations that are part of the process of colonization
(cf. Hartog, Mirror) and intricate parts of the process of ‘othering,’ i.e. of turning
the Native population into ‘the other’ and the object of European rule. In Colum-
bus’s description of the ‘new world’ inhabitants, there is a clear dichotomy of us
(the Europeans) vs. them (the Native population) at work — both groups are
portrayed as fundamentally and irreconcilably different from each other. This
extreme polarization — what Hartog describes as the “excluded middle” (ibid.
258) — is another ingredient in the rhetoric of otherness that produces unbridge-
able difference, introduces a steep hierarchy between ‘us’ and ‘them,” and thus
legitimizes asymmetrical power relations. Thus, the Natives are described as
‘children of nature’ by Columbus, as “extraordinarily timid” (in fact, they are
“the most timid people in the world”), naked, instinctive, trusting, generous,
gullible, and ignorant; and they have no weapons apart from “sticks of cane”
(“Letter”). By inference, Columbus and his men are superior in every way. They
represent culture (not nature) — and thus refinement and progress against the
backdrop of the Natives’ ‘natural state’ — in terms of their clothes, their religion
(Christianity), and their technology; and they violently demonstrate their as-
sumed superiority: Columbus takes possession of the islands and of the Natives,
implying that he is authorized to do so at his will. He fleshes out the culture-
nature divide between Europeans and the indigenous population, who by def-
inition are closely related to the soil of their ‘native’ land. In the entire letter,
there is no sense of the kind of encounter conjured up by Michael Dorris in the
epigraph to this chapter, no meeting at eye level between the inhabitants of the
Americas and their European visitors: the Europeans are landing and invading;
the Natives are fleeing and have to be taken “by force.” Overall, the latter are not
portrayed as individuals but as a generalized group of “Indians” (‘“numberless
people”). In his assessment of Columbus’s hermeneutical skills, Tzvetan Todo-
rov even contends that Columbus “was more perspicacious when he was observ-
ing nature than when he was trying to understand the Natives. His hermeneutic
behaviour is not precisely the same in the one case as in the other” (Conquest of
America 17), thereby ranking, according to Todorov, the Natives, human beings
inhabiting the ‘new world,” below the level of the inanimate world of nature and
landscape. The cherished assumption of his own superiority registers at every
level of Columbus’s letter and is part of his “finalist” view — “the latter [view] no
longer consists in seeking the truth but in finding confirmations of a truth known
in advance (or, as we say, in wishful thinking)” (ibid. 19). All this is to the effect
that Columbus offers us a narrative of first contact in which he tries to convince
us of his rightful conquest of the Americas. This strategy locates the Native pop-
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ulation clearly on the side of nature, lumped together with the wildlife and the
vegetation — “Columbus speaks about the men he sees only because they too,
after all, constitute a part of the landscape” (ibid. 34). We know that Columbus
took several Natives from the Americas back to Spain with him — just like he
took along plants, animals, and gold — and paraded them at court in front of the
Spanish king and queen like animals.

Another defining aspect of Columbus’s colonial hermeneutics and his ‘rheto-
ric of otherness’ is his religiosity. The letter opens and closes with references to
God, and the ‘discovery’ is celebrated as a God-willed “glorious event, at which
all Christendom should rejoice” (“Letter”). The Natives, of course, are not Chris-
tians, and in Columbus’s view this is another manifestation of their primordial
state of nature and their inferiority. That they supposedly take the Europeans for
gods from heaven only adds to the argument that they lack a proper under-
standing of Christian religiosity and a comparable concept of God. Columbus’s
skills at reading and translating the gestures and exclamations of the Natives are
certainly poor and symptomatic of his wishful thinking, yet his judgments are
brought forward with utter self-confidence and with no attempt at self-reflection.
Frauke Gewecke ponders the question whether he could have possibly freed
himself more rigorously from his Eurocentric categories and norms in order to
perceive and describe what he actually saw (cf. Wie die neue Welt 12). Clearly,
in his letter it is by claiming the right to represent, define, categorize, and rule
that Columbus grounds his authority over the Americas. From the perspective of
postcolonial criticism, we find that Columbus’s representational strategy in his
letter renders the Natives mute and turns them into objects of hegemonic dis-
course; they have no voice in his text, and as they do not speak Spanish, they
cannot participate in his discourse. Regarding Gayatri Spivak’s famous question,
“can the subaltern speak?” (cf. her article of the same title), in the case of the
Native encounter with Columbus we would have to answer in the negative: no,
they cannot.

Beyond the reception and circulation of this first letter — which laid the basis for
Columbus’s reputation and has been the object of much interpretation — Colum-
bus’s standing in the late 15" and early 16™ centuries did not go unchallenged. In
fact, power struggles between various interest groups in the newly conquered
territories began the minute Columbus set foot on the Americas, proliferated
after he had left to return to Spain, and continued to characterize the fate of the
Spanish ‘new world’ colonies. His subsequent journeys to the Americas (1493-
1496; 1498-1500; 1502-1504) did not consolidate his status as the ‘discoverer’
of new worlds. Even though Columbus quickly rose to fame in his time and day
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(and has remained the object of public adoration and commemoration), he fell
out of grace with the monarchs toward the end of his life and was even shortly
imprisoned on charges of mismanaging the colony. As Kirkpatrick Sale and
others remind us, “the Admiral” died in relative obscurity; Sale describes him as
somewhat disoriented and alienated, and he certainly had not yet gained the
mythic status he attained later on (cf. Conquest of Paradise). His role as explorer
and his legacy of ‘discovery’ seem to have been contested already during his
lifetime, and have remained so after his death.

Hllustration 2: Map of Columbus’s Voyages

Filson Young, Christopher Columbus and the New World of His Discoveries (1906).

Next to Columbus’s letter and Bartolomé de las Casas’s summary of Columbus’s
logbook, it was the first biography of Columbus (written by his son, Ferdinand)
that reached a wider circulation and promoted the image of Columbus as hero
and ‘discoverer’ internationally. The narrative, titled The Life of the Admiral
Christopher Columbus by His Son Ferdinand, was published posthumously in
1571 in Spanish, Italian, English, and Latin, and underwent many editions in the
following decades and centuries (cf. Coldn, Life). Ferdinand had his own agenda
in promoting the unequivocal exoneration of his father’s achievement. The book-
ish Ferdinand, as a member of the “Columbus Dynasty in the Caribbean” (cf.
Troy Floyd’s book of the same title), lived comfortably off his father’s ‘new
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world’ discovery as a landowner as well as an (entirely unscrupulous) slavehold-
er, and thus had a strong interest in securing his inheritance and the legal titles
granted to his father, which in the meantime had been revoked by the Spanish
Crown. It appears that many passages in the book had originally been written for
a litigation procedure against the Spanish courts. Ferdinand claims that Colum-
bus and nobody else before and after him had discovered the Americas and that
he deserved unqualified praise for that; like many others, Ferdinand never ques-
tioned this ‘discovery’ by taking into account the fact that his father never knew
or fully realized where he had been. Texts like Ferdinand’s continued to shape
the image of Columbus as the agent of ‘discovery,” and furthered the per-
petuation of the idea of a ‘discovery’ of the Americas in general.

Even as the horrors of Spanish colonialism in the Americas — such as the brutal
mistreatment of the indigenous population — became known in Spain and Europe
at large, the reputation of Christopher Columbus as ‘discoverer’ did not dimin-
ish, and seems to have been largely immune to revision in the long run. In his
famous History of the Indies, the foremost critic of Spanish colonialism, Barto-
lomé de las Casas, judges Columbus mildly; first of all he sees Columbus, whom
he accompanies on his second journey, as chosen by God for “the fulfillment of
a divine plan” (O’Gorman, Invention 19), and his ‘discovery’ as providence (cf.
Roa-de-la-Carrera, Histories 138); and even as he indicts the horribly cruel
treatment of the population by the Spanish and acknowledges Columbus’s role in
the establishment of the encomienda system of slave labor, he largely exempts
Columbus from criticism and does not blame him directly for the enslavement
and torture of the indigenous population in the Americas. According to de las
Casas, Columbus’s good intentions turned into an evil practice in the hands of
the greedy and ruthless Spanish colonizers: “Columbus discovered America;
others explored and colonized it” (Loewenberg, American History 44). De las
Casas is not alone in separating Columbus’s ‘discovery’ and his journeys from
what followed in the course of the Spanish colonization of the Americas, thus
setting him apart from other figures of colonization such as the notorious Herndn
Cortés or the even more infamous Francisco Pizarro. This strategy has clearly
helped to preserve and to affirm time and again an image of Columbus as a
figure of light and salvation (representing the possibility to convert the ‘new
world’ natives) rather than as a figure of doom and destruction (representing
genocide and slavery). Whereas Columbus symbolizes new possibilities, a new
world, a new time, and the re-discovery of paradise, it is the successive Spanish
colonists who supposedly destroyed this paradise and perverted Columbus’s
vision. His journey to the ‘new world’ thus encapsulated “a brief moment of
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wonder followed by a long series of disasters and disenchantments” (Baym et
al., “Christopher Columbus” 25).

Whether for reasons of personal gain (as in Ferdinand’s case) or to critique
Spanish colonialism (as in de las Casas’s case), many writers have been pre-
serving Columbus as a heroic figure, and a steady trickle of publications through
the centuries ensured Columbus’s continued prominence and popularity; the
myth of Christopher Columbus and his ‘discovery’ of the ‘new world” was, and
is, firmly in place.

3. COLUMBUS AS AN AMERICAN HERO

But if an historical past and an historical memory are indeed essential
ingredients for a viable nationalism, what was the new United States to do in
1776, or in 1789, or for that matter at almost any time before the Civil War?
How does a country without a past of her own acquire one, or how does she
provide a substitute for it? Where could such a nation find the stuff for
patriotism, for sentiment, for pride, for memory, for collective character?

HENRY STEELE COMMAGER, “THE SEARCH FOR A USABLE PAST”

Christopher Columbus, it seems, was the historical figure most useful in the
“search for a usable past” (cf. Commager) which had 18th-century Americans —
colonial subjects of the British Crown seeking independence — look for meaning-
ful beginnings. It is in the last decades of the 18" century that the specifically
North American myth of Columbus comes into existence and in a very brief time
span is firmly consolidated and embroidered. In the process of transmission from
Spanish-language to English-language sources, William Robertson’s 1778 Histo-
ry of America is highly influential — this book “was available to more American
colonists than was any earlier source” (Bushman, America 40) and devoted
hundreds of pages to Columbus, who, according to Robertson, in his endeavors
combined “the superiority of genius” with “ardent enthusiasm” (History Vol. 11
104). Robertson follows de las Casas in elevating Columbus and in crediting him
with the ‘discovery’ of a new world. Overall, the author blames the Spanish col-
onizers (aside from Columbus) for their violent excesses in Latin America, but
unsurprisingly exempts the British colonial power exercising control in North
America from any criticism.

In the context of the American anti-colonial movement directed against the
British Crown shortly before, during, and particularly after the American Revo-
lutionary War (1775-1783), the cultural work of American public intellectuals,
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writers and poets was to colonize the past in order to invent a meaningful be-
ginning, and they did so by making the figure of Columbus part of their own
colonial and postcolonial legacy. Many public figures and writers gathered
around Columbus as a historical persona to affirm North American indepen-
dence, and they represented him as a figure of national consensus exemplifying
American national virtues and an American national character avant la lettre (cf.
Herget, “Whitewashing” 3). In political culture, in public discussions of memo-
rial practices and naming, in poetry, non-fiction, and the visual arts, Columbus
figures as a patron and ancestor of those Americans who were demanding their
independence from England and who later became citizens of the new republic.

On October 12, 1792, Jeremy Belknap (1744-1798), founder of the recently
established Massachusetts Historical Society, delivered the Columbus Day ad-
dress to a rapt audience in Boston. He lauds the “Admiral’s bold powers of
mind” (Martin, “Literature” 21), suggesting that Columbus ‘knew’ about land
masses to the West — “from the necessity of a counterpoise in the west, for the
immense quantity of land which was known to be in the east” (Belknap, Ameri-
can Biography 19). According to this somewhat curious reasoning, Belknap
holds that Columbus was fully aware of his ‘discovery’ and credits him with
intelligence, skill, and vision, for which Americans owed him thanks and admi-
ration. Therefore, Belknap suggests, America should have rightfully been named
“Columbia.” He was not alone with this view. Many of his contemporaries
lamented the ‘misnaming’ — of the hemisphere as well as the nation — as they
considered Amerigo Vespucci’s role minor in comparison to Columbus’s
achievements. The geographer and mathematician Martin Waldseemiiller had
introduced the name “America” for the new continent he mapped in his “Cosmo-
graphiae Introductio” in 1507 after the wide circulation of Amerigo Vespucci’s
mundus novus letter about his third journey to South America in 1501 and 1502,
which had been published immediately in various languages. And the name
stuck. In the late 18" century, most accepted this ‘misnaming’ as a fait accompli
(cf. Martin, “Literature” 23). Yet, the historian Samuel Whelpley was among
those who took a somewhat extreme position when he complained that naming
the continent and the nation ‘America’ rather than ‘Columbia’ was “the greatest
act of folly, caprice, cruelty, and injustice [...] that ever mankind were guilty of”
(qtd. in ibid.). According to him, the new nation also should be strictly distin-
guished in name from the continent, and thus he concludes: “There are serious
and urgent reasons why the United States should have a name [of its own]”
(ibid.).
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Amidst these discussions of naming the new nation, “Columbia” had been
informally “adopted as an alternative to America on the eve of the American
Revolution” (Bushman, America 41). It became a lyrical term for America envi-
sioned as a female allegorical figure in revolutionary poetry. The African
American poet Phillis Wheatley is supposedly the first to use it in her poem “To
His Excellency General Washington” (1776):

Celestial Choir! enthron’d in realms of light,
Columbia’s scenes of glorious toils I write.
While freedom’s cause her anxious breast alarms,
She flashes dreadful in refulgent arms.

See mother earth her offspring’s fate bemoan,

And nations gaze at scenes before unknown! (577; my emphasis)

Wheatley follows her male contemporaries in pairing Columbus and George
Washington — commander-in-chief of the revolutionary troops and first President
of the United States (and another emergent national hero for more obvious
reasons) — for patriotic purposes (cf. Bushman, America 54; Groseclose, “Ameri-
can Genesis” 14). This tandem of two foundational figures is forcefully evident
in highly symbolic practices of naming in the early republic: the US capital is
named “Washington,” whereas the government district, ceded by Virginia and
Maryland in 1791, is named “District of Columbia.” George Washington’s
farewell address is published in 1796 as Columbia’s Legacy (cf. Bushman,
America 55). Many place names (cities, towns, and streets) as well as a rich me-
morial culture remind us of the heroism credited to Columbus (and Washington,
of course) in the foundational phase of the USA.

Wheatley’s lyrical reference is far from singular. Philip Freneau (1752-
1832), who bore the title of the “poet of the American revolution” and who is
perhaps the most remarkable l8th-century American writer, refers to Columbus
in many of his patriotic verses, e.g. in “Discovery,” “The Rising Glory of Ameri-
ca” (with Henry Brackenridge), and “The Pictures of Columbus.” Freneau, who
belongs to the new American elite, champions Columbus as an unrecognized
genius, as a brilliant navigator ahead of his time, as an individualist and an
idealist, and as a figure of dissent who found “new worlds for thankless kings”
(Freneau, “Pictures” 122). But Freneau also addresses the dark side of Spanish
conquest. In his early poem “Discovery,” which he wrote in 1772, he criticizes
the brutality of Spanish colonialism, which under the cloak of missionary work
usurped the continent by using physical and epistemic violence:
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How few have sailed on virtue’s nobler plan,
How few with motives worthy of a man! —
While through the deep-sea waves we saw them go

Where’er they found a man they made a foe [...]. (86)

Whereas Freneau singles out Pizarro as the villain of Spanish colonialism (cf.
ibid.), Columbus is not explicitly mentioned in his critique of the Spanish
empire. Like many others, the poet disconnects Columbus’s ‘discovery’ from
Cortés’s and Pizarro’s conquests (cf. Bushman, America 48) and thinks Colum-
bus is deserving mostly of praise, as his famous poem “The Rising Glory of
America” evidences:

The Period famed when first Columbus touched
These shores so long unknown — through various toils,
Famine, and death, the hero forced his way,

Through oceans pregnant with perpetual storms,

And climates hostile to adventurous man. (49)

In “The Pictures of Columbus,” Freneau finds Columbus imprisoned on false
charges and disowned from his rightful claims. Freneau anticipates a compensa-
tion for this lack of recognition in the distant future:

My toils rewarded, and my woes repaid;
When empires rise where lonely forests grew,

Where Freedom shall her generous plans pursue. (122)

The newly formed US republic — we can infer — is a late recompense for Colum-
bus’s suffering as a tragic hero in his own time.

Next to the poems of Freneau, Joel Barlow’s The Columbiad (1807), which is an
expanded version of his The Vision of Columbus (1787), is another key text for
tracing how Columbus and the narrative of ‘discovery’ were represented in
North American poetry of the 18" and early 19" centuries. Its author was a
statesman, political writer, and poet whose epic introduces a new word to the
English language: Columbiad — echoing the Iliad, which recounts the fall of
Troy. Barlow calls his work a “patriotic poem” (Columbiad 375); it celebrates
Columbus as “one of the wisest and best among the benefactors of mankind,”
whereas it condemns Cortés as “the perfidious butcher of its [America’s] ancient
race” (ibid.). Its preface as well as its first lines echo the Greek source text:
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I sing the Mariner who first unfurl’d

An eastern banner o’er the western world

And taught mankind where future empires lay
In these fair confines of descending day

Who swa’d a moment, with vicarious power
Iberia’s sceptre on the new found shore

Then saw the paths his virtuous steps had trod
Pursued by avarice and defiled with blood

The tribes he foster’d with paternal toil

Snatcht from his hand, and slaughter’d for their spoil
Slaves, kings, adventurers, envious of his name
Enjoy’d his labors and purloin’d his fame

And gave the Viceroy, from his high seat hurl’d

Chains for a crown, a prison for a world. (413-14)

Barlow acknowledges, as does Freneau, that things have gone awry after the
‘discovery’ because of the greed of the Spanish colonizers. Yet, with the repub-
lican future secured by US-American independence, Columbus’s legacy will be
honored and cherished, Barlow writes. This perspective is offered to Columbus
as a consolation (consolatio); in Barlow’s epic, as in Freneau’s “Pictures,” Co-
lumbus is imprisoned and awaiting his death when Hesper, the angel of the
West, shows him in a dream the subsequent history of the Americas. Columbus
is desperate when he sees the destruction of Mexico by Cortés, curses his
‘discovery,” and begs God for forgiveness. Only at the end of his dream does the
angel make him see North America, a hopeful vision, to brighten his mood:

A happier hemisphere invites thy view [...]
there Europe’s better sons their seats shall trace

and change of government improve the race. (427)

Columbus then looks with paternal contentment on his North American descen-
dants. He can now rest assured that in spite of the years of agony and suffering
(both of the peoples of the Americas and his own), his ‘discovery’ has been
meaningful and a blessing for humanity. The United States of America are to
prove this and are an embodiment of Barlow’s “idea of progress” (Pearce,
Continuity 65). Barlow turns to classical antiquity in order to integrate Columbus
and the history of the USA into the master narrative of Western civilization;
Barlow’s translatio imperii anticipates the greatness of the new US nation with
its republican ideals. He, like Freneau, writes in the neoclassical mode of his
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literary period, often “forc[ing] his new world into archaic literary dress”
(Elliott, Revolutionary Writers 124), yet his coinage of terms such as ‘Colum-
biad’ shows how he wrestles with the limitations of conventional language to
adequately describe the history of America: we note “the strange and awkward
neologisms by which the language of the poem is disfigured,” writes scholar
Samuel Kettell in 1829 (“Joel Barlow” 11). As Helmbrecht Breinig and Susanne
Opfermann suggest, the neologisms in Barlow’s work indicate how early Ameri-
can literature is creating an artistic language for a new political entity and na-
tional culture (cf. “Die Literatur” 43; cf. also Pearce, Continuity 67).

The historians Belknap and Whelpley and the poets Freneau, Barlow, and
Wheatley are only a few examples of the larger phenomenon of Columbus
worship. Why him? And what are the reasons and rhetorical strategies used to
appropriate Columbus as an American hero?

First of all, Columbus was a convenient historical figure for the simple rea-
son that he was not British and thus not implicated in British colonialism; the
notion of Columbus as a Founding Father establishes a non-English patrimony
for the United States (cf. Groseclose, “American Genesis” 12) at the height of
the conflict between the colonial power and its colonies. Second, the writers of
the American revolutionary era sympathized with Columbus’s dependency on
monarchical good will and clearly cast him as an anti-monarchical, almost revo-
lutionary figure; they established a somewhat skewed analogy between Colum-
bus’s suffering under the yoke of greedy monarchs who did not appreciate his
genius and the fate of North American colonists under the rule of George III.
The events of the age of ‘discovery’ are cast in a typological manner and become
symbolic of the revolutionary period (cf. Herget, “Whitewashing” 3-5). Third,
Columbus’s quest for a “passage to India” (Smith, Virgin Land 20) can be seen
as prefiguring American westward expansion — with the aim to found “a mighty
nation reaching from coast to coast” (Bushman, America 49). Columbus is a
“symbol of ongoing expansion” and “of expansive destiny” (Martin, “Literature”
20). From the turn of the century onward, Columbus’s “daring, perseverance,
and intrepidity were championed as necessary ingredients to the transcontinental
endeavour” and he “became the very embodiment of an American pathfinder”
(Groseclose, “American Genesis” 14). Fourth, it is argued that Columbus’s will-
power and stamina in the face of sheer insurmountable obstacles embodied the
highest degree of individualism — a core American virtue in early discourses of
the republic — which “makes Columbus an American by temperament” (Martin,
“Literature” 22). Fifth, the sense of providence that surrounds Columbus in his-
torical sources can be attributed to both religious as well as secular designs. In
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the North American invention of tradition, he becomes part of “the negotiation
of an uncharted intellectual and artistic path from a dominant religious vision of
America to a new nationalist ideology” (Elliott, Revolutionary Writers 17) in the
age of enlightenment, in which American writers could envision Columbus
“[wl]ith all the moral fervor of eighteenth-century American Calvinism behind
them and the expanse of an open cultural horizon before them” (ibid. 11). Thus,
the glorification of Columbus concurs with the first phase of the formation of an
American civil religion.

The ‘Americanization’ of Columbus in the revolutionary period continued into
the 19" century. Washington Irving’s comprehensive biography of Columbus as
well as George Bancroft’s History of the United States are two of the most prom-
inent examples signifying this trend. Washington Irving, one of America’s first
writers of short stories and its first canonized as well as internationally popular
writer, is considered by Shreve still to be “one of the first true Columbus
scholars” (“Christopher Columbus” 704). His voluminous Life and Voyages of
Christopher Columbus, written in the Alhambra in Granada, Spain on the basis
of archival manuscripts, embraces the historical figure as a bridge-builder be-
tween the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ world:

It is the object of the following work, to relate the deeds and fortunes of the mariner who
first had the judgment to divine, and the intrepidity to brave the mysteries of this perilous
deep; and who, by his hardy genius, his inflexible constancy, and his heroic courage,
brought the ends of the earth into communication with each other. The narrative of his
troubled life is the link which connects the history of the old world with that of the new.
(Irving, Life 10)

The historian George Bancroft indicates with his choice of title — History of the
United States of America, from the Discovery of the American Continent — that
he includes the narrative of Columbus’s ‘discovery’ in US-American national
history and, beyond that, dwells on this first period because “it contains the germ
of our institutions” (6):

Imagination had conceived the idea, that vast inhabited regions lay unexplored in the west;
and poets had declared, that empires beyond the ocean would one day be revealed to the
daring navigator. But Columbus deserves the undivided glory of having realized that be-
lief. During his lifetime he met with no adequate recompense. The self-love of the Spanish
monarch was offended at receiving from a foreigner in his employ benefits too vast for

requital; and the contemporaries of the great navigator persecuted that merit which they
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could not adequately reward. Nor had posterity been mindful to gather into a finished
picture the memorials of his career, till the genius of Irving, with candor, liberality, and
original research, made a record of his eventful life, and in mild but enduring colors
sketched his sombre inflexibility of purpose, his deep religious enthusiasm, and the dis-

interested magnanimity of his character. (6-7)

A portrayal could hardly be more laudatory, and Irving and Bancroft are only
two among many praising voices. As Matthew Dennis points out in his over-
view, “[wl]ithin fifty years of the American Revolution, versions of Columbus’s
name graced the titles of some sixteen periodicals, eighteen books, and a half
dozen scholarly societies” (“Reinventing” 128).

Hllustration 3: Neo-Classicist Depiction of Columbus’s Landing

John Vanderlyn, Landing of Columbus at the Island of Guanahani, West Indies (1846).

Columbus also quickly advanced to become an American icon in visual culture,
and his landing in the Americas became a powerful “image of American gene-
sis” (cf. Groseclose). The two most representative examples of early American
paintings that depict Columbus’s arrival in the Americas are David Edwin’s
depiction of Columbus in The Landing of Christopher Columbus (1800), which
is uncannily similar to Charles Willson Peale’s 1779 portrayal of George Wash-
ington in his George Washington at Princeton (cf. ibid. 14), and John Vander-
lyn’s painting The Landing of Columbus at the Island of Guanahani, West Indies
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(1846), displayed in the rotunda of the United States Capitol in Washington
D.C.; Vanderlyn hierarchizes the ‘discoverer’ and his objects of ‘discovery’
(dressed versus naked, proud and upright versus timid and huddled, Christians
versus non-Christians) and culturally translates the Caribbean setting into a more
unspecified, possibly North American one in a transposition that we are already
familiar with: the lone tree in the painting “is not a palm but instead looks very
much like a specimen that might grow in a temperate climate such as one finds
in the United States” (ibid. 16).

In sum, the public discourse commemorating Columbus’s ‘discovery’ — the
poetry by Philip Freneau and Joel Barlow, Washington Irving’s biography, early
historiography, as well as early American visual culture representing the landing
of Columbus — evidences the elevation of Christopher Columbus and his
‘discovery’ to a national myth. The 1792 celebrations of the ‘discovery’s’ Ter-
centennial constituted a first climax in the glorification of this figure, after 1592
and 1692 had come and gone without much notice in either the ‘old’ or the ‘new’
world. Disregarding historical evidence, Christopher Columbus was elevated to a
homo americanus; he was depicted as a good colonist (if a colonist at all), a
scientist, scholar, and humanist, as a profoundly religious man, as an Enlighten-
ment figure ahead of Enlightenment, and thus as a tragic figure. It may not
always be easy or even feasible to distinguish the ‘historical Columbus’ from the
‘heroic Columbus,” as Sale suggests we must (cf. Conquest of Paradise), yet in
the case of US-American mythmaking in the late 18" century, the extreme
divergence between historical evidence and narrative embellishment is quite
apparent in the way that Columbus serves as a figure of empowerment regardless
of the specificity of his historical, cultural, and religious context. The far-reach-
ing consequences of this foundational narrative for all of the Americas and its
treatment in historiography have been pointed out by historian James Loewen:
“Columbus was so pivotal that, like Jesus, historians use him to divide history:
the Americas before 1492 are called ‘pre-Columbian’” (Loewen, Lies 1).

393

4., WHOSE CoLumMBUS? THE MAKING OF AN ETHNIC HERO

[T]he age created him and the age left him. There is no more conspicuous
example in history of a man showing the path and losing it.
JUSTIN WINSOR, CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS

In the second half of the 19" century we witness the first phase of revisionism
regarding the mythical status of Christopher Columbus in the United States. For
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one thing, other more genuinely ‘American’ foundational narratives had by then
developed, and were continuing to take shape (for example the myth of the
Founding Fathers, the myth of the West, and the myth of the self-made man),
which made Columbus’s ‘discovery’ as a story of American beginnings less
singular and less important. At the same time, the Columbus myth as such was
more closely scrutinized in light of ongoing discussions about changes and de-
velopments in American society and its demographic composition. The adoption
of Columbus as a foundational figure in American national discourses of the late
18" and early 19" centuries had reflected little on a number of aspects that now
surfaced: that he was an Italian sailing for the Spanish Crown, that he did not
actually land in North America but in the Caribbean, and that he was Catholic.
Why did Americans become aware of these facts regarding Columbus’s ‘discov-
ery’ now, one hundred years after they had made him their national hero?

