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ABSTRACT
Surprising Metamorphoses: Transformations of Race in Early American Literatures

Katherine Leigh Chiles

“Surprising Metamorphoses: Transformations of Race in Early American Literatures,”
analyzes early American literary representations of race within the context of contemporaneous
belief systems. Contrasting sharply with subsequent periods, much late eighteenth-century
thought conceptualized race as an external, mutable bodily condition that could change over
time. Identifying how this thinking informs a symbolics at work in literature, this dissertation
argues that the notion of transformable race structures how early American literary texts depict
the production of racial identities. In comparative chapters on Samson Occom and Phillis
Wheatley, Benjamin Franklin and Hendrick Aupaumut, J. Hector St. John de Crévecoeur and
John Marrant, and Royall Tyler, this dissertation demonstrates how these authors use language
emphasizing the potential malleability of physical features—what I call a symbolics of
metamorphosis—to portray the production of racial identities. While many critical race studies
of nineteenth- and twentieth-century American cultural production show how racial identities
develop in opposition to each other, this project examines the cultural logic by which they take
form through one’s potential to metamorphose from one race into another. To prevent scholars
from anachronistically reading later understandings of race back onto these earlier texts, this
dissertation posits a historically-specific, transformational model of critical race theory that

rewrites the way we understand racial formation in early American literatures.
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Chapter 1
Surprising Metamorphoses

When Henry Moss arrived in Philadelphia in 1796, he appeared to be undergoing what
historian John Sweet calls “one of the strangest metamorphoses possible in eighteenth-century
America” (272). A black man who had lived most of his life in Virginia, Moss appeared to be
turning white. The way that his dark skin seemed to be giving way to light splotches fascinated
some of the most significant figures in early American science and politics: George Washington,
Thomas Jefferson, Samuel Stanhope Smith, Benjamin Rush, and Benjamin Smith Barton, among
others. Over the course of approximately twenty years, Moss was subjected to bizarre
experiments such as the blistering of his skin to determine where his “color” resided. He also put
himself on display in various U.S. cities, where onlookers flocked to get a first-hand peek at the
black man who was becoming white." In 1789, John Bobey, a West Indian who was relocated to
London as a child in the 1770s, captured public attention because of his striking multihued
appearance. A portrait of Bobey was sent to the Library Company of Philadelphia (see fig. 1),
and German natural historian Johann Friedrich Blumenbach commented on him in his 1795 On

the Natural Varieties of Mankind (Sweet 277). Still earlier, Maria Sabine captured the

imagination of natural philosophers. Born in 1736 in New Spain, she too had light patches on
her dark skin, and the Comte Georges-Louis Leclerc de Buffon included her case and portrait in

his 1777 Histoire Naturelle (Sweet 276).”

Although by the early nineteenth century people such as Moss, Bobey, and Sabine were
considered fantastic anomalies rather than legitimate objects of scientific inquiry and debate, in
the eighteenth century, they were seen as “products of systematic transformation that could be

explained and reliably replicated” (Melish 6). At the close of the eighteenth century, the



PR IBIRO SE.
The C elebrated PIEBALD BOY, a native of the “esr Indws:
ﬂzf%ly Jhiewn tn London 1789.

Figure 1 “Primrose: The Celebrated Piebald Boy.”

From Joanne Melish, Disowning Slavery: Graduation Emancipation and "Race" in New England, 1780--1860.
Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1998.
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“phenomenon of people of color who seemed to be turning white became a matter of

intellectual concern and public interest,” and attention to them had been increasing for several
years (Sweet 274). As Sweet points out, the Marine Sabine case helped lead to Buffon’s famous
analysis “that this remarkable birth might be due to the degenerative effects of the American
climate on African bodies,” and, moreover, “that if there were cases of blacks becoming white, it
was only logical to assume that there were whites becoming black™” (276). While Buffon stopped
short of specifically applying his theory of degeneration to Europeans relocated to the so-called
New World, Abbé Raynal, an especially fervent adherent to Buffon’s propositions, extended the
theory and made the explicit claim (Jordan 479).

