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ABSTRACT 

 

Democratic Demographics 

A Literary Genealogy of American Sustainability 

by  

Abby L. Goode 

 “Democratic Demographics” charts an American literary history of sustainability. It 

argues that sustainability, often considered a contemporary and global concept, comes from an 

early American ideal of agricultural plenty, epitomized in the agrarian writing of Thomas 

Jefferson and J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur. As U.S. writers developed and reshaped this 

ideal throughout the nineteenth century, they conceived of sustainability as the ability to feed and 

breed a racially homogeneous, American farming population. Spanning from 1773 to 1920, 

“Democratic Demographics” traces this racial and eugenic notion of sustainability across 

familial romances, gothic novels, black nationalist tracts, global poetry, and feminist utopias. 

From Herman Melville’s ghost-written agricultural report to Walt Whitman’s poems of crop 

renewal, these texts portray racial improvement and eugenic breeding as the key to agricultural 

and demographic abundance. Exposing the American literary roots of global population 

discourses, “Democratic Demographics” identifies an early, racial notion of sustainability that 

persists from Jefferson’s agrarianism to Theodore Roosevelt’s conservationism.  

 Democratic Demographics” traces the transformation of American sustainability into a 

global ideal. It shows how writers imagined racially perfected, sustainable “American” societies 

beyond U.S borders—in spaces such as the West Indies, the Suez Canal, and the heart of the 



Amazon. Exposing the racial and reproductive underpinnings of U.S agrarianism, the first two 

chapters examine inversions of Jefferson’s small farming ideal in Herman Melville’s Pierre 

(1852) and Leonora Sansay’s Secret History (1808)—dystopian novels that portray 

overpopulation through racial and sexual degeneracy. Expanding agrarianism’s geographical 

scope, chapter three analyzes the black nationalist writings of Martin Delany and Sutton Griggs, 

as they envision all-black utopias on the eastern coast of Africa and the Texas borderlands. 

Following this geographically expansive trend, chapter four traces Walt Whitman’s development 

of eugenic agrarianism—a discourse that adapts American sustainability to a global context. The 

final chapter reveals how Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s feminist utopian novels regenerate a 

sustainable America in a eugenic, all-female utopia that escapes a crowded globe. “Democratic 

Demographics” thus uncovers sustainability’s legacy as a racially complex and geographically 

portable “New World” agrarian ideal—one that writers forged long before the 1987 UN 

Brundtland Report defined sustainability.  
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1 

INTRODUCTION 

“A People of Cultivators”: Sustainable Populations in American Literature 

 In an 1804 letter to French political economist Jean Baptiste Say, Thomas Jefferson 

articulated an early vision of American sustainability: “Here the immense extent of uncultivated 

and fertile lands enables every one who will labor, to marry young, and to raise a family of any 

size” (Writings 1144). Unlike the “perishing births of Europe,” as Jefferson put it, Americans 

were blessed with a vast expanse of land and resources, all begging to be tilled, extracted, and 

populated (1144). Jefferson imagined that a democratic population of small farmers would 

cultivate this abundant terrain, a vision celebrated and mythologized in J. Hector St. John de 

Crèvecoeur’s Letters from an American Farmer (1782): “[W]e are all tillers of the earth…We 

are a people of cultivators, scattered over an immense territory” (41). Taken together, Jefferson 

and Crèvecoeur’s writings project a demographic agrarian ideal: a sprawling, fertile, American 

population, evenly dispersed across small plots of plentiful farmland.   

 Jefferson and Crèvecoeur’s vision inspired a long-running American literary genealogy 

of sustainability—one that prefigured and helped to shape twentieth- and twenty-first-century 

debates about overpopulation. Scholars currently understand sustainability as a global and 

contemporary concept, defined in the UN’s Brundtland Report (1987) as development that 

“meets the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs” (8). Yet as “Democratic Demographics” reveals, the idea of 

sustainability emerged in part from a mythic, agrarian fantasy of New World abundance, 

epitomized in Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia (1787) and Crèvecoeur’s Letters. At first 

glance, the Brundtland Report appears dramatically different from Jefferson and Crèvecoeur’s 

U.S. nation-based, small farming ideal. Entitled Our Common Future: The World Commission 
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on Environment and Development, this four-hundred-page document is global rather than 

national in scope, motivated by a threatened rather than a bright and plentiful future. Indeed, the 

Brundtland Report’s magazine-like “reader’s guide,” a “slimmed-down, concise version” meant 

for a popular audience, is filled with large, glossy photographs that depict the “‘momentum’ of 

population growth”: Bombay shanty-towns, Calcutta slums, and orphans in Cambodia 

(Hinrichsen 5, 10). Yet in highlighting overpopulation, overconsumption, and economic 

inequality as the world’s major sustainability challenges, the text of the Report itself reads like a 

Jeffersonian condemnation of an unsustainable global society, one that represents the very 

inverse of Jefferson and Crèvecoeur’s demographic vision. 

 “Democratic Demographics” reveals how, throughout the late eighteenth, nineteenth, and 

early twentieth centuries, U.S. writers adapted Jefferson and Crèvecoeur’s nation-based vision to 

a global context: They did so by reshaping the agrarian fantasy of abundance as a racial and 

eugenic ideal, conceiving of sustainability as the capacity to feed and breed a racially 

homogeneous, American farming population. Ranging from 1773 to 1920, “Democratic 

Demographics” traces this early notion of sustainability through familial romances, gothic 

novels, black nationalist tracts, global poetry, and feminist utopias. These texts depict racial 

improvement and eugenic breeding as remedies for demographic disaster and dwindling 

agriculture. Revealing the American literary roots of contemporary population control 

discourses, “Democratic Demographics” exposes an early, racial conception of American 

sustainability that persists from Jefferson’s agrarianism to Theodore Roosevelt’s 

conservationism. This conception continues to shape debates about U.S. population control, 

where immigrants and non-whites represent reproductive and environmental threats to the 

nation’s sustainability.   
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  As “Democratic Demographics” shows, this racial conception of American sustainability 

is just as geographically portable and expansive as it is xenophobic. U.S. writers not only 

contrasted the fertile U.S. with an unsustainable, degenerate “outside;” they also imagined 

racially perfected, sustainable “American” societies beyond U.S borders—in spaces such as the 

Texas borderlands, the Suez Canal, and the heart of the Amazon. These writers developed a 

geographically flexible version of American sustainability by adapting agrarian principles of 

independent farming to racial, reproductive, and eugenic concepts. From Martin Delany’s 

African agrotopias to Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s futuristic Herland (1915), the texts featured in 

“Democratic Demographics” merge agrarian and racial discourses to grapple with population 

crises and imaginatively disseminate American sustainability throughout the globe. Examining 

“New World” utopias within and beyond U.S. borders, “Democratic Demographics” uncovers 

sustainability’s legacy as a racially complex and geographically malleable “New World” 

agrarian ideal—one that writers imagined long before the Brundtland Report defined 

sustainability.  

 In so doing, “Democratic Demographics” shifts the focus of scholarship on U.S. 

agrarianism—from idyllic scenes of agricultural labor to their larger demographic context, where 

the complex racial, sexual, and reproductive politics of agrarianism become visible. Such literary 

critics as Henry Nash Smith, Leo Marx, and Annette Kolodny have analyzed the agrarian ideal 

as a foundational feature of the American literary canon. Referring to this ideal as the “Garden of 

the World,” the “virgin continent,” “the womb of generation,” and “provider of sustenance,” 

these critics have together highlighted the links between “New World” utopia, gendered tropes of 

reproduction, and agricultural landscapes throughout American literature (Smith 124; Marx 2; 

Kolodny 9). Yet in the past fifteen years, scholars such as Janet Galligani Casey, Timothy Sweet, 
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and Edward White have reframed and complicated the agrarian ideal, unearthing lesser-known 

regional, georgic, and women’s literary histories which constitute, in White’s words, a “rural 

electrification” of American literary studies (xv). Overall, this more recent scholarly wave has 

focused on the colonial, economic, and environmental features of agrarianism rather than its 

demographic dimensions. Analyzing agrarianism at the population level, “Democratic 

Demographics” shows how U.S. agrarian discourses exceed national borders, inflect histories of 

racial and reproductive science, and shape current discussions about global population control 

and sustainability.  

More broadly, this study reveals the importance of demography as an analytical category 

for American literary criticism. Defined by historian James Cassedy as “the enumeration, 

description, and quantitative study of human populations and of the vital events occurring around 

them,” demography stands as an unacknowledged site of nation-making, specifically in its 

accounting of peoples and their biological trends across geographical space (3).
1
 “Democratic 

Demographics” examines a series of demographic representations in novels, travel writing, 

poetry, census records, eugenic tracts, and rural uplift treatises, shifting the scale of Americanist 

scholarship from individual racialized and gendered subjects to the population writ large, 

revealing how gender, sex, and race inflect discourses of sustainability. Even in light of the 

enduring critical attention to questions of racial identity, reproductive ideology, and the family, 

as well as the burgeoning scholarly interest in biopolitics, Americanists have yet to address how 

racial and sexual ideals inflect American literary portrayals of the population, such as its fertility, 

geographic distribution, patterns of migration, and level of sustenance. This scalar shift not only 

uncovers the racial and reproductive underpinnings of agrarianism and sustainability, but also 
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suggests that the agricultural, economic, and environmental discourses that permeate American 

literature are, at bottom, shaped by literary and cultural understandings of race and sex. 

Even without this focus on demography, early American agrarianism appears to represent 

an optimistic, national form of sustainability. Based on the dignity of small farming, independent 

land-owning, and democratic citizenship, this social philosophy promotes an agricultural U.S. 

national identity. Jefferson’s and Crèvecoeur’s writings together illustrate this philosophy, 

celebrating the fertility and availability of U.S. land as well as the industry of U.S. citizens. In a 

1785 letter to John Jay, Jefferson explained U.S. agrarianism by linking farming and citizenship: 

“Cultivators of the earth are the most valuable citizens. They are the most vigorous, the most 

independent, the most virtuous, and they are tied to their country…by the most lasting bonds” 

(818). As a companion piece to Jefferson’s philosophy, Crèvecoeur’s epistolary novel, Letters, 

extols agrarian land-owning as the foundation of American democracy, opportunity, and 

individual freedom: “The instant I enter on my own land, the bright idea of property, of exclusive 

right, of independence, exalt my mind […] no wonder that so many Europeans, who have never 

been able to say that such portion of land was theirs, cross the Atlantic to realize that happiness!” 