In the 19" century, the USA was receiving millions of immigrants from
Europe — the so-called first wave of immigrants from Northern and Western
Europe in the 1840s and 1850s, and the so-called second wave of immigrants
mainly from Southern and Eastern Europe in the 1870s and the following de-
cades: “From 1880 to 1924, some four million immigrants from southern Italy
came to America, joining an earlier group of Italian immigrants, mainly from the
northern peninsula” (Dennis, “Reinventing” 140). In response to the large num-
bers of newly arriving immigrants, the American-born population often reacted
with anxiety and hostility. The last decades of the 19" century have often been
characterized as a period of extreme xenophobia, racism, and nativism, a spe-
cifically American term to describe the phenomenon of “intense opposition to an
internal minority on the grounds of its foreign (i.e. ‘un-American’) connections”
(Higham, Strangers 4). Many social and political groups formed to protect what
they considered to be a distinctively American way of life. John Higham
discerned three major themes in American nativism: anti-Catholicism, anti-
radicalism, and racial nativism based on an Anglo-Saxon tradition and the as-
sumption of Anglo-Saxon superiority in the United States (ibid. 5-11). Historian
Matthew Jacobson has traced the heated debates around the racial composition
of the USA in the 19" century, when ‘race’ was not merely used to distinguish
‘blacks’ from ‘whites’ but ‘Anglo-Saxons’ from ‘Celtic,” ‘Slavic,” ‘Teutonic,’
‘Nordic,” ‘Iberic,” ‘Latin,” and other supposedly ‘foreign’ elements and lineages
(cf. Whiteness 7). In this logic, immigrants from different parts of Europe — par-
ticularly those from Catholic countries — were viewed with distrust and skepti-
cism, a reaction that often caused massive discrimination and sometimes even
physical violence. The heated debate around the dangers of ‘foreign infiltration’
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culminated in the Immigration Act of 1924, which put a stop to mass immi-
gration to the United States.

This nativist intellectual climate affected the attitude toward Christopher
Columbus as a national hero. Lawyer and diplomat Aaron Goodrich, author of A
History of the Character and Achievements of the So-Called Christopher Colum-
bus (1874), and historian Justin Winsor, founding member of the American
Historical Association and author of Christopher Columbus and How He
Received and Imparted the Spirit of Discovery (1890), were among those who
contested the ‘truthfulness’ and merit of the narrative of ‘discovery,” which, they
argued, derived mostly from Columbus’s own writings. According to Goodrich,
Columbus in fact was “his own historian and eulogist” (History 128) and thus
left out a great many aspects that would cast him in a less positive light. Good-
rich radically revised the Columbus myth and pointed to previously neglected
sources and archival records; one has to add that since American independence,
many new sources had become available for the study of early transatlantic mo-
bility and were then used by scholars to different ends (cf. Henige, In Search).
Based on his research, Goodrich portrays Columbus as a “pirate” and a “slave
trader” who already had “a history of piracy and crime” before entering Spain
for dubious reasons in 1485, and journeyed out of the basest motives, intending
merely to raid any place he might find (History 129); Columbus did neither
deserve commemoration as an individual nor did he deserve credit for any kind
of ‘discovery.” Goodrich claims that the arrival of Leif Erikson in North America
was the actual moment of ‘discovery’ of the Americas 600 years prior to Colum-
bus’s arrival, and that it was the “heroic character of the Northmen” — rather than
the “shabby grandeur” of a slave trader from Southern Europe (ibid. 336) — that
lastingly shaped the American character. In that, Goodrich concludes, “the
American might well feel relief and pride” (ibid. 87). Justin Winsor, the leading
historian of his day, similarly denounces the Italians, who may produce capable
individuals such as Christopher Columbus or Amerigo Vespucci every once in a
while, but as a nation are incapable of holding their own:

You and I have not followed the maritime peoples of western Europe in planting and
defending their flags on the American shores without observing the strange fortunes of the
Italians, in that they have provided pioneers for those Atlantic nations without having once

secured in the New World a foothold for themselves. (Christopher Columbus)

Although Columbus may have been a somewhat exceptional figure, his en-
terprise lacked sustainability, and his ‘discovery’ was a “blunder” (ibid. 512) —
shortcomings that are also attributed to the ‘nature’ of Italians. 19"-century
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American stereotypes concerning Italian immigrants cast them as innately crimi-
nal, lazy, unfit for democracy, and, as one Secret Service report has it, “a menace
to the country” (Jacobson, Whiteness 61). Although Winsor’s text is less explicit
than Goodrich’s, it still breathes the common racist sentiments of the time; both
Goodrich and Winsor use stereotypes in profiling Columbus individually and
Italians as a ‘race’ collectively. From a New Historicist perspective, we see the
19"™-century discourses on ‘race’ and Anglo-Saxon superiority reflected in the
historiography and mythmaking of American ‘origins.” What had made Chris-
topher Columbus attractive in the founding phase of the US — that he was not
British — now made him suspect.

Of course, these new voices in American historical scholarship did not com-
pletely debunk the Columbus myth — far from it; it continues to have a firm place
in popular discourses of commemoration and other forms of public and popular
culture. The World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893 (originally scheduled for
1892) in Chicago was a grandiose event, described as “a spectacle of surpassing
significance” (Sale, Conquest of Paradise 350) that celebrated the historical
figure in more abstract terms: the long water pool — the centerpiece of the
“White City” exhibition grounds — symbolized the long voyage Columbus took
to the ‘new world;’ the statue placed next to it, however, was not one of Colum-
bus but of the republic. Rather than merely as a patriotic figure, Columbus is cast
here as a symbol of progress and civilization par excellence. As such, it seems
that his journey only makes sense in the context of the newly emergent US
empire and its self-proclaimed exceptionalism. Yet, we can also observe that the
meaning of Columbus as a foundational figure and national icon is becoming
contested, even controversial. Dennis refers to the 1892 celebrations as a “con-
fused Columbian discourse” (“Reinventing” 145). The celebration of Columbus
as hero and of America as Columbia (cf. John Gast’s 1872 painting American
Progress) was accompanied by some white American intellectuals’ disenchant-
ment with Columbus on the one hand, and identification with Columbus on the
part of newly arrived immigrants (particularly those who were stigmatized as
foreigners in the United States) on the other. Since the late 19" century, the myth
of Columbus and the ‘discovery’ of America thus no longer functions as an
unequivocal universal national myth but is enlisted in new minority discourses
by Jewish, Italian, and Irish immigrants to America who claim him as their foun-
dational figure. He thus remains a figure of dissent, of heroism and of, at times,
unrecognized achievement, albeit in a modified ideological configuration — he
becomes an ethnic hero. This new turn in the troping of Columbus as hero is
manifested in the cultural and memorial practices of the immigrants, in their
poetry and literature, as well as their politics.
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Hllustration 4: Columbia Moves West

John Gast, American Progress (1872).

It comes as no surprise in this context that the 1892 commemoration of Co-
lumbus’s ‘discovery’ is clearly accentuated by Italian Americans, who celebrate
Christopher Columbus as their ancestral figure. After all, he was a native of
Genoa and sailed for the Genoese fleet before he went to Portugal, and later to
Spain. On the occasion, the Italian Americans of New York City erected a 75-
feet high marble statue by Gaetano Russo with an inscription that is supposed to
remind all Americans of Columbus’s achievements:
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TO

CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS

THE ITALIANS RESIDENT IN AMERICA,
SCOFFED AT BEFORE,

DURING THE VOYAGE, MENACED,
AFTER IT, CHAINED,

AS GENEROUS AS OPPRESSED,

TO THE WORLD, HE GAVE A WORLD.

JOY AND GLORY

NEVER UTTERED A MORE THRILLING CALL
THAN THAT WHICH RESOUNDED

FROM THE CONQUERED OCEAN

IN SIGHT OF THE FIRST AMERICAN ISLAND
LAND! LAND!

Hlustration 5: Columbus Monument in New York (Historical Postcard)

Brooklyn Postcard Co. Inc., Columbus and Maine Monuments (1914).

This memorial is an indication of the trend to transform Cristébal Colén into
Cristoforo Colombo,
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a specifically Italian hero embraced both by native Italians hungry for progenitors of their
new nation (united in 1861) and by the growing numbers of Italian immigrants in the
United States eager to claim an authentic “American” figure as their own. (Sale, Conguest
of Paradise 351)

Today, in New York City alone there are eleven memorials to Christopher
Columbus, ranging from the marble statue in Central Park to less extravagant
pieces in Brooklyn and the Bronx, many of which are part of Italian American
institutions and/or were commissioned by Italian American organizations. The
enlistment of Columbus in Italian American cultural practices continues into the
present: Columbus Day parades in major American cities are organized by
Italian American communities; Italian American author Mario Puzo (of The
Godfather fame) wrote a screenplay for Christopher Columbus — The Discovery
(1992); and the HBO television drama series The Sopranos dedicated an episode
titled “Christopher” to a controversial celebration of Columbus Day in New
York (cf. Bondanella, Hollywood Italians 303-4).

Yet, at the end of the 19" century not only Italian Americans took recourse to
Columbus in their search for a ‘usable past.” Emma Lazarus, the Jewish Ameri-
can poet famous for her sonnet “The New Colossus” (which is inscribed on the
pedestal of the Statue of Liberty), titles one of her poems “1492,” which is here
quoted in full:

Thou two-faced year, Mother of Change and Fate,
Didst weep when Spain cast forth with flaming sword,
The children of the prophets of the Lord,

Prince, priest, and people, spurred by zealot hate.
Hounded from sea to sea, from state to state,

The West refused them, and the East abhorred.
No anchorage the known world could afford
Close-locked was every port, barred every gate.
Then smiling, thou unveil’dst, O two-faced year,
A virgin world where doors of sunset part,
Saying, “Ho, all who weary, enter here!

There falls each ancient barrier that the art

Of race or creed or rank devised, to rear

Grim bulwarked hatred between heart and heart!”

Lazarus’s poem acknowledges two momentous historical events that occurred in
1492: the Jewish expulsion from Spain under King Ferdinand and Queen
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Isabella, and their support for Columbus’s journey across the Atlantic. In 1888,
Lazarus’s poem depicts the USA as a haven for refugees who are in need of a
new home. The poet may have been aware of the rumors indicating that Colum-
bus himself was partly Jewish. Although there is still little evidence to corrobo-
rate this long-standing speculation, we may yet reflect on the ‘timing’ of the
expulsion of the Jews from Spain and his journey, and agree with Morison and
Vignaud that even if Columbus himself was not Jewish it is likely that Jews who
hoped to find a new home somewhere in the West were among his crewmembers
(cf. Morison, Admiral; Vignaud, Letter and “Christopher Columbus”). More
recently, Steve Berry’s The Columbus Affair (2012) picks up on this possibility
and makes it the center of a contemporary conspiracy-thriller plot.

Apart from Lazarus’s patriotic Columbus poem, Jewish American literature
and popular culture — from Mary Antin’s autobiography The Promised Land
(1912) to the Marx Brothers’ comedies — often took issue with the glorification
of Columbus. “A curse on Columbus!” became a frequent pun “in ironic re-
sponse to the nation’s official narrative” (Weber, “Accents” 136; cf. Sollors,
Beyond Ethnicity 33; Goldsmith, “Curse”). In the novel Jews without Money
(1930) by the socialist Jewish American writer, journalist, and activist Michael
Gold one character exclaims in a somewhat typical fashion: “‘It is all useless. A
curse on Columbus! A curse on America, the thief! It is a land where the lice
make fortunes, and the good men starve!’” (79). Jewish American author Philip
Roth declares “Goodbye Columbus” in his 1959 novella of the same title in com-
menting on the story of initiation of a young Jewish American man into the com-
plex system of Jewish American class distinctions and on the subsequent failure
of a love relationship.

Columbus became not only an ancestral figure for different ethnic groups but
was also considered a patron by Catholics in Protestant America. Catholic (most-
ly Irish and Italian) immigrants to America strongly felt the anti-Catholic and
anti-papal sentiments in American nativist attitudes, and reacted by forming their
own institutions. In 1882, the Knights of Columbus are founded by an Irish
American Catholic priest in New Haven, Connecticut; this organization was
intended as a “fortress” against discrimination, dedicated itself to “Columbian-
ism,” and tried to “demonstrate the compatibility of Roman catholicism and
American democracy” (Kauffman, Faith 276). According to historian Christo-
pher Kauffman, who was commissioned by the order to write numerous histories
and documentations, the organization’s ideology is shaped by “a blend of
popular fraternalism, American Catholic patriotism and traditional Catholicism”
(Columbianism 29).
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[The Knights of Columbus] viewed the discovery of America as a Catholic event, just as
Anglo-Saxon Protestants viewed the landing at Plymouth Rock as a Puritan event. The
Knights of Columbus were implicitly celebrating the landing of the Santa Maria, the
Catholic counterpart to the Protestants’ Mayflower and a ship which had arrived 128 years
earlier. (Kauffman, Faith 276)

The Catholic order quickly expands across the country: 6.000 knights participate
in the 1892 Columbus parade (cf. Kauffman, Faith 91); by 1893, the order has
550.000 members in the Boston area and by 1905, it has spread to all American
states as well as to Mexico and Canada. Kauffman’s Faith and Fraternalism is
published on the occasion of the 100th anniversary of the Knights in 1982, and
reprinted for the Quincentenary of Columbus’s arrival in the Americas in 1992.
The order today prides itself on more than 125 years of history, during which it
has also seen internal debates, phases of historical revisionism, discussions of
racism and gender discrimination, as well as criticism from the Catholic Church
because of its name — amidst revisionists, suggestions have been made to rename
the order the “Knights of Christ,” or any other less controversial, i.e. political
name (cf. Dennis, “Reinventing” 157).

Overall, Columbus ceased to be a symbol of national unity and cohesion by
the end of the 19" century as different groups staked their claim to ‘America’ by
placing themselves in the tradition of Columbus and his ‘discovery,” and this
trend continued throughout the 20" century. Yet, around 1992, the second and
most forceful phase of revisionism set in. As the 500th anniversary of the
‘discovery’ of the Americas approached, the question of what and who was to be
celebrated seemed ever more pressing.

5. 1992 AND THE COLUMBUS CONTROVERSY

For many Native Americans, to be asked to celebrate Columbus is the
equivalent of asking Jews to celebrate Hitler.

ELLA SHOHAT AND ROBERT STAM, UNTHINKING EUROCENTRISM

Der Amerikaner, der den Kolumbus zuerst entdeckte, machte eine bose
Entdeckung.
GEORG CHRISTOPH LICHTENBERG

Lichtenberg’s aphorism points to the fact that until the period of the American
Revolutionary War, the term ‘American’ referred to the native inhabitants of the
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American continent, not to the English settlers. Lichtenberg’s unusual perspec-
tive on who was being discovered in the Americas (Columbus, not the Natives)
is used in many discussions and new publications of the early 1990s to reconfig-
ure the Eurocentric view on the ‘new world.” The quincentennial of ‘discovery’
in 1992 has been a watershed for questioning the status of Columbus as hero,
adventurer, opportunist, slave trader, and slaveholder in revisionisms that come
in many different shapes and manifestations.

Literature and film are two prime media in which the claim to Columbus’s
legacy has not only been contested but in which the very idea of ‘discovery’ has
also been outright refuted. For many Native Americans, Columbus’s arrival in
the Americas marks the beginning of colonialism, genocide, rape, slavery, ex-
propriation and displacement, as well as cultural death. Columbus stands at the
beginning of a new and for many inhabitants of the Americas deadly era.

Authors of multicultural American literature and Native American writers in
particular have published essays, novels, poetry, and histories on these issues. In
1992, the Before Columbus Foundation, established in 1976 by the writers Ish-
mael Reed, Victor Herndndez Cruz, Shawn Wong, and Rudolfo Anaya, put out
The Before Columbus Foundation Fiction Anthology with the agenda of going
before and “beyond” Columbus (Strads et al., “Introduction” xi). Going ‘beyond’
Columbus and his ‘discovery’ is also at the core of Native American rewritings
of ‘discovery.” Many of these texts are exploring the dark areas of history, often
with a postmodern fantastic twist (cf. McHale, Postmodernist Fiction), as do
Louise Erdrich and Michael Dorris in The Crown of Columbus (1991) or, even
more radically, Gerald Vizenor in The Heirs of Columbus (1991). The first use a
present-day campus romance to revisit the historical evidence and site of
‘discovery,’ the latter invents a trickster figure who revises the historical legacy
by rendering Columbus a part-Native “crossblood.”

Humor and re-invention are also part of several other re-envisionings: Osage
writer and poet Carter Revard presents a parodic reversal of the discovery scene,
this time set in Europe:

It may be impossible to civilize the Europeans. When I claimed England for the Osage
Nation, last month, some of the English chiefs objected. [...] So I said the hell with Eng-
land for this trip and went to France and rented a little Renault in Paris and drove past the
chateaux to Biarritz, stopping only to proclaim that everything the Loire and Seine flowed
past was ours. [...] The people there talk differently from those in London, but their signs
are much the same — they use a lingua franca so to speak — so they recognized my visa
card and gave the Renault gasoline much like that in Oklahoma, globalized enough so they

are not completely benighted. Whether they understood that France now belongs to us was
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not clear, but they were friendly and they fed me well, accepting in return some pieces of
beautifully painted paper and metal discs with allegorical figures on them, with which
they seemed almost childishly pleased [...]. (“Report” 333-34)

Revard’s travel account about a journey to Europe intertextually engages with
Columbus’s first letter from the ‘new world’ and inverts the European perspec-
tive of ‘discovering’ and ‘civilizing’ the Americas. Columbus’s proclamation
about taking possession of the Americas on behalf of the Spanish Crown is re-
configured in the voice of the Native discoverer signifying on the ignorance and
‘childishness’ of the Europeans, i.e. the French, in an anachronistic postmodern
fashion that allows the Native American protagonist who is ‘colonizing’ Europe
— and who in the European imagination has of course been linked predominantly
to a state of nature — to drive around by car and to use money and credit cards.
The comparison “much like that in Oklahoma” echoes the comparison in Colum-
bus’s writing between the ‘new world’ nature and climate to that of particular
Spanish regions: Columbus’s Andalusia is Revard’s Oklahoma. Revard’s irony
is matched in the self-reflexive reimagining of first contact by African American
comedian Flip Wilson. When his Columbus, conversing with Queen Isabella in
African American Vernacular English, sets out for America in order to discover
Ray Charles, he meets Natives celebrating among themselves:

It’s a big holiday in America that day, a big holiday called “Not-Having-Been Discovered-
Yet-Day.” All the Indians on the beach, they are celebrating. They got sandwiches, six-
packs, three or four bags of whatever it is they putting in the pipe. Chris leans over the rail
of the ship, he says, “Hey y’all. Y’all. Where is this? [...] My name is Christopher
Columbus. I'm a discoverer. I'm gonna discover America. I'm going to discover y’all.”
(“Christopher Columbus”)

It is only when “the Indians are throwing rocks, spears, flaming arrows, tree
trunks [...] yelling out a bunch of profanities about Chris’s mother and every-
thing” (ibid.) that Wilson’s Columbus, unsuccessful at colonization, decides to
turn the boat around and to leave any further ‘discoveries’ in the ‘new world’ to
the Puritans. Wilson’s Columbus provides us with a metafictional commentary
on the narrative of discovery and the precarious claims to truth it has held, and
counters long-cherished notions of European superiority as well as indigenous
naiveté.

In Native American poetry, Jimmie Durham in his poem “Columbus Day”
(1983) addresses the Native American experience in the American school system
almost ten years prior to the culmination of the Columbus controversy:
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In school I was taught the names
Columbus, Cortez, and Pizarro and

A dozen filthy murderers.

A bloodline all the way to General Miles,

Daniel Boone and General Eisenhower. (10)

Durham’s speaker makes no distinction between Columbus on the one hand and
Cortés and Pizarro on the other, as did the poets of the American Revolution:
here, all of them are part of the same criminal history of exploitation. And this
history is extended to US-American historical figures who are placed in a con-
tinuum with the Spanish conquerors and who figure as agents of westward
expansion, Manifest Destiny, and war.

Further critical, historiographical, fictional, and lyrical perspectives are collected
in numerous anthologies. To name only two: America in 1492 is an alternative
history in which Alvin Josephy has gathered together renowned writers and
scholars, among them N. Scott Momaday and Francis Jennings, in order to de-
scribe and promote an understanding of “America and its traditions on the eve of
the Columbus voyages. Its point of reference is America, not Europe” (Josephy,
“Introduction” 7); editor Joseph Bruchac’s Returning the Gift: Poetry and Prose
from the First North American Native Writers’ Festival is the result of a gather-
ing of more than 300 Native writers held in Norman, Oklahoma, in 1992. Festi-
val historian Geary Hobson calls it a “showcase of Native American literature”
(“On a Festival” xxvii). In addition, Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gémez-Pena
have produced “Radio Pirata: Colén Go Home!,” which aired on National Public
Radio and was printed in Fusco’s English Is Broken Here (179-95).

The most prestigious Hollywood project in the context of the quincentennial is
Ridley Scott’s 1492: Congquest of Paradise (1992), which is “erratically revision-
ist but fundamentally protective of Columbus’s good name. Here the scintillating
beauty of the cinematography enfolds the violence of conquest into the ideology
of the aesthetic” (Shohat and Stam, Unthinking 64). Whereas we may be hesitant
to identify an “ideology of the aesthetic,” the film in no uncertain terms takes
over the perspective of the ‘discoverers’ and thus coheres with an overall pat-
tern: “Most discovery narratives place the reader on a European ship, the land is
sighted (usually through an anachronistic telescope), and the ‘Indians’ are
glimpsed on the beach or behind the trees” (ibid. 71).

More clearly revisionist films produced around the 1992 debates range from
Surviving Columbus (1992) and Columbus on Trial (1992) to Robbie Leppzer’s
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Columbus Didn’t Discover Us (1992). These films privilege the perspective of
the indigenous inhabitants over that of the European invaders; they reconstruct
tribal traditions, the history of Native tribes in various North American regions,
and the suffering of Native Americans due to white aggression, missionary poli-
tics, and cultural and physical displacement.

In addition to revisionist literature and film, we find another kind of
historical ‘rescue’ attempt, namely an archaeological project that seeks to go
‘before’ Columbus rather than ‘beyond.” Charles C. Mann has investigated the
pre-contact Americas in /491: New Revelations of the Americas Before Colum-
bus and, most recently, in Before Columbus: The Americas of 1491. Drawing on
findings by anthropologists, archaeologists, and paleolinguists, Mann refutes
many stereotypes about pre-contact Native life. For one thing, the Americas, he
suggests,

were a far more urban, more populated, and more technologically advanced region than
generally assumed; and the Indians, rather than living in static harmony with nature, radi-
cally engineered the landscape across the continents, to the point that even “timeless”
natural features like the Amazon rainforest can be seen as products of human intervention.
(1491, book cover)

This perspective refuses to subscribe to the view that the history of the Americas
only begins with European knowledge of the continent and thus constitutes
another critique of Eurocentric historiography and the doctrine of discovery.
With all these revisionist publications drawing attention to the fact that Colum-
bus was complicit in introducing a discourse of violent ethnocentricity to the
Americas, it comes as no surprise that the public festivities to commemorate the
Quincentenary were controversial, to say the least. Sinking Columbus (2000)
documents how the original plan of the organizing commission appointed by the
US government to ‘celebrate the discovery of America’ in 1992 failed. However,
the authors, Stephen Summerhill and John Alexander Williams, who were both
involved in these preparations, paradoxically see this failure as a success: as the
official Quincentenary “struggled unsuccessfully to escape being an anachron-
ism” (Sinking 181), it was superseded by “an unofficial, other Quincentenary
that gave voice to the subaltern” (ibid. 126). Rather than affirming the Colum-
bian legacy of the United States in a patriotic spirit, as had been done in both the
1792 and 1892 celebrations, the 1992 commemorations clearly also belonged to
those who were victimized by this legacy; thus, the event introduced a new kind
of national memorial culture and a new kind of critical patriotism.
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Lllustration 6: Columbus: Savage

Poster created for AIM Denver, Colorado by Walt Pourier,
Oglala Lakota (Creative Director, Nakota Designs).

On the occasion of the Columbus Day festivities, October 12, 1992, poster art,
cartoons, buttons, and pamphlets reinforced the Native American perspective
and protest with epigrams such as “Discover Columbus’s Legacy: 500 Years of
Racism, Oppression & Stolen Land,” “Wanted for Genocide: Christopher Co-
lumbus,” and “Columbus: Savage.” A more recent, post 9/11 image indicates
that fighting terrorism — more or less successfully — has been a Native American
activity since the arrival of Columbus and thus provocatively parallels the de-
struction of Native American culture with the 2001 destruction of the World
Trade Center in New York City.
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In 1992, Native American organizations also were joined by other oppositional
voices. Dennis speaks of an “anti-Columbus coalition — American Indians, some
religious groups, environmentalists, peace activists, political protesters, and
others” (“Reinventing” 156). Yet the main Columbus Day parade in 1992
engaged in by Italian Americans in New York City (many others had been
cancelled) to the great relief of the authorities went smoothly: Columbus may
have been contested but he still was a figure of consensus for many Americans —
and as good as any other reason to have a day off from work, or school.

Lllustration 7: Fighting Terrorism Since 1492

“Homeland Security (Geronimo’s Band),” Azusa Publishing (Web, 5 March 2014).

Apropos school: despite recent shifts in perspective, in American elementary
schools the teaching of Columbus’s heroism is a mandatory part of the curricu-
lum — a situation that will not change any time soon. And thus, Shohat and Stam
remind us of the larger ramifications of the Columbus myth:

[TThe Columbus story is crucial to Eurocentrism, not only because Columbus was a
seminal figure within the history of colonialism, but also because idealized versions of this
story have served to initiate generation after generation into the colonial paradigm. For

many children in North America and elsewhere, the tale of Columbus is totemic; it



CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS AND THE MYTH OF ‘DISCOVERY’ | 75

introduces them not only to the concepts of “discovery” and the “New World,” but also to
the idea of history itself. (Unthinking 62)

James W. Loewen has devoted an entire booklet to how the myth of Columbus’s
‘discovery’ is taught in American schools. His revisionist publication is titled
provocatively Lies My Teacher Told Me About Christopher Columbus (1992)
and surveys, among other things, fifteen widely used high school and middle
school textbooks of American history to see what they have to say about
Christopher Columbus. His findings show that “almost everything [written about
Columbus] is either wrong or unknowable. The textbooks have taken us on a trip
of their own, away from the facts of history, into the realm of myth” (Lies 1).

Still, since 1992 “a distinct American Indian version of the holiday” (Kubal,
Cultural Movements 75) has been established in various states and locales (most-
ly college campuses): an “American Indian memory of national origins” (ibid.)
is no longer completely ignored by official discourses on 1492. Timothy Kubal
has recently used political process theory in order to show how ethnic and po-
litical minorities have used the occasion of Columbus Day over time in order to
empower themselves and their political visions and to mobilize through social
movements and activism connected to the festivities of one particular holiday.
The counter-festivities of groups such as AIM (American Indian Movement) or
the Indians of All Tribes have effectively changed the meaning and perception of
Columbus Day within the national imaginary, a change that is also beginning to
trickle down through the different levels of educational institutions.
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6. CONCLUSION

One day in 1474, when Amerigo Vespucci was only ten, his mother woke
him up and said to him: “Amerigo, I had a beautiful dream last night. I dreamt
that you will become a great explorer and that one day a whole new continent
will be named after you. It will be called North Vespuccia.”

ITALIAN JOKE

It saddens Norwegians that America still honors this Italian, who arrived late
in the New World and by accident, who wasn’t even interested in New
Worlds but only in spices. Out on a spin in search of curry powder and hot
peppers — a man on a voyage to the grocery — he stumbled onto the land of
heroic Vikings and proceeded to get the credit for it. And then to name it
America after Amerigo Vespucci, an Italian who never saw the New World
but only sat in Italy and drew incredibly inaccurate maps of it. By rights, it
should be called Erica, after Eric the Red, who did the work five hundred
years earlier. The United States of Erica. Erica the Beautiful. The Erican
League.”

GARRISON KEILLOR, LAKE WOEBEGONE DAYS

It was wonderful to find America, but it would have been more wonderful to
miss it.
MARK TWAIN

To reconstruct the genesis — the making and unmaking — of the Columbus myth
is also to acknowledge that, after all, the narrative of past events can only be told
in many different versions. There is a sense of inscrutability and a certain
amount of contingency to processes of cultural mobility like those that fashioned
Columbus — him, and not others — first into an American icon, and then re-
fashioned him into a villain.

Today, we are left with a somewhat uneasy coexistence of multiple ‘Colum-
buses’ both heroic and shameful and alternatively American, Spanish, Jewish,
Italian American, part-Native, Catholic, etc. The myth of Columbus and the
controversy surrounding it reveal ideological conflicts at the heart of American
scholarly and popular historiography. Whether this shows that the project
‘America’ is still evolving and unfinished (cf. Campbell and Kean, American
Cultural Studies 20) or whether it indicates that it has been thwarted from the
beginning is a question still widely debated. In any case, we have to pay
attention to the “emplotment” (cf. White, Metahistory) of history to find out just
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how narrative, causality, and a ‘good’ story are constructed and produced: a
story that can appeal to and sway many people over a long stretch of time, a
story both of ‘newness’ and of ‘discovery.’