In so doing, Buffon and Raynal fanned the flame of the debate over how the many
“varieties” of the one “species” of humankind came into existence—a discussion made all the
more pressing for colonists who had not only immigrated to America but also recently had
broken political ties with the mother country. In the midst of declaring independence, fighting
the Revolutionary War, and penning the Constitution, many founding fathers also debated how
Africans and Native Americans came to look the way they did. They also wondered whether or
not these peoples would ever, in the American environment or with the assistance of European
cultural practices, become white. Implicitly, if secondarily, they also troubled over what effect
the New World environment might have on themselves and other white settlers (Parrish 102).
Several issues were at stake in this broad-ranging debate. Foremost, how did humankind’s
different “varieties” come into being? If all humans shared an identical origin and environmental
factors over time influenced their external characteristics, what would happen when people from

different geographic areas began to migrate en masse to new locations? Specifically, if the New
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World influenced the appearance of indigenous people of America and if transported Africans

might become white, would it be possible that whites might become something else?

As these questions suggest, racial thought at the close of the eighteenth century differed
radically from that of subsequent periods. Many early Americans saw race as an external bodily
trait incrementally produced by environmental factors and continuously subject to change.’ In
this intellectual climate, the concept of race as a biological category had yet to emerge. Instead,
many debated the extent to which both physical and cultural conditions influenced racial
features; thus, race was largely considered to be mutable. Not every early American believed
that exposure to the hot sun would make a white person into a “Negro” over the course of a few
weeks. However, many subscribed to the idea that the body, its racial features, and racial
identity itself were always in flux and had to be consistently maintained; this belief informed a
broad cultural logic about racial construction. Most people thought that the body’s racial features
were formed from extended exposure to environmental elements, might be impacted by various
modes of living, and could change over time. While historians for many years have documented
various aspects of what I refer to as a notion of transformable race, literary critics have yet to
consider the far-reaching implications this concept of race has for our reading of early American
literatures.* This study aims to do just that.

“Surprising Metamorphoses: Transformations of Race in Early American Literatures”
analyzes early American literary representations of race within the context of contemporaneous
systems of thought. Identifying how late eighteenth-century racial thinking informs a symbolics
at work in literature, I argue that the notion of transformable race structures how early American
literary texts depict the production of racial identities. In comparative chapters on Samson

Occom and Phillis Wheatley, Benjamin Franklin and Hendrick Aupaumut, J. Hector St. John de
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Creévecoeur and John Marrant, and Royall Tyler, I demonstrate how these authors use

language emphasizing the potential malleability of physical features—what I call a symbolics of
metamorphosis—to portray the process of racial formation. I use the term symbolics to
emphasize the way these writers insistently return to the trope of metamorphosis to depict the
production of racial identity. I show how these literatures marshaled or questioned aspects of
thinking about race (such as natural-historical, nativist, environmentalist, and theories of social
influence that I describe below) unique to their time period and location. I take my title from
Creévecoeur, who describes the “surprising metamorphosis” Americans undergo, as I will

demonstrate in chapter 4, as a racial transformation.

Thinking Race in Early America

During the late-eighteenth century, various ways of thinking about race circulated in the
United States. In what follows, I trace the outlines of several (sometimes overlapping) systems
of thought that contextualize the close readings of literary texts that constitute the subsequent
chapters. First I will describe natural history and nativism, two conflicting accounts of the
creation of humankind and, therefore, explanations of racial difference. Then I will discuss how
natural-historical ideas influenced the ways U.S. leaders discussed racial identity in the
Americas, specifically their theories of environmentalism and social influence. While most early
American studies scholarship neglects to consider these ways of thinking together, this
dissertation newly juxtaposes them to provide a much richer understanding of the rhetorics early
American writers could draw upon in their depictions of racial identity.

Throughout the eighteenth century, natural philosophers sought to categorize all plant and

animal life: depending upon a classification of external characteristics, they subdivided the
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human species into different varieties and then debated the causes of these “varieties.”

During this time, two hugely important and popular works of natural history reoriented how
Europeans and Anglo-Americans thought about differences among humans. In 1735, Swedish

naturalist Carl von Linné (Linnaeus) first published System Naturae, one of the earliest attempts

to classify nature. System Naturae drew upon similarities in appearance in plants, animals, and

humans to impose taxonomic order on all of visible life.° Linnaeus viewed people as flexible
according to their environment or interbreeding (Jordan 216-222; Dain 9-13); while species were
fixed, varieties, according to historian Audrey Smedley, “reflected changes caused by such
external factors as climate, temperature, and other geographical features” (163). Compatible
with the Biblical monogenetic story of Adam and Eve, Linnaeus’ account attributed differences
among varieties to these “external factors.”