(27). Jefferson’s and Crèvecoeur’s writings together establish independent, agricultural land-

owning as the defining feature of an abundant America, where farmers feel responsible for 

keeping their surroundings peaceful and productive. 

 Jefferson and Crèvecoeur’s praise for the independent farmer has come to underwrite 

contemporary American conceptions of sustainability and environmentalism, from Wendell 

Berry’s sustainable agriculture advocacy to the 2008 Slow Food Nation movement.
2
 In The 

Unsettling of America: Culture and Agriculture (1977), Wendell Berry famously critiques 

agribusiness and promotes the family farm by invoking and reinterpreting Jefferson for the 
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twentieth century. A more contemporary symbol of agrarian nationalism, the Slow Food Nation 

logo displays the twinned images of an independent farmer and the Statue of Liberty, separated 

only by an equals sign.
3
 More broadly, U.S. agrarianism has functioned as a key reference point 

for a range of American preservationist and conservationist discourses throughout the twentieth 

and twenty-first centuries.
4
 These discourses rearticulate late eighteenth-century principles of 

farming and stewardship in terms of wilderness preservation, ecological awareness, and concern 

for future generations.
5
 Even Jefferson himself has come to represent an early American 

environmentalist of sorts.
6
 A quick search for the term “Thomas Jefferson” on the Sierra Club’s 

webpage reveals articles extolling the agrarian thinker as “one of the young nation’s most 

accomplished naturalists,” a President celebrated for his “eco-cred,” alongside Theodore 

Roosevelt and Abraham Lincoln (Chisholm 49; Schlager “Eco-Cred”). Representing agrarian 

concepts of democracy, productivity, and plenty, Jefferson and the small farmer continue to 

operate as powerful symbols and rhetorical tools for environmentalists concerned with issues 

ranging from sustainable agriculture to “the freedom of wilderness” (Brower, American Earth 

xiv). 

Particularly in the past decade, ecocritics and historians have examined the relationship 

between early American agrarianism and environmentalism, delineating a national corpus that 

extends from the “founding farmers” to the “nation’s…resurgence of organic farming” and the 

“contemporary local-foods movement” (Sturges 682, 702). These scholars have traced the 

“greening of agrarianism,” as Kimberly K. Smith calls it, delineating an American intellectual 

lineage from Jefferson and Crèvecoeur to the romantic agrarian writing of Henry David Thoreau 

and Ralph Waldo Emerson to the anti-agribusiness arguments of Aldo Leopold, Rachel Carson, 

and Berry.
7
 While the ecological subject matter of these writings no doubt exceeds national 
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borders, this corpus of agrarian and environmentalist writings has tended to signify a particularly 

nation-based tradition for scholars. To give a recent example, in his 2015 essay, Mark Sturges 

argues that the agricultural writings of Jefferson and George Washington “demonstrated an 

incipient ecological awareness and express a growing anxiety about the political and 

environmental durability of the United States” (681). The question of U.S. national “durability,” 

it seems, drove Jefferson and Washington to become proto-ecological thinkers and inaugurate a 

multi-century American agrarian-environmentalist tradition.  

While the convergence of Jeffersonian agrarianism and American environmentalism may 

come as no surprise, the relationship between agrarianism and the global sustainability discourse 

of the Brundtland Report is far from obvious. As humanists begin to interrogate sustainability, 

referring to its 1987 definition in the Brundtland Report, they tend to draw on much older, 

American agrarian ideas of local farming, egalitarianism, and land stewardship. Paul B. 

Thompson, for instance, in The Agrarian Vision: Sustainability and Environmental Ethics 

(2010), suggests that we can achieve sustainability by revisiting Jeffersonian agrarian thought 

and implementing it in the twenty-first century. In the introduction to a 2012 special issue of 

American Literary History on “Sustainability in America,” Gillen D’Arcy Wood advocates 

updating Jeffersonian notions of sustainability to integrate modern scientific and ecological 

knowledge as well as economic or “Hamiltonian” dimensions of sustainability. Whether 

proposing a return to the rural idealism of the eighteenth century or a revision that 

accommodates our contemporary moment, scholars tend to describe sustainability by invoking 

late eighteenth-century agrarian values, suggesting that this seemingly global and contemporary 

concept has deep American literary and cultural roots.  
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 What remains unclear from this scholarship is the process whereby a U.S. nation-based 

ideal of small farming dovetails with what we now think of as a U.N.-conceived, global concept. 

As “Democratic Demographics” shows, this process is literary and imaginative: throughout the 

late eighteenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries, U.S. writers envisioned sustainable 

“American” societies both within and beyond U.S. borders, rendering geographically portable 

Jefferson’s vision of a plentiful America. Depicting “New World” agrarian utopias in extra -

national and global contexts, the texts analyzed in the following pages blur the lines between 

U.S. abundance and global sustainability and recast the Brundtland Report as the inheritor of a 

long-running and varied American literary genealogy. For indeed, as “Democratic 

Demographics” suggests, the Brundtland Report is a strangely agrarian document, the capstone 

of a literary project extending back hundreds of years, a Jeffersonian critique of a world plagued 

by a “rapidly growing population” and a depleting “agricultural resource base” (Hinrichsen 5, 

14). 

 In revealing the agrarian influence on contemporary population debates, “Democratic 

Demographics” shows that agrarianism, even in its late eighteenth-century iterations, is centrally 

concerned with population dynamics. It reveals how late eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 

agrarian discourses developed a demographic agrarian ideal of an ever-expansive American 

population, evenly distributed across an agricultural landscape. Crèvecoeur captures this ideal in 

Letters: “Many ages will not see the shores of our great lakes replenished with inland nations, 

nor…entirely peopled…Who can tell the millions of men whom it will feed and contain?” (41). 

Sharing Crèvecoeur’s vision, such eighteenth-century demographic thinkers such as Benjamin 

Franklin, Ezra Stiles, and later, Benjamin Rush and Jefferson welcomed population fertility, 

believing that the U.S. was exempt from overpopulation, from Thomas Malthus’s argument in 
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Essay on the Principles of the Population (1798) that population tends to exceed its food supply. 

In their minds, the U.S. could sustain a burgeoning population with its vast and prolific 

landscape. In Jefferson’s letter to Say, for instance, he suggested that the agricultural “surplus” 

of the U.S. “go to nourish” the “supernumerary births” of Europe (1144). With what he called an 

“immense extent of uncultivated and fertile lands,” the U.S. could “feed and contain” an 

expanding population (Crèvecoeur 41; Jefferson 1144). Read as a demographic discourse, 

agrarianism idealizes not just the small farmer’s dignity, but also the nation’s exceptional 

sustainability—its ability to feed populations at home and abroad.  

 At first glance, the demographic agrarian ideal appears democratic and inclusive, 

promoting an egalitarian distribution of extensive land and resources. Yet as “Democratic 

Demographics” reveals, this ideal of a small farming population is also a racial and reproductive 

one, foreshadowing the partnership between U.S. agrarianism and eugenicist discourse that 

emerges at the beginning of the twentieth century.
8
 Using phrases such as “mobs of great cities,” 

“panders of vice,” and “foul stains” of monarchy, Jefferson and Crèvecoeur defined the 

demographic agrarian ideal in contrast to the aristocratic excess and starving masses of the Old 

World (Jefferson 818; Crèvecoeur 42). These paradigms of Old World population decay formed 

the basis for a range of racialized and sexualized representations of American demographic 

disaster: degenerate slave-owning aristocracies, diseased, perverted, politicians, and racially 

mixed, immigrant-filled, urban orgies—menaces to the population’s reproductive vigor and 

agricultural productivity. With these representations, U.S. writers associated overpopulation and 

dwindling agriculture with racial intermingling and sexual licentiousness. In so doing, they 

developed an early conception of American sustainability that idealized a racially homogeneous, 

native-born, middle-class, farming population.  
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 To read agrarianism as a demographic discourse, then, is to uncover the racial and 

reproductive agendas that lurk within a seemingly benign philosophy of small farming. In the 

past few years, historians and political theorists have begun to analyze the intersection of 

eugenics, nativism, and U.S. population control discourses as an exclusively twentieth- and 

twenty-first-century phenomenon.
9
 Yet as “Democratic Demographics” shows, these agendas 

emerge in part from Jefferson’s agrarian vision of demographic growth, a vision based on native-

born fertility rather than immigration. In his section on “Population” in Notes, Jefferson 

proposed that the nation “proceed” on its “present stock,” predicting that immigrants would 

“transmit” their language and monarchical principles “to their children. In proportion to their 

numbers, they [would] share with us the legislation…infuse into it their spirit, warp and bias its 

direction, and render it a heterogeneous, incoherent, distracted mass” (210-211). Having 

calculated that it would take twenty-seven more years for the U.S. population to produce the 

numbers projected with a high immigration rate, Jefferson asked: “is it not safer to wait…for the 

attainment of any degree of population desired, or expected? May not our government be more 

homogenous, more peaceable, more durable?” (212). Jefferson’s argument for national 

“durab[ility]” bolsters a broader demographic discourse focused on safeguarding a well-bred 

agrarian population against racialized, foreign pollutants.  

 This demographic-agrarian discourse became particularly potent in the first two decades 

of the twentieth century, with the convergence of eugenics, conservation, and agrarianism (then 

known as the Country-Life movement). In Roosevelt’s 1905 speech to the National Congress of 

Mothers, he warned of “race suicide,” encouraged the fertility of native-born, Anglo-Saxon 

women, and lauded “the small land owners…the men who till farms” as the “foundation of 

lasting national life” (1). Focused on preserving the farmer’s “rugged self-reliance” and 
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improving the rural population, this Rooseveltian agrarianism correlated strength of U.S. rural 

stock to agricultural production and the nation’s capacity to “feed the world” (Bailey, Country-

Life 198). More broadly, this discourse partnered with conservationism to develop a language of 

national resource use that prioritized the needs of future generations, just as the Brundtland 

Report would some eighty years later.
10

 Roosevelt articulated this priority in terms of 

environmental and racial improvement in his 1910 “New Nationalism” speech: “Of all the 

questions which can come before this nation…there is none which compares in importance with 

the great central task of leaving this land even a better land for our descendants than it is for us, 

and training them into a better race to inhabit the land and pass it on” (qtd. in Hultgren 27). 