I would like to end this chapter with a transnational perspective. Columbus is
not only a foundational myth of the US — of course, he is at the center of much
‘old world” mythmaking about the ‘new’ — but also a European myth, perhaps
even a global one; and in the age of globalization he may take on new symbolic
meanings. In the Spanish film También la lluvia (Even the Rain, 2010) by Icidr
Bollain, a Mexican film team travels to Bolivia in order to shoot a film about
Christopher Columbus and his ‘discovery’ at seemingly authentic (and yet
cheap) sites, even as the film early on acknowledges the problematic conflation
of the natives of Bolivia with the natives of the Caribbean, a conflation which
the producer justifies by commenting on the ostensible ‘sameness’ of all indig-
enous peoples. In the process of shooting the film, the film team is caught up in
the 2000 Cochabamba protests directed against the privatization of the city’s
water supply company. The main Native actor in the film project is also crucially
involved in the water war. The film indicates the various levels of historical-
colonial and present-day neo-colonial exploitation by cutting back and forth be-
tween film scenes and protests, and the various levels of narration often become
entangled in powerful visual images that disorient us in time. The shooting of the
film, it is suggested, exploits the historical conquest as the (only) cultural capital
of the indigenous population of the Americas while it uses them as cheap extras.
We recognize in the brutal police force that uses dogs to go after the water activ-
ists in the city the Spanish colonizers and their bloodhounds who hunted fugitive
Natives in order to re-enslave or kill them. Both the present-day protestors and
the captives of colonialism are bound and beaten when caught. In a remarkable
scene in the film, the film director asks a group of indigenous women with ba-
bies to pretend to drown their children as an act of anti-colonial resistance: the
translator tells them that they are to walk into the water, quickly exchange the
babies for dolls, and then hold those dolls underwater for filmic effect. Whereas
the director tries to insist on this scene as part of his artistic vision and the cam-
era tantalizingly cuts back and forth between him and the faces of the (crying)
babies, the women simply refuse to comply. The translator explains to the exas-
perated director that they could not even imagine what it is that he is asking of
them. As they resist the director’s instruction, the women refuse to enact his
version of their historical suffering. Even the Rain conjures up the myth of ‘dis-
covery’ in the context of a continuous and/or renewed and global exploitation of
the Americas. By simultaneously returning us to the primal scene of encounter in
a make-believe filmic scenario and addressing present-day economic asymme-
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tries, the film can be read as a powerful critique of a globalization that follows a
neoliberal logic. Such representations point to a hemispheric, even global per-
spective on the Columbus myth, and continue the cultural work surrounding one
of America’s key foundational narratives.
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7.

10.

STUDY QUESTIONS

Discuss the semantic implications of ‘discovery,” ‘exploration,” and ‘land-
ing.” Which other terms might be used to describe Columbus’s geographic
mobility?

What are the rhetorical strategies Bartolomé de las Casas, Ferdinand Colum-
bus, and others employ to depict Columbus in a positive light?

Give the various aspects that made Columbus seem an appropriate and
usable national hero around the time of the founding of the US.

Describe the process by which Columbus became appropriated as an Italian
American ancestor figure.

Discuss Walt Whitman’s poems “A Prayer of Columbus” and “A Thought of
Columbus,” and explicate their representational strategies.

Discuss the implications of Native American revisionist critiques of the
Columbus myth as both subnational and transnational interventions. What
does, in this context, the neologism ‘Columbusing’ refer to?

Compare the representation of Columbus in different history and/or school
books. How do they reflect on various versions of the myth?

Check out Tatzu Nishi’s 2012 installation “Discovering Columbus” at
Columbus Circle, New York City (www.publicartfund.org/view/exhibitions/
5495_discovering_columbus). How does this art project reflect on the mythic
quality of the historical figure?

Can you think of other (American) stories of ‘discovery’ and/or ‘landing’
that perpetuate, reproduce, or converge with that of Columbus?

In a comparative hemispheric framework, you can study the ways in which
Columbus is represented in Latin American literature, e.g. in Rubén Dario’s
poem “A Colén” (1892), in Alejo Carpentiers El arpa y la sombra (1979),
and/or in Augusto Roa Bastos’s Vigilia del almirante (1992). What are dif-
ferences and similarities to the US-American Columbus discourse?
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Chapter Il

Pocahontas and the Myth of Transatlantic Love

1. WHY POCAHONTAS?

When the first permanent English settlers arrived in America in 1607, their
sponsors had not given up hope of an integrated biracial community.
EDMUND S. MORGAN, AMERICAN SLAVERY, AMERICAN FREEDOM

A shipload of single men founded Jamestown, and yet Virginia’s origin myth
revolves around a female.

ANN UHRY ABRAMS, THE PILGRIMS AND POCAHONTAS

The figure of Pocahontas is at the core of an American foundational myth that
for a long time has been considered the first love story of the ‘new world’ and
thus paradigmatic for casting intercultural relations in the early colonial history
of the Americas as harmonious and peaceful. As a Native American female
foundational figure, Pocahontas may seem less prominent than the male Euro-
pean Christopher Columbus and his myth of discovery (due to her gender and
ethnicity), yet her story has had an enormous circulation. The romanticization of
Pocahontas and her encounter with the English settlers has become one of the
most enduring narratives of American culture: this story was “recast and retold
more often than any other American historical incident during the colonial and
antebellum periods” (Tilton, Pocahontas 1), pointing to the “evolution of an
American narrative” (cf. ibid.) over the course of two centuries and to the debate
and refashioning of this narrative in the centuries to follow.

Unlike Columbus, Pocahontas did not leave letters or diaries, and many
scholars have dwelled upon the voicelessness of this American heroine, who was
appropriated by contemporaries — John Smith is the only writer to actually refer
to words she ostensibly addressed to him verbatim — as well as by historians,
writers, and critics from the 17" to the 21* centuries. Although less historically
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remote than Columbus’s ‘discovery,’ the historical sources of the myth of Poca-
hontas and of her apparent romantic interest in various Englishmen thus have to
be viewed with skepticism and caution. My reconstruction of the narratives
about her shows how she became the centerpiece of a foundational myth that
often is presented “in the guise of history” (Jenkins, “Princess” 8) and that is
heavily invested in ideologies of US-American nation-building and identity
politics. As much as she has been used as a trope in colonial tales of assimila-
tion, she has also variably been cast as a foundational figure in a non-Eurocentric
narrative of American beginnings.

With Sharon Larkins and Peter Hulme, the following ‘facts’ of Pocahontas’s
life can be considered as corroborated by historical evidence: that she was born
around 1595; that she encountered Captain John Smith immediately after the
arrival of the first English settlers at what was to become Jamestown (named
after King James I of England) in 1607 (in the most prominent version of the
story of this encounter she rescued Smith from death at the hands of her father,
Powhatan, chief of a powerful Native confederacy); that she helped the people of
Jamestown and continued to have a relationship with Smith; that Smith was
injured in an accident and returned to England in 1609, Pocahontas believing
him to have died; that she was abducted by Captain Argall in 1612 and held cap-
tive in Jamestown by the English; that she was converted to the Christian faith in
1613 while living in Jamestown; that she married John Rolfe in 1614 and that
she gave birth to her son Thomas in 1615; that she traveled to England in 1616
and was a great success as the ‘Indian princess’ now called ‘Lady Rebecca’ at
the English court; that in January 1617 she attended the famous Twelfth Night
masque; that she was visited by John Smith during her stay and that they had one
last conversation; that she died and was buried at Gravesend in 1617 on her way
back to America (cf. Larkins, “Using;” Hulme, Colonial Encounters 140-41).

In the various retellings of her life, Pocahontas’s narrative often falls into
two parts: her friendship with John Smith, the ‘rescue’ incident, and Smith’s
return to England constitute the first part; the second part includes her captivity
among the English, her conversion, her marriage to John Rolfe, the birth of her
son, and her visit to England. In all these variations on the level of discourse, the
underlying story of first contact takes on mythic significance as an allegorical
narrative of the birth of a new (American) society. It is also the first American
love story between the colonizer and the colonized which has us believe (at least
in its conventional version) that Pocahontas was “sacrificing her life to rescue
her (White) love object from her barbarian tribe, a reading which excludes the
narrative of rape, cultural destruction and genocide” (Shohat and Stam, Unthink-
ing 44).
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The historical figure of Pocahontas, alias Matoaka, alias Lady Rebecca Rolfe
has been represented as Indian ‘girl,” ‘princess,” female ‘noble savage,” me-
diator, and indigenous femme fatal, depending on the respective ideological
investment, ranging from national, regional, feminist, and ethnic agendas, to
name only a few. This chapter tracks the myth of the ‘Indian princess’ and her
transatlantic love story through four phases. First, it will historicize the myth in
early modern discourses of expansion and in the context of early American
colonial culture and history since 1607, the year in which Jamestown, the first
permanent English settlement was founded and in which Pocahontas first met the
English arrivals. Before 1607 we already find conventional gendered allegories
of the ‘new world’ as a woman, a fact with which I will deal briefly in the next
section. After a reconstruction of the early Jamestown years and the Pocahontas
narrative in the 17 century, second, I will turn to the uses made of the Poca-
hontas tale in the period of the early republic and revisit the fabrication of the
romantic love story between Pocahontas and John Smith in the first decades of
the 19" century. Third, I will discuss the ways in which Pocahontas was made
into an American ‘founding mother’ by various groups throughout the 19", 20,
and 21" centuries. And fourth, I will look at the most recent versions of this
myth in American popular culture and literature, in which the revisionism of the
second half of the 20" century has led to new accentuations; rather than privi-
leging the so-called rescue scene and the friendship between Pocahontas and
John Smith, recent scholarship and rewritings often focus on her marriage to
John Rolfe instead. Again, these phases and trends do not start and end in one
particular year or decade; rather, they reveal discursive formations and shifts
over a period of more than four hundred years.

2. AMERICA IS A WOMAN: A PREFACE

The novelty of America was always perceived in overtly sexual terms.

PETER HULME, COLONIAL ENCOUNTERS

To understand the troping of Pocahontas as a paradigmatic ‘new world’ woman
and a female ‘noble savage’ we need to first contextualize her in a discourse that
at the time of the first English settlements depicted the Americas as an alle-
gorically feminized space. These representations were part of “a full allegorical
tradition in which continents — Europe, Asia, Africa and now America — were
portrayed as women surrounded by the representative attributes of their res-
pective parts of the world” (Hulme, “Polytropic Man” 17). Hugh Honour has
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examined this tradition with regard to the Americas, showing how North
America as the “land of allegory” is visually embodied as woman in ambiguous
illustrations by European artists such as Philip Galle, Jan Sadeler, Simon van de
Passe, Theodor Galle and Jan van der Straat (cf. Honour, New Golden Land). In
North America, the practice of imagining the continent or its regions as female is
also evident in Walter Raleigh’s naming of ‘Virginia’ at the end of the 16"
century; Raleigh had been exploring the American coast in an unsuccessful
attempt to establish a permanent settlement and colony at Roanoke, the coastal
region of what today is North Carolina, between 1584 and 1590 — an attempt that
obviously did not engender a foundational myth of American origins and that
has been commonly referred to as the “lost” or the “abandoned colony” of
Roanoke (cf. Kupperman, Roanoke). Raleigh had named the entire territory
Virginia, in honor of Queen Elizabeth (1533-1603), the ‘virgin queen,” who, for
a time, supported his venture. This territory, Raleigh’s choice of name insin-
uates, was waiting in supposedly feminine passivity for the European traveler to
arrive and colonize it. The gender-specific attribution of America as ‘Virginia’
presupposes a male traveler who encounters the (virginal, i.e. empty) feminized
space and takes possession of it; it is thus highly suggestive of a sexualized
relationship between both, which is constructed as a libidinal bond between
traveler and territory (cf. Schiilting, Wilde Frauen 49). Therefore, in 1607 Vir-
ginia already figured as a mysterious feminine/feminized space to be penetrated,
conquered, and domesticated by the English settlers.

The ambivalence that such gendered representations may entail is paradig-
matically encoded already in a late 15th-century engraving of “America” by the
Dutch artist Jan van der Straat on a 1619-copperplate by Theodor Galle. It
depicts Amerigo Vespucci’s encounter with an allegorical female figure that rep-
resents the continent named after him. Vespucci is equipped with all the insignia
of a European explorer (flag, cross, and astrolabe), while a voluptuous America
lies naked on a hammock, stretching out her hand and beckoning the visitor to
come closer. She is part of a pastoral scene, tempting, seductive, and enticing. A
closer look, however, reveals disturbing details: in the background of the picture,
Natives are roasting something over a fireplace that looks suspiciously like a
human leg, and another leg can be seen next to the fireplace. Eroticism and
cannibalism here appear side by side, and the dangers of intercultural contact are
envisioned; for all the claimed superiority of the European traveler in terms of
religion and technology, the alterity of the Native is perceived as tempting and
threatening at the same time and thus seems to be beyond the Europeans’
control. Could this ‘new world’ beauty’s invitation to the traveler have a hidden
agenda? At the same time, this scene of seduction conceals European colonial
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aggression toward the indigenous ‘new world’ population behind a myth of
erotic encounter, perhaps even love, correlating the relationship between Euro-
peans and Natives with the allegedly ‘natural’ order of the sexes: the distin-
guished European male is to the ‘new world’ native as man is to woman: i.e.,
superior (cf. Schiilting, Wilde Frauen 14).

Hllustration 1: Amerigo Vespucci ‘Discovers’ America

Theodor Galle, America (1619).

Not only has the ‘new world’ often been allegorically depicted as a woman, but
more specifically, “[i]n English prints and engravings, [it] was often shown as an
unclothed Indian princess” (Bushman, America 50). E. McClung Fleming has
detailed the historical phases in which America appeared first as “Indian
Queen,” then as an “Indian Princess presented as the daughter of Britannia,” and
finally by representations of “an Indian Princess whose attributes were the
symbols of United States sovereignty” (‘“American Image” 65). In fact, the
Indian princess was the “oldest and most durable representation of the United
States” before representations increasingly turned to classicism in the 19"
century (Fleming, “From Indian” 39). The allegory of America as the ‘Indian
princess’ thus paves the way for the troping of Pocahontas in first-contact
scenarios against a backdrop of the foundational mythology of the ‘new world.’
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In an already symbolically feminized space, she appears as the first flesh-and-
blood Native female we encounter in European narratives of North America. In
fact, as Werner Sollors points out, “[a]llegories of America as an Indian princess
have often been combined with Captain John Smith’s Pocahontas story” (Beyond
Ethnicity 79). The label “Indian princess” refers to her status as the daughter of
chief Powhatan and describes Native tribal relations using the European
classificatory system of aristocratic distinction which obviously is itself an act of
symbolic domination. Therefore, the first English narrative about the first per-
manent English settlement in the ‘new world’ centers on the story of a woman
native to the American continent who is discursively appropriated and put to use
in various guises for the purpose of legitimizing European conquest: as an
allegorical representative of the ‘new world’ in accordance with the connotations
of exotic femininity, as a cultural mediator and supporter of European colonial-
ism, and as a model for assimilation and conversion.

3. THE FIRST LOVE STORY FROM THE ‘NEW WORLD’?

[TThe story of Pocahontas and John Smith tells of an “original” encounter of
which no even passably “immediate” account exists, a blank space which has
not been allowed to remain empty. [...] The founding but most problematic
moment of that story is the “rescue.”

PETER HULME, COLONIAL ENCOUNTERS

From the Aeneid of Virgil onward, intercultural romance was a preferred
beginning of colonial narratives.

GESA MACKENTHUN, METAPHORS OF DISPOSSESSION

Pocahontas was a child at the time of her interactions with Smith.
LEIGH H. EDWARDS, “THE UNITED COLORS OF POCAHONTAS”

The status of the focal point of the Pocahontas myth — the ‘rescue’ scene in
which she supposedly intervenes on behalf of John Smith and stops his exe-
cution — has been the subject of discussion and scrutiny by generations of
scholars wavering between enthusiastic affirmation of its truthfulness and utter
skepticism. Catchy titles such as Did Pocahontas Save Captain John Smith? by
J.A. Leo Lemay reveal the almost obsessive dedication to this question, and thus
the contested origins of American mythmaking. What is at stake in Lemay’s
question is the Native woman’s desire to save the white man and to show him
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that he is not considered an intruder and colonizer in North America; in this
sense, Pocahontas’s “famous supposed rescue of Captain John Smith has become
a rescue of America” (Edwards, “United Colors” 147) and thus a legitimization
of the colonial endeavor.

For various reasons, the authenticity of the famous rescue scene has come to
be doubted in contemporary scholarship. In order to fully comprehend this skep-
ticism, we have to turn to the historical sources of the story. The textual evidence
of the historical encounter in North America between the first English settlers
and the indigenous inhabitants is scarce and one-sided. As to the encounter
between John Smith and Pocahontas, it is Smith’s own writing in his A True
Relation of Such Occurrences and Accidents of Note as Happened in Virginia
(published in 1608 and then worked into subsequent editions and versions) that
we need to turn to first. Pocahontas herself did not leave any textual records,
only traces in the texts of others which enlist her story in the authors’ own
ideological maneuvers.

In his first account of the cultural encounter with the North American
natives, John Smith narrates his captivity among the Algonquians as well as the
early skirmishes between English settlers and Natives, and although he mentions
Pocahontas in this early document as a messenger between Powhatan and the
settlers, he does not credit her with having saved his life (neither is this men-
tioned in his Proceedings of 1612). Other early 17"-century sources, such as the
texts by Samuel Purchas, Ralph Hamor and William Strachey, are equally silent
on the matter of any such rescue.

William Strachey, Secretary of the Resident Council in Virginia and author
of The Historie of Travaile into Virginia Britannia (1612), an important textual
record of the colony’s early history, refers to Powhatan’s many wives and chil-
dren, among them “younge Pocahunta, a daughter of his, using sometime to our
fort in tymes past” (54). Later he recounts how

the before remembered Pochahontas, a well featured, but wanton yong girle, Powhatan’s
daughter, sometimes resorting to our fort, of the age then of eleven or twelve yeares, get
the boys forth with her into the market place, and make them wheele, falling on their
hands, turning up their heeles upwards, whome she would followe and wheele so her self,

naked as she was, all the fort over. (65)

Whereas Strachey renders Pocahontas as a kind of elfish girl (later texts would
refer to her as the “forest princess”), Ralph Hamor records the details of her
captivity, conversion, and marriage in his True Discourse of the Present Estate
of Virginia (1615), and Samuel Purchas in Hakluytus Posthumus Or Purchas His
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Pilgrimes (1625) decribes Pocahontas’s fabulous reception in London, where
“she carried her selfe as the Daughter of a King, and was accordingly respected”
(Vol. 19 118). These are the main historical sources. Even if these texts were
written by contemporaries of Pocahontas, this does not mean that they are per se
more authentic or reliable than the romantic biographies of the 19" century, as
the English authors had their own agenda in describing the North American
natives. And still, the absence of the rescue scene, which is central to American
mythology, in all of the early textual records is puzzling.

It is in 1624, 17 years after the publication of his first text on the early years
of the Virginia Colony, that John Smith for the first time describes the rescue
scene in his The Generall Historie of Virginia, New-England, and the Summer
Isles in the following words, referring to himself in the third person:

At his [John Smith’s] entrance before the King [Powhatan], all the people gaue a great
shout. The Queene of Appamatuck was appointed to bring him water to wash his hands,
and another brought him a bunch of feathers, instead of a Towell to dry them: having
feasted him after the best barbarous manner they could, a long consultation was held, but
the conclusion was, two great stones were brought before Powhatan: then as many as
could layd hands on him, dragged him to them, and thereon laid his head, and being ready
with their clubs to beate out his brains, Pocahontas the Kings dearest daughter, when no
entreaty could prevaile, got his head in her arms, and laid her owne upon his to saue him
from death. (49)

Smith thus adds this rescue scene to his account of the initial intercultural con-
tact in North America almost two decades after the incident had supposedly
occurred and only after Powhatan as well as Pocahontas had died. Apart from
this addition the account is quite similar to the 1608 version, and “no totally
convincing explanation has ever been offered for the rescue’s absence from the
1608 account” (Hulme, Colonial Encounters 140). Scholars have speculated —
based on the premise that the scene actually took place — that Smith was at first
embarrassed to include his rescue by a young girl for fear of undermining his
image as a heroic soldier able to look out for himself (cf. Mackenthun, Meta-
phors 210); after all, his coat of arms was Vincere est Vivere — to conquer is to
live. Others concluded that Smith embroidered his original version for political
purposes and a more dramatic self-fashioning, and that his 1624 publication is by
no means accidental in view of the occurrences in the colony.

Combining colonial discourse analysis with a New Historicist sensibility,
historian Peter Hulme links the appearance of the rescue scene in Smith’s 1624
account to the so-called Indian massacre of 1622 in the Jamestown area which
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lastingly reconfigured English-Native relations as inimical and aggressive (cf.
Mackenthun’s discussion of Hulme in Metaphors 211). Hulme suggests that
Smith could then, many years after Pocahontas’s death, glance back at the primal
scene of intercultural encounter nostalgically and present her as a model:

[T]he rescue can be articulated into a narrative in which Pocahontas has an increasingly
central role to play as evidence that Algonquian recognition of the values of European
culture could have provided the basis for a harmonious relationship, had not the inherent
viciousness of [other natives] destroyed all hope of peaceful co-operation. (Colonial

Encounters 172)

This ‘viciousness’ became evident, according to the English chroniclers, in the
massacre of 1622 and led to a change of English policy against the Natives.
Opechancanough, an uncle of Pocahontas and Powhatan’s half-brother, under-
stood that the English settlers had come to stay and led the Algonquian resis-
tance against the continuing incursions of the English settlers into Native land.
Unsurprisingly, he is cast by the English as the prototypical ‘evil savage’ who
shows resistance to rather than compliance with English colonialism. The attacks
in 1622 killed a third of the colony’s population, i.e. “more than three hundred
colonists,” and could have wiped out the entire colony if not for the hit-and-run
tactics employed by the English, which ultimately allowed for a counteroffensive
(Kelly and Clark Smith, Jamestown 69). John Rolfe, then already a widower
who had in his last years in the colony introduced and revolutionized the plant-
ing and processing of tobacco, also died in that conflict (cf. Woodward, Poca-
hontas 190), a fact that connects the story of Pocahontas and the massacre on yet
another level: whereas Pocahontas, the ‘good Indian,” had loved and married
John Rolfe, her uncle’s ‘evil scheming’ later caused his violent death.

After the relations between the English and the Natives had irrevocably
turned from bad to worse, Smith emphasizes the historical moment where a dif-
ferent course of events had still been fathomable if Natives had only followed
the path Pocahontas had chosen: conversion and intermarriage. Yet, they did not.
In fact, throughout the 18" century historical accounts blame Native American
resistance to intermarriage and reluctance to mingle more intimately and on a
broader scale with the English for the continuously deteriorating English-Native
relations. It has been argued somewhat speculatively that in terms of phenotype,
outward appearance and cultural habits, Native Americans were mostly repulsed
by the English settlers due to their masses of facial and bodily hair and their
odorous perspiration.
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Another problem facing the colony in its early years was the high number of
settlers who left the English settlement in order to live with the Natives and who
were “rapidly and unproblematically assimilated” (Hulme, Colonial Encounters
143; cf. Crevecoeur, More Letters 137), thus undermining any ideological con-
struction of English superiority. Indigenization of the English, i.e. ‘going native’
was a common phenomenon and posed a threat to the very existence of the colo-
ny not least by harming promotional efforts in England geared toward attracting
more people to settle in Virginia: what kind of colony had its residents run off
into the ‘wilderness’ of an unknown continent to live with ‘uncivilized’ people
they did not even know? Therefore, the story of Pocahontas came in handy for
those advocating colonization and was widely used in the promotional literature
encouraging further immigration from England. While the trend of ‘going na-
tive’ among the English settlers was hushed up, the Pocahontas tale at the same
time was ideologically exploited as it advertised Native American acceptance of
the superiority of the English culture. Pocahontas sided with the invaders, and
became as the anglicized heroine of the American colonial romance — “the non-
pareil,” as Smith calls her and as she is frequently referred to in early American
scholarship (cf. Garnett, Pocahontas) — a model for all to emulate. “Pocahontas’s
crossing of the cultural rift — however that crossing is interpreted — [...] was
quite exceptional” (ibid. 142) simply because she was the only one who did
cross it. The Pocahontas narrative “has come to validate in the national psyche
the presence by a mythical indigenous consent of Europeans in America” by
playing off Pocahontas as the “exotic peacekeeper” against the rest of the
Natives as “bloodthirsty savages” (Baringer, “Captive Woman” 2).

Coming back to Smith’s text, we can register at least two further interpretive
complications. First of all, Smith’s text resembles other classical narratives
which he obviously took as a model; Peter Hulme points to similarities between
Odysseus’s encounter with Polyphemus and the Cyclops in Homer and Ovid and
Smith’s own rendering of his interaction with Powhatan and the Algonquians
(cf. Colonial Encounters 153f.). Even the rescue scene has features of classical
storytelling drawing on an intercultural love story to dramatize cultural conflict.
Smith’s rescue scene furthermore resembles other parts of his own text quite
conspicuously; he “claims to have been aided by beautiful ladies at least twice
during his earlier adventurous career in Turkey and Tartaria [...] and includes
‘that blessed Pocahontas’ in his list of those women who ‘oft saved my life’”
(Mackenthun, Metaphors 217; cf. Smith, Generall Historie 41-42). In fact,
Smith is not the only one to tell such stories: we find parallels in rescue stories of
other travelers of that time, as the “‘enamoured princess’ was a literary topos, or
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trope rather, derived from Orientalist discourse” and was chosen by Smith as the
“organizing discourse” of his 1624 narrative (Mackenthun, Metaphors 217).

After those qualifications, we should, however, take one last look at the
rescue scene that Smith describes, if only to complicate matters even further.
When taking the story itself at face value we may come to yet another con-
clusion: That Smith’s experience was not a rescue in the strict sense but a kind of
adoption ritual of the Algonquians. Philip Barbour first suggested this reading in
his 1969 study Pocahontas and Her World: “The ceremony of which Smith had
been the object was almost certainly a combination of mock execution and salva-
tion, in token of adoption into Powhatan’s tribe” (24). Most scholars have come
to agree with Barbour that Smith did not lie about what happened and that his
memory did not fail him either but that he misread the Native rituals and prac-
tices which were unintelligible to him. The thesis of the cultural misreading of
an adoption ritual is based on “our conjectures on well-attested Indian practices”
(ibid. 23) and has been corroborated by many scholars over the past decades.
Barbour even argues that Smith had included the scene in the earlier versions of
his texts but that his London editor deleted it (cf. ibid. 24).

Reading the rescue scene as a ritual of adoption also seems plausible in light
of the last encounter between Pocahontas and Smith in England. Peter Hulme
unravels the dialogue between Smith and Pocahontas in England briefly before
her death, upon whose truthfulness we should take a chance, he suggests, be-
cause what Pocahontas tells Smith is obviously incomprehensible to him yet
quoted by him at some length; these are perhaps the only ‘original” words of her
that we have (cf. Hulme, Colonial Encounters 151-52). When meeting at Brent-
ford, after years of separation and silence, Smith finds Pocahontas distant. The
words she directs to him are recorded by Smith as follows:

You did promise Powhatan what was yours should bee his, and he the like to you; you
called him father being in his land a stranger, and by the same reason so I must doe you:
which though I would haue excused, I durst not allow of that title, because she was a
Kings daughter; with a well set countenance she said, Were you not afraid to come into
my father Countrie, and caused feare in him and all his people (but mee) and feare you
here I should call you father; I tell you then I will, and you shall call mee childe, and so I
will bee fore euer and euer your Countrieman. They did tell vs you were dead, and I knew
no other til I cam to Plimoth; yet Powhatan did command Vttamatomakkin to seeke yu,

and know the truth, because your Countriemen will lie much. (Generall Historie 122-3)

Pocahontas reminds Smith of his duties and obligations to her and to her people.
She demands reciprocity and commitment due to the ritual of adoption enacted
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in 1607, which made them kin. Smith, not familiar with the Algonquian com-
munal culture of reciprocity, seems unable, or at least reluctant, to comment on
her words although he quotes them at length.