Building upon but also countering aspects of Linnaeus’ work, in 1749 Buffon began

publishing his Histoire Naturelle. Buffon’s work is remembered most famously for claiming that

the New World’s cold and unhealthy environment could sustain only underdeveloped savages
while the Old World nourished Europe’s rich and civilized culture. While basing his differently
classified system on reproduction, Buffon generally agreed with Linnaeus that the differences
among the varieties of persons could be attributed to the effects that the environment had on the
human form over time. In addition to food, soil, air, and geography, Buffon claimed that climate
was the biggest cause of bodily difference; he also believed that a group’s cultural habits and
customs could affect their physical body (Smedley 166). As Buffon wrote,

From every circumstance may we obtain a proof, that mankind are not composed of

species essentially different from each other; that, on the contrary, there was originally

but one species, which, after being multiplied and diffused over the whole surface of the
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earth, underwent divers changes from the influence of the climate, food, mode of

living, epidermal distempers, and the intermixture of individuals, more or less resembling

each other . . . (4:351).

Both Linneaus and Buffon and their burgeoning field of thought, staying true to the Judeo-
Christian creation story, attributed surface distinctions among men to external forces that act
upon one’s body, rather than only to inherent and fixed differences lodged within one’s body.’
The transformation of varieties of men from the assumed original whiteness resulted from
surface changes to the body.

Analyzing racial classification in England in the 1700s, Roxann Wheeler elaborates how
this natural-historical thinking influenced Britons’ “racialization of the body politic.” According
to Wheeler, during the last part of the century, four-stages theory (which differentiated among
peoples according to their “states of civilization) was being replaced by natural-historical
understandings of the racialized body as the main way to delimit variances among humans (7).
Arguing that “humoral/climate theory” influenced both four-stages thinking and natural history,
Wheeler emphasizes the particularly “elastic” understandings of race at this time, in terms of
rubrics used to outline racial difference. As she explains, most Britons conceptualized Adam and
Eve as white. Thus, if they followed monogenetic thought, they reasoned that all other peoples
on the globe transformed physically as they moved to different parts of the world and interacted
with various climates. Only in the “last quarter of the eighteenth century,” did skin color become
“the primary signifier of human difference.” Wheeler tells us that

climate theory was the secular rationale for various skin colors, behaviors, and abilities.

The linchpin to understanding most eighteenth-century pronouncements about the body’s

appearance is climate. Positing that all bodies (minds, emotions, and the like) responded
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similarly to the environment, climate theory also suggested that some environments

were better than others for enabling humans to fulfill their potential . . . Comprehending

the profound respect Europeans granted climate accounts for their superficial and

malleable beliefs about skin color and race during the eighteenth century. (21)

Classical humoral theory conceived of the body as porous, acted upon by the four humors

(blood, bile, phlegm, and choler) that influenced the body’s “complexion,” a term indicating both
skin color and temperament or disposition. Wheeler notes that skin color had yet to become a
“‘deep’ concept” because it retained its linkage to this ancient thinking (27). Furthermore, the
work of Buffon and Linnaeus helped establish complexion as “a significant visible human
difference” (30). As Nicholas Hudson makes clear, toward the conclusion of the eighteenth
century, notions of “varieties” of men were being replaced by “race.”

Enlightenment natural philosophers, however, were not alone in positing truths regarding
the creation of humankind and the distinctions among red, black, and white peoples. Whereas
natural philosophy posited the body’s change in appearance over time, those who are now known
as “nativist” Indians claimed original difference that resulted from separate creations.

Describing what he calls “the Indians’ Great Awakening” from 1745-1775, historian Gregory
Dowd contends that this “militant, pan-Indian religious movement” was “a widespread, often
divisive, yet intertribal movement . . . spreading the truly radical message that Indians were one

people” (Spirited Resistance 19, xix).”