While the Country Life Commission sought to develop a “superior race” of farmers, the National 

Conservation Association aimed to conserve the “racial stock” in the face of seemingly 

troublesome vital statistics of immigrants, non-whites, and indigent urban populations (Fischer 

126).
11

 At the Second National Conservation Congress in 1911, the President of the Daughters of 

the American Revolution (DAR) declared that “[w]e must conserve” not only the “soil, forest, 

bird[s], minerals, [and] fishes,” but also “the sources of our race in the Anglo-Saxon line” (qtd. 

in Allen 63). Indeed, the Progressive-era rhetoric of Country-Life and conservation together 

developed a nation-based idiom of sustainability based on feeding, breeding, and “conserving” 

an American agrarian race, protecting it against incoming demographic dangers (276). 

 The texts of “Democratic Demographics” pave the way for this Progressive-era rhetoric, 

elaborating and reworking Jefferson’s and Crèvecoeur’s myth of agrarian utopia in racial and 

reproductive terms. Indeed, throughout the nineteenth century, U.S. writers invoked and revised 

the demographic agrarian ideal in response to real and imagined population crises—crises related 

to the Haitian Revolution, Anti-Rent and labor movements in New York, the expansion of 
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slavery, the Civil War, and the failure of Reconstruction. In this context, imaginative literature 

became an experimental space for racializing and sexualizing demographic disasters and 

fantasies of abundance. Tracing this literary tendency, “Democratic Demographics” features a 

corpus that depicts population crises through sexual chaos and racial intermingling, and adapts 

the demographic agrarian ideal to proto-eugenic concepts of selective breeding and racial 

improvement. Encompassing a period of demographic transformation and flux, these narratives 

of national sustainability and unsustainability provide an early warning sign of the eugenicist 

agendas of breeding an American agrarian race that emerge in the first two decades of the 

twentieth century. 

 By merging racial and agrarian discourses, these texts do more than simply affirm a U.S. 

nation-based ideal of a small farming population. Their racial adaptations of agrarian utopia 

render American sustainability geographically portable, malleable, and expansive. While 

chapters one and two show how extra-national entities help to define and consolidate an agrarian 

U.S. national identity, chapters three, four, and five show agrarian utopia spilling over the edges 

of U.S. borders, creeping into extra-national spaces. For instance, Martin Delany’s emigrationist 

writings imagine an all-black “New World” utopia on the eastern coast of Africa, intertwining 

agrarian ideals with reproductive and sexual agendas of racial improvement. Depicting the U.S. 

as a racially toxic environment, promoting mass exodus as a way to protect the black race, 

Delany’s black emigrationism imaginatively facilitates the global dissemination of a nascent 

concept of American sustainability: a racially homogeneous, agrarian utopia of reproductive 

vigor and well-bred future generations. Unlike Delany’s utopias that are necessarily distinct from 

the U.S., Whitman’s Leaves of Grass (1855-1892) redefines the agrarian laborer as a racial type, 

one engaged in diverse forms of labor that sustain a global utopian community. Through this 
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racialized agrarianism, Leaves presents a sprawling “New World” utopia that radiates beyond 

U.S. borders and ultimately subsumes the globe. Examining texts such as Delany’s and 

Whitman’s, which portray “New World” plenty beyond U.S. borders, “Democratic 

Demographics” illustrates the imaginative transformation of U.S. agrarian utopia into global 

(American) sustainability.  

Analyzing these geographically flexible depictions of American sustainability, this 

project exposes the literary agrarian roots of overpopulation anxieties—anxieties that continue to 

drive eugenicist and nativist forms of sustainability rhetoric. Even at their most globally 

expansive, the agrarian utopias of “Democratic Demographics” are sites of eugenic breeding and 

racial homogeneity, protected from perceived demographic threats. Portraying unsustainability 

through interconnected images of sexual excess, poverty, and racial heterogeneity, these writings 

show how nineteenth-century agrarian rhetoric anticipated and helped to strengthen racist and 

exclusionary arguments for U.S. population control. While historians and political theorists have 

begun to analyze and critique these arguments in a twentieth- and twenty-first-century context, 

“Democratic Demographics” reveals how the seemingly innocuous image of the Jeffersonian 

farmer continues to drive and shape population control discourses on global and national scales. 

Indeed, a best-selling text like Paul Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb (1968), known for its dismal 

predictions of demographic disaster, might not have been as powerful to an American readership 

without the myths of abundance and fertility that populate the pages of late eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century American literature. As historian Thomas Robertson notes, “Americans relied 

[the promise of] abundance so much that the fear of impending shortages could take on great 

power” (5). The inverse of the agrarian utopian vision was a profound, and often xenophobic, 

fear of the world’s population outstripping the American food supply. In the words of Ehlich’s 
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contemporaries, William and Paul Paddock: “Chinification has already begun here at right 

home” (123). 

“Democratic Demographics” reveals the importance of population debates at a pivotal 

moment, as scholars are contemplating the role of literary studies and the humanities in 

worldwide sustainability efforts. Recent attempts to theorize sustainability’s place within the 

humanities include American Literary History’s special issue “Sustainability in America” 

(Spring 2012), a forum in PMLA (May 2012), and the inaugural issue of Resilience: A Journal of 

the Environmental Humanities (2014), which features prominent ecocritics such as Stacy 

Alaimo, Lawrence Buell, and Paul Outka. But even as humanists begin to interrogate 

sustainability, we have neither defined what the sustainability humanities looks like in practice 

nor fully distinguished the field from ecocriticism. Is sustainability synonymous with 

environmentalism? How might we locate the concept within our respective fields to uncover 

Victorian, postcolonial, or Medieval sustainabilities? While the answers to these questions 

remain unclear in the humanities, “Democratic Demographics” introduces a critical approach to 

sustainability that overlaps with, but is not synonymous with ecocriticism: it defines 

sustainability as a fundamentally demographic concept focused on population dynamics and 

futurity. In the case of “Democratic Demographics,” this approach calls attention to the racial, 

sexual, and reproductive underpinnings of a strain of sustainability rhetoric focused on shaping 

just as much as sustaining the population.  

Taking this approach, “Democratic Demographics” offers a more nuanced definition of 

sustainability than the Brundtland Report, a document that continues to puzzle literary scholars 

and environmental humanists alike. In general, humanities scholars of sustainability tend to fall 

into two categories: those who work to revitalize the notion and those who those who critique it, 
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sometimes advocating that we abandon the concept altogether.
12 

In the past few years, however, 

both camps have raised a number of questions about sustainability’s meaning: What are we 

trying to sustain? Who are these “future generations” and what does it look like to “meet [their] 

needs”? Does sustainability account for nonhumans or does it invoke, as Alaimo puts it, “an 

environmentalism without an environment” (562)? What is the time scale of sustainability, and 

how can its focus on “future generations” account for the scale of geological time? We can begin 

to unpack these ambiguities and contradictions by historicizing and critiquing the seemingly 

contemporary concept of sustainability—by uncovering its entanglement with Jeffersonian 

principles, eugenicist ideas, and fantasies of American abundance. Far from fully embracing or 

abandoning sustainability, such an approach clarifies the meaning of this notoriously fuzzy 

concept, revealing an early version of sustainability focused on both feeding and breeding the 

American population. 

 In tracing this conception of sustainability, “Democratic Demographics” unearths an 

eclectic and unexpected literary genealogy that pushes the boundaries of the American 

environmental canon. One might expect such nature writers as Thoreau, George Perkins Marsh 

or John Muir to feature prominently in a study of American literature and sustainability. Yet 

“Democratic Demographics” exposes a geographically flexible and racial notion of 

sustainability—one that emerges from writings ranging from the hyper-canonical to the lesser-

known, from Waco, Texas to Saint Domingue, from urban dystopias to phrenological museums. 

In so doing, this study places figures such as Martin Delany, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, and 

Leonora Sansay alongside Herman Melville and Walt Whitman as literary curators of American 

sustainability. It thus challenges our expectations of American environmental writing, 

uncovering a corpus defined by its attention to population, reproduction, and agriculture rather 
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than nature, wilderness or the pastoral. “Democratic Demographics” begins to explain why 

scholars have tacitly invoked Jefferson as an early progenitor of the Brundtland Report’s 

message: it is not simply because Jefferson influenced Berry’s neo-agrarian sustainability, but 

also because writers reworked Jeffersonian agrarianism in response to real and imagined 

demographic changes—adapting this nation-based discourse to regions beyond U.S. borders.  

 In its focus on population dynamics, this project reorients our understanding of American 

literary history more broadly, recasting canonical works as forms of demographic commentary. 

For instance, in James Fenimore Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans (1826), Magua condemns 

white population growth as ecological consumption, characterizing those with “faces paler” as 

“more plentiful than the leaves on the trees, and appetites to devour the earth” (376). In a more 

Jeffersonian depiction of unsustainability, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Blithedale Romance 

(1852) embodies aristocratic excess in the “rich” and “luxurious” Zenobia and Malthusian 

misery in the “pale and nervous” Priscilla—Old World vices that contribute to the downfall of a 

utopian farming community (164-165, 185). Portraying plantation slavery as morally 

unsustainable, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) culminates in a proposal for 

the African American colonization of Liberia, a proposal that promises equality, futurity, and 

independent labor: “Our nation shall roll the tide of civilization and Christianity along its shores, 

and plant there mighty republics, that, growing with the rapidity of tropical vegetation, shall be 

for all coming ages” (609). These texts exemplify a broader trend in American literature, an 

obsession with the nation’s uncertain demographic future and Jefferson’s unfulfilled predictions. 