Smith’s text of 1624, the Generall Historie, “differs from earlier texts in that
it is the first English text that attempts to write a historical narrative of British
America — and such a national narrative [...] can only develop when it is based
on a coherent and meaningful beginning” (Mackenthun, Metaphors 210). In
1624, the first phase of colonization — the masking and downplaying of the
colonial project in the encounter with the Natives — was over: the English no
longer pretended to have come to North America only temporarily (as Smith had
told Powhatan during one of their first meetings), and the Natives no longer
pretended that they did not mind the white presence. The English conquest of
North America had begun. Smith’s integration and prioritization of the rescue
scene in his narrative has been tremendously effective for colonial politics, as it
successfully marginalized other elements of the Pocahontas story that may have
been less suitable for the making of a colonial, i.e. national myth. First, the
construction of an intercultural love story effaces the story of Pocahontas’s
captivity among the English to such a degree that we rarely think about her as a
captive at all. The genre of the early American captivity narrative on the other
hand dramatizes — by inversion — the captivity of white settlers among the
Natives. Rebecca Faery shows how the famous captivity narrative of Mary
Rowlandson about her experiences during King Philip’s War (1675/76) over-
writes the story and experience of Pocahontas and thus codes captivity lastingly
as the captivity of whites among ‘evil savages’ as a legitimizing strategy of
colonial expansion (cf. Cartographies; cf. also Robertson, “First Captive”).
Second, the construction of a romantic interest between Pocahontas and John
Smith and later between Pocahontas and John Rolfe also obscures the fact that in
the interim years between her encounter with John Smith and before her capture,
Pocahontas supposedly had been married to Kocoum, a member of her tribe
about whom we know very little. This is mentioned by William Strachey (cf.
Historie 54). Thus, when Captain Argall kidnapped her in order to put pressure
on her father Powhatan, she may have already been married. “If William
Strachey’s report that Pocahontas had been married in 1610 to ‘a private
captain,” Kocoum, were true, [...] then the English had kidnapped a married
woman and thus condoned bigamy” (Robertson, “First Captive” 97; cf. Barbour,
Pocahontas 98-99). However, this earlier “shadowy marriage” (Barbour, Poca-
hontas 99) seemingly was an impediment neither to her conversion nor to her
marriage to Rolfe. Pocahontas’s first marriage is omitted in most of the roman-
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ticized narratives about her, since it was considered to be a ‘heathen’ ritual
without any meaning before God or the Law.

During his stay with his wife and son in England, John Rolfe writes his own pro-
motional tract, A True Relation of the State of Virginia (cf. the transcription on
the Encyclopedia Virginia webpage), to satisfy sponsors of the colony. While his
marriage “symbolized an uneasy truce” (Hulme, “Polytropic Man” 168) in
English-Native relations, after his return to Virginia as a widower, he was about
to witness an eruption of violence that was to change English-Native relations in
North America forever.

Throughout the second half of the 17" century and the 18" century Poca-
hontas and John Rolfe figured as “the great archetype of Indian-white conjugal
union” (Sheehan, Seeds 175). At the same time, however, Virginia was the first
colony to introduce anti-miscegenation laws: in 1662, the legislature passed the
Racial Integrity Act to prohibit the intermarriage of whites and blacks as well as
whites and Natives. And still, Pocahontas and John Rolfe continued to be seen as
foundational figures and as a blueprint for an alternative version of what
American race relations could have been. This crucially entailed the insight that
it all had — and irreversibly so — developed differently. The solution of racial
conflict and territorial disputes via intermarriage and miscegenation seemed less
and less feasible. Thomas Jefferson was perhaps one of the last Americans to
publicly give voice to this vision and to encourage “an amalgamation of the
races as a real possibility” (Tilton, Pocahontas 24; also cf. chapter 5), if only to
assuage Americans’ guilt-ridden conscience in the face of Native displacement
and death. Over all, miscegenation became an increasingly taboo subject to
dwell on. Pocahontas and John Rolfe certainly were “the first, and perhaps the
only, Anglo-Indian marriage in Virginia’s early history” (Nash, “Image” 215).
Following American independence, Pocahontas attained her iconic mythical
status in American culture and literature. The utopia of interracial love that was
symbolized by the Pocahontas figure develops into a myth of the past while at
the same time the policy of ‘Indian removal’ is implemented and carried out.
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4. POCAHONTAS AND THE ROMANTIC TRADITION

In the woods of Powhattan,
Still ‘tis told by Indian fires,
How a daughter of their sires,
Saved the captive Englishman.

WILLIAM MAKEPEACE THACKERAY, “POCAHONTAS”

‘When I think of Pocahontas, I am ready to love Indians.
HERMAN MELVILLE, THE CONFIDENCE-MAN

Scholars agree that it is after the American Revolutionary War and, more promi-
nently, at the beginning of the 19" century that the mythical dimension of the
Pocahontas narrative evolved most powerfully (cf. Young, “Mother” 395; also cf.
Tilton, Pocahontas). Thus, it is in the age of Indian removal — an official policy
of deportation resulting in the death of thousands of Native Americans on the
Trail of Tears — that Pocahontas becomes a full-fledged American icon and
myth.

In order to mythologize Pocahontas in the context of profound anti-Native
sentiments, a number of discursive strategies had to be employed: first of all,
most texts and visual representations cast Pocahontas as the savior of John Smith
rather than as the wife of John Rolfe; the second part of the narrative becomes
lastingly marginalized in order to avoid the issue of miscegenation — by then an
even stronger cultural taboo than in the 17" century. Second, Pocahontas figures
somewhat nostalgically as a heroine of the past and of an innocent American
beginning. The split between “the peace-loving and Christian Pocahontas” (Uhry
Abrams, Pilgrims 127) on the one hand and her allegedly treacherous, violent
and uncompromising indigenous male counterparts on the other is continued and
deepened. This profound feminization of the narrative avoided the contradictions
between racial discourse and foundational mythmaking. Third, the Pocahontas
narrative underwent a turn to sentimentalism that further diverts attention from
the brutality of colonial politics and that champions her as a romantic symbol of
voluntary cultural contact and self-chosen assimilation to the white culture.

It is in 19th-century plays, literature, poetry as well as visual culture that we
find manifestations of the gendering of the Pocahontas myth that still echo in
contemporary cultural productions. Pocahontas made her first American school-
book appearance in the 1797 edition of Noah Webster’s An American Selection
of Lessons in Reading and Speaking, yet the first author whose claim to fame the
Pocahontas story would become was John Davis, an Englishman who had come
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to the United States as a visitor at the beginning of the 19" century. Davis quick-
ly realized the potential of this early American legend and first worked it anec-
dotally and in a somewhat garbled fashion into his Farmer of New Jersey (1800),
where he made John Smith an ‘Indian trader’ and Pocahontas a ‘squaw’ who saves
him. Three years later, in Travels of Four Years and a Half in the United States
of America During 1798, 1799, 1800, 1801, and 1802 (1803) he expands the
anecdote by drawing on Smith’s texts, local lore, and his own imagination to
recount the Pocahontas story in a “thirty-seven page segment” (Jenkins, “Prin-
cess” 14). Although his book is, strictly speaking, a travel report, Davis presents
us here with the first fictionalized treatment of the topic; akin to a short story, the
narrative displays markers of fictionality rather than an investment in historicism
(cf. ibid.). Davis expands on the Pocahontas story and is credited by many
scholars with the fabrication of the love story between Pocahontas and John
Smith, a young girl and an older man by 17"-century standards. The manner in
which he processed the story can be sensed from the following excerpt, a scene
that follows upon Pocahontas bringing food to Smith and the Jamestown settlers:

The acclamations of the crowd affected to tears the sensibility of Pocahontas; but her
native modesty was abashed; and it was with delight that she obeyed the invitation of
Captain Smith to wander with him, remote from vulgar curiosity, along the banks of the
river. It was then she gave loose to all the tumultuous ectasy of love; hanging on his arm

and weeping with an eloquence more powerful than words. (Travels 278)

While we may glimpse from this paragraph why Davis’s sentimentalist narrative
never became canonical, we cannot overestimate the cultural work his texts per-
formed in the context of an American foundational ideology: he “unearthed” the
story of Pocahontas; he “popularized and perpetuated it; but most of all, he
romanticized it and made historical fiction of it” (Jenkins, “Princess” 19). Davis
further expanded the historical material by adding Captain Smith and Princess
Pocahontas and The First Settlers of Virginia, a Historical Novel (both 1805) to
his oeuvre, paving the way for numerous “romantic reconstructions of the
narrative in the nineteenth century” at a time “when Americans had begun to
scan the colonial past in search of figures like Pocahontas and Smith who could
be rewarded retroactively for their proto-nationalist sentiments” (Tilton, Poca-
hontas 33). Again, Commager’s phrase of the “search for a usable past” comes
to mind. With his timely but now mostly forgotten writings Davis, who is
generally considered “a prolific but minor English novelist-poet” (Jenkins,
“Princess” 8), secured the enduring popularity of the Pocahontas story as a
romance in the post-revolutionary period in the United States. However, Davis
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also contributed to a major shift in the reception of the story. Davis as well as the
writers and poets who followed him focused mostly on the rescue scene, at times
all but ignoring the story of her marriage and the fact that she had a mixed-race
child with an English husband. As Jenkins puts it somewhat flippantly,

if Smith [...] made Pocahontas a sixteenth-century “cover girl for his come-hither
pamphlets,” then Rolfe, perhaps, made her the first of those who might be labelled “Amer-
ican Mother of the Year,” and Davis, by his imaginative treatment of the love interests of
the Indian princess, may have qualified her as the first American girl who was worthy of
the title of “Miss America.” (ibid. 19)

Following Davis, other American authors would take up the figure of the Native
American woman and use recognizable elements of the Pocahontas story in plots
of cultural contact, captivity, and love, e.g. Catharine Maria Sedgwick, who in
her novel Hope Leslie (1827) uses the character of the Native American woman
Magawisca to demythologize the Pocahontas narrative, and James Fenimore
Cooper, who in his lesser-known novel The Wept of Wish-Ton-Wish (1829) in-
verts the Pocahontas story by addressing the indigenization of a white captive
raised by a Native tribe (cf. Opfermann, “Lydia Maria Child,” and Haselstein,
Die Gabe).

Pocahontas is mentioned by American historians from William Stith (cf. History
of the First Discovery) and Jeremy Belknap (cf. American Biography) to George
Bancroft (cf. History of the Colonization); however, unlike Columbus, she did
not have a biographer like Washington Irving to sing her praises. Instead, it is in
the dramatic tradition — aside from Davis’s prose — that she is most profoundly
commemorated. The so-called Indian plays of the 19" century popularized
stories about Pocahontas and similar, fictive figures in a mode of retrospective
nostalgia. The Indian hero or heroine is cast as a melancholic figure, doomed to
disappear with the advance of ‘civilization;’ Pocahontas’s assimilation into white
culture and the trope of the vanishing Indian thus were two dominant modes of
representing this disappearance.

In 1808, one year after the bicentennial of the founding of Jamestown, the
first play in English about Pocahontas was published: James Nelson Barker’s
The Indian Princess, or, La Belle Sauvage. Barker presents the same version as
Davis’s texts: one individual act of heroism — Pocahontas’s rescue of John Smith
— is dramatized as the key moment of American national prehistory (cf. Tilton,
Pocahontas 48). The play mentions John Rolfe, yet leaves the marriage un-
consummated, a standard feature of most of the 19‘h—century versions, which did
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not give a lot of attention to the fact that John Smith was not the only English-
man in Pocahontas’s life.

Throughout the 19" century, Pocahontas plays abounded: “Pocahontas plays,
as well as Indian plays in general, became a fixture on the American stage during
the first half of the nineteenth century” (Jaroff, “Opposing Forces” 485). Ap-
proximately forty plays were performed between 1825 and 1869 (cf. ibid.;
Quinn, Exciting Adventures 275). Aside from Barker’s play, antebellum drama-
tist George Washington Custis’s Pocahontas, or the Settlers of Virginia (1830) is
among the most important ones. Custis was a descendant of George Washington;
his play fit well into the nationalistic and patriotic spirit of the time and pre-
sented one exceptionally popular “Indian drama” (Tilton, Pocahontas 72). And
yet, the publication of the play in 1830 also coincided with the Indian Removal
Act, which the US Congress passed in the same year. Overall, the seeming
paradox between the policy of Indian removal and the popularity of the Indian
plays is compelling. As the quotation from Herman Melville’s novel in the epi-
graph to this chapter illustrates, the idealization of Pocahontas as a foundational
figure was in complete opposition to the demonization of Native Americans in
19th-century public discourse. We have already noted how ‘good,” i.e. accept-
able, and ‘bad,” i.e. unacceptable attributes of the ‘other’ are distributed into
complementary stereotypes, such as the ‘noble savage’ and the ‘ignoble savage’
(or ‘evil heathen’): on the one hand, the championing of Native Americans as a
marker of difference had a central function in revolutionary discourses that tried
to dissociate the US from England: “the figure of the Indian became a conve-
nient base upon which to build a uniquely American character” (Jaroff, “Op-
posing Forces” 485). Thus, Pocahontas figures in a history and tradition in which
white Americans used Native Americans as figures of empowerment: “Poca-
hontas’s consent gives the chosen people of white Americans a new fictional line
of noble Indian ancestry” (Sollors, Beyond Ethnicity 79). Eventually, those white
Americans would even dress up as ‘Indians’ in order to protest colonial rule (the
transcultural phenomenon of ‘playing Indian’ has been extensively addressed by
Philip Deloria; cf. his book of the same title). Yet, on the other hand, in internal
negotiations of difference, the indigenous population is anything but representa-
tive of America. Carolyn Karcher comments on this paradox: “white Americans
win their political freedom at the expense of the Indians they exterminate and
[...] they achieve their cultural independence by expropriating the cultures of the
peoples they have systematically debased, devalorized, and deprived of an inde-
pendent identity” (Introduction xxxiii). In this discourse, Pocahontas appears
prominently as “the selfless Indian princess” (Jaroff, “Opposing Forces” 486).
Custis’s play and the Indian Removal Act thus present two different but related
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strategies of the same colonial and racist discourse of white hegemony — and
“[t]he rarer actual American Indians became in the United States, [...] the more
accessible their history became to appropriation by a national culture in search of
legitimating traditions of identity” (Loeffelholz, “Miranda” 59).

In contrast to the conventional romanticization of Pocahontas in the popular
Indian plays, some dramas avoided the by then predictable racial and gender
stereotypes, of which I will briefly mention two. Charlotte Barnes’s The Forest
Princess (1844) does not employ the standard repertoire of the Pocahontas narra-
tive, nor does the author center her play on the rescue scene or on any romantic
investments; rather, it “subverts popular Indian plays of the day supplying Poca-
hontas with a voice, granting her political status, and allowing her to reject colo-
nial domination” (Jaroff, “Opposing Forces” 483). Its representational strategies
contrast with Custis’s patriotic championing of the national agenda of Indian
removal.

John Brougham’s 1855 parody Po-ca-hontas, or the Gentle Savage turns on
the dramatic tradition of the Pocahontas play in order to make fun of it. His
heroine is referred to as “Pokey,” and Brougham’s play closes with the marriage
of Pocahontas and John Smith, leaving Rolfe to complain on the sidelines.
Brougham — nicknamed “American Aristophanes” by his contemporaries (Hut-
ton qtd. in Moody, Introduction 402) — ridicules the fashionable mythologizing
of Pocahontas, and his play is “a wonderful parody of the archetypal Indian
heroines of drama and romance, all of whom were ultimately based primarily on
John Smith’s representations of the original Powhatan princess” (Tilton, Poca-
hontas 75). For decades, Brougham’s play was

the standard burlesque afterpiece in New York and in theatres across the country. It was
also popular as a soldier show in Civil War army camps. In the almost thirty years of its
stage life no theatrical season in any American city was complete without a few per-

formances of “Pokey.” (Moody, Introduction 401; also cf. Sollors, Beyond Ethnicity)

Both Brougham and Barnes present exceptions to the rule: most of the 19"-
century renderings of the Pocahontas narrative focused on its first part because it
seemed less problematic and offensive and could be staged as an intercultural
encounter based on notions of romantic love (cf. Tilton, Pocahontas). The rescue
scene also made a much better “colonial beginning,” in the words of Peter
Hulme (Colonial Encounters 141); obviously, the marriage to John Rolfe could
not be cast as the happy ending to her aborted relationship with John Smith, if
the latter was to be seen as ‘the romance of the republic:’ a fateful, larger-than-
life intercultural infatuation.
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lllustration 2: Portrait of Pocahontas

Simon van de Passe, Engraving (1616).

In visual culture the rescue scene also figures prominently: “Smith’s rescue by a
scantily clad Pocahontas became a favourite topic for a number of popular prints
that flooded the market from the 1830s well into the 1870s” (Uhry Abrams qtd.
in Tilton, Pocahontas 94). It is the most canonical element of the Pocahontas
story throughout the 19" century and beyond, and is to this day used in Ameri-
can schoolbooks to teach an ideologically fraught, orthodox version of American
beginnings. In the 19" century many painters tried to visualize this crucial
moment in early American history — a moment without which, it was assumed,
there would not have been any American history to begin with. These visual rep-
resentations of Pocahontas range from exoticist/primitivist to classicist, either
depicting her as a nude female Native or as a (to all appearances) white young
woman. Let me briefly discuss the most prominent examples in American art,
portraiture, and painting. The most famous portrait of Pocahontas is probably the
1616 “Matoaka, alias Rebecca” copperplate by Simon van de Passe, which
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depicts her as an English lady — ‘Lady Rebecca’ is the name given to her by the
English in reference to the biblical Rebecca, whom Abraham arranged to be
brought to Canaan from his birthplace as a wife for his son Isaac. This portrait is
heavily stylized — there is no trace of the Native woman, not even in her features
— and follows contemporary conventions of court portraiture in order to affirm
the new Christian identity of Powhatan’s daughter as well as her noble back-
ground.

In the United States, the memorial culture centering on Pocahontas in the 19"
century produced several works of art that particularly in terms of their location
are highly important. One of them would be the 1825 relief by Antonio Capel-
lano which is located over the west door of the rotunda of the Capitol in Wash-
ington, D.C.: “Its inclusion in the Capitol at this early date makes clear that the
rescue of Smith by Pocahontas had long been perceived as a crucial generative
moment in the history of the United States” (Tilton, Pocahontas 95). In 1825,
Americans had already adopted Pocahontas as a figure of national consensus.

Hllustration 3: Pocahontas Becomes a Christian

John Gadsby Chapman, The Baptism of Pocahontas (1839).

One of the most famous images produced in the 19" century, however, one
which also inscribes Pocahontas into American cultural memory and whose im-
portance cannot be stressed enough, is the painting of Pocahontas’s baptism by
John G. Chapman (1839), which is exhibited in the rotunda of the US Capitol, at



POCAHONTAS AND THE MYTH OF TRANSATLANTIC Love | 109

the ‘heart of the nation.” This painting is remarkable in many ways. First of all,
for its topic: it is not the famous rescue scene with John Smith, nor her marriage
to John Rolfe, nor Pocahontas and her son, the offspring of this remarkable
intercultural union, that we find depicted here; rather the painting shows
Pocahontas’s baptism, “shrewdly choosing the moment when European ritual
symbolized her rejection of her own culture and her incorporation into the ranks
of the saved” (Hulme, Colonial Encounters 170).

As part of a “Jamestown series” (Uhry Abrams, Pilgrims 121), Chapman had
commemorated earlier scenes such as The First Ship, The Landing at James-
town, The Crowning of Powhatan, The Warning of Pocahontas and, of course,
also an image of the rescue scene, titled Pocahontas Saving the Life of Captain
John Smith. For his work commissioned by the United States Congress, how-
ever, he depicts a different scene: the baptism of Pocahontas. Historicist in the
classical sense, Chapman avoids showing Pocahontas’s entire face; rather we see
her profile. Tilton suggests that Chapman subordinates Pocahontas to the event
that is portrayed, the baptism, and that this kind of depiction later became con-
ventional also for representations of the rescue scene which no longer featured
her as the prime actor (cf. Pocahontas 112). From what we do see of her, we can
ascertain that “Pocahontas is lighter in skin tone than the other Indians in the
painting. [...] This conventional depiction allows Chapman to suggest that a
blanching of any distinctively Indian racial features has occurred through this
Christianization process” (ibid. 113). Her pose is reminiscent of the kneeling
Virgin Mary found in nativity scenes (cf. ibid. 114). Also, she has her back
turned to the other Natives, who are traditionally clad; her white gown, by con-
trast, symbolizes virginity, innocence, and rebirth. The English officials, Thomas
Dale and John Rolfe, frame Pocahontas and Reverend Alexander Whitaker. The
lighting guides our gaze to the central hierarchy between the kneeling Pocahon-
tas and the upright representative of the English clergy. The scene, faithful to
historical fact, does not include John Smith; it does include, however, various
other historical figures of the colony’s early history. Pocahontas to this day is the
only female foundational figure or ‘founding mother,” as she is sometimes re-
ferred to, enshrined in the rotunda of the US Capitol among an otherwise all-
male series of prominent figures.

The choice of Pocahontas’s baptism was not unequivocally accepted by all of
Chapman’s contemporaries. Critics such as William Gilmore Simms saw the
baptism not as a “foundational scene” related to the founding of the United
States (cf. “Pocahontas”). Simms, among others, chided Chapman for not rep-
resenting the rescue scene. “By placing Pocahontas in the role of the recipient,
Chapman reminds his audience that she was, ironically, a heathen at the moment
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of her most Christian act (the rescue) and puts forward the idea that her baptism
can be seen as a type of reward for, or a tangible acknowledgment of, her well-
known heroism” (Tilton, Pocahontas 126). The baptism also puts her in a pas-
sive role, while she is seen as active in the rescue scene.

John Rolfe had stressed in a letter to Thomas Dale that he wanted to convert
and marry Pocahontas not “with the unbridled desire of carnall affection but for
the good of this plantation, for the honour of our countrie, for the glory of God”
(Letter 240). The baptism scene most crucially displays the ideological twist and
the central paradox in the making of the Pocahontas myth. Whereas she is seen
as the Native ‘other,” her baptism constitutes — in the way Chapman portrays it, at
any rate — a forceful ritual of de-indigenization. The narrative of her baptism, i.e.
the narrative of her conversion, creates a new perspective on her experience of
captivity as a kind of liberation/emancipation and return:

Pocahontas was removed, literally and spiritually, from her birth parents and was “re-
turned” to her true father, Christ. [...] Pocahontas’s removal from her blood family which
began with her capture by Captain Argall was maintained voluntarily because she had
been educated by her God-parents to make the correct choice. (Fudge, “Pocahontas’s
Baptism” 24)

This was the reasoning of John Smith and others. The version of “conversion as
return” appeared to be in accordance with the logic of the Reformed faith
adhered to, among others, by Alexander Whitaker himself. With this rendering
of events, Chapman and others have lastingly eclipsed Pocahontas’s narrative of
captivity in favor of one of conversion.

The painting is a milestone in the making of the Pocahontas myth, but it also
points to some ambiguities in the making of the myth in the first half of the 19"
century. Uhry Abrams, for instance, suggests that Chapman “seems to have been
affected by the Trail of Tears, which had occurred two years before he installed
his mural in the Capitol. The reality of that tragic march may explain why he
featured the Indians more prominently in the final version of the painting than in
the preliminary sketch” (Pilgrims 124), which gave them only a marginal
presence. Overall, Chapman’s painting relied on or took up tendencies of com-
memorating Pocahontas in the realm of narrative fiction, drama, and poetry.
Following Chapman’s painting of 1840, William McCarthy’s 1842 edition of
patriotic American songs includes three songs on Pocahontas (282-3, 287-8,
370-1), thus affirming her presence in yet another popular American medium.
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5. WHOSE POCAHONTAS?

[A]n estimated two million [...] people [...] to this day trace their ancestry
back to the Indian girl.
PHILIP YOUNG, “THE MOTHER OF US ALL”

While we can reconstruct the process in which Pocahontas became the protag-
onist in a national foundational myth with universal appeal, we can also com-
plicate these findings by tracing the myth through the ages with more attention to
detail and differences. The making of this myth may have been propelled by
national ideology, yet it was also influenced by other, widely differing political
discourses: while Pocahontas was claimed in the 19" century as the “first mythic
Indian” (Fiedler, Return 64) and enthroned as a national heroic figure, she was
also claimed in the name of many other agendas.

First of all, many writers and critics have drawn upon Pocahontas as the cen-
tral figure of a specifically southern myth of origin — as the “guardian angel” of
the oldest American colony, Virginia (Young, “Mother” 396), and many patriot-
ic publications have come out of this. Much scholarship by southern critics from
David Garnet to Leo Lemay has time and again stressed the importance of
Pocahontas in a regionalist context of southern traditions. These publications
about the South and its cultural and literary traditions also deal with Pocahontas
as a central figure in southern historiographic and literary texts (cf. Kindermann,
Geschichte). Most comprehensively and convincingly, Ann Uhry Abrams has
argued for Pocahontas as an “origin myth of Virginia” (cf. Pilgrims), which she
juxtaposes with that of Massachusetts (the Puritans and the Pilgrims, to be dealt
with in the next chapter). This juxtaposition — “the Pilgrims and Pocahontas” —
historically unfolds as a kind of rivalry, at times even as a battle for national
dominance in which the southern heritage and legacy is frequently pitted against
that of New England. Uhry Abrams places the Pocahontas story as the foun-
dational female savior tale of Virginia in contrast to the origin myths of Massa-
chusetts’ patriarchal colony (ibid. 149). Pocahontas as a Virginian founding
mother becomes particularly important in the context of the American Civil War
(1861-65). In the war between North and South, Pocahontas was frequently
invoked by both sides: the North tried to discredit the narrative of John Smith in
order to debunk the credibility of the first white ‘Southerner.” After 1860,
authors from the North, among them Charles Deane and Henry Adams, fervently
“challenge[d] the veracity of the rescue story” with a polemical “anti-Smith
thrust” (Tilton, Pocahontas 172). By contrast, the South countered these attacks
and affirmed the truth of Smith’s narrative, in particular the rescue scene. Over
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all, “Pocahontas and her narrative were crucial to the South’s growing sense of
otherness” (ibid.). Constructing Pocahontas as a southern ancestress and, more
literally, as a progenitrix of many members of the Virginia elite, many writers
and scholars, such as James Kirke Paulding, place her among the “tutelary
deities” of Virginia (Letters Vol. 1 25). As Anne Norton writes in Alternative
Americas:

In the South the Pocahontas myth became increasingly expressive of a peculiar sectional
culture. The chivalrous conduct in the myth recalled the Cavalier, the rank and marriage of
Pocahontas assured the legitimacy of the present residents. As an Indian princess, Po-
cahontas united a natural, Indian, character of noble savagery and natural virtue with a
conventional pre-eminence, reconciling the conflicting demands of Jefferson and an
ideology derived from the Enlightenment, with the Cavalier model. As Southern sentiment
for rebellion [...] increased, Pocahontas was evoked with increasing frequency. These
evocations associated Pocahontas as a sectional symbol with the violent independence

considered characteristic of Indians in general. (183)

Thus, the story of Pocahontas became the bone of contention in a heated contro-
versy, and it is not without irony in this context that the United States Navy,
which routinely named its battleships after Native tribes and individuals, would
send its battleships Powhatan and Pocahontas (the only American warship
named after a woman at this point) to serve in the war against the southern
secessionists who claimed her as their ancestor (cf. Tilton, Pocahontas 146).
Summarily, we have to acknowledge that the attempts at discrediting the Poca-
hontas narrative on the part of many Northerners during the years of national
crisis failed, as by that time “the name and the accomplishments of the Indian
princess Pocahontas were deeply ingrained in the collective American con-
sciousness. By the second half of the nineteenth-century, her heroic identity was
far beyond the scope of any such attempts at demythologization” (ibid. 175).
Second, in a quite different vein, Pocahontas has been cast as an early
American feminist. Mary Hays’s 1803 Female Biography depicted Pocahontas
as a model woman, as a “princess politician” and as a manifestation of “nine-
teenth-century resolute womanhood” (Dyer, “Transatlantic Pocahontas” 302). In
varying versions, her story has been offered as a narrative of empowerment for
women, investing her with a specifically female agency in a patriarchal context
of male saber-rattling. In Charlotte Barnes’s play, The Forest Princess, we have
seen traces of this feminist agenda, which often also sidesteps the hyperbolic
romantic fashioning of the story in favor of presenting Pocahontas as a self-
confident, single-minded Native woman. The gender-specific implications and
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the feminist potential of the Pocahontas myth have been addressed by various
authors at different times. Particularly in the context of first-wave feminism in
the United States, Pocahontas was discovered as an ancestor figure. The dissem-
ination of the idea and trope of the ‘new woman’ coincided with the search for a
usable feminist past. While women were campaigning for their right to vote in
the US (granted in 1920 by the 19th Amendment to the United States Consti-
tution), Pocahontas was featured in a number of plays and poems that used her as
a model feminist: Margaret Ullmann’s play Pocahontas (1912) has the heroine
self-confidently refuse John Smith’s attempt to seduce her when they meet for
the last time. Nathalia Crane’s Pocahontas (1930) envisions in heroic couplets a
worldwide communist conspiracy threatening the nation, a future which only the
last descendant of the ‘Indian’ princess Pocahontas can avert, who in Crane’s
poem is enlisted to protect and to save the American nation.

Mary Dearborn examines the uses that were made in ethnic women’s writing
of the story of Pocahontas as “the single most important received metaphor of fe-
male ethnic identity” (Pocahontas’s Daughters 97) in American intellectual and
literary history, and identifies Pocahontas as a signifier of American femininity
as well as ethnicity and as a paradigmatic model for negotiating the intricacies of
a position between two and more cultures. By examining how ‘“gender and
ethnicity function in American culture” (ibid. 189), Dearborn points to “ances-
try” and “community” as crucial categories in American ethnic women’s writing
that also give shape to the Pocahontas narrative; the poles of kinship/descent on
the one hand and of love, marriage and consent on the other hand are the crucial
aspects of her tale whose tension with each other American indigenous and im-
migrant ethnic women writers from Mourning Dove to Gertrude Stein, from
Nella Larsen to Maxine Hong Kingston have time and again tried to articulate
(ibid. 192). According to Dearborn, ethnic women writers are “Pocahontas’s
daughters” in the sense that they give voice to what Pocahontas could have said
in order to “fill her silence with words” (ibid. 193) in yet another appropriation
of the historical figure in the context of feminist identity politics.
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Lllustration 4: Pocahontas Stamp

US Postal Service, Pocahontas 5¢ (1907).