Amongst the tribes of the Susquehanna and Ohio Valley regions, various Native
Americans reported learning from the Master of Life that Native, whites, and Africans were
created separately. They also became aware that they should practice entirely discrete religions:

Christianity was for Europeans exclusively, since God did not give the Bible to the Indian or to
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the black man (SR 30). Of the many separatist spiritual leaders detailing this type of vision,

the Delaware prophet Neolin became the one most recognized by British colonists by the 1760s.
Neolin’s message had several implications: Indians should not partake of European culture
(including alcohol and religion), they should evict white settlers from their lands, and they
should return to their own traditional Native customs (Richter 193-98).

Neolin’s teachings and the larger nativist movement also articulated a “new theory of
polygenesis” that emphasized Indian unity and Anglo-American impurity. This “Indian theory
of separate creation” demanded that Natives eschew all European practices to maintain sacred
power and the balance of the universe (SR 21). Daniel Richter contends that nativist thought
implied

that the Bible with its accounts of creation and salvation were “true,” but only for the

Europeans for whom it was intended; that Native creation stories and modes of

spirituality were equally true and revealed what the Master of Life expected of them; that

the mixing of European and Indian ways was the source of Native peoples’ current
problems; and—the key insight of all—that Indians were a single people with common
interest that transcended national rivalries. Thus, in the same period that diverse
colonists of varied European backgrounds were discovering in North America their first
glimmerings of a “White” racial identity, nativist Indians perhaps even more

compellingly discovered that they were “Red.” (181)

As Dowd claims, “there was no single Indian outlook but at least two major contending
viewpoints” at this time (SR xxiii). Nativist Indians greatly differed from what he terms
“accommodationist” Indians, those who “often cooperated with, although they were rarely

controlled by, the imperial powers” (SR xxi). Dowd explains that the “notion of separate
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creation gave legitimacy to the Indians’ way of life” (SR 30). Thus, when accommodationist

Indians would convert to Christianity or maintain close relationships with Anglo-Americans,
nativist Indians would accuse them of “abomination” (SR 31). As we shall see, although nativist
thought was most prominent in the Susquehanna and Ohio Valley areas, its powerful and much-
circulated argument for separate creations impacted how Native Americans anywhere in Indian
country could discuss racial difference.

By the time of the American Revolution, natural history and nativism, these two fairly
well-established explanations of racial difference, framed how American colonists confronted
the issue of race in the New World. Perhaps it is not surprising that the natural-historical
theories of Linneaus and Buffon influenced many Anglo-Americans. Indeed, in White Over
Black, Winthrop Jordan explains how what he terms “environmentalist” thinking arose in
tandem with revolutionary and republican politics of the late eighteenth century, and he outlines
the implications for debates about race’s potential changeability.'® Environmentalism—a
manner of thinking that conceived all men as essentially equal but affected by their different
environments—became “an engine in the hands of republicans asserting their independence from
the Old World” (270). Indeed, “[t]he environmentalist mode of thought presupposed that the
differences among men were circumstantial, that they were alterable, and that the core of the
human nature was everywhere, as Benjamin Rush put it, ‘the same’” (289).

After the Revolution, Americans had to find a way to acknowledge their English heritage
and also to assert that they were “not Englishmen.” The environment provided a perfect answer
to this dilemma. U.S. citizens had established a new government, but they also turned to their
natural surroundings to argue for the exceptionalism of their new national identity. The

American environment would make them truly different from their English ancestors, even if the
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Revolution had not done so fully. Henceforth, because of their location in the New World,

they would be particularly American (Jordan 335-6)."!
In this context, Buffon’s claims about the New World helped prompt Thomas Jefferson’s

impassioned response about the continent’s physical attributes in his Notes on the State of

Virginia (circulated privately in manuscript before being published in France in 1784, in London
in 1787, and in the US in 1788). Jefferson argues for the nurturing quality of the American
environment by refuting Buffon’s allegations about Native Americans. He also advances his
“suspicion only” that “the blacks, whether originally a distinct race, or made distinct by time and
circumstances, are inferior to the whites in the endowments both of body and mind” (192-3).
According to Jordan, “Jefferson seemed unable to push the logic of environmentalism very far;
in fact he stopped at just the point where that logic made a case for Negro inferiority” (437)."2
Others in scientific circles felt differently. In 1787, Samuel Stanhope Smith published

An Essay on the Causes of the Variety of Complexion and Figure in the Human Species, what

Jordan calls “the first major American study of the races of mankind” (486)." Like Jefferson,
Smith held that transplanted Europeans would not degenerate in the New World. However,
writing from a monogenetic Christian perspective, Smith argued for the shared origin of al//
mankind and attributed changes in man’s countenance to the influences over time of both the
climate and what he called one’s “state of society” and “habits of living” (Smith 93). For Smith,
these social practices and cultural habits included “diet, clothing, lodging, manners, government,
arts, religion, agricultural improvements, commercial pursuits, habits of thinking, and ideas of all
kinds naturally arising out of this state” (109).