 Across its chapters, “Democratic Demographics” charts this obsession in a series of 

increasingly eugenic and extra-national adaptations of agrarianism. Beginning with inversions of 

the agrarian ideal—dystopias characterized by racial degeneracy and dwindling agriculture—the 
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first two chapters of this project analyze the racial anxieties that motivate nationalist agrarian 

rhetoric. The third chapter examines a black nationalist tradition that critiques this rhetoric, 

recasting the agrarian ideal as a portable, all-black notion of “New World” sustainability. 

Following this geographically expansive trend, the final two chapters analyze a eugenic form of 

agrarianism that extends beyond U.S. borders to absorb and ultimately escape the rest of the 

globe. Together, these chapters explore the complex racial and geopolitical dynamics of 

American sustainability as it shifts, mutates, expands, and contracts. 

 The first chapter reveals the racial underpinnings of agrarianism through an analysis of 

American unsustainability. Recovering an agricultural Herman Melville, this chapter reads 

Melville’s Pierre (1852) alongside his farm writings and letters to show how the novel inverts 

the agrarian ideal. Realizing the fears of mid-century agrarian advocates, Pierre dramatizes the 

intrusion of seemingly un-American tendencies—aristocratic land-owning practices, 

impoverished masses, and political instability—into an otherwise pure, agrarian society. In its 

representation of demographic and agricultural decline, Pierre uncovers the racial and 

reproductive subtext of agrarianism: the idea that sexual disorder and racial intermingling 

enfeeble population fertility and agricultural productivity. While scholars have tended to focus 

on the moral, economic, and environmental features of agrarianism, this chapter examines the 

racial fears that drive agrarian rhetoric and prefigure early twentieth-century national agendas of 

breeding an agrarian race. 

 While chapter one elucidates a seemingly nation-based sustainability discourse, chapter 

two goes back in time to revisit Jefferson’s and Crèvecoeur’s writings and highlight the circum-

Caribbean context of early American agrarian thought. It demonstrates how Jefferson and 

Crèvecoeur define the agrarian ideal in contrast to an unsustainable American tropics—a 
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plantation-based South that extends from South Carolina to Saint Domingue. Morally and 

sexually corrupting, encouraging a brutal, slave-based plantation system that can only end in 

revolution, the tropics function as a counterpoint to New World abundance in Notes, Letter IX of 

Letters, and Crèvecoeur’s lesser-known essay, “Sketches of Jamaica and Bermudas and Other 

Subjects” (1773). Fulfilling Jefferson’s and Crèvecoeur’s prophecies of slave rebellion, Leonora 

Sansay’s epistolary novel, Secret History; or, The Horrors of St. Domingo (1808) portrays the 

Haitian Revolution (1791-1804) as a demographic disaster that engulfs the West Indies in racial 

degeneracy, sexual excess, and reproductive chaos. During these same years, however, Jefferson 

began to imagine the American tropics as a potential site for an all-black nation, reimagining 

regions such as revolutionary Saint Domingue as “New World” utopias. Taken together, these 

writings reveal the pivotal role of the early American tropics in imaginatively constituting and 

reshaping the agrarian ideal. 

 Challenging the racial assumptions of this agrarian rhetoric, chapter three turns to a black 

nationalist corpus—one that imagines the West Indies and other non-U.S. sites as sustainable, 

independent, all-black societies. Unlike the texts in chapters one and two, these writings critique 

the white supremacist underpinnings of Jeffersonian agrarianism to envision black agrarian 

nations outside of the U.S.—in the southern Americas, the Texas borderlands, and on the eastern 

coast of Africa. From Martin Delany’s The Condition, Elevation, Emigration, and Destiny of the 

Colored People of the United States (1852) and Principia of Ethnology (1879) to Sutton Griggs’ 

Imperium in Imperio (1899) and W. E. B. Du Bois’s “The Comet” (1920), black utopian writings 

critique, reshape, and render portable the seemingly white, nation-based myth of agrarian utopia. 

Combining racial separatist and agrarian discourses, these texts imaginatively facilitate the 

global dissemination of “New World” sustainability.  
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 Identifying a similarly expansive tradition, chapter four traces Walt Whitman’s career-

long development of eugenic agrarianism—a utopian discourse that, in Leaves of Grass, adapts 

U.S agrarianism to a global, industrial context. But unlike black utopias that diverge from the 

U.S., Leaves of Grass presents a sprawling U.S. agrarianism that subsumes the entire globe. 

While critics have analyzed the social, political, and economic features of Whitman’s democratic 

poetics, this chapter shows how Whitman transforms agrarianism into a racial and reproductive 

discourse. His early political writings use physiological and hereditarian vocabulary to racialize 

the working class. Following this trend, Leaves imagines a Jeffersonian race engaged in 

transnational forms of labor that sustain a global community. It thus articulates an early notion of 

global sustainability that covertly retains its Americanness.  

 Anticipating twentieth-century concerns about overpopulation, chapter five examines the 

futuristic fantasy of escaping, rather than absorbing, the globe. Responding to an increasingly 

unsustainable U.S., Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland (1915) depicts an all-female, asexually 

reproductive society—an extra-global utopia that has achieved the aims of U.S. conservation, 

rural uplift, and eugenics movements. Herland’s sequel, With Her in Ourland (1916), chronicles 

one Herlander’s tour of a barren and overpopulated globe—a deforested China, a crowded Japan, 

and a racially despoiled American population. Culminating in the birth of Herland’s first male 

citizen, the offspring of a Herlander and American male, these novels imagine a regenerated, 

American agrarian race in an unadulterated, already-abundant space protected from global 

devastation. In this final chapter, the dystopias of chapters one and two re-emerge at a global 

scale, while American agrarian utopia moves beyond the globe.  

  “Democratic Demographics” exposes sustainability’s historical entanglement with 

Jeffersonian principles, eugenicist agendas, and fantasies of American expansionism. Tracing an 
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American literary history of a notoriously vague yet powerful concept, this project highlights the 

unexamined racial and sexual subtext of agrarianism—a discourse that continues to impact how 

we approach contemporary sustainability solutions. In an era concerned with climate change, 

energy crises, and overpopulation, “Democratic Demographics” alerts us to the potentially 

pernicious implications of sustainability rhetoric as we tackle these pressing global issues.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   
 

21 

                                                           
Notes 

1. For recent Americanist criticism that considers the population, see Silva, Sweet, “Thomas 

More,” and Wald.  

2. See Hagenstein, Gregg, and Donahue for a history of agrarianism that culminates in 

contemporary sustainability discourses. For an account of Wendell Berry’s inheritance of 

Jeffersonian thought, see Kimberly K. Smith, Wendell Berry and the Agrarian Tradition: A 

Common Grace. 

3. See Sweet, American Georgics 368. 

4. While agrarianism and environmentalism overlap, they are far from synonymous. As 

Kimberly K. Smith notes, “the convergence of environmentalism and agrarianism did not take 

shape until the sustainable agriculture movement of the 1960s” (A Common Grace 38).  

5. See the Epilogue for a particularly powerful example. 

6. Sturges calls him an “early American environmental activis[t],” for instance (682).  

7. Together, Leopold, Carson, and Berry united environmental and agrarian thought in their 

critiques of industrial farming practices. For genealogies of agrarian thought from Jefferson to 

the present, see Kimberly K. Smith, Montmarquet, and Hagenstein, Gregg, and Donahue. 

8. See Casey, Farland, and Lovett. 

9. See Mitchell Dean, Hultgren, Schlosser, and Robertson. 

10. As Roosevelt put it in his Seventh Annual Message (1907): “No growth of cities, no growth 

of wealth, can make up for any loss in either the number or the character of the farming 

population. We of the United States should realize this above almost all other peoples. We began 

our existence as a nation of farmers, and in every great crisis of the past a peculiar dependence 

has had to be placed upon the farming population; and this dependence has hitherto been 
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justified” (1).  For specific examples of reproductive futurism in Progressive-era rhetoric, see 

chapter five.  

11. As Liberty Hyde Bailey argued, “the future farmers of America must truly be a superior 

race” (qtd. in Casey 25). Yale economist and eugenicist Irving Fisher published his studies on 

vital statistics in the Report of the National Conservation Commission (1909), which 

spearheaded a standing committee on vital resources at the 1910 National Conservation 

Congress.  

12. For the first camp, see, for instance, Alaimo 559, Keller 581, and Foote and LeMenager 572-

579. Also see Philippon. For scholars in the second camp, see, for instance, Markley, Mentz, 

O’Grady, Pinkus, Stoekl. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

No “Rural Bowl of Milk”: Demographic Agrarianism and Unsustainability in Pierre 

 In the summer of 1850, Herman Melville volunteered to ghost-write an agricultural report 

that would turn heads. A favor to his less educated cousin, Robert, chair of the Agricultural 

Committee in Berkshire County, Massachusetts, Melville’s little-known report is an 

experimental georgic, a pastiche of early American farm writing. Echoing the mythic, utopian 

vision of J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur’s Letters from an American Farmer (1782), he lauds 

Berkshire farmers’ “efforts to…increase the quantity of…food which nourished our great 

progenitors in the Garden of Eden” (“Report” 450). He celebrates the county’s fertility, its 

“various kinds of fruit,” and “numerous, extensive and well cultivated fields of Corn,” portraying 

an “exuberant” landscape rich in foodstuffs, ever-improving with the labor of farmer-citizens 

(449-450). Drawing on agrarian ideals of small farming and democratic citizenship, Melville 

imagines a timeless, unadulterated, utopia in the heart of New England.  