Whether prototypically feminine or feminist, Pocahontas is not only claimed as a
founding mother by female ethnic writers but throughout also remains a national
symbol, as evidenced by the 5-cent stamp that comes out in 1907 to commemo-
rate the 300" anniversary of the founding of Jamestown, Virginia. There is,
thirdly, a full-fledged Pocahontas cult after World War I among a group of
American modernist writers, who also discover her as an American ‘founding
mother’ and as a central emblem of American indigenous traditions to be con-
trasted with European traditions. Vachel Lindsay’s poem “Our Mother Poca-
hontas” is an early manifestation of this notion. Although this poem may not be
written in a specifically modernist style, it captures the mood of this modernist
sentiment very well, as this excerpt shows:

Because we are her fields of corn;
Because our fires are all reborn
From her bosom’s deathless embers,
Flaming

As she remembers

The springtime

And Virginia,

Our Mother, Pocahontas.

John Rolfe is not our ancestor.

We rise from out the soul of her
Held in native wonderland,

While the sun’s rays kissed her hand,

In the springtime,
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In Virginia,
Our mother, Pocahontas. (116-117)

The Pocahontas figure is to be found in the works of many modernists. In one of
his short stories, Ernest Hemingway wonders “[w]ere there two sides to Poca-
hontas? Did she have a fourth dimension” (“Banal Story” 334), and she appears,
most prominently, in Hart Crane’s long poem The Bridge (in the part titled
“Powhatan’s Daughter”), which is described by Leslie Fiedler as a “handbook of
American mythology” (Return 119). The references to Pocahontas in modernist
literature reverberate with the general fascination with the ‘primitive’ and the
exotic in literature and art typical of that period; in its specifically American
variant, this fascination pursues the symbolic appropriation of Native Americans
as embodiments of a primordial, authentic way of life and thus as objects of
nostalgic longing (cf. Vizenor, Fugitive Poses; Hutchinson, Indian Craze).

But whether as a Southerner or as a feminist or as modernist muse, none of
these framings do affect Pocahontas’s status as a national icon; instead they
seem to further magnify it. They also signal, however, the way in which the
historical figure and her encounter with the English have been taken as a “blank
space” (Hulme, Colonial Encounters 138) and have been used for different ideo-
logical inscriptions in different phases of American history.

6. POCAHONTAS, THE SURVIVOR — NATIVE AMERICAN
AND POSTCOLONIAL PERSPECTIVES

Pocahontas’s child is crucial to the story’s meaning.
ELLA SHOHAT AND ROBERT STAM, UNTHINKING EUROCENTRISM

Survivance.

GERALD VIZENOR

Certainly the most important revisionist perspective on “America’s Ur-misce-
genation story” (Edwards, “United Colors” 147) is that of Native Americans,
which has been articulated quite forcefully since the 1960s. Native American
revisionism of the myth of Pocahontas challenges, as in the case of Columbus,
the very notion of an American beginning on the terms that have been described
so far. Of course, there is not one single homogenous Native American response
to the multi-layered ‘white’ mythologization of Pocahontas; we can, in a brief
overview, identify several tendencies which range from the deconstruction of
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popular stereotypes of Native Americans in general and of Pocahontas in par-
ticular to various new interpretations of the historical moment of cultural contact
between Pocahontas and the English settlers/invaders and its consequences.

Many contemporary Native American writers have tried to imagine what
Pocahontas could or might have thought or said as we simply do not have any
records. The Native American poet Paula Gunn Allen has given a voice to Poca-
hontas in one of her poems titled “Pocahontas to Her English Husband, John
Rolfe,” in which the speaker reminisces:

Had I not cradled you in my arms

Oh beloved perfidious one,

You would have died.

And how many times did I pluck you
From certain death in the wilderness —
My world through which you stumbled
as though blind?

[..]

Still you survived, oh my fair husband,
And brought them gold

Wrung from a harvest I taught you

To plant. Tobacco.

[..]

I’'m sure

You wondered at my silence, saying I was
A simple wanton, a savage maid,

Dusky daughter of heathen sires

Who cartwheeled naked through the muddy towns
Who would learn the ways of grace only
By your firm guidance, through

Your husbandly rule:

No doubt, no doubt.

I spoke little, you said.

And you listened less

[..]

I saw you well

I understood your ploys and still
Protected you, going so far as to die

In your keeping — a wasting,

Putrefying Christian death — and you,
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Deceiver, whiteman, father of my son,
Survived, reaping wealth greater
Than you had ever dreamed

From what I taught you and from the wasting of my bones. (8f.)

The poem outwardly simulates the poetic mode of Puritan poetry by women
(such as Anne Bradstreet’s well-known 1678 poem “To My Dear and Loving
Husband”) in addressing the beloved partner; yet it does not recreate the con-
ventional topoi of modesty and submission, nor does it, as does Bradstreet’s text,
describe a harmonious and passionate union — rather it constructs a stance of
superiority on the part of Pocahontas vis-a-vis her husband John Rolfe. Referring
to the strategies of colonial othering, the speaker reverses well-known stereo-
types: it is he who is ‘the other’ — ignorant, childlike, helpless, and dependent; it
is she who rescues him not once, but many times; and yet, in his world/discourse
she does not have a voice. Ultimately, she holds him responsible for her death,
which is intricately connected to his acquisition of fame and fortune.

Pocahontas’s “bones” mentioned in the last line of the poem are also at the
center of Gerald Vizenor’s postmodern rendering of the Pocahontas story in The
Heirs of Columbus. Picking up the debates on repatriation triggered by the
Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) of 1990,
the novel has a protagonist who seeks to retrieve and rebury the remains of Poca-
hontas, yet is murdered by an alliance of the Brotherhood of American Explorers
and intelligence agents referred to as “the savages of intelligence.” In this novel,
which tries to deconstruct the master narrative of colonial expansion in myriad
ways, much is at stake in the retrieval of these bones — which miraculously
vanish in a shamanistic ritual from the rooms of an anthropological museum and
thus from the archive of Native American dispossession.

From a Native American perspective, the story of Pocahontas is not a story of
conversion, assimilation, and sacrifice, but a story of Native survival. This, of
course, fits into a general postcolonial framework, as Shohat and Stam have
pointed out (cf. Unthinking). Pocahontas not only survived the first contact but
delivered a child that may be seen as the beginning of an alternative “cross-
blood” American genealogy (cf. Vizenor, Landfill Meditation). Such a counter-
hegemonic construction of ‘national’ beginnings stands in stark contrast to the
strange cultural practice of whites claiming a remote — not to say metaphorical —
Native American ancestry (one, however, that is contained in their ‘whiteness’),
such as those two million Americans who claim to be Pocahontas’s kin. Apart
from genealogically documented lineages there seems to be a longing for
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Pocahontas as an ‘honorary white’ founding mother (stripped of her indigenous
otherness) that registers in the ambiguous cultural trope of the “Indian
grandmother,” which has been described by Vine Deloria as the Indian grand-
mother complex:

Whites claiming Indian blood generally tend to reinforce mythical beliefs about Indians.
All but one person I met who claimed Indian blood claimed it on their grandmother’s side.
I once did a projection backward and discovered that evidently most tribes were entirely

female for the first three hundred years of white occupation. (Custer 3)

The trope of the ‘Indian princess’ as an ancestor figure extrapolates from Po-
cahontas to become “everyone’s Indian grandmother.” Native American (Sho-
shone/Chippewa) poet nila northSun puns on the same trope that is no longer
restricted to the Pocahontas figure — in fact, the Cherokee used to be the most
‘fashionable’ tribe to be descended from for a long time. In her poem “stupid
questions” the speaker quips:

you know, my great-grandmother was a Cherokee princess
(you know, she must have been one helluva whore cause everybody has the same great-
grandmother) (217)

Responding both to white colonial mythmaking and to the marginalization of
women within Native American studies, Paula Gunn Allen suggests “putting
women [like Pocahontas] at the center of the tribal universe” in order to “recov-
er[] the feminine in American Indian Traditions” (Sacred Hoop 264). For Allen
— who takes the rescue scene seriously — the fact that Pocahontas could success-
fully intervene on behalf of John Smith and against her father shows the absence
of European patriarchal structures and the power women had in gynocratic tribal
societies such as those of the Algonquians (cf. Pocahontas 6, 172-3). Pocahontas
is imagined as part of a female continuum in the context of Allen’s specific
brand of Native American feminism.

Native American revisionism of the Pocahontas myth takes place in all kinds
of media and art forms including poetry, fiction, nonfiction, and musical and
visual culture; examples would be Native American composer George Quincy’s
mini-opera Pocahontas at the Court of James I and Choctaw Diaries (2008) or
R.L. Morgan Monceaux’ visual image titled “Matowaka” (1992).
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Hllustration 5: Pocahontas in Contemporary Art

R.L. Morgan Monceaux, Matowaka (1992).

A postcolonial perspective on the Pocahontas narrative is provided by the
Caribbean-American author Michelle Cliff in her novel No Telephone to Heaven
(1987). Her displaced mixed-race female protagonist with the telling name Clare
Savage is Caribbean-born and lives in the United States as well as in Britain. At
the British seaside she encounters Pocahontas:
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She stood and walked toward it [the monument, HP] — from a distance her training sus-
pected allegory. Bronze. Female. Single figure. Single feather rising from the braids.
Moccasined feet stepping forward, as if to walk off the pedestal on which she was kept. A
personification of the New World, dedicated to some poor soul who perished in pursuit of
it. Clare came closer. It was not that at all. No; this was intended to signify one individual
and mark her resting place. The letters at the base of the statue told her this ... Pocahontas.
(136)

Cliff’s narrator tries to de-allegorize and demythologize the figure of Pocahon-
tas, to come to her ‘face to face’ and to see her as another human being. Down-
sizing the myth in favor of the individual is a strategy that many contemporary
authors have employed.

In addition, Native American representational critique in different shapes and
media is flanked by white-authored critiques of the romantic myth. Early on,
Leslie Fiedler has examined the troping of an “anti-Pocahontas” (Return 81) in
American culture. The American writer John Barth, for instance, substitutes this
negative image for the idealized version of Pocahontas in his postmodern novel
The Sot-Weed Factor (1960); in Barth’s revision of the Pocahontas myth, Smith
has to rape Pocahontas at her father’s request in order to save his life and that of
his men. Barth’s highly ironic text points to the misogynist and racist streak in
American culture and literature that performs a degradation of Pocahontas into
“anti-Pocahontas,” from redeeming Princess into prostitute, “a whore begging to
be screwed” (Fiedler, Return 153). From a postcolonial perspective, this hyper-
bolic representation of the first contact may be read as an indictment of the
predominantly violent nature of European-Native interactions. Against this back-
ground, mythologizing one Native American woman as an “Indian princess” is
but a form of displacing white guilt and has never prevented the denigration and
negative stereotyping of Native American women in general, thus re-affirming
the virgin/whore dichotomy firmly established in Western patriarchal culture. As
Leslie Fiedler points out, “princess” in colloquial diction for a long time was the
derogatory expression for a Native American prostitute (ibid. 81). Similarly,
expressions such as “squaw” and even ‘“Pocahontas” have frequently been used
as slurs, as the Native American actress Irene Bedard, who lends her voice to
Disney’s Pocahontas, remembers well (cf. Edgerton and Jackson, “Redesigning”
95).
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7. CONTEMPORARY COMMODIFICATIONS OF THE LOVE STORY

Captain Smith and Pocahontas

Had a very mad affair,

When her Daddy tried to kill him, she said,
“Daddy-o don’t you dare”

He gives me fever, with his kisses,
FEVER when he holds me tight.

FEVER - I’'m his Missus,

Oh Daddy won’t you treat him right.
PEGGY LEE, “FEVER”

She wanted to devour him with love. Her body acted as if it was no longer a
part of the woman she knew. [...] She felt as if she were part of the man
whose body gave her such joy, as if his skin were hers, as if their hearts were
one. At other times she felt she would swoon with the deliciousness of her
captivity.

SUSAN DONNELL, POCAHONTAS

I wish I was a trapper

I would give a thousand pelts
To sleep with Pocahontas
And find out how she felt.
NEIL YOUNG, “POCAHONTAS”

In spite of Native American criticism and controversies about her status as a
foundational American heroine, the figure of Pocahontas is very much alive in
American popular and mass culture, and romance continues to be the central
paradigm of her narrativization. In his classic study of formula fiction, John
Cawelti has identified the romance formula as one prominent archetype of for-
mulaic writing:

The crucial defining characteristic of romance is not that it stars a female but that its
organizing action is the development of a love relationship, usually between a man and a
woman [...]. The moral fantasy of the romance is that of love triumphant and permanent,
overcoming all obstacles and difficulties. Though the usual outcome is a permanently
happy marriage, more sophisticated types of love story sometimes end in the death of one
or both of the lovers, but always in such a way as to suggest that the love relation has been

of lasting and permanent impact. (Adventure 41-42)
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Hllustration 6: Pocahontas in Popular Fiction

Cover of Pocahontas by S. Donnell (Berkley Books, 1991).

Popular Pocahontas narratives operate with the romance formula when rep-
resenting Pocahontas as saving John Smith out of love. The rescue scene drama-
tizes the conventional ‘love is stronger than death’ topos as well as the notion of
sacrificial love, i.e. love as selfless altruism that makes one willing to give one’s
life so that the other’s may be spared. In the Pocahontas narrative, this “fantasy
of the all-sufficiency of love” (ibid. 42) overcomes linguistic barriers as well as
cultural difference — and, needless to say, does away with all questions of colo-
nial power relations.

In the course of the 20" century, these love plots have become more daring
and more explicit in their handling of English-Native sexuality and sexual re-
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lations while at the same time being hopelessly anachronistic. Susan Donnell’s
historical romance Pocahontas (1991) is one among a plethora of such retellings
of the Pocahontas story as a popular love story. The author, a self-proclaimed
“direct fourteenth-generation descendant” of Pocahontas, declares that she writes
“from heart and history” (Author’s Note viii); her novel’s suggestive cover
reads: “She was a princess, a lady and a legend, her story is the story of Ameri-
ca.” Again, the story of Pocahontas appears as a foundational narrative of the
nation. As the second epigraph to this section shows, Pocahontas’s ‘captivity’ is
metaphorically cast as one of desire and captivation, not one of forceful abduc-
tion and political struggle. Pocahontas is completely de-indigenized on the cover
of Donnell’s book, apart from her dress and three feathers in her black hair,
which are stereotypical attributes in Western depictions of indigenous attire. This
strategy of de-indigenizing Pocahontas — which we have already found at work
in many 19"-century representations — was continued most prominently in our
era of late capitalism by a cultural production that brought new and unprece-
dented fame to the old legend: Walt Disney’s Pocahontas (1995). This animated
motion picture started a veritable Pocahontas craze fuelled by “a $125 million
marketing blitz” (Edwards, “United Colors” 162) that “crested in the summer of
1995 in a wave of Pocahontas backpacks, balloons, napkins, pillows, night-
gowns, cupcake tins and plastic figurines tied in to the Disney animated feature”
(Robertson, “First Captive” 73). Pocahontas merchandize also included a tanned
and black-haired Pocahontas Barbie doll accompanied by her animal friends, the
Native ‘warrior’ Kocoum, and John Smith.

The Disney film has been viewed positively as a balanced, politically correct
representation of first contact in North America, even as “the single finest work
ever done on American Indians by Hollywood” (qtd. in Edgerton and Jackson,
“Redesigning” 34), but it has also been criticized as another romantic fantasy
about ‘Indians’ glossing over a history of genocide and dispossession (cf. ibid.),
and thus, as romanticizing colonialism (cf. Turner, “Playing”). Leigh Edwards’s
superb analysis of Disney’s Pocahontas takes issue with “the film’s attempt to
fashion Jamestown into the birthplace of multiculturalism” (“United Colors”
149). The makers of the Disney film, as Edwards points out, “change[] her
[Pocahontas’s, HP] age so that a romance between them [Pocahontas and John
Smith, HP] becomes more feasible” (ibid. 151). After a friendship has formed
and Pocahontas has rescued Smith from execution, the film includes a second
rescue scene in which Smith takes a bullet for Powhatan; seriously injured,
Smith has to return to England to recover, thereby providing the plot with a
rationale to separate him from his beloved Pocahontas. This narrative maneuver
“displaces actual miscegenation from the narrative frame” (ibid.), which the film
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also does by omitting Pocahontas’s relationship with John Rolfe. Visually, the
film depicts Pocahontas as “an historically-impossible multiethnic body,” a body
that was manufactured by Disney animator Glen Keane as “an ethnic blend
whose convexly curved face is African, whose dark, slanted eyes are Asian and
whose body proportions are Caucasian” (Keane qtd. in Tillotson, “Cartoons”
C8). Pocahontas thus incorporates multiculturalism as an “undifferentiated visual
compilation of non-white ethnicities” (Edwards, “United Colors” 152) and as an
“icon of Western standards of exoticized female beauty” (ibid. 154). We may
consider Walt Disney’s Pocahontas as a postfeminist emblem who at the same
time becomes “Disney’s multicultural educator” (ibid. 155); in the spirit of
political correctness, even the ‘new world’ crop, tobacco, is exchanged for corn.
Overall, the story is awkwardly sanitized: there is no mention of Pocahontas’s
captivity or the eruption of violence in white-Native relations. The film uncriti-
cally imagines and celebrates what Leslie Fiedler has called the US-American
“myth of love in the woods” (Return 50). Of course, the popularity of this
version of the Pocahontas narrative speaks to archetypal patterns of the human
imagination. We like to think about cultural contact not in terms of violence but
in terms of love and affection. The possibility of Europe and America coming
together in a peaceful encounter leading to friendship and love rather than to war
and genocide is a fantasy people still like to entertain.

Terrence Malick’s film The New World (2005) offers a highly aestheticized
though at the same time less anodyne version of the historical narrative that casts
Pocahontas as “the perfect tribal Eve” (Weatherston, “When Sleeping” 11) for
the English “Adam” in the ‘new world’ and that tries to do justice to the ambi-
guities of the narrative by telling it to its (not so happy) ending instead of leaving
off after Smith’s rescue and departure. For Malick, Pocahontas clearly is the first
American.

Most recently, the longevity of the Pocahontas narrative in US-American
culture has been evidenced by the (unadjusted for inflation) currently highest-
grossing film of all times, James Cameron’s Avatar (2009), a science-fiction
version of the Pocahontas story with an anti-colonialist agenda. The film’s white
hero is rescued twice by the Native Pocahontas character: the first time she helps
him to survive in the ‘wilderness’ of the fictive moon of Pandora, the second
time she rescues him from his fellow colonizers. In the end, it is he who becomes
completely and irrevocably indigenized, rather than her being de-indigenized.
The military-industrial, (neo-)colonial enterprise from earth is successfully
thwarted on Pandora — to stay with the analogy: the Jamestown on Pandora is
wiped out. Cameron’s blockbuster may at first glance be conventional in its en-
actment of intercultural romance and admittedly celebrates indigenous traditions
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that are accessible only through the most advanced technology (cf. Theweleit,
“Menschliche Drohnen”), yet its insistence on the indigenization of the hero
from earth into Pandora’s Na’vi culture constitutes a powerful critique of US-
American neoimperialism. In a timely fashion, Cameron’s film combines a re-
fashioning of the Pocahontas story with a critique of US-American military
interventionism as part of an interracial love story between a man from earth and
a Pandoran woman. With the Pocahontas myth in mind, we can read Avatar as a
comment on and as an update of a core foundational American myth in the age
of globalization. In Cameron’s retelling for 21%-century American and global
audiences we can glimpse the subversive, anti-foundational potential and critical
impetus of the revised Pocahontas myth.

8. CONCLUSION

Shopworn by sentimentality, Pocahontas endures and stands with the most
appealing of our saints. She has passed subtly into our folklore, where she
lives as a popular fable.

PHILIP YOUNG, “THE MOTHER OF US ALL”

Having traced the Pocahontas myth through several centuries of US-American
history and culture, we find the strategy of de-indigenization intricately inter-
twined with that of de-politicization. In a project of encyclopedic scope, Klaus
Theweleit has examined the reverberations of the Pocahontas narrative as a
prime example for the sexualization of violence in the context of colonization
(cf. “You Give Me Fever”). Beyond all seemingly innocent configurations of
romantic love and intercultural altruism, Theweleit argues (in an at times im-
pressionistic and associative style) that it is the relationship between indigenous
sexuality and the violence of the colonizer that is at the center of the Pocahontas
narrative — a relationship that may be specifically US-American in some ways
and in some aspects, yet also fits one of the most archetypal tropes in Western
cultural history from antiquity to the present. From a transnational, hemispheric
perspective, we can discuss Pocahontas alongside a figure such as Malinche,
translator for Hernan Cortés during his conquest of Mexico, or in the context of
similar colonial romantic plots that organize libidinal intercultural energies and
validate patriarchal notions of white superiority in contexts of violent coloniza-
tion.

Even though Pocahontas may appear as only “half-raced” in versions of the
myth that de-indigenize her, assimilate her, and claim her as a convert to Chris-
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tianity and Western ways, as a figure in colonial and colonizing plots she is
nonetheless “fully sexed” (cf. “Pocahontas” at the U of Virginia webpage), i.e.
sexualized and eroticized according to Western standards of ‘exotic beauty.” On
the other hand, as Indian princess and female noble savage, Pocahontas is one of
the most prominent and most ubiquitous female figures in American children’s
books (cf. Young, “Mother”) and to this day is one of the most popular Hallo-
ween costumes for girls; thus, for better or worse, she remains every schoolgirl’s
(and schoolboy’s) dream.
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10.

STUDY QUESTIONS

Which elements of the Pocahontas narrative make it so useful in the context
of constructing a meaningful beginning/a foundational myth?

What relevance does the category of gender carry in the early colonial en-
counters and how does Pocahontas figure in these relations?

What can we say about the selection processes that had the ‘rescue scene,’
Pocahontas’s conversion, and/or her marriage to John Rolfe appear at various
instances of historical commemoration? What would you consider the most
important image of Pocahontas, i.e. the most important part of the Pocahon-
tas narrative for the construction of a national beginning?

Recapitulate the different ideological investments and strategies with which
the Pocahontas narrative has been appropriated throughout the centuries by
Southerners, feminists, etc. How do these appropriations reflect on images of
American identity?

Analyze the lyrics in the songs by Neil Young (“Pocahontas”) and Peggy
Lee (“Fever”).

Analyze the visual representation of the myth in Walt Disney’s Pocahontas
and Terence Malick’s The New World. Which similarities and differences do
you detect?

Consider and discuss the narrative and visual aspects of Pocahontas as the
heroine of children’s books, for instance by Ingri and Edgar Parin D’ Aulaire
(Pocahontas, 1946); Clyde Robert Bulla and Peter Burchard (Pocahontas
and the Strangers, 1971), and Joseph Bruchac (Pocahontas, 2003).

The trope of the “Indian princess” is most prominently connected to Poca-
hontas, yet, there are also other indigenous female figures who have played
similar roles. Investigate the figure of Sacagawea in US cultural history, me-
morial culture, and filmic representations (e.g. in The Far Horizons, 1955).
Compare representations of Pocahontas and Malinche in terms of their
symbolic ‘careers.” Which differences and similarities can you find?

How does Arno Schmidt’s 1953 novel Seelandschaft mit Pocahontas relate
to the American myth?
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Chapter Il
Pilgrims and Puritans and the Myth of the Promised Land

1. WHY THE PILGRIMS AND THE PURITANS?

[The Puritans] conceived of the American paradise as the fulfilment of
scripture prophecy.
SACVAN BERCOVITCH, THE PURITAN ORIGINS OF THE AMERICAN SELF

It is hardly an exaggeration to say that the exodus is one of America’s central
themes.
WERNER SOLLORS, BEYOND ETHNICITY

We got one last chance to make it real

To trade in these wings on some wheels

Climb in back, heaven’s waiting down on the tracks

Oh come take my hand

We’re riding out tonight to case the Promised Land.

BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN, “THUNDER ROAD”
The Pilgrims and Puritans who settled in New England in the first half of the 17"
century, arriving only a little later in America than the settlers of Jamestown,
Virginia, are the protagonists of a foundational myth which has survived across
the centuries as a story of American beginnings characterized by religiosity,
idealism, sacrifice, and a utopian vision based on theology. Many scholars have
considered the New England Pilgrims and Puritans as the ‘first Americans’ in
the spirit of what would later develop into the full-fledged notion of American
exceptionalism. Often, they have been contrasted favorably to the settlers in
Virginia, who were seen as “adventurers” supposedly interested in material gain
only (cf. Breen, Puritans), whereas the Pilgrims and Puritans, it was claimed,
came for spiritual reasons and considered themselves religious refugees (cf.



138 | THE MYTHS THAT MADE AMERICA

ibid.; Tocqueville, Democracy Vol. 1 31-32). These religious dissenters from
England thus were often cast as morally superior to the men of the Virginia
Company in early Americanist scholarship, and the ‘cradle of American civiliza-
tion’ has often been located in their early New England settlements. The moral
righteousness of the Pilgrims and Puritans, however, is a matter of contention.
Often, they have been unfavorably and stereotypically represented as overtly
pious, stoic, narrow-minded, intolerant, and even fanatic. While they claimed for
themselves the right to dissent from the orthodoxies of the Church of England,
they in turn, it is argued, denied those who did not conform to their own doc-
trines the same right of religious freedom. And while the narrative of origins told
about Virginia cast Pocahontas, a Native woman, in the title role, “the Massa-
chusetts myth centered on a patriarchal hierarchy, even though women com-
posed a relatively large percentage of the Plymouth population” (Uhry Abrams,
Pilgrims xv).

Who were the Pilgrims of Plymouth and the Puritans of the Massachusetts Bay
Colony? They were two groups of English religious dissenters, influenced by the
Reformation, in particular Calvinism, who turned away not only from the
Catholic but also from the Anglican Church and sought to establish a new ‘Holy
Commonwealth’ in North America. They considered America their Promised
Land, thus taking biblical scripture as prophecy and anticipating its fulfillment in
their own lived reality in North America. In history and scholarship, the terms
‘Pilgrims’ and ‘Puritans’ are sometimes used synonymously, and this conflation
indicates that the two groups had many things in common. For reasons of his-
torical accuracy, however, we should be precise about the terminology: The
Pilgrims were religious separatists who reached America in 1620 on board of the
Mayflower with William Bradford (1590-1657); when sailing for the ‘new
world,” they had been granted land and support by the Virginia Company, yet,
landing further north on the coastline, they ‘missed’ Virginia — perhaps purpose-
fully so — and founded Plymouth, as legend has it, at the site of a rock. Within a
few years, the colony had 2.500 inhabitants and maintained quite a rigorous
community life. The Puritans — originally having been a derogatory term, they
did not refer to themselves as such — arrived in 1630 on board of the Arbella and
several other ships under the guidance of John Winthrop (1588-1649) after they
had been granted the right to settle a new colony by Charles I, and founded the
city of Boston, which for a long time remained the center of the Massachusetts
Bay Colony. The Pilgrims and the Puritans thus originally formed distinct
communities, but interacted with each other (as well as with the Native popula-
tion). The so-called Great Migration (1630-40) brought many newcomers from
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England to the Massachusetts Bay Colony, which soon outnumbered Bradford’s
Plymouth Colony by far. By 1640, there were about 10.000 settlers. Three
generations later, in 1691, English colonial politics eventually merged the two
colonies into the so-called Province of Massachusetts Bay. Up until then, the
inhabitants of both colonies had made formative experiences which have left, as
many scholars argue, “a permanent mark upon American history” (Hall, “Intro-
duction” 1); these marks are most evident in the national mythological repertoire
of the US.

Hllustration 1: The Landing of the Mayflower (Historical Postcard)

Smith’s Inc., The Mayflower, 1620, Plymouth, Mass. (1929).