Smith’s inclusion of physical environs as an influence on race was not new. However,

his emphasis on civilization specifically responded to the racial questions posed by the mass
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immigration to the Americas. Contemporaries largely understood Smith to claim that if

Africans displaced to the New World were put in favorable conditions, they would eventually
come to resemble whites (Jordan 515). As Jordan explains, “[t]he state of society and mode of
living, [Smith] proclaimed, powerfully affected the human complexion” (514). Although he felt
that facial features were more malleable than skin tone, “he never closed the door on the
possibility that America was going to whiten black men” (Jordan 516). Not all American natural
historians were convinced, but Smith’s theses profoundly influenced the likes of Benjamin Rush
and others. While there was much debate over Smith’s assertion, “the notion that environmental
influences could cause Negroes gradually to become less Negroid was by no means ridiculous or
scientifically disreputable” (Jordan 516).

The natural historians who explored these lines of thinking did not limit their
conversations to enslaved Africans. They also applied these environmentalist claims to Native
Americans. Ever since the first contact between whites and Natives, colonists had to account for
what they felt was the radical difference between themselves and various indigenous groups.
Late eighteenth-century environmentalism provided a counterintuitive way to account for that
distinction: fundamentally similar to whites, North American Indians were different only
because of the circumstances in which they had lived." Unlike Africans, however, whom some
Anglo-Americans felt would “whiten up” as a result of climatic and other environmental
changes, Indians were expected to become more like whites specifically through their adoption
of white social practices and cultural habits (Sheehan 41).

The implication of these competing claims about the changeability of Africans and
Native Americans, of course, caused white natural historians to ponder what might happen to

European bodies in the new American environment (Parrish 77-102). As historian Kariann
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Yokota argues, “[b]eing so closely identified with the ‘colored’ people who lived in their

midst created a perceived need for a distinction between white, civilized Americans, and the so-
called savage Americans such as Indians and Africans. . .. What unified [American defenses
against degeneration theories], however, was a reliance upon the link between American
‘whiteness’ and the materiality of civilization” (218). Samuel Stanhope Smith argued that
Americans kept from degenerating not because of a favorable New World climate but rather
because of “their high degree of civilization” (Yokota 222). While most natural historians had
stressed the role of climate in developing lighter or darker races, Smith emphasized that
“physical features also were influenced by . . . such things as ‘manners’ and ‘language,’ and for

299

Europeans, entailed the ‘arts of civilization’” (223). While climate theory implied that European
whites migrating to the New World might become savage and perhaps darker, Smith claimed
that cultural practices would help them maintain their civilized status and ostensibly lighter skin
tone. In other words, even if relocated Europeans could not transport their Old World climate
and natural surroundings with them to the New World, they could take their culture. Smith also
hypothesized that even if whites were to degenerate, they would never completely resemble the
Indian in physical appearance because of their civilization and because their “features” were
originally formed in the climate of Europe (Yokota 224). As Yokota points out, this clearly
paranoid “hope” was “produced in a post-colonial moment of insecurity and vulnerability”
(227)."°

The way that some Americans emphasized the state of society as an agent in the
production of physical racialized features differs from the way Britons understood society to

function in relationship to racialization in Britain for much of the eighteenth century. Wheeler

documents how British culture largely measured differences between humans through beliefs
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about either physical characteristics (which were coming to be read as signifying “race”) or

the state of society. However, toward the end of the century and particularly in the U.S.,
physicality and society were complexly linked in terms of producing and/or signifying “race”
(Sheehan 1-44). The British four-stages theory viewed “civilization” mainly as a way to
delineate human difference. But for Anglo-Americans trying to establish a nation-state while
living in the same geographic environment as Native Americans, “civilization” and society came
to be considered an agent in—either a cause of or a safeguard against—the process of
degeneration. '

Thus, early Americans understood society at times to be an active agent in the
production—rather than mainly in the description—of human difference. Furthermore, it came
to occupy a paradoxical place in the cultural imaginary. It was thought 7o influence physical
characteristics as an environmental factor itself and simultaneously fo be influenced by
environmental factors (such as climate and geography) in the same way as physical
characteristics. Therefore, society could become both the cause of one’s degeneration and the

resulting proof of it."’