 Melville’s agricultural report displays a lineage between American agrarianism and the 

notion of sustainability. It mingles idyllic, rural imagery with emerging concerns about 

“exhaustion of the soil” and “drain[s] upon the land” (451). Descriptions of the landscape’s 

beauty and productivity appear alongside endorsements of composting and soil enrichment—of 

“saving every ingredient…which renovates exhausted lands, and returns to the earth those 

particles which have been drawn from it…enabling nature to reinvest herself” (450). Envisioning 

a renewal of agricultural resources, Melville’s report presents sustainability, well before the term 

officially appears, in a Crèvecoeurian context of utopian agrarianism. In so doing, it calls 

attention to an unexamined American literary genealogy of sustainability. Scholars currently 

understand sustainability as a global and contemporary concept, officially defined in the UN’s 
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1987 Brundtland Report as development that “meets the needs of the present generation without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (8). Yet as Melville’s 

report suggests, sustainability emerges in part from the mythic ideal of agrarian utopia: a New 

World fantasy of demographic growth and agricultural abundance rooted in Jeffersonian agrarian 

principles of democratic farming and land-owning. Imagining a utopia of renewable resources 

that “meet[] the needs” of present and future generations, Melville’s report gestures towards the 

integral role of this agrarian ideal and, more broadly, American literature in the development of 

sustainability discourses—a possible explanation for why the UN Brundtland Report reads as so 

oddly Jeffersonian.  

 While Melville’s report promotes agrarian principles and farming practices that we today 

associate with sustainability, his novel Pierre (1852), published the following year, inverts this 

agrarian ideal, depicting an unsustainable population through images of racial and sexual 

degeneracy. In an 1852 letter to Sophia Hawthorne, Melville described his then-forthcoming 

novel with a fitting agricultural metaphor: “The next chalice I shall commend, will be a rural 

bowl of milk” (219). But rather than directly capture this small farming scene, Pierre portrays its 

very opposites, the two realms that Crèvecoeur and Thomas Jefferson condemn as wasteful and 

unproductive: an aristocratic estate and a densely-packed city, both of which are home to a 

dwindling and largely starving population, with no “rural bowl of milk” to sustain it. This 

inversion uncovers the racial and reproductive connotations of agrarian rhetoric more broadly. In 

the novel, the estate’s diminishing agricultural fertility and the city’s overpopulation emerge 

through interrelated images of racial mottling, sexual excess, and sterility. Portraying 

demographic and agricultural decline, Pierre articulates an unexamined reproductive subtext of 
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the agrarian ideal: the idea that sexual disorder and racial intermingling enfeeble the fertility, 

vigor, and agricultural productivity of the American population.  

 Set in New York City and the Hudson Valley in the 1840s, Pierre dramatizes the fears of 

mid-century advocates of agrarianism—land reformers, labor radicals, and nativists who 

promoted the agrarian ideal as an alternative to what they saw as an increasingly unsustainable 

society. Worried about the population’s growing economic inequality, density, and in some 

cases, racial and ethnic heterogeneity, these agrarian advocates deployed an early form of 

sustainability rhetoric. Critiquing aristocratic land-owning practices and lamenting the miserable 

condition of the urban poor and working class, they tended to describe the population of greater 

New York as degenerate, destitute, and damaging to agriculture. They contrasted this declining 

population with a specifically demographic agrarian ideal—a sprawling, fertile, American 

population, evenly dispersed across small plots of abundant farmland. In its inversion of this 

ideal, Pierre realizes these agrarian advocates’ worst nightmare, representing the notions of 

racial deterioration and licentiousness that often lurk within visions of demographic disaster.   

 Pierre’s portrayal of population decline reveals the nineteenth-century agrarian roots of 

overpopulation anxieties—anxieties that bolstered eugenicist and nativist strains of sustainability 

discourse throughout the twentieth century.
1
 In the past fifteen years, scholars such as Timothy 

Sweet, Edward Watts, and Edward White have reinvigorated the place of agrarianism in 

American literary criticism, uncovering rural, regional, and georgic literary histories which 

nuance what Henry Nash Smith called “the myth of the garden of the world with the idealized 

Western yeoman as its focal point” (133). This growing body of scholarship has tended to focus 

on the colonial, economic, and environmental features of early and nineteenth-century 

agrarianism rather than its reproductive undertones—its linking of interracial sex and 
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reproduction with agricultural decline.
2
 Pierre, however, suggests that the agrarian ideal of small 

farming is also a reproductive one, foreshadowing the eugenicist agendas of breeding an 

American agrarian race that emerge at the beginning of the twentieth century.
3
 Moreover, in 

linking overpopulation, racial mixing, and the decline of small farming, the novel shows how 

nineteenth-century agrarian rhetoric prefigured and helped to bolster racist and exclusionary 

arguments for U.S. population control. Scholars of biopolitics have begun to analyze these 

arguments, highlighting how, in the twentieth century, immigrants and non-whites came to 

represent demographic threats to an abundant, American environment.
4
 Pierre provides an early 

warning sign of a darker form of sustainability rhetoric, one interested in shaping just as much as 

sustaining the American population.  

  Read as a demographic disaster, Pierre begins to present a different, more complex 

definition of sustainability than the Brundtland Report. Scholars such as Stacy Alaimo, Karen 

Pinkus, and Allan Stoekl have critiqued the Report’s definition as vague, anthropocentric and 

inattentive to the scale of geological time.
5
 These critiques raise pressing questions about 

sustainability’s meaning: What exactly are we aiming to sustain? Who are these “future 

generations”? What does it mean to “meet [their] needs?”
 Pierre begins to answer these 

questions by portraying what sustainability is not; in the novel, the population’s racial and sexual 

degeneracy—its inability to breed an American agrarian race—forecloses its sustainability.  

 Depicting this degeneracy rather than the small farming scene, Pierre represents the 

lesser-known, dystopian side of American literary agrarianism. Indeed, the novel’s agrarian 

subtext has remained largely unexamined because it is not easily recognizable as agrarian. 

Written in the wake of Brook Farm, Fruitlands, and Walden, three utopian farming experiments, 

Pierre seems like a dystopian outlier amongst its contemporaries—texts such as Nathaniel 
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Hawthorne’s The Blithedale Romance (1852) and Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass (1855) that 

portray scenes of rural utopia and subsistence farming. While these texts directly represent 

agrarianism at work, Pierre stages “deeper secrets than the Apocalypse”—the nightmare that 

agrarian advocates so feared (381). Perhaps this reversal of the agrarian ideal is what baffled 

Melville’s earliest reviewers, who condemned Pierre as “a dead failure” and declared, upon the 

novel’s release: “HERMAN MELVILLE CRAZY” (Contemporary Reviews 426, 436).
6
 Despite 

its resonance with mid-century agrarian rhetoric, Pierre’s portrayal of unsustainability was 

perhaps too difficult to entertain, even in fiction. Yet this portrayal reveals how population 

anxieties drive and shape agrarian rhetoric just as much as the idyllic small farming scene.  

 Pierre’s inversion of the agrarian ideal offers a different scale at which to read the novel, 

shifting from the plot of the family romance to its larger spatio-demographic context. With its 

themes of incest and inheritance, Pierre has occasioned a plethora of readings that analyze the 

family as the site of psychological, sexual, and national disruption as well as patriarchal and 

authorial anxiety. Critics have examined, for instance, Pierre’s familial poetics of individualism 

(Dimock), its genealogical plot of racial entanglement (Levine), its contrast between familial 

privacy and “queer sociality” (Castiglia), and, more recently, its “antifamilial sensibility” 

(Jackson).
7
 Even as scholars analyze Melville as a taxonomic and demographic writer, Pierre 

remains characterized as a family romance, its relationship with agrarianism obscured.
8
 Reading 

the familial plot as an index of the novel’s demographic and agricultural framework, I recast 

Pierre as a drama of agrarian America’s demise—one that imagines a racially degenerate, 

declining population, unsupported by the small, land-owning farmer. This racialized nightmare 

of overpopulation continues to drive nativist and racist forms of American sustainability rhetoric. 
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“Blades of grass” and Demographic Agrarianism  

 As a whole, Pierre enacts the hellish decline of a democratic, agrarian America. In the 

first few pages of the novel, the narrator invokes the demographic agrarian ideal, contrasting an 

expansive, egalitarian, American population with a crowded, monarchical Old World. As the 

novel shifts from this idealistic description to its aristocratic and overpopulated settings, it stages 

the breakdown of these Old World-New World distinctions—a breakdown which many mid-

century advocates of agrarianism lamented and critiqued. Tracing Pierre’s journey from his 

hereditary estate to an urban inferno, the novel portrays a world plagued with class divisions, 

starving tenant farmers and perverse, frenzied mobs. After Pierre marries his alleged half-sister, 

Isabel, his mother disinherits him and he travels to New York City, a hostile, immigrant-filled, 

densely-packed environment. Pierre’s demographic context would alarm agrarian thinkers such 

as Jefferson and Crèvecoeur; the novel depicts the aristocratic country—a setting described in 

terms of pastoral beauty rather than independent labor—and New York’s urban underworld, 

teeming with villains, filth, and sexual depravity.  

 The novel’s agrarian subtext becomes apparent in the first few pages, as the narrator 

distinguishes a democratic U.S. from an aristocratic Old World: “The monarchical world very 

generally imagines, that in demagoguical America…all things irreverently seethe and boil in the 

vulgar cauldron of an everlasting uncrystallizing present […] With no chartered aristocracy, and 

no law of entail, how can any family in America imposingly perpetuate itself?” (9). Describing a 

continuous present that takes priority over a genealogical past, Pierre’s opening recalls the 

principles of Jeffersonian agrarian land-owning that came to underwrite emerging conceptions of 

U.S. democratic egalitarianism. It puts in temporal terms Jefferson’s 1776 proposal to eliminate 

entail in Virginia, which “would authorize the present holder to divide the property among his 
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children equally…and would place them by natural generation on the level of their fellow 

citizens” (Writings 32-33). Such land-owning principles stemmed from the agrarian belief that 

farmers felt loyal to their community and responsible for their land—for keeping their 

surroundings populated, productive, and peaceful. As Jefferson famously declared in a 1785 

letter to John Jay, “[w]e have now lands enough to employ an infinite number of people in their 

cultivation. Cultivators of the earth are the most valuable citizens. They are the most vigorous, 

the most independent, the most virtuous, and they are tied to their country and wedded to its 

liberty and interests by the most lasting bonds” (818). Distinguishing “demagoguical America” 

from “the monarchical world,” Pierre’s narrator invokes this national ideal of egalitarian 

property rights, civic participation, and the virtues of agricultural labor. 