In what follows, I will reconstruct the genesis of a myth of American origins in
which the Pilgrims and Puritans and the notion of America as a biblical Prom-
ised Land have been closely connected. The scriptural story of the Hebrews’
escape from slavery in Egypt and their journey to a new land promised to them
by God is one of the most powerful narratives of the Judeo-Christian tradition.
This religious narrative was turned into a cultural myth by reconfiguring the
ingredients of the biblical story — human suffering under slavery, God’s sym-
pathy for the oppressed, divine providence, a sacred journey to a Promised Land,
and claims of God-given entitlement — into a potent narrative of American
beginnings (cf. Mazur and McCarthy, God 25-6), which constitutes a core
foundational myth of the United States. In order to establish a chronology of this
process, I will first turn to the early history of the Plymouth and Massachusetts
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Bay Colonies and to the narratives of beginnings shaped by the 17"-century
post-Reformation discourse of Puritanism. To understand this discourse and its
development in the years from 1620 (the landing of the Mayflower) and 1630
(the landing of the Arbella) to 1691 (the end of much of the colonies’ autonomy
from the British Crown), we need to take into account that America had been
imagined in Europe as a utopia since the Renaissance and thus seemed an
obvious place to envision and found a utopian new society at the beginning of
the 17" century. Second, I will turn to the foundational period of the United
States and inquire about the role of the utopian legacy of the Puritans and the
Pilgrims in this context. Third, I will trace how after American independence the
history of the Pilgrims and the Puritans became a foundational story that was
transformed from a regional narrative of New England into a national myth, and
a crucial one at that. Fourth, I will trace the myth through the 19" and 20"
centuries and look at revisionist as well as affirmative references and representa-
tions. While the myth was championed against alternatives from the South, the
West, and from across the Atlantic and, in the context of the American Civil
War, was quite successful in overcoming other competing narratives of national
genesis, the topos of the Promised Land at the same time was used as a form of
cultural critique with the aim of empowering groups who had found hell rather
than their Promised Land in the United States. First and foremost among those
groups were African American slaves, in whose religious culture it loomed large
because of its emancipatory thrust. And whereas the modernists in the early de-
cades of the 20" century were largely critical of the Puritan legacy, the myth of
the Promised Land was concurrently claimed by immigrant and ethnic writers in
a religious or semi-religious fashion.

In the field of American studies, the myth was established by scholars in the
formative phase of the discipline in the 1930s as the dominant genealogical
narrative and can be described as the ‘myth that made American studies’ but has
been challenged thoroughly (and lastingly) in the writings of the New American-
ists since the 1980s. The latter were influenced by the social protest movements
of the 1960s and 1970s, which contested the white male bias and exceptionalist
teleological impetus of this foundational narrative. Tracing the American myth
of the Promised Land through the centuries, we can easily see that it has been
one of the most prevalent of America’s national mythical narratives. Whether its
claim that the settlements of the Pilgrims and Puritans contained the seeds of
American democracy is tenable still is a matter of debate. Yet, articulations of
this myth have not only contributed to idealized accounts of American history,
but have also, as we will see, employed the trope of the Promised Land as a
vehicle for radical cultural dissent.
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2. AMERICA AS UTOPIA: A PREFACE

Remarkably soon after its discovery, in fact, America became the locus for a
variety of imaginary [...] utopian constructions.
JACK P. GREENE, THE INTELLECTUAL CONSTRUCTION OF AMERICA

Amerika, Du hast es besser
als unser Kontinent, der alte.

JOHANN WOLFGANG V. GOETHE, XENIEN

In the so-called age of discovery and exploration, Europeans often imagined the
Americas as a site of utopian communities by coupling the “emerging ex-
pectations about America” with “the subsequent development of the utopian
tradition;” this is paradigmatically done in Thomas More’s Utopia (1516), in
which the author “located Utopia in the Atlantic and used the experienced
traveler just returned from a voyage with Vespucci from the ‘unkown peoples
and lands’ of the New World” as his central literary device (Greene, Intellectual
Construction 26). In the early 16" century, a number of other writers also located
their visions of utopian societies in America or its vicinity: Tommaso Cam-
panella in City of the Sun (1602), Johann Valentin Andreae in Christianopolis
(1619), and Francis Bacon in New Atlantis (1624). Most of them have a strong
religious dimension: Campanella envisions, for instance, a theocracy, Andreae a
Protestant (Lutheran) utopia; Bacon’s is the only one among the canonical
utopian texts of that time which gives priority to science over religion.

Those geographies of the imagination however were not empirically corrob-
orated; European explorers and travelers did not come across any marvelous
utopias in the Americas. The indigenous communities they actually encountered
in their eyes did not constitute extraordinary alternative ways of life worthy of
emulation; constructed by their Eurocentric gaze as radical alterity rather than
viable alternatives, the indigenous cultures of North America seemed worthless
and inferior in comparison to those of Europe. Native Americans were con-
sidered to be barely human — as ‘heathens’ not readily open to Christianization,
they could be forcefully removed in order to make room for the newcomers.
Europeans thus increasingly replaced their hopes of discovering a utopia in the
Americas with reflections on how to build one there themselves: Even before the
Pilgrims and Puritans settled in the ‘new world,” prospective English settlers no
longer “thought in terms of finding an existing utopia but of founding one in the
relatively ‘empty’ and inviting spaces of North America” (Greene, Intellectual
Construction 51).
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Throughout the 17" and 18" centuries many religious separatist groups
existed in England and in Europe as a whole, many of which migrated to the
Americas. As Mark Holloway points out, “[s]eventeenth-century Europe was full
of [...] sects. Persecution, however severe, did nothing to diminish their fervor.
And when America had been colonised, vast numbers of them emigrated in
search of religious liberty” (Heavens 18). The Pilgrims and the Puritans thus
were the earliest and certainly the most prominent of these groups yet by no
means the only ones. Other religious groups which aspired to create their own
“heavens on earth” (cf. ibid.) in North America were e.g. William Penn (1644-
1718) and the Quakers, Johannes Kelpius’ (1673-1708) Society of Woman in the
Wilderness, and Johann Conrad Beissel’s (1691-1768) “Dunkers,” who all
settled in Pennsylvania; Mother Ann Lee (1736-1784) and the Shakers, who
settled in upstate New York; and the Moravians, who came to North America in
1735 as pietistic and reformist missionaries and founded Winston-Salem in
North Carolina. None of these groups — many of which still are part of the rich
array of denominations in the United States today — ever came close to being as
symbolically powerful as the Pilgrims and the Puritans, who are the only
religious groups to form the cornerstone of a foundational narrative of the ‘new
world.” None of the great many utopian communities, whose number reached its
historical climax in the 1840s and ‘50s and dwindled toward the end of the 19"
century, ever elicited the same fascination as did the early settlers of New Eng-
land. Throughout the 19" and 20™ centuries, the notion of America as utopia has
remained highly attractive for a variety of groups and newcomers, and has been
modified and appropriated according to their respective agendas; these more
recent visions of America as the Promised Land are still shaped and propelled by
the religious rhetoric of the Pilgrims and the Puritans.
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3. THE PILGRIMS IN AMERICA:
WILLIAM BRADFORD’S OF PLYMOUTH PLANTATION

[N]ot having received the promises, but having seen them afar off, and were
persuaded of them, and embraced them, and confessed that they were
strangers and pilgrims on the earth.

PAUL THE APOSTLE, “EPISTLE TO THE HEBREWS”

Ideal communities have always been formed by minority movements.
MARK HOLLOWAY, HEAVENS ON EARTH

Jay Parini selected William Bradford’s chronicle Of Plymouth Plantation as one
of the “thirteen books that changed America” (cf. his book of the same [sub-]
title). Bradford in his book indeed did a lot to ‘create’ America as the Promised
Land of the Pilgrims and by doing so dramatically changed the America he had
found. Of Plymouth Plantation is a key text of ‘new world’ beginnings, a self-
representation of the Pilgrim experience, a crucial historical source, and a
prominent foundational text of the United States. Its author was the single most
important individual in the Pilgrim settlement of Plymouth: Bradford was the
governor of the Plymouth Colony from 1620 almost continuously until his death
in 1657 and wrote the history of the colony, seeking “through his history, to
preserve both the record and the fact of Plymouth’s separate identity” (Delbanco
and Heimert, “William Bradford” 51). Of Plymouth Plantation covers the period
from 1606 to 1646 and encompasses two volumes: Book One describes the
history of the Pilgrims until their landing in the ‘new world’ (1606-1620), Book
Two recounts the early years of the Pilgrims at Plymouth (1620-1646). Brad-
ford’s work has survived as a major document about l7th-century North Ameri-
ca. Of course, we do not know and are not able to reconstruct to what extent
Bradford’s account is trustworthys; still, for our purposes it is crucial to examine
how he described and framed the Pilgrim enterprise as an Exodus from England
to the Promised Land, and thereby established a powerful foil for the interpreta-
tion of early European settlement in North America.

Yet, whereas John Smith’s self-confident narrative about his experiences and
observations in Virginia and his narrative of the founding of Jamestown were
immediately available to his contemporaries in print, William Bradford’s histori-
ography, written between 1620 and 1647, was printed only in 1856. It was an
immediate literary sensation — not least because of Bradford’s appended pas-
senger list, which finally enabled Americans to trace their ancestry literally back
to the Mayflower, an endeavor which previously had been based mostly on
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speculation. Prior to the publication of Bradford’s text, only a few clergymen
and scholars had access to the manuscript — not least because it went missing in
the Revolutionary War and only resurfaced in a London library in the 1850s —
and yet it “was from these deliberately selective and didactic interpretations that
the Pilgrim myth evolved” (Uhry Abrams, Pilgrims 23). Overall, the early cler-
ical historians viewed the Pilgrims’ voyage from Europe to America as a
“religious hegira” (ibid. 24), and “for two centuries, this reading of colonial
history predominated and contributed greatly to the myth that the first settlers of
Massachusetts were pious Puritans who immigrated to obtain religious free-
dom,” even though this “is not exactly the way Bradford wrote it” (ibid.). In fact,
when we examine Bradford’s text, we will frequently find ambiguity, doubt,
skepticism, and disappointment concerning the progress of the Pilgrims in realiz-
ing their Promised Land in North America. Yet, throughout his memoirs, the key
text for a study of Pilgrim mythmaking, Bradford keeps referring to the biblical
tale of the Promised Land, thereby consistently contrasting present oppression
and misgivings with the promise of future freedom and salvation.

In the first part, Bradford’s narrative recounts the trials of the Pilgrims
moving first from England to the Netherlands to escape persecution, and then
back to England to prepare for their journey across the Atlantic. The narrative
thus begins with the suffering of the Pilgrims in an environment hostile to their
religious beliefs. According to Bradford, it is with God’s help that the group then
manages to escape its plight and to preserve its faith and community. During
their journey to North America, God’s special providence is revealed to the
Pilgrims in many ways, e.g. by being delivered from the danger and terror of a
heavy storm. They are also shown the consequences of blasphemy and ungodly
behavior, e.g. in the somewhat drastic and highly illustrative episode about a
young sailor onboard the ship who frequently mocked the Pilgrims during their
journey:

There was an insolent and very profane young man, — one of the sailors, which made him
the more overbearing, — who was always harassing the poor people in their sicknes, and
cursing them daily with grievous execrations, and did not hesitate to tell them that he
hoped to help throw half of them overboard before they came to their journey’s end. If he
were gently reproved by anyone, he would curse and swear most bitterly. But it pleased
God, before they came half seas over, to smite the young man with a grievous disease, of
which he died in a desperate manner, and so was himself the first to be thrown overboard.
Thus his curses fell upon his own head, which astonished all his mates for they saw it was
the just hand of God upon him. (Bradford, Of Plymouth 41)
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Bradford uses this episode to (somewhat smugly) illustrate God’s providence in
guiding the Pilgrims on their sacred journey to the Promised Land and letting
those perish who want to harm their progress. The spirit of companionship in
God culminates in the so-called Mayflower Compact that was drawn up and
signed by 41 men on board the Mayflower, who in so doing wrote into being a
new “civil body politic:”

In the name of God, Amen. We whose names are underwritten, the loyal subjects of our
dread sovereign lord, King James, by the grace of God, of Great Britaine, Franc, and
Ireland, King, Defender of the Faith, etc., having undertaken for the glory of God, and
advancement of the Christian faith, and honour of our king and country, a voyage to plant
the first colony in the northern parts of Virginia, do by these presents solemnly and mu-
tually in the presence of God, and one of another, covenant and combine ourselves into a
civil body politic, for our better ordering and preservation, and the furtherance of the ends
aforesaid and by virtue hereof to enact, constitute, and frame, such just and equal laws,
ordinances, acts, constitutions, and offices, from time to time, as shall be thought most
meet and convenient for the general use of the Colony, unto which we promise all due
submission and obedience. (Bradford, Of Plymouth 49)

The Mayflower Compact is a collective speech act of a white, male elite and a
pragmatic attempt to define those Pilgrims who are striving for their Promised
Land in North America as a social entity unto themselves. Many accounts have
idealized and mythologized this contract as the beginning of American democ-
racy, or even as the first American constitution (among them George Bancroft’s
19th—century History of the United States); yet, in fact, it intended to achieve the
exact opposite: namely to keep power and authority in the hands of the elite, to
exclude other settlers and the Natives from it, and to exert control over how the
ideal society was to look like. It was both a self-empowering declaration of
loyalty as well as of autonomy by the separatists.

In Of Plymouth Plantation, William Bradford describes the arrival in the Prom-
ised Land upon which, he writes, they fell upon their knees and blessed the God
of Heaven who had brought them over the vast and furious ocean, and delivered
them from all the perils and miseries of it, again to set their feet upon the firm
and stable earth, their proper element (cf. 42-3). The settlement site is named
Plymouth, after their place of departure in England. Yet, this site at first does not
look like a Promised Land at all. Bradford, in fact, compares himself standing on
the dunes of Cape Cod to Moses standing on Mount Pisgah, yet under different
and more difficult circumstances, as the Pilgrims could not go
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up to the top of Pisgah, to view from this wilderness a more goodly country to feed their
hopes; for which way soever they turned their eyes (save upward to the Heavens!) they
could gain little solace from any outward objects. Summer being done, all things turned
upon them a weather-beaten face; and the whole country, full of woods and thickets,

presented a wild and savage view. (ibid. 43)

Thus, it is still a big leap from the “savage wilderness” to God’s “heavenly king-
dom” (ibid.), and it is this ambiguity — the radical discrepancy between dogma
and experience, between ideological construction and empirical reality — that
continues to preoccupy Bradford even as the vision of America as the Promised
Land for the Pilgrims propels his narrative. This kind of interpretation of God’s
will and intentionality is characteristic of both Pilgrim and Puritan diction; the
world and every detail in it become intelligible only as signs of God’s divine
plan. Bradford in this way also justifies the Pilgrims’ sense of entitlement toward
the ‘new world,” which is “fruitful and fit for habitation, though devoid of all
civilized inhabitants and given over to savages, who range up and down,
differing little from the wild beasts themselves” (ibid. 13). Whereas Bradford
recognizes the Natives at least nominally and acknowledges their presence even
when denigrating their way of life as “brutish,” another text from the first half of
the 17" century claims more drastically that the extinction of the indigenous
population was God’s work, who by “sweeping away great multitudes of the
natives by the smallpox a little before we went thither [...] [made] room for us
there;” to the anonymous author, this revealed how “the good hand of God
favoured our beginnings” (New England’s First Fruits 65). It becomes apparent
in these sources that the Pilgrims’ notions of the Promised Land and of God’s
divine scheme served to justify and legitimate the displacement and destruction
of other peoples.

Yet, apart from his condescending attitude toward the indigenous population and
despite descriptions of early English-Native conflicts and skirmishes, Bradford
overall portrays the interaction with the Natives as relatively peaceful, which is
mainly due to two Native figures: Squanto and Massasoit. Squanto is introduced
as a Native American who upon their arrival “came boldly among them, and
spoke to them in broken English, which they could well understand, but were
astonished at it” (Bradford, Of Plymouth 51). Squanto, the only survivor of the
Patuxet tribe, spoke English because of his previous captivity on board an
English ship and a seafaring life that had brought him several times across the
Atlantic, to the Mediterranean Sea, all the way up to Newfoundland, and even-
tually back to New England — just in time to greet the Pilgrims. His (mostly
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involuntary) geographic movements were quite exceptional at that time, and the
Pilgrims therefore marveled at an English-speaking Native. Squanto appears as
an “eccentric native,” as a “disconcertingly hybrid ‘native’ met at the ends of the
earth — strangely familiar, and different precisely in that unprocessed familiarity”
(Clifford, “Travelling” 19). He carved out a space for himself as the mediator
between the culture of the newcomers and that of the Natives and was extremely
helpful to the Pilgrims in showing them many things they did not know, because
despite their claim to be culturally, religiously, and morally superior to the in-
digenous population, they were in fact utterly helpless and disoriented. From
Squanto they learned how to survive that first long winter — after all, they had
arrived at Cape Cod in November. Not surprisingly perhaps, the Pilgrims took
Squanto’s presence not as an effect of the globalizing force and violence of
colonialism of which they themselves were a part, but primarily as another token
of God’s providence, which never ceased to amaze them:

[...] Squanto stayed with them, and was their interpreter, and became a special instrument
sent of God for their good, beyond their expectation. He showed them how to plant their
corn, where to take fish and other commodities, and guided them to unknown places, and
never left them till he died. (Bradford, Of Plymouth 52)

Whereas Squanto was a native informant, Massasoit was the chief of the Wam-
panoags, who lived in the area where the Pilgrims settled. Massasoit from the
beginning met regularly with the Pilgrims and initiated and negotiated a peace
treaty in 1621, the first of its kind. Little did he know that those newcomers felt
they were entitled to his people’s land on the basis of their interpretation of a
story in a text collection compiled thousands of years before their arrival in
America. Yet, the pilgrims managed to live peacefully with the Wampanoags for
the first 50 years, while the nearby Puritans and the Virginians to the south were
already fighting the local indigenous peoples over land and resources. The peace
agreement between the Wampanoags and the Pilgrims lasted until 1675, when an
armed conflict often referred to as King Philip’s War broke out. But, to return to
Bradford’s account of English-Native relations: as already mentioned he de-
scribes them mostly positively, yet at the same time he and his fellow Pilgrims
are extremely condescending toward the Natives. For all the good intentions to
give a balanced, even sympathetic portrayal of the indigenous population, Brad-
ford repeatedly echoes Columbus’s representation of the American natives in his
first letter from the ‘new world;” a milder and more strongly religiously invested
but not altogether different colonial hermeneutics emanates from Bradford’s
text. The religious discourse of the Pilgrims is permeated by cultural assump-
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tions of their own (i.e., white) superiority; as we can see here, religion does not
transcend (English) culture — rather, it is part of it. This is also evident in the
writings of other Pilgrims; Edward Winslow for instance writes in a letter on
December 11, 1621:

We have found the Indians very faithful in their covenant of peace with us, very loving
and ready to pleasure us. We often go to them, and they come to us. [...] Yea, it hath
pleased God so to possess the Indians with a fear of us, and love unto us, that not only the
greatest king amongst them, called Massasoit, but also all the princes and peoples round
about us, have either made suit unto us or been glad of any occasion to make peace with
us [...]. We entertain them familiarly in our houses, and they as friendly bestowing their
venison on us. They are people without any religion or knowledge of any God, yet very
trusty, quick of apprehension, ripe-witted, just. The men and women go naked, only a skin

about their middles. (qtd. in Young, Chronicles 51)

Due to the lore that has developed around the experience of the Pilgrims’ first
winter in North America as well as due to the absence of major hostilities in the
early decades of the Plymouth Colony, the Pilgrims’ settlement is often con-
nected to notions of Native hospitality and peaceful intercultural relations —
notions which inspired then-President of the United States Abraham Lincoln to
make Thanksgiving a national holiday in 1863 in order to commemorate that
very first ‘“Thanksgiving’ which took place in Plymouth in 1621. However, Brad-
ford himself does not dwell on this event in his text, which has only been fleshed
out and embellished by subsequent writers. Lincoln in his efforts to promote an
ideology of peace and domestic harmony at a time when the ‘United’ States were
at war with each other (cf. Seelye, Memory’s Nation 17) chose Thanksgiving as
a day of commemoration, yet the ambiguity of Thanksgiving in the ideology of
the Pilgrims is apparent: they gave thanks to God for their survival but hardly to
their Native fellow men and women, who, they believed, acted not of their own
accord but merely as instruments of God’s will. In Bradford’s text, the world is
interpreted according to typological doctrine and biblical literalism in an often
futile attempt to brush aside or smooth over ambiguity and uncertainty.

The second volume of Bradford’s Of Plymouth Plantation, which accounts
for the settlement’s development in the early decades of its existence, is imbued
with a rhetoric of damnation as well as reward; it is permeated by a sense of
sinfulness and reveals that the colony was embroiled in tremendous generational
conflict. It is here that Bradford’s writings show a deep ambivalence about the
analogy of the Promised Land. He increasingly realizes a “failure of Plymouth to
fulfill its original purpose as a selfless community,” and also makes note of “the
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concurrent completion of the Reformation through Cromwell’s victories in Old
England” (Delbanco and Heimert, “William Bradford” 51). Bradford implies a
causal connection — that “Plymouth’s congregational polity informed Massa-
chusetts Bay and that the example of the larger colony in turn inspired the
ecclesiastical revolution in England” (ibid.) — yet he also thinks that the colony is
in decline because of its consolidation with the Puritan community, and nos-
talgically reminisces about the early ‘golden days’ of Plymouth, and even about
the Dutch exile in Leyden. In revisiting the early days of the colony, Bradford
not only chronicles history but also reminds his brethren of their vision and the
strength of their faith, which he seeks to re-invigorate by calling to mind the
divine signs which assured the Pilgrims of God’s providence. Bradford “seems
intent on showing what might have been if a deeper devotion of all to all had
prevailed,” and he is anxious that a great “change” will come over the colony,
which he finds now devoid of “its former glory” (Rosenmeier, “With My” 100).
Late in his life, William Bradford taught himself Hebrew to be able to read “that
most ancient language and holy tongue, in which the Law and Oracles of God
were writ” (qtd. in ibid.). About his Hebrew studies, he writes that “I am
refreshed to have seen some glimpse hereof; (as Moyses saw the land of Canan a
farr off)” (qtd. in ibid.). The Promised Land of William Bradford in the 1650s is
no longer America but the Hebrew Scriptures, one might conclude. (Re)turning
to the holy text more than thirty years after his arrival in North America,
Bradford prepares for his own “resurrect[ion] to new and literal life” (ibid. 106)
in a Promised Land not of this world: he dies in 1657. His history of the Pilgrims
today appears to be much more complicated and ambivalent than has often been
acknowledged, and moreover has in fact been straightened out and idealized by
generations of religious scholars and historians, and by Americans who have
celebrated Plymouth Rock — the site where the Pilgrims supposedly first set foot
on American soil — as a symbol of ‘new world’ beginnings. Bradford sailed to
the ‘new world’ in order to find/found a Promised Land, yet the high expecta-
tions in this self-proclaimed ‘exceptional’ community remained unfulfilled. As
much as Bradford insisted that God had “preserved their spirits” through “cross-
es, troubles, fears, wants, and sorrowes” in the establishment of the colony (Of
Plymouth 381), the whole enterprise ultimately seemed somehow incomplete,
and dubious in its consequences for all parties involved — it was as if the Pil-
grims had never really left the biblical wilderness and were perpetually stuck in a
painful moment of delay in which the Promised Land was beckoning in the
distance but could still somehow never be reached.
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4. THE PURITANS AND THEIR PROMISED LAND

We shall be as a city upon a hill.
JOHN WINTHROP

Hayle holy-land wherin our holy lord

Hath planted his most true and holy word

Hayle happye people who have dispossest
ourselves of friend, an meanes, to find some rest
For your poore wearied soules, opprest of late
For Jesus-sake, with Envye, spight, and hate

To yow that blessed promise truly’s given

Of sure reward, which you’l receve in heaven.

THOMAS TILLAM, “UPON THE FIRST SIGHT”

What went you out to the wilderness to find?
SAMUEL DANFORTH, “A BRIEF RECOGNITION”

Whereas the history of the Pilgrims was primarily represented by William
Bradford, there were many chroniclers, orators, and commentators among the
Puritans. In fact, the New England Puritans “were highly self-conscious about
their achievements and began interpreting themselves for posterity as soon as
they arrived in the New World” (Morgan, Founding 3). In promotional tracts,
sermons, histories, and autobiographical conversion narratives, the Puritans
fashioned themselves as the founders of a model colony that realized God’s will.
Whereas the Pilgrims had arrived in North America ten years earlier than the
Puritans, “with the formation of the Massachusetts Bay Company and with the
arrival on the scene of Governor John Winthrop in 1630, Massachusetts became
the spearhead of Puritan emigration to the New World” (ibid. vii) — although not
all of the Massachusetts settlers were Puritans in the strict sense of the term, and
by far not all of them were members of the rather exclusive Puritan congre-
gation. Aside from the aforementioned John Winthrop, John Cotton, Thomas
Shepard, Thomas Hooker, Samuel Danforth, Increase Mather, and Cotton
Mather would also become influential Puritan theologians. New England Puri-
tanism was not homogeneous though and cannot be interpreted monolithically;
in fact, the experience of ‘America’ crucially transformed the Puritan religious
dogma and increasingly led to conflicts among the Puritans about what their
Promised Land should look like.
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Hllustration 2: Portrait of John Winthrop

Unknown Artist, John Winthrop (ca. 1800).

Though they were less radical dissenters than the Pilgrims, the Puritans too
accepted neither the Pope nor the English King as religious authorities beside or
above the Scriptures. Like the Pilgrims, the Puritans were strongly influenced by
Calvinism’s doctrine of predestination, which contends that salvation can occur
only through the grace of God and that the individual is responsible to God only.
As a powerful reformist grassroots movement, Puritanism had been forced
underground by the end of the 16™ century, as it was considered an affront to
England’s clergy and king; King James I (after whom Jamestown, Virginia, and
the English translation of the Bible commonly referred to as the King James
Bible have been named) supposedly threatened: “I will harry them out of the
land” (qtd. in Schmidt, William Bradford 12), and his successor Charles I
(crowned in 1625) was even less tolerant toward the Puritans. Unlike the
Pilgrims, however, the Puritans did not consider themselves separatists but re-
formists; they believed that their New Jerusalem in North America was going to
set an example that would be emulated on the other side of the Atlantic, allowing
them eventually to return to a fundamentally changed and reformed England.
Yet, even if the Puritans may have considered their sojourn in North America to
be only temporary (as has been argued most famously by Perry Miller), ultimate-
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ly only 10 percent of the first settlers of the Great Migration ever went back to
England.

John Winthrop, who led the first group of Puritans to North America in 1630
(700 passengers on 11 ships), was a key figure in the founding of Massachusetts
with a pronounced sense of self-importance, of which he has left ample evidence
himself: “From the time he set foot on the Arbella until his death in 1649, he
kept a journal, the historical purpose of which is suggested by the fact that after
the first few days he refrained from using the first person singular and wrote of
himself as ‘the governor’” (Morgan, Founding 174). Most famously, John
Winthrop declared that the Puritans in the ‘new world’ would be “A Model of
Christian Charity” (1630). His famous lay sermon (Winthrop was never ordained
officially as a minister) laid out the terms of religious and social coexistence in
the colony, a blueprint for the founding of a new community:

For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon
us, so that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken, and so
cause Him to withdraw His present help from us, we shall be made a story and by-word
through the world. We shall open the mouths of enemies to speak evil of the ways of God,
and all professors for God’s sake. We shall shame the faces of many of God’s worthy ser-

vants, and cause their prayers to be turned into curses upon us. (216)

Winthrop’s use of the biblical topos of the heavenly city evokes the exception-
ality of the Puritans as a model for others, if not mankind. He references Jesus’s
Sermon on the Mount, in which Jesus tells his followers “you are the light of the
world” and “the salt of the earth.” Whereas Bradford likened himself to Moses
leading his people out of bondage to the Promised Land, Winthrop refers to both
Jesus and Moses in the closing passage of his sermon. While exhorting the
Puritans with words from the Sermon on the Mount, he admonishes them with
references to Moses’s farewell to the people of Israel “to love the Lord our God
and love one another” (Winthrop Papers 295), so

that the Lord our God may blesse us in the land whether wee goe to possesse it: But if our
heartes shall turne away soe that wee will not obey, but shall be seduced and worship
other Gods [...] we shall surely perishe out of the good Land whether wee passe over this

vast Sea to possesse it. (ibid.)

Included in Winthrop’s vision of the holy community is also a kind of social
contract. He likens the Puritans’ future civil society to an organism by describing
it as “knit together in this worke as one man,” and states that its aim is to “par-
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take of each other’s strength and infirmity, joy and sorrow, weal and woe.” “The
care of the public,” Winthrop preached, “must oversway all private respects”
(ibid.). Winthrop’s vision of communal life in the Promised Land of North
America is characterized by hope, harmony, and religious freedom as well as by
discipline and social control. Similar to Bradford’s text, Winthrop’s sermon was
published rather late:

For two centuries, the sermon circulated in various manuscript versions; upon its first
publication, by the Massachusetts Historical Society in 1848, it became known as the
classic statement of the Puritans’ understanding of their place in history, their mission, and
their ideals. (Delbanco, “John Winthrop” 3)

The Exodus and Promised Land rhetoric runs through much of Puritan writing as
a kind of “Colonial Puritan hermeneutics” (Bercovitch, Puritan Origins 186)
throughout the 17" century and well into the 18" century, from Winthrop’s ser-
mon to the rather unorthodox and somewhat ironic “New England Canaan” by
Thomas Morton of Merrimount. However, on closer inspection, we can detect
shifts in the authors’ attitude toward the realization of the Promised Land in the
colony. At first, many texts equate the Promised Land with America, i.e. New
England. John Winthrop initially describes his new home with the following
words: “here is sweet air, fair rivers, and plenty of springs, and the water better
than in England” (History 375). As Puritan scholar Alan Heimert has noted:
“America was to be ‘the good Land,” [...] a veritable Canaan. The Atlantic, if
not the Red, was their ‘vast Sea,” and the successful conclusion of their voyage,

999

the end of their tribulations, their emergence from the ‘wilderness’” (“Puritan-
ism” 361-62).