Against Anachronism

At its most basic level, this project demonstrates that literary scholars must understand
the aforementioned ways that early Americans thought about race in order to analyze how these
ideas shaped their literatures. The rhetorical practices of the writers examined here have gone
unnoticed because these cultural and intellectual histories have not been sufficiently studied by
either critical race scholars or early American literary critics. Indeed, these disparate discourses

must be brought together to give us a better understanding of the complexity of eighteenth-
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century racial thinking. Because of the engagement cultural production has had with the

creation of scientific knowledge, ignoring these earlier ideas about the body has limited our view
of the complex way authors engage with contemporaneous views about race.

Thus, the contours of late eighteenth-century racial thought—with its emphasis on the
debated mutability of the racialized body—necessitate a reworking of critical race studies
frameworks to make them historically specific and, thus, better suited for analyzing early
American processes of racialization. Many critical race studies of nineteenth- and twentieth-
century American cultural production by scholars such as Toni Morrison, Eric Lott, and David
Roediger show how racial identities develop in opposition to each other.'® In contrast, this study
of late eighteenth-century literature examines the cultural logic by which such identities take
form through one’s potential to metamorphose from one race into another. To prevent us from
anachronistically reading later understandings of race back onto these earlier texts, I posit a
historically-specific, transformational model of critical race theory that refigures our
understanding of racialization in early American literatures."

Conceiving of race in an earlier, transformative way rather than a later, oppositional one
typifies, I want to suggest, Sandra Gustafson’s claim that early American studies can examine
“the disjunction between an established theoretical model and the archive offered by colonial
America” with “the potential to create new paradigms” (“Historisizing” 310). Making clear the
distinction between eighteenth-century and later processes of racialization operative in American
literatures, this dissertation develops a new theory of racial formation to help us interpret those
cultural productions. If literary scholars have come to think of the constitution of identities in
part as the reiteration of recognizable acts, we must also understand that those acts can vary

widely over time. While it is embedded with the historical contextualization of late eighteenth-
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century racial thought, this transformational model presents critical race studies with a new

way of conceptualizing racial formation.

Symbolics of Metamorphosis

The general epistemological understanding of human difference that I sketched above
structured how any author could write about race in this time period. However, each of these
early American figures engaged with different aspects of the notion of transformable race. As I
explore in the following chapters, writers responded in various ways to these contemporaneous
ideas about what might influence characteristics that were coming to be read as “race.” In
chapter 2, I show how Mohegan minister Samson Occom and African-American slave poet
Phillis Wheatley engage the late eighteenth-century cultural logic of transformable race to depict
how racial identity comes into being. I examine how their writings utilize religious and natural-
historical discourses to depict the production of racialized physical features and to illustrate how
beliefs about racialization necessarily impact religious and aesthetic epistemologies.

Both these Christians of color draw upon widely-accepted protestant religious thinking
about the body and about the distinctions among humankind’s varieties in their portrayals of

racialization. I argue that Occom’s “Short Narrative” (1768) and A Sermon, Preached at the

Execution of Moses Paul, an Indian (1772) use contemporaneous beliefs about the status of the

“red” Indian body to take issue with the contradictions in colonialists’ religious viewpoints. |

then show how Wheatley’s Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral (1773) combines

mythological with natural-historical beliefs about the generation of poetic genius and skin

pigmentation to characterize the black poet not as a surprising oddity but rather as an expected
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likelihood. I demonstrate how both Occom and Wheatley characterize the process of

“becoming colored” as part of a divine plan.

Reading the work of Benjamin Franklin and Mohican Hendrick Aupaumut, my third
chapter shows how these two U.S. diplomats explore the extent to which one’s mode of living
might influence racial identity. I argue that Franklin and Aupaumut both unsettle relationships
between particular states of society and the production of race. Furthermore, each focuses on the
relationship between racial and political identity.