 The narrator highlights the demographic dimension of Jefferson’s land-owning 

principles, describing agrarian democracy as a population-level phenomenon: “In our cities 

families rise and burst like bubbles in a vat. For indeed the democratic element operates as a 

subtile acid among us; forever producing new things by corroding the old” (9). This acidic 

metaphor captures the corrosive and renewable quality of a democratic population, the larger 

ever-changing mass in which the family—insofar as it signifies status, lineage, and inheritance in 

aristocratic culture—becomes but a flexible and transient unit. These lines echo Alexis de 

Tocqueville’s Democracy in America (1835), which states that “[a]mong aristocratic 

nations…families remain for centuries in the same condition [and] [a]mong democratic nations 

new families are constantly springing up, others are constantly falling away”  (585-586). 

Demographic agrarianism, in this sense, is a process of generational renewal that occurs at the 

level of the population and keeps family and class status perpetually in flux.  
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 This fluctuating population is not only renewable and democratic but also rich, vibrant, 

and fertile. The narrator compares “the democratic element” of the U.S. to a corrosive, green 

pigment called “verdigris:” “[N]othing can more vividly suggest luxuriance of life, than the idea 

of green as a colour; for green is the peculiar signet of all-fertile Nature herself. Herein by apt 

analogy we behold the marked anomalousness of America” (9). Here “verdigris” facilitates the 

process of demographic renewal whereby a self-perpetuating population not only produces a new 

generation, but also molts its old, crusty traditions. Evoking fecund, lush vegetation, this 

“analogy” suggests renewability, as Pierre’s narrator contends that “in America the vast mass of 

families be as…blades of grass” and “the grass is annually changed” (10). Rendering the English 

aristocracy “perishable as stubble, and fungous as fungi,” and the U.S., a land of regenerative 

“grass,” the narrator equates grass-like uniformity with equality. Indeed, the uniformity of grass 

characterizes the broad, democratic landscapes of Whitman’s Leaves: “a uniform 

hieroglyphic,/…Sprouting alike in broad zones and narrow zones,/ Growing among black folks 

as among white” (Complete Poetry 31). In Pierre’s opening book, “blades of grass” represent the 

U.S., agrarian population itself, collapsing renewability, fertility, and egalitarian uniformity in a 

single image of demographic perfection. 

 Rather than emphasize yeoman self-sufficiency and agricultural labor, as histories of 

agrarianism tend to do, Pierre’s opening book invokes the demographic agrarian ideal: an evenly 

dispersed, homogeneous population, a country divided into small farms rather than a few fixed 

aristocratic estates. This vision assumes a broad, abundant, space ripe for demographic sprawl, 

for pluralized population fertility instead of a singular, aristocratic lineage. Invoking this ideal, 

many eighteenth-century demographic thinkers rendered the U.S. exempt from overpopulation. 

Figures such as Benjamin Franklin, Ezra Stiles, and later, Benjamin Rush and Jefferson 
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encouraged and anticipated population growth.
9
 They believed that America, with its vast and 

fertile terrain, could accommodate and nourish a sprawling, laboring, population. Unlike the 

“perishing births of Europe,” Jefferson contended, the U.S. contained an “immense extent 

of…fertile lands” that permitted “every one…to raise a family of any size” (1144). Invoking this 

demographic agrarian ideal, Pierre’s opening book projects a “luxurian[t]” and “all-fertile” 

national future, a democratic population with room enough to “annually change[]” and expand 

(9-10). Jeffersonian agrarianism, as Pierre reveals, emphasizes not only the small farmer’s 

dignity, but also the American population’s sustainability. 

 Although Pierre initially conjures this ideal of abundance, its dystopian settings reflect 

just the opposite, the two realms that Jefferson contrasted with his agrarian vision. Pierre’s 

family estate, where tenant farmers are at the mercy of their landlords, embodies what Jefferson 

observed, during his tour through France and Germany in 1785, as “uncultivated lands and 

unemployed poor,” where “the laws of property…violate natural right” (841-842). Pierre’s 

second half displays the crowding, economic flux, and delinquency that characterize the “mobs 

of great cities” of which Jefferson warned in Notes on the State of Virginia (1787). To Jefferson, 

cities were full of “artificers”—what he described as “the panders of vice, and the instruments by 

which the liberties of a country are generally overturned” (818). In Jeffersonian terms, these 

aristocratic and urban realms represent the imagined antitheses of the prolific New World: 

affluence and poverty rather than economic egalitarianism, inequality and anarchy rather than 

democracy. In Pierre, these “uncultivated lands” and lawless “mobs” appear within rather than 

outside of the U.S., challenging the notion of a “homogenous” agrarian nation closed off from 

extra-national and “monarchical” forces that, in Jefferson’s words, threaten to “warp and bias its 

direction, and render it a heterogeneous, incoherent, distracted mass” (211).  
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 This inversion reflects what many mid-century agrarian advocates observed as the demise 

of the once-prolific American population into aristocratic and urban realms of turmoil. Indeed, 

by the mid-1840s and early 1850s, the threat of overpopulation and inequality loomed large, 

particularly in greater New York, motivating a proliferation of various forms of agrarian rhetoric 

that extended and diverged from Jeffersonian principles. Nativists extolled small farming as a 

“native” American lifestyle and bemoaned the influx of immigrants as the disruption of national 

“homogeneity,” the increase of “idlers” rather than hard-working yeomen (Busey 9; Anspach 

68).
10

 Meanwhile, labor radicals in New York City’s National Reform Association and Anti-

Renters in the Hudson Valley created an urban-rural coalition, integrating mechanical laborers 

(those same “artificers” that Jefferson critiqued) into a broader working-class movement (818). 

This coalition demanded control over the fruits of their labor and easier access to public lands.
11

 

As activists invoked agrarian principles, they did so largely in response to demographic changes 

which they believed threatened the population’s health, morality, and very existence. For 

instance, as working-class advocate George Henry Evans wrote in “A Memorial to Congress” 

(1844), “the system of Land Traffic imported from Europe is…fast debasing us to the condition 

of a nation of dependant tenants, of which condition a rapid increase of inequality, misery, 

pauperism, vice, and crime are the necessary consequences” (87). Evans and many other 

reformers attributed the population’s decline to the collapsing distinctions between Europe and 

the U.S.—distinctions which had bolstered Jefferson’s vision of American abundance. Enacting 

this collapse, Pierre represents the intrusion of seemingly un-American tendencies—aristocratic 

land-owning practices, impoverished masses, and political instability—into an otherwise pure, 

agrarian society. 
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 Melville’s more overtly international writings and extra-national settings experiment with 

these Old World-New World distinctions, the same distinctions propagated by Jefferson and 

adapted by mid-century agrarian advocates; his writings establish paradigms of population decay 

that, particularly in Pierre, infiltrate, warp, and reverse the demographic agrarian ideal. For 

example, Redburn (1849) captures the Old World’s underfed masses, exhibiting a young 

American’s Jeffersonian horror at Liverpool’s “monstrous…multitudes of beggars” (Redburn 

216-217). Just over five years later, the Berkshire-born, Revolutionary War hero of Israel Potter 

(1855) would more directly experience these horrors, representing a London-based pauper who 

exemplifies a “Malthusian enigma in human affairs” and ultimately returns to the U.S. to see the 

ghosts of his agrarian youth (Israel Potter 185). Blurring these Old World-New World 

distinctions, “The Paradise of Bachelors and the Tartarus of Maids” (1855) continues these 

themes by portraying aristocratic excess and industrial sterility in a London-based brotherhood of 

celibacy and a New England-based, maids-powered mill. While the diptych sets up a contrast 

between heaven and hell, it depicts these realms as equally unproductive, highlighting the 

missing middle between heaven and hell: the fertile earth. Permeating Melville’s earlier writings, 

these paradigms of population decay prefigure Pierre’s inversion of the demographic agrarian 

ideal. 

 Like “The Paradise of Bachelors and the Tartarus of Maids,” Pierre is structured by a 

heaven-hell polarity that highlights the absence of agrarianism in the novel. This polarity 

conveys the material, moral, and sexual danger of extremes—in the equally decaying estate and 

city, in the happened-upon, philosophical pamphlet entitled “Chronometricals and Horologicals,” 

which warns against “unconditional [self-]sacrifice” and “human demonism,” and in the “sweet 

unearthliness” of Pierre’s blonde, blue-eyed fiancée, Lucy, and the “dark” allure of his estranged 
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sister, Isabel (298-299, 456, 437-438). Ultimately, these heaven-hell contrasts blur together: 

visions of struggling tenant farmers from Pierre’s aristocratic paradise pervade his hellish city 

life, Pierre’s heavenly, “unconditional sacrifice” of marrying Isabel transforms into “demonism,” 

and the angelic Lucy/Lucifer “Tartan” presents “devouring mysteries” perhaps just as dangerous 

as Isabel’s (438). It is no coincidence that, at the close of the novel, Pierre declares “’tis merely 

hell in both worlds” (502). His universe of entangled extremes lacks a middle ground, a peaceful, 

fertile landscape of moral balance and agricultural labor, a demographic agrarian population as 

uniform and renewable as “blades of grass.” Omitting this moral, agricultural, and demographic 

middle, Pierre imagines the horror of an unsustainable America.  