This initially positive impression also resonates in Thomas Tillam’s eulogy
on New England titled “Upon the First Sight,” which in the beginning connects
the Scriptures to the experiences of the Puritans in New England but soon gives
way to less enthusiastic sentiments and at times very different observations. Im-
mediately after their arrival in North America, the Puritans began to experience
difficulties which played themselves out internally in communal strife and
externally in conflicts with the indigenous population. In fact, “the first decades
of settlement were characterised by an ongoing dialogue over the shape that the
colony’s institutions should take” (Bremer, Puritan Experiment 128). As early as
the 1630s, theological disputes about the exercise of power over the members of
the congregation as well as heavy skirmishes with the Native tribes ensued. Only
six years after their arrival in Massachusetts, those conflicts come to a head. In
1636, Thomas Hooker leaves the colony and founds Hartford (in today’s
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Connecticut); he is followed by Roger Williams, a dissident banned from the
Massachusetts Bay Colony for suggesting a more liberal handling of church
membership and for approaching the indigenous population with curiosity rather
than disdain. Williams authors the first dictionary of Native languages (titled A
Key to the Languages of America; cf. Complete Writings) and founds Prov-
idence, Rhode Island, in 1636, where he is joined by Anne Hutchinson, an
antinomian who rejected all political and theological authorities in favor of her
own version of ‘true’ Puritanism, which is condemned as heresy by Winthrop,
who suppresses Hutchinson and her followers “because she set her private
revelation above the public errand” (Bercovitch, Puritan Origins 174). In 1638,
John Davenport settles the colony of New Haven (later to become part of Con-
necticut), further diversifying the socio-religious scene of New England.

John Winthrop, who plays a crucial role in policing the Puritans and comes
down hard on what he perceives as unauthorized dissent, is commemorated by
Puritan historian William Hubbard with the words that he was “a worthy gentle-
man, who had done good in Israel” (qtd. in Morgan, Founding 134). Trying to
ban ‘difference’ outside and inside the community, Winthrop sought to preserve
the ‘Holy Commonwealth’ that had come at such a high cost. As Stephen Foster
suggests, the New England clergy were “required to reconcile their movement’s
conflicting demands” (Long Argument 152) at a time when “boatload after
boatload brought ashore the refugees” from England’s Church, and that they
managed to do so is considered by Foster to have been a “masterpiece of ec-
clesiastical statesmanship” (ibid. 151). As we take a closer look at the early
history of the colony, it becomes more and more apparent that the rhetoric of the
Promised Land and divine providence on the one hand aims to uphold an ideo-
logical construction of the ‘new world’ which quite obviously was at odds with
the actual experiences of the “saints” (as the Puritans called each other), and on
the other serves as a legitimization of colonial rule, an instrument of control, and
a means to homogenize the colony by defining norms of conduct and marginaliz-
ing or excluding those who do not adhere to those norms.

As the population of the colony grew rapidly with the Great Migration, the
local tribes, among them the Pequots, fought against the increasing incursions
the English settlers made into their land. The Pequot War culminated in the
Mystic Massacre in 1637, in which hundreds of women and children were killed.
Ultimately the entire tribe was exterminated; survivors were dispersed or sold
into slavery. Although victorious, the Puritans themselves experienced this
conflict as a major crisis that threatened the existence and future of the colony.
The Pequot War shows that the interaction of the Puritans with the indigenous
population was far less peaceful than that of the Pilgrims in the first decades, and



PILGRIMS AND PURITANS AND THE MYTH OF THE PROMISED LAND | 155

the ruthlessness with which it was fought reveals the brutality of English colo-
nialism even (or especially) when it is cloaked as religious destiny, as in the case
of the Puritans’ quest for the Promised Land. Although the war could well have
been taken as an indication of God’s anger, the victory of the English over the
Pequots was readily interpreted as a merciful act of God instead, yet again
demonstrating the arbitrariness of ideology.

In sum, the Puritan experience as American experience is characterized by a
number of transitions that engendered some paradoxes. The first transition, of
course, is their physical movement from England to North America, which
entailed events that could not be integrated into the biblical script which they
attempted to follow. These discrepancies were initially suppressed, of course, but
surfaced time and again over the years. The second transition concerns the Pu-
ritans’ transformation from an oppressed minority of non-conformist believers
into an oppressive ruling elite; yet their efforts to uphold religious orthodoxy in
the colony from the beginning were met with heavy resistance. Third and most
importantly perhaps, even the firmest of believers became increasingly doubtful
whether North America in fact was the Promised Land they had been looking
for. How were they to interpret the obstacles and difficulties with which they had
to wrestle daily? And why did this Promised Land look like a wilderness? The
Puritans’ anxieties grew in tandem with internal and external conflicts and led to
increased pressure of the Puritan elite on any form of dissent; to them, the
violence against the Native tribes seemed both necessary and providential, and
thus fully legitimate. Yet, the “Puritan struggle of self-knowledge, relentless
introspection, [and] tortured uncertainty” mirrored the tenuousness of their faith
and time and again threw into doubt the endeavor of Puritanism, and “[t]he bur-
den of such doubt has never quite lifted from what we once would have called
the American soul” (Delbanco and Heimert, “Introduction” xv).

In many texts of the 1630s and 1640s, America figures as an ambiguous force to
be reckoned with rather than as a safe haven: “They were [...] uncertain whether
New England was to be their Israel or their Wilderness of Sinai — that is, a
permanent dwelling place for the elect of God, or a temporary refuge in which
their religious affections and institutions would be tried, purged, and perfected”
(Slotkin, “Introduction” 11). Patricia Caldwell has identified this ambiguity in
many of the early conversion narratives:

For most, it was an America neither of joyous fulfillment nor, on the other hand, of

fearsome, howling hideousness, but a strange, foggy limbo of broken promises. [...] [T]he
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America encountered by these yearning souls was no visible saint but an invisible, ever-

receding, unloving god. (Puritan Conversion Narrative 134)

Caldwell’s analysis of the ambiguities of North American Puritan conversion
narratives evidences that the “specific shift to America,” the “motion to New
England,” reverberates with emotional turmoil and trauma: “[T]he new world is
not just a disappointment; it is a positive setback, and one from which many
people scarcely recover” (ibid.). Alan Heimert has argued that the colonizing
experience so crucially altered Puritan attitudes toward the meaning of their
physical surroundings that it was imaginatively transformed from a Promised
Land (back) into a wilderness (cf. “Puritanism” 361).

The experience of America shocked the Puritans out of their belief in the
Promised Land, so to speak, and left them bewildered in the ‘wilderness’ of
America: “The conditions of life in the colonies did not make for the sort of
education that the Puritans had originally conceived. [...] American conditions
posed threats to the Puritan system that they could not have anticipated”
(Slotkin, “Introduction” 14). And it is from this discrepancy between doctrinaire
belief on the one hand and the physical experience of North America on the
other that a specifically American Puritan culture with its own particular con-
version rituals, religious practices, and rhetoric developed, which put the sacred
journey as well as the experience of America at the center of both their narrative
of the past (genealogy) and their narrative of the future (mission).

After the hardships of the early years (1620-1640), the colony seemed no
longer threatened by extinction after the mid-1650s; quite to the contrary: the
“Puritan adult of 1670 emerge[d] to a condition of relative ease and prosperity”
(ibid. 9). With this prosperity came a decline in church membership, as
American-born Puritans no longer wanted to submit to the strict regime of con-
gregational life, and focused more on worldly rather than on religious concerns.
In order to keep church membership numbers up, the Puritan elite finally al-
lowed for a half-way covenant (i.e., partial church membership with limited
rights) by softening the original membership requirements. This liberalization
was the subject of controversial discussions among the Puritan clergy and was
also accompanied, once again, by conflicts with other groups living in and on the
edges of the colony.

Having reviewed the initial enthusiasm and certainty of the first and second
generation of Puritan settlers that was soon followed by anxiety, disappointment,
and disorientation, we witness in the rhetoric of the Puritan clergy of the later
decades of the 17" century repeated attempts to re-invigorate the early Puritan
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faith and dogma against the backdrop of a changing American Puritan culture. In
this light, we may read sermons such as Samuel Danforth’s famous “Errand into
the Wilderness,” which later gave the title to two seminal works of Puritan
scholarship (cf. Miller’s book of the same title and Bercovitch, “Rhetoric”).
Addressing the assembled delegates on the election day of the Massachusetts
General Court, the sermon poses the question of Puritan uniqueness and excep-
tionality. Danforth quotes Jesus — “What went ye out into the wilderness to see?”
(Matthew 11:7) — in order to confront his congregation with the question of why
they had come to America. Danforth criticizes those who have of late been more
concerned with worldly rather than religious matters. As a direct consequence of
the colonists’ sins, Danforth identifies God’s punitive measures against them.
Yet, he also renews the “promise of divine Protection and Preservation,” and of-
fers his listeners the opportunity to “choose this for our Portion, To sit at Christ’s
feet and hear his word; and whosoever complain against us, the Lord Jesus will
plead for us [...] and say. They have chosen that good part, which shall not be
taken away from them” (“Errand”). By quoting from the Bible, Danforth takes
his audience back to their ‘new world’ beginning, and prophesies in the rhetori-
cal mode of the American jeremiad that by turning away from materialism and
worldly pleasures, the Puritans could still transform their environment into the
Promised Land. He thus both consolidates and transforms the myth of the Prom-
ised Land: Whereas he displaces it into the future and admits that the colony so
far has not become the Promised Land, he also affirms the possibility that it may
still happen. What we witness in Danforth’s text is the transfer of the Promised
Land topos from space into time: if the colony falls short of being the realization
of God’s Promised Land now, it will have to strive harder to attain this status in
the future. The discrepancy between what is and what should be propels Dan-
forth’s prophecy. Sacvan Bercovitch uses Danforth’s sermon to demonstrate the
specific structure and formula of the American jeremiad:

Danforth’s strategy is characteristic of the American jeremiad throughout the seventeenth
century: first, a precedent from Scripture that sets out the communal norms; then, a series
of condemnations that detail the actual state of the community (at the same time insin-
uating the covenantal promises that ensure success); and finally, a prophetic vision that
unveils the promises, and explains away the gap between fact and ideal. (American
Jeremiad 16)

Closing the gap between the wilderness of North America and the Promised
Land of the Chosen People, then, Danforth suggests, is the unfinished task of the
Puritans that will be achieved in the future.
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Whereas Danforth’s theological discourse rekindles the idea of turning the
American wilderness into God’s Promised Land, the events in the colony pro-
vide a different kind of closure for the Puritan experiment. In the mid to late
1670s, King Philip’s War raged in the American colonies and threatened the
survival of the white settlements in an unprecedented manner. This violent con-
frontation between a coalition of Native tribes led by Metacomet (a.k.a. ‘King
Philip’) and the English settlers spread over the entire territory of the early
American frontier, and became one of the most devastating in American history:

For all their suffering, the English fared well compared to New England’s Native Ameri-
can peoples. [...] One account estimated that three thousand Native Americans were killed
in battle. In a total population of about twenty thousand, this number is staggering.
(Schultz and Tougias, King Philip’s War 15)

At that time, the English settlers face major problems not only in the confronta-
tion with the indigenous population but also within the colony, and with colonial
rule. Increasingly, the English monarchy tightened the reigns on the ‘new world’
dominion of the Pilgrims and the Puritans, paving the way for a final eruption of
the inner contradictions and conflicts of interest which culminated in the Salem
witch trials and the executions of 19 people in the course of a year. The witch-
craft hysteria, which has elicited a whole range of interpretations from social and
economic to feminist and psychoanalytic, marks another climax of the inner tur-
moil of a colony placed under ever tighter control of the English Crown. Soon,
the colony was forced to practice religious toleration. In 1692, self-governance
was curtailed, and the colony had to accept a royal governor sent from England
to North America, whereas before the Massachusetts Bay colonists had appoint-
ed this official from their own ranks. “By the end of the seventeenth century,” as
Ursula Brumm puts it succinctly, “the beginnings of the new world were already
history” (“What Went” 1). Faith in the Promised Land was severely shaken, if
not quite lost.

Yet, the Puritan elite were neither ready nor willing to concede the short-
comings of their project. In 1702, theologian Cotton Mather (son of Increase
Mather, grandson of Richard Mather and John Cotton) published his magnum
opus, Magnalia Christi Americana, in which he insisted on an affirmative
perspective:

I write the Wonders of the Christian Religion, flying from the Depravations of Europe to
the American Strand: And, assisted by the Holy Author of the Religion, I do with all the

conscience of Truth, required therein by Him, who is the Truth itself, Report the Wonder-
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ful Display of his Infinite Power, Wisdom, Goodness and Faithfulness, wherewith his

Divine Providence hath irradiated an Indian Wilderness. (Day 163)

By that time, the original charter of the colony had been revoked. “These
changes meant the end of the society that Winthrop and Cotton had originally
envisaged” (Hall, “Introduction” 5). Mather tries to defend the values of the
colony’s founders against both royal rule and against widening the eligibility for
church membership to include those who would not have been considered pious
enough by the first and second generation Puritans. Yet, Mather’s own exuberant
language, “its baroque style” (Brumm, “What Went” 1) and hyperbole reveal
that he has come a long way from the sober, understated, and reflective writings
of the early Puritans. Mather makes an almost desperate plea for the preservation
of the ‘New England Way,” reiterating once more the role of the colony in a
global scheme of redemption and salvation. He is the first Puritan to call himself
‘American’ in writing — “I that am an American” — the term having been used
until then exclusively to refer to the Native American population (cf. Herget,
“Anders” 44). Even if the realization of the Promised Land remained doubtful,
the making of Americans in the process of negotiating the terms of (co)existence
in a heavenly utopia are explicated in Mather’s epic. And, as Alan Heimert has
noted, the realization that the New England wilderness was not the Promised
Land may have contributed to the continuation of a search in time and space: As
Danforth’s exhortations admonished the Puritans to lead better lives, the “heaven
on earth” that the Puritans were looking for could still be imagined by following
generations further west in the less populated and ‘purer’ regions of North
America (cf. “Puritanism” 375).

Even though the historical record of the Pilgrims and the Puritans unam-
biguously shows that the realization of a utopian community on American soil
utterly failed, their rhetoric has survived their social experiments in remarkable
ways. It is a rhetoric that thrives on the vision of a Promised Land in this world,
not the next: The Promised Land could be realized — in the near future, and in
America. It is this rhetoric of providence that turned those early settlers into
forefathers of mythical proportions, even though subsequent conceptualizations
of the Promised Land may have diverged greatly. As Christopher Bigsby so suc-
cinctly put it:

America has so successfully colonized the future that it has mastered the art of prospective
nostalgia. Its natural tense is the future perfect. It looks forward to a time when something
will have happened. It is a place, too, where fact and fiction, myth and reality dance a

curious gavotte. It is a society born out of its own imaginings. (“Introduction” 1)
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The Puritan myth of the Promised Land both generates and displays this dynam-
ism.

5. THE PILGRIMS AND THE PURITANS IN REVOLUTIONARY AMERICA
AND THE 19™ CENTURY

The Mayflower cult, the Pilgrim legend, was built up in New England at the
end of the eighteenth century and developed in the first half of the nineteenth.
It was spreading west into the prairies by the mid-century. [...] The ideas of
New England were carried across the continent.

CRISPIN GILL, MAYFLOWER REMEMBERED

Thomas Jefferson, co-author of the Declaration of Independence and third Pres-
ident of the United States of America, early on realized the usefulness of the
Exodus narrative for American nation-building. He wanted to place the inscrip-
tion “the Children of Israel in the Wilderness, led by a Cloud by day, and a Pillar
of Fire by night” on the Great Seal of the United States, as John Adams, then
delegate to the Second Continental Congress and later second President of the
United States, wrote to his wife in 1776 (qtd. in Buckley, “Thomas Jefferson”
46). Time and again, Jefferson returned to the myth of the Promised Land to
describe the special relationship of Americans with God. In his second inaugural
address, Jefferson refers to “that Being in whose hands we are, who led our
fathers, as Israel of old, from their native land; and planted them in a country
flowing with all the necessaries and comforts of life” (qtd. in ibid.). In Jeffer-
son’s political rhetoric, “the Exodus event in and through which God had formed
his chosen people prefigured the formation of the American nation” (ibid.). In
the ways that the rhetoric of the Promised Land became partially secularized for
the purpose of nation-building, we can observe how the memory of the Pilgrims
and Puritans was preserved and adapted into a specific US-American civil reli-
gion (to be discussed in detail in the following chapter).



PILGRIMS AND PURITANS AND THE MYTH OF THE PROMISED LAND | 161

Hllustration 3: Plymouth Rock

Photograph by James Freeman and Cindy Freeman (2006).

The memorial culture surrounding the Pilgrim Fathers and the Puritans has both
a regional as well as a national tradition. At the site of the founding of Plymouth,
a veritable cult of the Pilgrim Fathers started to develop in the second half of the
18" century that continued well into the 19" century. One element of the Pil-
grims’ story which cannot be found in the 17"-century sources and which is
difficult (if not impossible) to authenticate is Plymouth Rock, which became the
focus of a narrative of mythical proportions. The rock supposedly marked the
spot where the Pilgrims first set foot on American soil and was turned into a
fetish of New England beginnings, even though Bradford does not mention it
anywhere in his text. It is only in the revolutionary era that promotion of the
Rock as “a political icon” sets in (Seelye, Memory’s Nation 1). By focusing on
the physical contact between the feet of the Pilgrim Fathers and a rock at the
coastline, this mythology distracts attention away from and displaces the more
difficult issue of cultural contact between the indigenous peoples and the Pil-
grims — a rock does not speak or fight back, after all. The rock is mentioned for
the first time in 1741 and in the following decades is cherished, fenced in, and
protected against the weather — especially after 1774. In the 1830s, the famous
French traveler Alexis de Tocqueville was struck by the cult around Plymouth
Rock, which then was in full swing:
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This rock has become an object of veneration in the United States. I have seen bits of it
carefully preserved in several towns of the Union. Does not this sufficiently show how all
human power and greatness are entirely in the soul? Here is a stone which the feet of a
few poor fugitives pressed for an instant, and this stone becomes famous; it is treasured by

a great nation, a fragment is prized as a relic. (Democracy Vol. 1 34)

The term ‘relic,” of course, already connotes the sacral and holy that turns a
worldly thing (here a rock) into an object of worship. This symbolic surplus con-
stitutes the mythic quality of lifeless matter in the foundational framework of a
nation. Udo Hebel has in great detail chronicled the rise and demise of Plymouth
Rock’s role in the New England imaginary and in that of the nation. He has
pointed out that the “history of the commemoration of the arrival of the May-
flower in Plymouth harbour as Forefather’s Day dates back to 1769 (“Rise”
142), even as Plymouth Rock’s symbolic power diminishes with the rise of
Thanksgiving as the more prominent national holiday. To be chosen to compose
and to deliver the annual Forefather’s Day oratory next to the rock was one of
the greatest honors that could be bestowed upon a member of the community.
Among the more famous speakers chosen for that occasion was the lawyer, poli-
tician, and orator Daniel Webster, who gave an address called “First Settlement
of New England” at the bicentenary celebration of the Pilgrims’ landing at
Plymouth in 1820; the bicentenary was organized by the newly founded Pilgrim
Society, which not only took good care of the rock but by 1824 had turned
Plymouth into a popular tourist attraction (cf. Uhry Abrams, Pilgrims 45). Web-
ster’s speech shows how the effort of commemoration is inextricably intertwined
with mythmaking, and contains all the elements characteristic of the Pilgrim’s
myth of origin in New England. First, he delineates the ‘new world’ as a safe
haven for the religious refugees from England, calling New England “the place
of our father’s refuge” (“First Settlement” 26). Second, he strongly idealizes the
Pilgrim Fathers and their “voluntary exile,” states that they sought “a higher
degree of religious freedom” and “a purer form of religious worship” (ibid. 29),
and turns them into victims and quasi-martyrs: theirs “was a humble and peace-
able religion, flying from causeless oppression” (ibid. 31). Third, Webster my-
thologizes the landing and fetishizes the rock by invoking its spiritus loci, which
“inspires and awes us” at this “memorable spot [...], this Rock [...] on which
New England received the feet of the Pilgrims” (ibid. 27). Fourth, Webster
emphasizes the distinctness of the Plymouth Colony from all other colonial
projects past and present. He even casts the Pilgrims’ arrival at the shore as a
radical and singular form of a new beginning built upon religious prophecy that
made them feel and act ‘at home’ in the ‘new world’ immediately (cf. ibid. 36) —
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thanks to the Mayflower Compact. Their settlement was not a colonial outpost or
a mere extension of the motherland, but marked a radical new beginning “with
the very first foundations laid under the divine light of the Christian religion”
(ibid. 36) that led to progress and democracy built on “morality and religious
sentiment” (ibid. 49). Briefly chastising the slave trade and the institution of
slavery, Webster concludes, “let us not forget the religious character of our ori-
gin” (ibid. 51). His speech explicitly declares the Pilgrims to be the true founders
of the United States of America by inextricably linking the US of 1820 to the
New England beginnings of 1620 and assigns this colony an exceptional status.
The Pilgrims’ endeavor thus figures as an exceptional venture, and the moment
of landing is described as a singular temporal constellation, or kairos. While
Webster explicitly refers to the Pilgrims, the Puritans are also championed in his
skilful oratory.

Forefather’s Day annually commemorated the landing of the Pilgrims in
North America and gave ample opportunity for public addresses to affirm the
Pilgrims’ importance for the American republic. Among the orators were poet
William Cullen Bryant (who could trace both of his parents back to the May-
flower), lawyer and politician Rufus Choate, Samuel Davies Baldwin (who gave
a speech titled “Armageddon: Or, the Overthrow of Romanism and Monarchy;
the Existence of the United States Foretold in the Bible™), as well as Massa-
chusetts politician John Gorham Palfrey, author of a compendious pro-Puritan
history of New England (cf. History). All in all, these commemorative speech
acts were important cultural practices and political rituals that further bolstered
the myth of the Pilgrims and the Puritans in the Promised Land.

Other facets of 19"-century American memorial culture reveal the foundational
quality attributed to the Pilgrims and the Puritans as mythical figures of the
American past. In the same way that the (competing) origin myth of Virginia
became part of the national mythical repertoire, the myth of the Pilgrims and
Puritans quickly achieved a national dimension. In the United States Capitol,
there are three images of Pilgrims and Puritans in and around the rotunda, and
additional images of individuals can be found in the Statuary Hall (a statue of
Roger Williams) and in the Hall of Columns (a statue of John Winthrop). All of
these images attest to the centrality of the Pilgrims and the Puritans for the
foundational narratives of the nation and frame them in terms of their religiosity
as well as of God’s providence. Contrary to the figure of Pocahontas discussed
previously, they reference the European, i.e. the English origin of the United
States of America.



164 | THE MYTHS THAT MADE AMERICA

Lllustration 4: The Pilgrims Prepare for the ‘New World’

Robert W. Weir, Embarkation of the Pilgrims (1843).

Enrico Causici’s 1825 relief Landing of the Pilgrims, 1620 in the Capitol depicts
a family in a boat welcomed by a Native offering an ear of corn; the fresco
Landing of Pilgrims at Plymouth, Mass., 1620, which is part of the Frieze of
American History, is a similarly sedate rendering of the landing. The painting
The Embarkation of the Pilgrims at Delft Haven, Holland, July 22" 1620
(1843) by Robert W. Weir however is placed even more prominently inside the
rotunda of the US Capitol. Weir’s painting, like Chapman’s Pocahontas painting,
highlights the theme of salvation: whereas “Pocahontas saved Virginia for the
Anglican Church, the faith of the Pilgrims saved the United States from
paganism” (Uhry Abrams, Pilgrims 39). The painting suggests that “God willed
the transportation of Protestantism to America” (ibid.). Weir focuses on the
departure from the ‘old world,” not on the arrival in the ‘new.” His painting
mythologizes the moment of departure and celebrates the trust in God’s pro-
vidence. Geographically, it identifies the founding of Plymouth Colony as an
English/European project, by which we can discern a fundamental difference in
perspective between the myth of Pocahontas and the myth of the Pilgrims and
the Puritans that would continue to fuel controversial discussions.

All of the visual representations of the Pilgrims and Puritans at the meeting
place of the national legislature are highly affirmative and work as foundational
representations. They are in accordance with contemporaneous historiographies
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of the United States, most prominently again those by New England historians
such as George Bancroft, author of the well-known History of the United States:

The pilgrims were Englishmen, Protestants, exiles for conscience, men disciplined by mis-
fortune, cultivated by opportunities of extensive observation, equal in rank as in rights,

and bound by no code but that of religion or the public will. (History 23)

As a historian of the romantic school, Bancroft sees liberty and God’s provi-
dence as the defining moments in American history, and thus also accords the
Pilgrims a central role.

Yet, the mythologization of the Pilgrims and the Puritans in the 19" century
did not only affirm a regional identity and extrapolate from it a national imag-
inary, but also pursued three major strategic goals in relation to what New
Englanders perceived as rival influences coming from three different directions.
First, the New England Way is pitted against the genealogy of the South and its
foundational mythology. In his oratory, Daniel Webster takes an abolitionist
stance and openly opposes the South’s system of slavery — an opposition he
would later compromise in the so-called Webster-Hayne debate. Within the
United States, the North and the South became increasingly polarized. It was in
the midst of the sectional conflict that Thanksgiving was pronounced a national
holiday in 1863 by President Abraham Lincoln in an act that seemed to proclaim
the dominance of the North over the South. Thus here it is against the South’s
political and cultural aspirations that the myth of the Pilgrims and the Puritans as
a foundational American myth is implicitly directed.

Second, the West was perceived by the Protestant elite of New England as a
major arena in the cultural battle over dominance with the South and as a fruitful
field for missionary activities. Renowned clergyman (and father of Harriet Bee-
cher Stowe) Lyman Beecher for example argues in Plea for the West for what
Ray Allen Billington refers to as “the Protestant Crusade” (cf. his book of the
same title): to spread Puritanism and Protestantism in the West and to contain
slavery in the South — an agenda that was shared by many of his contemporaries.
In this logic, the West was to become part of the Promised Land of white Ameri-
can Protestants descended from Puritan stock.

Third, we need to consider the narrative that insists on casting the Pilgrims
and Puritans as the founders of New England and of the nation as a reaction to
the contemporaneous non-English Catholic (and Jewish) immigration from
Europe. Mythologizing the Protestant rebels helped to establish a hierarchical
contrast to the Catholic newcomers: The “Catholic system is adverse to liberty,
and the clergy to a great extent are dependent on foreigners opposed to the prin-
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ciples of our government, for patronage and support,” Beecher somewhat self-
righteously contends (Plea 61). In opposition to other ethnic and religious
groups living in and coming to the USA during the second half of the 19"
century, the “Plymouth settlers [were cast] as a master race” (Uhry Abrams,
Pilgrims 145-46).

Throughout the 19" century, the laudatory commemorations of the Pilgrims
and Puritans in public and political discourse continued, and “by the end of the
century the Puritans were generally regarded as the founders of American
democracy” (Hall, “Introduction” 1). This hegemonic discourse is obviously ex-
clusionary — for one thing, because it is profoundly racialized.

6. WHERE IS THE PROMISED LAND?
THE AFRICAN AMERICAN EXPERIENCE

When Israel was in Egyptland

Let my People go

Oppressed so hard they could not stand

Let my People go

Go Down, Moses, Way down in Egyptland
Tell old Pharao let my people go.

SLAVE SPIRITUAL (JUBILEE SINGERS, 1872)

We didn’t land on Plymouth Rock, brothers and sisters, Plymouth Rock landed
on us.

MALCOLM X

The fundamental theme of New World African modernity is neither
integration nor separation but rather migration and emigration.

CORNEL WEST, KEEPING FAITH

From the perspective of Africans who were brought to North America and
forced to work on the cotton fields and in the plantation households, America is
obviously not the Land of Freedom but figures as the site of cruel enslavement
and bondage, forced labor, cultural destruction, and death. The Middle Passage —
the leg of the transatlantic triangle which brought Africans from the coast of
West Africa to the Americas — was not a ‘sacred journey’ but rather a trip to hell,
a journey through the underbelly of Western modernity. America was built, at
least to a considerable degree, “on the backs of blacks” (cf. Morrison’s essay of
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the same title). The first ship with Africans arrived in Jamestown in 1619, and
thus earlier than the Puritans; in fact, slavery was a crucial part of early colonial
history. After almost two hundred years of trading and owning slaves, all north-
ern colonies and states abolished slavery between 1777 and 1804 in the wake, it
is often suggested, of the American Revolutionary War. Slavery in the southern
states continued and intensified until the American Civil War. But before we
turn to African American responses to the myth of the Promised Land, we
should remind ourselves of racial discourses in the historical context.