In his Autobiography (written from 1771-1790), Franklin both questions and validates the

idea that one’s habits might impact his racial status. Aupaumut, in “A Short narration of my last
Journey to the western Contry [sic]” (1792) uses the notion of “one color”—a common concept
in eighteenth-century Native American diplomacy—to advance a unique theory about what
constitutes racial alliance. For him, race does not result from various modes of life (as many
white natural historians thought), nor does it spring from separate creations (as nativist Indians
held). Rather, he depicts “color” as a part of one’s past and identity that can be mobilized
politically, even if members of a group do not agree on what “race” itself is. Neither Franklin
nor Aupaumut, [ argue, depicts race as an innate physical trait nor as a consistently pliable
characteristic, as many in the eighteenth-century suspected it could be.

In contrast to Franklin and Aupaumut, J. Hector St. John de Crévecoeur and John
Marrant invest both social practices and the natural environment with the power to cause drastic
racial change, what Crévecoeur’s Farmer James calls a “surprising metamorphosis.” Indeed, if
Occom and Wheatley both explore how one comes to be raced, Crévecoeur and Marrant examine
situations where a character changes from the race he “is” into something else. My fourth

chapter analyzes how Creévecoeur’s Letters from an American Farmer (1782) and Marrant’s A
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Narrative of the Lord’s Wonderful Dealings with John Marrant, a Black (1785) feature the
protagonists’ journeys among American Indian tribes. These two texts consider how an adopted
way of life can influence one’s racial identity, and they depict race as a condition one manages to
sustain. I demonstrate how these texts explore the possibilities of transformable race by
imagining the result of a long stay among Native Americans.

I contend that Letters examines how whites might transform racially in America and that
Marrant’s Narrative portrays a picture of an African-American “becoming” Native American. |
argue that these texts demand a reconsideration of how cultural critics currently understand the
concept of passing—a later postulation of how the external body could fail to display one’s
“true” trace. Instead, the concept of racial transformation is key to understanding fully these
notions of disguise. I show how these scenes of racial metamorphosis imagine the process of
becoming the racial other, not merely like the other.

In the final chapter, I demonstrate how Royall Tyler’s The Algerine Captive (1797)

marks the slow change from Enlightenment conceptions of an external, flexible race to later
beliefs about internal and fixed racial difference. While working as a physician on a slave ship,
Dr. Updike Underhill’s sympathetic identification with African slaves “blackens” his soul in a
metaphorical interior racial metamorphosis that immediately precedes his capture by North
Africans. I argue that Tyler uses eighteenth-century theories of sentiment to portray racial
difference moving into the body’s corporeal interior. Because his cross-racial sympathy is
closely linked to his enslavement, Underhill represses that identification upon his return to the
U.S. in order to reinstate his citizenship status. The narrative depicts that the white citizen can
transform into the rhetorically internally-raced slave; however, it simultaneously denies white-

black affective identification and the abolitionist sentiment to which it gives rise.
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Reading early American literary representations of race within the historical context of

varying belief systems, this study identifies how authors use symbolics of metamorphosis to
depict the production of racial identity. To do so, it brings together discourses around race that
early American scholars previously studied only in isolation. Additionally, by considering
unexpected pairs of writers, this dissertation demonstrates how authors writing in a vast range of
genres and from radically different subject positions engage in cross-racial conversations
regarding early American racial formation. Assembling these different voices while maintaining
the historical and cultural specificity for each, this study shows that these writers do not always
agree and that racial thinking does not necessarily line up according to racial groupings.

This dissertation also posits an historically-specific model of critical race theory to
understand racial formation in early American literary and cultural production. By emphasizing
the transformable aspect of race, this project completely reorients the way we understand early
American racialization. Further, although critical race studies has importantly pried apart
“scientific” from social understandings of race, this study shows how these discourses develop in
tandem. Therefore, it illustrates how scientific and cultural understandings of race impact each
other and how they have changed over time. Resisting the substitution of our own assumptions
for those of other eras, this work consequently helps us not only to understand better the nuances

of early American culture but also to reach a more meaningful assessment of our own.
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Chapter 2

Becoming Colored in Occom and Wheatley’s Early America

“[C]olour, whatever be its cause, be it bile, or the influence of the sun, the air, or the climate, is, at all events,
an adventitious and easily changeable thing, and can never constitute a diversity of species.”
~Johann Friedrich Blumenbach, On the Natural Variety of Mankind (1775)