  

Pierre’s Unsustainable Estate
12

 

 Saddle Meadows represents the heaven of Pierre’s heaven-hell dichotomy, a paradise 

infused with aristocratic loftiness and the inverse of Jefferson’s principles of democratic land-

owning. Even amongst allusions to “blades of grass” and democratic regeneration, the narrator 

insists on the presence of a powerful, pure-blood American aristocracy. Pierre’s family, the 

Glendinnings, represents one such aristocratic family, a tall-standing “oak” with a vast pastoral 

estate (10). Loosely based on the powerful Dutch patroon family, the Van Rensselaers, central 

figures in the Hudson Valley’s Anti-Rent War (1849-1846), the Glendinnings boast an 

aristocratic genealogy that spans back to the colonial settlers.
13

 Their estate is one of the “Dutch 

Manors…whose meadows overspread adjacent countries—and whose haughty rent-deeds are 

held by their thousand tenant farmers” (12). In a reversal of democratic agrarian principles of 

small land-owning and self-sufficiency, the Glendinning estate spans far and wide, perpetuating 

a relationship of economic dependency between lords and tenants. 
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 The description of Saddle Meadows throbs with a romantic aesthetics of ancestral pride 

and property ownership. In what critics have called “an over-compensatory Eden,” “an insanely 

pastoralized opening,” and a “chivalric romance” of “intense feudalism,” Pierre’s “great 

genealogical and real-estate dignity” unite as one (Murray xxxvi; Sundquist 150; Nixon 722; 

Pierre 13).
14

 The novel opens with a figurative birthing scene that collapses property and 

reproductive perpetuity, as the hero “issu[es] from the embowered and high-gabled old home of 

his fathers” (1). Far from a celebration of democratic land ownership and independent labor, this 

scene swells with noble blood and genealogical history, “hills and swales…ennobled by the 

deeds of his sires…sanctified through their very long uninterrupted possession by his race” (8). 

Saddle Meadows presents not the humble homestead, but rather a “Queen[ly]” countryside, a 

saccharine pastoral that glorifies aristocratic privilege and excess (16).   

 Even in this seemingly celebratory context, the novel’s pastoral frames the landscape as 

unproductive and untouched by agricultural labor, evoking infertility and indolence. The setting 

appears unsustainable, its descriptions privileging rich and romantic features over agricultural 

yield. From Pierre’s point of view, this estate looks largely uncultivated, consisting instead of 

hunting grounds, “tangled paths” for walking, “ranges of mountains” and “primeval woods” (8, 

13). For him, Saddle Meadows is a terrain for leisure and aesthetic pleasure rather than labor, a 

vast monolithic landscape rather than a series of small, harvested, independently-owned 

farmlands. This perspective contrasts with that of a laboring yeoman; Crèvecoeur’s Letters, for 

instance, albeit referring to backwoods settlers, describes hunting as “a licentious idle life” in 

which “Europeans and new-made Indians” divide their time between “the toil of the chase, the 

idleness of repose or the indulgence of inebriation” (53). What represents, in Letters, evidence of 

racial degeneracy—of a “mongrel breed” of settlers “contracting the vices of…Indians”—
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becomes coded in Pierre as aristocratic leisure that is just as indulgent and agriculturally 

unproductive (52-53). Although Pierre’s narrator insists on its hero’s “robust and healthy” rural 

“vigour,” Pierre’s “brown” complexion and “manly brawn and muscle” appear as high-class 

pretension—products of hunting, “riding,” “boxing,” “fencing,” and “boating” rather than tilling 

the land (21, 5). Such a description serves to reinforce Pierre’s effeminacy—his 

“white…ruffles,” “dainty” arms, and “small…hands”—rather than deny it, portraying an effete 

lord in an uncultivated landscape (21).
 
 

 Just as Letters associates hunters’ idleness with their “mongrel” character, so too does 

Pierre’s narrator racialize the Glendinning’s aristocratic genealogy, linking upper-class 

bloodlines to racial mixing. Contending that “our America will make out a good general case 

with England in this short little matter of large estates, and long pedigrees…wherein is no flaw,” 

the narrator delineates a long-running monarchical tradition in the Americas: “old and oriental-

like English planter families of Virginia and the South; the Randolphs for example, one of whose 

ancestors, in King James’ time, married Pocahontas the Indian Princess, and in whose blood 

therefore an underived aboriginal royalty was flowing over two hundred years ago” (12).
15

 Here 

the American aristocracy claims a protracted history of royal bloodlines, which appear racially 

heterogeneous by nature, determined by class status rather than racial homogeneity or European 

lineage. In fact, in this passage, class purity seems to emerge directly from racial intermarriage, 

as the “Randolphs” claim “underived aboriginal royalty…flowing” in their veins. Meanwhile, 

the narrator expresses in “oriental-like” terms the extensiveness of these estates: “far-descended 

meadows lie steeped in a Hinduish haze; an eastern patriarchalness sways its mild crook over 

pastures” (12). Saddle Meadows is one such estate, the “deeds” of this “ancient…Dutch 

Manor[]” bearing “the ciphers of three Indian kings” (5, 12). In this sense, indigenous royalty 
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validates aristocratic property, freezing it in an eternal “Hinduish haze,” while racial 

intermingling of bloodlines appears to bolster rather than degrade the land’s familial status (12).  

 Yet this racialized history of American aristocratic families exhibits an anxiety of 

perpetuity, even as it insists on an unending futurity. Invoking “rent-deeds…held…so long as 

grass grows and water runs,” “lawyer’s ink unobliterable as the sea,” and “fee-

simples…cotemporise[d]…with eternity,” the narrator describes a stationary society where 

familial status and land ownership remain unshakeable (12). Just as Ishmael insists on the future 

of the whale species in Moby-Dick (1851) by recalling their far-reaching historical existence 

“before the continents broke water,” so too does Pierre’s narrator predict the future of the 

aristocracy species based on their “ancient and magnificent” past (Moby-Dick 503-504; Pierre 

12). Yet existence in the past does not guarantee a future, and given that aristocratic families are 

by definition exceptional, and therefore a small sect of the population, the narrator leaves us 

wondering whether the Glendinnings, to use Ishmael’s words, “must not at last be 

exterminated…like the last man, smoke his last pipe, and then himself evaporate in the final 

puff” (501). After all, aristocratic futurity relies on a single, patriarchal line rather than a 

sprawling demographic fertility. 

 A singular, “noble” youth with a “rare and choice lot,” Pierre epitomizes the decline of 

the American aristocracy (15). Even in the first chapter, the Glendinning line appears less than 

remarkably fertile because it is partilineal; Pierre stands as “the solitary head of his family,” 

“companioned by no surnamed male Glendinning,” plagued with “loneliness,” the final son in a 

soon-to-be-extinguished family line, his position not unlike that of Roderick in Edgar Allan 

Poe’s “The Fall of the House of Usher” (1839) (7). Implications of non-reproductive sex 

permeate Pierre’s world and threaten the Glendinnings’ future. The novel thematizes sterile 
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incest in Pierre’s flirtatious yet sisterly relationship with his mother, his homoerotic, “much more 

than cousinly attachment” to his rival cousin, Glen, and his sexual attraction to his long-lost 

sister, Isabel (301). Even the non-incestuous coupling of Pierre and Lucy proves unproductive.
16

 

In this seemingly glorious pastoral, images of impending sexual, economic, agricultural, and 

biological sterility shadow the estate: “a crumbling, uncomplete shaft,” “the crumbling, 

corresponding capital,” “Time left abased beneath the soil,” and, in a reference to Shakespeare’s 

hopelessly barren King Lear (1606-7), “Time crushed in the egg” (8). Decaying and sexually 

warped, the Glendinning family verges on extinction. 

 Faring no better than the Glendinnings themselves, the tenant farmers of Saddle 

Meadows show how this intensely classed pastoral runs counter to agrarian principles of 

democratic land-owning and small farming. “Distant” yet “neighboring,” in the background yet 

nearby, these tenants are far from the independent land-owners of Jefferson’s and Crèvecoeur’s 

imagination, as they depend on Mrs. Glendinning, “that gracious manorial lady,” and Pierre, who 

“shall one day be lord of the manor of” all of them (59-60). The hardships of tenant Walter 

Ulver, father to the seduced and ruined Delly, accumulate in his “rented farm-house” (155; 

emphasis mine). Meanwhile, the Millthorpes, who had “for several generations…lived on 

Glendinning lands,” are forced to “abando[n] an ample farm on account of absolute inability to 

meet the manorial rent” (383). As a renter, old farmer Millthorpe suffers a life of destitution, 

evidenced in his “knobbed and bony hands, “low, aged, life-weary groans,” “trembling fingers,” 

and his wife’s “thin, feeble features” (386, 387, 385). Trapped on deteriorating land amongst a 

declining rural population, the tenant farmers in Pierre enact Jefferson’s worst nightmare.  

 Pierre’s portrayal of Saddle Meadows culminates in an image of agricultural sterility and 

small-farming extinction in the novel’s penultimate book. This image affirms the estate’s 
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inversion of the demographic agrarian ideal. Delirious and famished in his urban apartment, 

Pierre envisions his ancestral manor surrounded by “hillside pastures” (477). These pastures 

appear “thickly sown with a small white amaranthine flower, which, being irreconcilably 

distasteful to the cattle…and yet, continually multiplying on every hand, did by no means 

contribute to the agricultural value of those elevated lands” (477). As this unfading flower 

envelops the pastures, “furnish[ing] no aliment for the mild cow’s meditative cud” and sterilizing 

the manor’s agricultural lands, the farmers fail to meet the production demands of their 

aristocratic landlord (480). “[D]isheartened dairy tenants” beg “the lady-landlord for some 

abatement” of their rent, blaming “the sterileness the amaranth begets” for their inability to churn 

out “rolls of butter” and maintain their lands (477). With ornamental rather than agricultural 

fertility, the amaranth represents an invasive weed, an undying, densely packed flower that 

blights food production, as well as aristocratic pretension (such as Mrs. Glendinning’s 

suffocating “amaranthiness”) (4). This “immortal amaranth” outgrows the clumps of “mortal” 

catnip—the “dear farm-house herb” which sparsely surrounds “old foundation stones and rotting 

timbers of log-houses long extinct” (480). The amaranth thus extinguishes the utopian vision of 

small farming, leaving only farm-house ruins of a long-lost Jeffersonian dream. 

 The amaranth in Pierre’s dream symbolizes, at least in part, the sterilizing and 

debilitating effects of aristocratic land-owning practices that informed the Anti-Rent movement. 

During this time, land reform advocates argued that tenant farming ultimately blighted 

agricultural production and caused the landless to go unfed. Tenant farmers proclaimed 

themselves homeless—deprived, as one anonymous Democrat contended in an 1845 issue of the 

Albany Freeholder, of “the hard-earned property…that will scantily enable them a 

subsistence.”
17

 Anti-Renters argued that, with no ownership over their means of “subsistence,” 
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farmers were more likely to resort to damaging agricultural practices that drained the soil and left 

them destitute.
18

 Pierre recalls the Anti-Rent movement in its description of Saddle Meadows—

the “regular armies…sent out to distrain upon three thousand farmer-tenants of one landlord”—

and seems to affirm the Anti-Rent rhetoric that framed tenancy as agriculturally damaging (13). 