Puritan congregations were exclusionary entities that for the most part barred
servants and women from membership — not to mention the indigenous popula-
tion and Africans/African Americans. Slavery in America presented a fact that
was camouflaged by an ideologically fraught racial discourse that portrayed
America as a land of freedom and deliverance. From the beginning, religious
groups such as the Quakers, intellectuals, and politicians wrestled with this co-
nundrum and sought ways to solve this dilemma, but slavery continued to be an
integral part of American society well beyond independence; it was sanctioned
by the Constitution, and was abolished only after the American Civil War (1861-
65). The post-abolition period was characterized by continued and in some ways
even worse oppression of African Americans and by the most extreme excesses
of racist violence, such as lynching. In the context of his first presidential
campaign, Barack Obama even referred to slavery and racism against African
Americans as “America’s original sin” (qtd. in Leeman, Teleological Discourse
55-56).

From the beginning, Protestant evangelical groups argued for the abolition of
slavery, and Protestantism is an important factor in the history of abolitionism in
the United States; often it is used to distinguish New England (where slavery
was abolished in all states by 1804) from Virginia in particular, and the South in
general. Many critics contrasted the economic system of the North with the
South’s exploitation of slave labor, for example Frederick Law Olmsted, de-
signer of the New York Central Park, who contended that Virginians had “never
done a real day’s work in their lives before they left England” and again refused
to do so after the first shipload of Africans had arrived on their shores (qtd. in
Uhry Abrams, Pilgrims 167).

How can we relate the existence of slavery to the myth of the Promised
Land? What position did the religious tradition that had formulated this horizon
of expectation take on slavery, and what impact did it have on slavery and the
slaves themselves? In order to tackle these questions, we will briefly turn to the
antebellum South. Historians of 19"-century American history have for a long



168 | THE MYTHS THAT MADE AMERICA

time debated the complicated role of the Protestant religion in African American
slave culture. Some scholars have claimed that religious indoctrination and
conversion were used as an effective instrument of social control. The Christian
religion, it is argued, taught the slaves submissiveness, docility, and a negative
self-concept based on claims of their unworthiness in the eyes of God; slave-
holders frequently drew on the Bible (mostly the Old Testament, and especially
the Curse of Ham narrative) to justify slavery to the slaves and to white aboli-
tionists (cf. Jordan, White 17-20). For many critics, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s
fictional Uncle Tom — an extremely pious character who does not even try to
escape from slavery because of his faith — exemplifies the harmful effects of
religious ‘education:” even when he is brutalized and finally killed by his master,
he suffers without resistance and forgives his tormentor (cf. Stowe’s 1852 novel
Uncle Tom’s Cabin).

On the other hand, scholars have insisted that Christianity offered African
American slaves access to symbolic resources which they could use for their
own purposes and that the relative freedom in which they could gather to prac-
tice their faith allowed them to secretly engage in other social, cultural, and
political practices. Most importantly, however, the biblical story of the Exodus
and the Promised Land — which explicitly addresses the unjust and unjustifiable
evil of slavery — provided them with a (religious) narrative model of emancipa-
tion, escape, and freedom. This story was as attractive to the African American
slaves as it had been to the English Puritans. Stripped of its ideological invest-
ment, the story of the Promised Land can be seen (from a structuralist point of
view) as a blueprint for collective empowerment, which can thus be appropriated
for the purpose of cultural and political critique.

Although the 17"-century Puritan construction of the ‘new world’ as Prom-
ised Land excluded Africans and African Americans, the latter would try to
partake in this promise through an appropriation and ideological reconfiguration
of the myth. Popular African American spirituals used biblical themes and
stories from the Exodus narrative to envision freedom, and turned Moses into an
African American hero. To give just one example: Jeremiah A. Wright, Jr., the
black theologian who came to fame during Barack Obama’s first presidential
campaign, wrote his MA thesis on the “Treatment of Biblical Passages in Negro
Spirituals” (1969) and discusses biblical narratives (such as the Exodus) as
strategies of empowerment for black slaves.

African American intellectual and former slave Frederick Douglass in the
19" century described religious practices already as what later theorists would
call ‘signifyin’ practices’ (cf. Smitherman, Talkin, and Gates, Signifying Mon-
key) used as a kind of code by the black slaves:
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A keen observer might have detected in our singing of

O Canaan, sweet Canaan,

I am bound for the land of Canaan,

Something more than a hope of reaching heaven. We meant to reach the North, and
the North was our Canaan.

“I thought I heard them say,

There were lions in the way;

I don’t expect to stay

Much longer here.

Run to Jesus — shun the danger.

I don’t expect to stay

Much longer here,”

Was a favourite air, and had a double meaning. On the lips of some it meant the
expectation of a speedy summons to a world of spirits, but on the lips of our company
it simply meant a speedy pilgrimage toward a free state, and deliverance from all the

evils and dangers of slavery. (Life 109)

The “double meaning” that Douglass refers to is apparent in many spirituals,
whose lyrics frequently focus on deliverance, salvation, and the topic of mo-
bility. “The escape motif appears in hundreds of songs: the slaves are always
sailing, walking, riding, rowing, climbing, and crossing over into Canaan” (Blas-
singame, Slave Community 142). Most evident was the subversive effect of
religion on a slave in the singular incident that took place in Southampton,
Virginia in 1831 and is often referred to as Nat Turner’s Rebellion, in which
Turner and a group of fellow slaves killed most whites they encountered until the
insurrection was squashed. In The Confessions of Nat Turner, written down by
Thomas R. Gray before Turner’s execution and later used by William Styron in
his 1967 novel of the same title, Turner claims that God appeared to him in a
vision and told him to deliver his people from enslavement and to punish the
whites:

[Wihite spirits and black spirits engaged in battle, and the sun was darkened — the thunder
rolled in the heavens, and blood flowed in streams — and I heard a voice saying, “Such is
your luck, such you are called to see, and let it come rough or smooth, you must surely

bear it.” (qtd. in Blassingame, Slave Community 219)

Turner, feeling that his actions were in accord with the will of God, set out to kill
whites and to free slaves, deeds for which he was later executed.
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The subversive use of the Exodus narrative is not restricted to male fugitives
and abolitionists. Most notably, female African American abolitionist activist
Harriet Tubman (1820-1913) is referred to as “the Moses of her people” in a
book by Sarah H. Bradford (cf. Harriet) published under the auspices of Susan
B. Anthony. Tubman is compared to Moses because she repeatedly went back to
the South after her own escape and led more than 70 slaves to escape to the
North. These rescue missions became even more difficult after the passage of the
1850 Fugitive Slave Act, which required the North to cooperate with and assist
in the attempts of the South to recapture fugitive slaves. Canada, which no
longer had institutionalized slavery in the mid-19" century, then became the
‘New Canaan’ in place of the North of the United States. The similar spelling of
Canada and Canaan further reinforced the notion that the Promised Land for
African Americans and fugitive slaves lay beyond the national border. Kathryn
Smardz-Frost’s I've Got a Home in Glory Land: A Lost Tale of the Underground
Railroad (2007) picks up this notion in recounting the complicated and para-
digmatic escape of Lucy and Thornton Blackwell. Other scholars also affirm the
vision of Canada as the Promised Land for African Americans (cf. Winks,
Blacks). Approximately 60.000 blacks fled to Canada before the outbreak of the
Civil War, half of whom supposedly went back after the war was over, the other
half staying mostly in small towns in lower Ontario and in Toronto.

The Promised Land topos may thus be seen as a floating signifier that was
used by African Americans to refer to various regions or territories. While the
foundational national narrative focuses on the arrival of the Pilgrims and
Puritans in the Promised Land and thus locates freedom from oppression in
America, African American appropriations of the biblical story locate freedom
from oppression in a Promised Land that is always elsewhere, so to speak, and
often outside of the US.

The Great Migration of African Americans to the northern cities at the turn
of the 19™to the 20" century is often represented as a ‘second exodus,” which is
evidenced by such titles as Milton C. Sernett’s Bound for the Promised Land:
African American Religion and the Great Migration (1997), and Nicholas Le-
mann’s The Promised Land: The Great Black Migration and How It Changed
America (1991). In African American literature addressing the experience of
migration, however, there is often an ambivalent evaluation of the Promised
Land rhetoric and the expectations with which black characters move from the
South to the urban centers of the North. James Baldwin’s first novel Go Tell It
on the Mountain (1952) for example expounds the redemptive quality of
migrating from the South to the North, but at the same time addresses the sense
of loss, confusion, and displacement of the first generation of African Americans
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raised in the urban North. African American writing has thus not only promoted
but also deconstructed white American versions of the myth of the Promised
Land. Along the same lines, Toni Morrison’s historical migration novel Jazz
(1992) “is a portrait of a people in the midst of self-creation, a document of what
they created and what they lost along the way” (Griffin, Who 197).

A third variation of the African American Exodus narrative reroutes the journey
to Africa and can be seen as the most radical and consequential inversion of the
Puritan myth of the Promised Land in America. Edwin S. Redkey’s Black
Exodus (1969) discusses Black Nationalism and Back-to-Africa movements
since 1890. Many African American intellectuals, among them most prominently
Marcus Garvey, proposed in the 1920s a re-migration across the Atlantic;
Garveyism became a forceful movement that rested on a radical critique of
American society and racist US national discourse. Africa as a place of belong-
ing, as an ‘imaginary homeland’ and as a site of liberation and cultural and
political autonomy has always figured prominently in African American culture.
Thus, Black Nationalist discourse is explicitly counter-hegemonic as well as
anti-foundational in its repudiation of narratives that idealize the US as the
Promised Land.

In the second half of the 20" century, the myth of the Promised Land found
resonance in the American civil rights movement and in the rhetoric of eman-
cipation used by religious leaders in anti-racist activism. In April 1968, Martin
Luther King, Jr. in his very last speech before his assassination encourages his
audience to persevere in the face of often violent resistance to the movement’s
goals, and emphasizes the worldly and the spiritual dimension connected in the
image of a better world:

But it doesn’t matter with me now because I've been to the mountaintop. And I don’t
mind. Like anybody I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. But I'm not
concerned about that now. I just want to do God’s will. And he’s allowed me to go up to
the mountain, and I’ve looked over and I’ve seen the Promised Land. I may not go there
with you. But I want you to know tonight that we as a people will get to the Promised
Land. So I'm happy tonight. I'm not worried about anything. I'm not fearing any man.

Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord. (“I’ve Been”)

In a rhetorical move very similar to that of William Bradford more than 300
years earlier King uses the Exodus narrative to draw a parallel between himself
and Moses being led by God to the Promised Land. Only in King’s sermon it is
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the African Americans who are cast as Pilgrims hoping for salvation from racism
and oppression — it is they who are God’s chosen people.

African American rewritings of the Promised Land narrative adapted and
appropriated the biblical story in various ways and for different ideological and
counter-hegemonic purposes. At times it may be difficult to ascertain whether
these adaptations rest on the Bible directly or rather rewrite the Puritan narrative
— or even the semi-secular national narrative into which it evolved. The wide
spectrum of interpretations and re-interpretations of the Promised Land myth in
any case suggest, first, that it powerfully addresses the human longing for free-
dom in general, and second, that it lends itself readily to a variety of contradic-
tory evaluations of the project that is America from national, subnational, and
transnational perspectives.

7. IMMIGRANT VISIONS: INHERITING THE PROMISED LAND?

The myth of the promised land is a tale told by strangers. It is the mythology
of a people adrift, of a population without location, the rootless and the rest-
less, the displaced, the exiled.

DAVID F. NOBLE, BEYOND THE PROMISED LAND

The invention of Plymouth (and especially Plymouth Rock) as an exclusivist
ethnic symbol replaced earlier ideological readings in revolutionary, religious
and abolitionist contexts at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the
twentieth centuries.

WERNER SOLLORS, “AMERICANS ALL”

Every ship that brings your people from Russia and other countries where
they are ill-treated is a Mayflower.
MARY ANTIN, “THE LIE”

Despite the fact that the Pilgrim and Puritan myth of origins in the mid-19"
century was used by nativists to stoke anti-immigrant sentiment in the face of
increased Catholic and other ‘foreign’ immigration from Europe, many of these
immigrants cherished their own version of America as the Promised Land. The
Jewish immigrants, for example, clearly recognized in the narrative of the Prom-
ised Land their own story of repression, bondage, release, and salvation. The
comparison between the Puritans and the Jewish immigrants has often been
drawn with regard to typological interpretation, i.e. the collapsing of Holy Scrip-
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ture and worldly experience. After all, was not William Bradford one of the first
immigrants from Europe and his work, Of Plymouth Plantation, America’s first
immigrant narrative?

Hllustration 5: Jewish Immigrants
as the ‘New Pilgrims’

1912 title page of The Promised Land by M. Antin.

The most prominent and programmatic author in the field of Jewish immigrant
writing is Mary Antin (1881-1949), who immigrated to the United States with
her mother and her sisters in 1894 to join her father, who had three years earlier
fled the Czarist pogroms. Her autobiographical narrative The Promised Land
(1912) relates the Puritan topos of the Promised Land to her own exodus from an
Eastern European shtet! to Boston and New York. In that text she affirms the
willingness of immigrants in general and of herself in particular to assimilate
into American society, thereby countering nativist claims that immigrants from
Southern and Eastern Europe were unwilling or unable to integrate. Repeatedly,
Antin refers to the Pilgrim Fathers as “our forefathers” (cf. also They Who
Knock), thereby claiming a common ancestry of American-born and immigrant
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citizens. Chapter headings like “The Tree of Knowledge,” “The Exodus,”
“Manna,” or “The Burning Bush” evidence that Antin’s (spiritual) autobiog-
raphy strongly references the Old Testament (including the Exodus narrative).
The Promised Land has become canonical in American studies not only for its
topicality but also, as Werner Sollors reminds us, for its subtle aesthetics and
versatility: “Antin continued the portraiture of America as a new Canaan from an
immigrant’s point of view, while leaving no doubt that the metaphor of the
promised land was especially suited to Jewish immigrants” (Beyond Ethnicity
45). In what was criticized as a “cult of gratitude” (cf. Tumin’s article of the
same title) “characterized by excessive assimilation and submissiveness,” she
“claimed the American egalitarian promise defiantly by equating [herself] with
George Washington” (Sollors, Beyond Ethnicity 45) — and with the Pilgrim
Fathers, one might add; the immigrant girl symbolically adopted American foun-
dational figures as her forefathers.

Antin’s autobiographical text resonates in the writings of other Jewish Amer-
ican authors, for example in Anzia Yezierska’s short story “America and 1,”
which (also) features a female Jewish immigrant protagonist-narrator: “I began
to read the American history. I found from the first pages that America started
with a band of Courageous Pilgrims. They had left their native country as I had
left mine. They had crossed an unknown ocean and landed in an unknown coun-
try, as I’ (20). This analogy is then used by the narrator for personal empower-
ment as an immigrant struggling for inclusion: “I saw that it was the glory of
America that it was not yet finished. And I, the last comer, had her share to give,
small or great, to the making of America, like those Pilgrims who came in the
Mayflower” (33).

Yezierska, like Antin, rhetorically authorizes her protagonist by establishing
a connection between 20"-century Jewish immigrants and the 17"-century Pil-
grims. Many authors beside and after Antin and Yezierska have worked with the
myth of the Promised Land to make sense of their American experience, as
Werner Sollors’ enumeration of titles by ethnic and immigrant writers proves:

Lewis E. MacBrayne, “The Promised Land” (1902); Sidney Nyburg, The Chosen People
(1917); W. Forest Cozart, The Chosen People (1924); Rudolph Fisher, “The Promised
Land” (1927); Martin Wendell Odland, The New Canaan (1933); Margaret Marchand,
Pilgrims on the Earth (1940); Stoyan Christowe, My American Pilgrimage (1947); Robert
Laxalt, Sweet Promised Land (1957); Mario Puzo, The Fortunate Pilgrim (1965); and
Claude Brown, Manchild in the Promised Land (1965). (Beyond Ethnicity 46)
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Since Sollors’s 1986 study, many more titles have appeared, of which I will brief-
ly discuss two contemporary examples in order to demonstrate new and at times
ironic turns in the appropriation of the myth. In Mona in the Promised Land
(1996), Gish Jen takes up Antin’s reconfiguration of the myth by portraying a
Chinese immigrant family, the Changs, who in the fictional New York neighbor-
hood of Scarshill — which is strongly suggestive of Scarsdale, the New York
suburb in which Antin had lived at the beginning of the century — are considered
the “New Jews” (3). The Changs’ new family home is anything but new, as
Mona, the Chinese American immigrant protagonist-narrator, quips: “Their
house is still of the upstanding-citizen type. Remember the Mayflower! It seems
to whisper” (ibid. 4). Mona’s life is decisively shaped by the old Jewish Ameri-
can community her family has moved into, whose members have come a long
way from their turn-of-the century ancestors described in Mary Antin’s text. As
a high school student, Mona has “been to so many bar and bas mitzvahs, she can
almost say herself whether the kid chants like an angel or like a train conductor.
At Seder, Mona knows to forget the bricks, get a good pile of that mortar. Also
she knows what is schmaltz” (ibid. 6). Early on, Mona wishes to become a Jew,
and indeed converts to Judaism. To her bewildered and somewhat alarmed
parents, Mona explains: “‘Jewish is American [...]. American means being
whatever you want, and I happened to pick Jewish’” (ibid. 49). She studies the
Torah with Rabbi Horowitz, who “assigns so many books that Mona feels like
she started on a mud bath, only to end up on a mud swim” (ibid. 35). At the end
of the novel, however, the Rabbi also ‘converts’ and marries a non-Jewish wom-
an (cf. ibid. 267). Overall, the novel deftly mocks the Puritan tradition of conversion
and offers an ironic, postmodern take on the myth of the Promised Land and the
theme of assimilation, which it adjusts to the zeitgeist of multiculturalism and to
theories of cultural performativity.

Even more recently, the Jordanian American writer Laila Halaby puns on the
myth of the Promised Land in her novel Once in a Promised Land (2007), in
which she chronicles the decline of the marriage of Jassim and Salwa in Tucson,
Arizona after the events that occurred in New York and Washington on
September 11, 2001. The title, which is suggestive of a fairy tale beginning,
already indicates the sense of disillusionment and of things falling apart that per-
vades the narrative. Jassim kills a teenage boy in a car accident, and is targeted
by the authorities for being an Arab American; Salwa has a miscarriage, and
starts an affair with a colleague who turns out to be mentally disturbed and
violent. Both Jassim and Salwa are exiles as much as they are immigrants. In this
narrative of descent, the Promised Land is no more than a fairy tale — a mere
fiction/fantasy. To conclude: immigrant writers have inverted, rejected, mocked,
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re-arranged and expanded the myth of the Promised Land to fit their own col-
lective experience, to contest dominant regimes of representation, and to call into
question the founding myth in its singular historical meaning.

8. MODERNIST REVISIONS: BLAMING THE PURITANS

But Puritans, as they were called, if they were pure it was more since they had
nothing in them of fulfilment than because of positive virtues. By their very
emptiness they were the fiercest element in the battle to establish a European
life on the New World.

WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS, IN THE AMERICAN GRAIN

Puritanism: The haunting fear that someone somewhere may be happy.

H.L. MENCKEN

What did the Pilgrim Fathers come for, then, when they came so gruesomely
over the black sea? [...] They came largely to get away — that most simple of
motives. To get away. Away from what? In the long run, away from
themselves.

D.H. LAWRENCE, STUDIES IN CLASSIC AMERICAN LITERATURE

After the Pilgrims and Puritans had been mostly celebrated as founding figures
of New England since the late 18" century, had acquired mythic proportions
during the revolutionary period, and had been idolized in 19"-century national
discourse, they came under closer scrutiny in modernist texts. Of course, there
had been quite a few critical voices earlier; during the so-called ‘American
Renaissance’ (cf. F.O. Matthiessen’s 1941 book of the same title) of the 1850s —
which actually was a ‘New England Renaissance,’ if anything — writers such as
Nathaniel Hawthorne, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Herman Melville among
others were quite ambivalent about early Puritan history and mythmaking. Haw-
thorne most prominently scrutinizes the repressive forces of Puritan doctrine and
dogma in his historical romance The Scarlet Letter (1850) and in short stories
such as “Young Goodman Brown” and “The Maypole of Merrimount.” His
introduction of the Puritan crowd at the beginning of The Scarlet Letter is
revealing:

A throng of bearded men, in sad-coloured garments and gray, steeple-crowned hats, inter-

mixed with women, some wearing hoods, and others bareheaded, was assembled in front
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of a wooden edifice, the door of which was heavily timbered with oak, and studded with
iron spikes.

The founders of a new colony, whatever Utopia of human virtue and happiness they might
originally project, have invariably recognized it among their earliest practical necessities
to allot a portion of the virgin soil as a cemetery, and another portion as the site of a
prison. In accordance with this rule, it may safely be assumed that the forefathers of
Boston had built the first prison-house somewhere in the vicinity of Cornhill, almost as
seasonably as they marked out the first burial-ground, on Isaac Johnson’s lot, and round
about his grave, which subsequently became the nucleus of all the congregated sepulchres
in the old churchyard of King’s Chapel. Certain it is, that, some fifteen or twenty years
after the settlement of the town, the wooden jail was already marked with weather-stains
and other indications of age, which gave a yet darker aspect to its beetle-browed and

gloomy front. (45)

Hawthorne casts the new world utopia in a rather “gloomy” and “sad” light and
throughout the text maintains an ambiguous stance toward Puritan rigor and
American exceptionalism. His protagonist, Hester Prynne, is convicted of
adultery and sentenced to wear a scarlet ‘A’ on her breast as a lasting reminder
of her ‘crime.” And yet, as Prynne gains the admiration of many community
members for the dignity with which she bears her punishment (and also refuses
to name her extramarital partner, a hypocritical Puritan clergyman), the narrator
concedes that apparently “the scarlet letter had not done its office” (145; cf.
Bercovitch, Office).

The reluctance of Hawthorne and other writers of the ‘American Renais-
sance’ to embrace the foundational myth of the Pilgrims and the Puritans antici-
pates the skepticism and disillusionment of modernist writers and critics, who
thought that Puritanism wielded an immensely detrimental influence on Amer-
ican culture, literature, and intellectuality. From the moderns’ point of view,
America’s early colonial history had been a Dark Age of fanatic religiosity from
which Americans had recovered only gradually and to a limited extent, with
Puritanism’s moralistic and anti-intellectual tendencies continuing to affect
American cultural life. With Freudianism en vogue, critics engaged in “blaming
the Puritans for the repressive tendencies in American life” (Hall, “Introduction”
1). This “Anti-Puritanism” led some intellectuals to suggest that “the central
theme of Massachusetts history was the gradual emancipation of society from
the authority of the ministers” (ibid. 2), a sentiment that is shared by George
Santayana (cf. Genteel Tradition), Waldo Frank (cf. Our America), James Trus-
low Adams (cf. Epic; Founding), and Vernon L. Parrington (cf. Main Currents).
Much of American historiography in the 1920s — in stark contrast to the previous
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predominance of positive if not idealizing portrayals — is markedly critical of the
Pilgrims and Puritans, who it either viewed as religious fanatics or as a sancti-
monious plutocracy that camouflaged its interest in maintaining power under a
cloak of religiosity. Hence, the Massachusetts Bay Colony was not, as had
previously often been suggested, the ‘cradle’ of American democracy; instead,
Puritanism was criticized as inherently anti-democratic. James Truslow Adams
quotes John Winthrop describing democracy as “the meanest and worst of all
forms of government” (Epic 39) and stating that there “was no such government
in Israel,” which for him meant that to have it in Massachusetts would be “a
manifest breach of the 5™ Commandment” (Founding 143). And G.P. Gooch
pointedly quips that democracy may have been a child of the Reformation, yet
not of the reformers (cf. History 8).

Hllustration 6: Lillian Gish as Hester Prynne

The Scarlet Letter (dir. Victor Sjostrom, 1926).

James Truslow Adams in his study The Founding of New England (1921) ap-
proaches the Puritans from yet another revisionist angle. He argues that eco-
nomic, not religious motives were crucial for emigration to North America. He
points out the exclusivist nature of Puritan congregations, which granted church
membership to only one out of five men in Massachusetts and barred all others
from becoming members. Adams (among others) suggests that people continued
to emigrate to America regardless of this exclusionary practice because they
simply did not care about religious practice and religious orthodoxy:
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They came for the simple reason that they wanted to better their condition. [...] They
wanted to own land; and it was this last motive, perhaps, which mainly had attracted those
twelve thousand persons out of sixteen thousand who swelled the population of Massa-

chusetts in 1640, but were not church members. (Founding 122)

More recently, Uhry Abrams confirms this assessment when she states that
“there was far less religious or social conformity than the myths would have one
believe” (Pilgrims 29).

In the field of literature, William Carlos Williams’s 1925 collection In the
American Grain is a good example of the modernists’ tendency to criticize the
Puritans and the New England Way as repressive. Intolerance, hypocrisy, and
religion are “substitutions for life” for those who with “tight-locked hearts” (63)
stressed “the spirit against the flesh” (66): “The jargon of God, which they used,
was their dialect by which they kept themselves surrounded as with a palisade”
(63). “They must have relied on vigorous hypocrisy to save them — which they
did” (67). Williams comments on the Salem witch trials in the colony in 1692 to
conclude his argument:

In fear and without guidance, really lost in the world, it is they alone who would later, at
Salem, have strayed so far — morbidly seeking the flame, — that terrifying unknown image
to which, like savages, they too offered sacrifices of human flesh. [...] And it is still to-
day the Puritan who keeps his frightened grip upon the world lest it should prove him —
empty. (67)

By likening Puritanism to barbarism (“like savages;” “sacrifices of human flesh”),
Williams inverts the hierarchy between Puritans and Native Americans that was
established in colonial discourse (civilization vs. savagery) and thus articulates
the most radical critique of his time.

Modern writers and essayists thus lamented the harm that the Puritan nar-
rative of origins had done to generations and generations of Americans. They
reconfigured the Puritan master narrative of divine liberation and emancipation
into one of purposeful oppression both on an individual as well as on a collective
level. As a consequence, the Puritans were considered useless if not obnoxious
ancestral figures for a modern, 20th-century America, which resulted in a call for
disidentification and for the deconstruction of a national narrative obsessed with
the Pilgrims and Puritans’ Promised Land and some rock on a beach. As early as
1918, Van Wyck Brooks’s essay “On Creating a Usable Past” argued for the
creation of pasts other than the Puritan in the face of a pluralistic America — a
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timely call that, however, would only be heeded seriously in the second half of
the 20" century.

9. PURITAN ORIGIN VERSUS “MESSY BEGINNINGS”
IN AMERICAN STUDIES

The place of the Pilgrim Fathers in American history can best be stated by a
paradox. Of slight importance in their own time, they are of great and
increasing significance in our time, through the influence of their story on
American folklore and tradition. And the key to that story, the vital factor in
this little group, is the faith in God that exalted them and their small
enterprise to something of lasting value and enduring interest.

SAMUEL ELIOT MORISON

Having failed to rivet the eyes of the world upon their city on the hill, they
were left alone with America.

PERRY MILLER, ERRAND INTO THE WILDERNESS

During the emergence of American studies as a discipline in the 1930s and ‘40s,
the story of the Pilgrims and the Puritans has often been studied as a foundation-
al narrative of American beginnings in order to explain the cultural specificity of
what would later develop into the United States of America. The formation of
national identity and national cohesion has repeatedly been delineated as a con-
tinuous evolution from the Puritan errand to the ‘new world’” and from the first
generation of English settlers in the Massachusetts Bay Colony to the present.
Titles such as The Puritan Origins of the American Self by Sacvan Bercovitch
indicate the degree to which the concepts of the Puritan errand and covenant
with God served as models for accounting for later, specifically US-American,
social, cultural and political developments and practices.

Not surprisingly, Harvard University — founded by the Puritans in 1636 as
the first institution of higher education in North America — became the center of
Puritan scholarship beginning with the long-since canonical work of Samuel
Eliot Morison and Perry Miller, among others. It is a remarkable fact that the
scholarly reappraisal of the Pilgrims and Puritans took off at the moment when
American studies as a new academic discipline was launched in the 1930s. Both
Perry Miller and Samuel Eliot Morison found the Puritans to be not dull
conformists, but intellectuals who were ‘exhilarated’ by their faith. Miller’s
influential studies such as The New England Mind: The Seventeenth Century
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(1939), The New England Mind: From Colony to Province (1953), and Errand
into the Wilderness (1964) as well as Samuel Eliot Morison’s seminal study
Builders of the Bay Colony (1930) placed the Puritans at the center of a national
foundational narrative, which thus also became foundational for American
studies. Conservative Puritan scholar Samuel Eliot Morison argues that the
Puritans believed what they pr