“Historians want to write histories of biology in the eighteenth century;
but they do not realize that biology did not exist then, and that the pattern of knowledge that has been familiar to us
for a hundred and fifty years is not valid for a previous period. And that, if biology was unknown,
there was a very simple reason for it: that life itself did not exist. All that existed were living beings,
which were viewed through a grid of knowledge constituted by natural history.”
~Michel Foucault, The Order of Things (1970)

In the preface material to Phillis Wheatley’s 1773 Poems on Various Subjects, Religious

and Moral, her owner John Wheatley attests to his slave’s prodigious literacy by referring to a
letter she sent to Native American minister Samson Occom. “As to her Writing,” John states,
“her own curiosity led her to it; and this she learnt in so short a Time, that in the Year 1765, she
wrote a Letter to the Rev. Mr. Occom, the Indian Minister . . .” John Wheatley’s statement
launched a two-centuries-old critical tradition of often referring to—but seldom examining—the
literary affiliation between “America’s two most famous non-whites [of the] time” (Grimstead
388). Indeed, Wheatley’s famous diatribe against slavery in her 1774 letter to Occom has
become a cornerstone of Wheatley scholarship illustrating her poetry’s anti-slavery sentiment.
However, even as Wheatley and Occom scholars frequently cite Wheatley’s caustic statement—
“How well the cry for Liberty, and the reverse Disposition for the exercise of oppressive Power
over others agree,—I humbly think it does not require the Penetration of a Philosopher to

determine” (Connecticut Gazette 3)**—very few juxtapose the work of these key early American

writers of color. In contrast, this chapter compares how they conceptualized the process of

“becoming colored” in colonial America.
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In what follows, I argue that these writers engage with contemporaneous debates about

how environmental factors alter the surface of the human body and that they do so to depict the
production of racial difference—both the formation of professedly impressionable physical
features and the ways those attributes signify in systems of racialization. Drawing upon the idea
that racial characteristics were produced over time since the original creation, Occom and
Wheatley use a symbolics of metamorphosis to explore the construction of racial categories in
ways particular to early America. Figuring centrally in how Occom and Wheatley characterize
racial formation is a notion of transformable race, a sense of the external mutability of the
racialized body. For Occom, the beliefs his Anglo and Native American contemporaries held
about the status of the “red” Indian enable him to challenge colonial society’s contradictory

Christian epistemology in his 1768 “A Short Narrative of my Life”” and his 1772 A Sermon

Preached at the Execution of Moses Paul, an Indian. In Poems, Wheatley fuses ancient

mythological beliefs and natural-historical axioms about the production of poetic genius and dark
skin to characterize the black poet as an inevitable outcome rather than an anomalous exception.
Furthermore, she points to how the practice of slavery mobilizes blackness as a category of
identity in order to underwrite its own system of forced labor.

Protestant religious thinking about the body and the distinctions among humankind’s
varieties informs how these writers portray racialization. Marshaling certain aspects of
monogenetic natural history that validated Christian creationism, Occom and Wheatley represent
the process of “becoming colored” as a Godly-inspired design. It is one that establishes
universality throughout and simultaneously variegates beautifully the vast diversity of
humankind. Thus, to misread the variation of God’s peoples as a signifier of irreparable

difference is to sin.
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However, while they rely upon religious doctrine to portray the constitution of racial

identities, their engagements with processes of racialization diverge from one another. Able to
travel extensively and sermonize authoritatively among multiple Native tribes, Occom and his
writings are necessarily contextualized by the widely diverse indigenous religious traditions and
practices with which he came in contact—both Christian and what we now term “nativist”
beliefs. He demonstrates that how both Christian and nativist customs account for racial
difference force religious whites to evaluate their epistemological worldview. Although also
drawing on a Christian and natural-historical understanding of racial difference, Wheatley—
infamously forced to prove that a female black slave could indeed write poetry—utilizes
changing beliefs about the effect of the African climate to intervene in debates about race,
science, and aesthetics. Recovering these distinctions unearths the breadth of approaches to
theorizing racial difference that Native and African-Americans in 1770s British North America

could and did take.

“I was Born a Heathen”: Recontextualizing Occom’s Life

While most Occom biographies focus on his position within colonial missions, this
chapter takes what Joanna Brooks calls an “indigenist”