The novel thus frames aristocratic land-owning as the unsustainable counterpart to Jefferson’s 

vision of a productive, independent farming population.  

 As the pastoral descriptions of Saddle Meadows and the Glendinning family tree bring to 

life the aristocratic antithesis of the demographic agrarian ideal, they render the estate not just 

agriculturally debilitating but also racially heterogeneous and sexually degenerate. These 

descriptions exhibit the economic and agricultural consequences of an aristocratic land-owning 

culture characterized by leisure and indulgence, sexual excess, and racial intermingling. In this 

context, dwindling agricultural fertility and an uneven distribution of land and resources emerge 

from an aristocratic tradition that favors racial entanglement, non-reproductive sex, and an 

increasingly infertile family line. Far from the demographic agrarian ideal of an expansive, 

egalitarian, small farming population, the economically unequal and generally unproductive 

population of Saddle Meadows is, by extension, reproductively challenged and racially and 

sexually degenerate—the mid-century nightmare of unsustainability realized. 

  

Pierre’s Unsustainable City 

 Pierre’s portrait of unsustainability does not stop with the racially degenerate population 

of Saddle Meadows; after Pierre moves to the city, the novel connects urban overpopulation to 

racial intermingling and sexual excess. Pierre’s decision to marry Isabel catalyzes his transition 

from rural to urban realms, as well as his encounter with his own familial, sexual, and racial 
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disorder. Indeed, Pierre only begins to recognize his family’s muddled history after meeting his 

alleged half-sister, who signifies both sameness and difference in her relation to Pierre, both 

consanguinity and foreignness. Supposedly the illegitimate daughter of Pierre’s father and a 

French emigrant “forced to fly” from her country—which, as Robert Levine notes, could have 

been revolutionary France or Saint Domingue—Isabel’s “dark, olive cheek” and “ebon” hair 

signal the racially amalgamated and multinational roots of the Glendinning family tree (104, 63, 

505). Isabel thus represents the homogeneity of shared bloodlines just as much as the 

heterogeneity of racially and nationally tangled bloodlines. Suggestive of foreignness, racial 

entanglement, and promiscuity, her character presents in microcosm the breakdown of familial 

organization and the racial and sexual confusion of a world devoid of agrarianism. 

 In marrying Isabel, Pierre attempts to restore the seemingly lost purity of the agrarian 

scene—to establish democratic equality between an aristocratic heir and a farmhouse orphan. A 

foundling with foggy memories of a farmhouse upbringing, Isabel evokes a distant, rural past. In 

his loneliness as “solitary head of his family,” Pierre feels a democratizing pull to place himself 

on “equal terms” with his estranged sister, to align shared blood with shared class status, to trade 

his aristocratic singularity for egalitarian plurality (7, 241). “Twice-disinherited,” throwing off 

his status and property, he rejects aristocratic tradition to embrace an “everlasting uncrystallizing 

present” (277, 9). But the entrenched aristocratic character of Pierre’s world forecloses the 

possibility of a democratic existence. Pierre’s exit from the aristocracy signifies his entrance into 

poverty: as he approaches “the rustic double-casement” of Isabel’s room, “he knows that his own 

voluntary steps are taking him forever from the brilliant chandeliers of the mansion of Saddle 

Meadows, to join company with the wretched rush-lights of poverty and woe” (156). There is no 

farming middle class in Pierre, no fertile earth between heaven and hell.
19
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  Pierre’s endeavor to level the socioeconomic distinction between him and his sister is 

also an attempt to neaten genealogical lines, restore reproductive legitimacy, and order to his 

disordered family. Yet this same endeavor is tinged with incest and perversity, further enmeshing 

Pierre in a web of familial confusion. As Isabel occupies the position of Pierre’s half-sister, 

lover, and wife, she becomes a shape-shifter of familial roles, blurring reproductive origins and 

rendering familial relationships perpetually indeterminate. This indeterminacy rears its head at 

the close of the novel, as Isabel and Pierre examine a portrait called “The Stranger.” While Isabel 

recognizes “shadowy traces of her own unmistakable likeness,” Pierre observes in the portrait an 

“unequivocal aspect of foreignness, of Europeanness,” that raises doubts about whether Isabel is 

actually his sister (460). In Pierre’s acceptance of Isabel, he enters a world of sexual and familial 

chaos where Isabel is both strange and familiar. As Elizabeth Dill puts it, “one cannot mark 

differences in ways that organize and stratify others and still sustain the equality of democracy, 

but without those means, one cannot be sure his wife is not also his sister” (714). This sexual 

confusion prevents Pierre from restoring familial order and entering into a purified, democratic 

union with Isabel.  

 Pierre’s ambiguous relationship with Isabel is racially menacing; suggestive of sexual 

immorality and tainted bloodlines, it mars the Glendinnings’ history and forecloses Pierre from a 

peaceful, plentiful existence. Pierre’s discovery of Isabel envelops his family lineage in “an all-

pervading haze of incurable sinisterness,” his noble bloodline becoming ever more clouded and 

uncertain. Pierre’s mother, moreover, condemns her son’s union with Isabel as dysgenic. “Thus 

ruthlessly to cut off, at one gross sensual dash, the fair succession of an honourable race! Mixing 

the choicest wine with filthy water from the plebeian pool, and so turning all to undistinguishable 

rankness!” (246, 271). This mixing also signifies a hereditary form of moral imperfection; after 
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learning of his father’s promiscuity, Pierre sees “specks and flaws in the character he once so 

wholly reverenced,” as Isabel’s story shrouds his father’s life in “impenetrable yet blackly 

significant nebulousness” (248, 94). When Pierre attempts to recover his father’s portrait after 

tossing it in the fire, his hand becomes “burnt and blackened,” marked by the same “specks and 

flaws” as his father’s character (277). These racial markers link Pierre to his father, calling into 

question Pierre’s moral and sexual character, disqualifying him from a life of monogamy, moral 

and sexual discipline, and reproductive vigor. 

 Yet it is not just Pierre’s or his father’s sexual missteps that cause demographic disaster 

in the novel; degeneracy and discord are endemic to the urban environment Pierre comes to 

inhabit. As Pierre, Isabel, and her ruined companion, Delly, enter the city, the setting is 

permeated with foreboding. The streetlamps appear “not so much intended to dispel the general 

gloom, as to show some dim path leading through it, into some gloom still deeper beyond” (320). 

Marking the group’s transition from country to city, “some great change in the character of the 

road” produces “numerous hard, painful joltings, and ponderous, dragging trundling” in a 

changeover “most strange and unpleasant” to the harsh, cold reality of urban life (320-321). The 

uneven road foreshadows the city itself, which overflows with crime and perversion indexed by 

extreme contrasts and shocking colors; “flashing, sinister, evil cross-lights,” “scarlet-cheeked” 

girls of “unnatural vivacity,” “sneaking burglars, wantons, and debauchees” register the 

miserable, congested, and corrupt state of a teeming, heterogeneous, population (331, 324).  

 The city’s overpopulated yet unproductive character is embedded in these explicitly 

moral and sexual descriptions, as images of sterility and starvation pervade these scenes. More 

than just a jarring shift in the road, the pavement represents a human death-scape that contains 

“the buried hearts of dead citizens” (321). It portends a time “when all the earth shall be paved,” 
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evoking not only the heavily trodden grave-yard of Redburn’s Liverpool, but also, more 

generally, the disappearance of the fertile, nourishing ground (321). In fact, Pierre describes the 

pavement as both agriculturally and morally debilitating: “Milk dropped from the milkman’s can 

in December, freezes not more quickly on those stones, than does snow-white innocence, if in 

poverty it chance to fall in these streets” (321). Signifying both nourishment and “innocence,” 

milk epitomizes the moral and economic stability of agricultural production in a small farming 

context. In the city, milk and innocence “freeze…quickly.” Starvation and corruption loom. 

Markers of reproductive and material deficiencies such as “famishing beggars” and “old maids” 

comingle with “sluggards” and prostitutes, as moral, agricultural, and biological barrenness 

inflect the newcomers’ first encounters with the city (323-324). In this landscape, it seems that 

Pierre, Delly, and Isabel might find, as Redburn does, a languishing woman with “shrunken,” 

“meager” children in her arms—an image of fertility transmuted into death and demographic 

decline (209-213). Intermingled with suggestions of sexual excess, hints of material want and 

overpopulation distinguish the city not from Saddle Meadows, as it might seem, but rather a 

fainter, more distant, lost agrarian world. 

 As Pierre suggests, such a licentious population can erupt into a mob rule that forecloses 

the possibility of demographic agrarianism—of a peaceful, landed, democratic population. Soon 

after arriving in the city, the trio encounters a microcosmic urban mass condensed in a disease-

ridden and unstable environment, similar to what Jeffersonian critics of the city might imagine. 

While Pierre looks for lodging, he leaves his companions at the police watch-house, where a 

“base congregation” accumulates:  

                       In indescribable disorder, frantic, diseased-looking men and women of all colours,     

           and in all imaginable flaunting, immodest, grotesque, shattered dresses, were  
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           leaping, yelling, and cursing around him. The torn Madras handkerchiefs of  

           negresses, and the red gowns of yellow girls…mixed with the rent dresses of  

             deep-rouged white women, and…protruding shirts of pale, or whiskered, or  

                        haggard or moustached fellows of all nations…On all sides, were heard drunken  

                        male and female voices, in English, French, Spanish, and Portuguese, interlarded  

                        now and then, with the foulest of all human lingoes, dialect of sin and death,  

                        known as the Cant language, or the Flash. (335)  

Unlike the Glendinnings and their long-running Dutch colonial lineage, these immigrants form 

part of an “outrageous orgy” that doubles as a “mob,” a sexualized, racialized, “indoor riot,” 

suggestive of the political turmoil that Jefferson sought to avoid in promoting a yeoman republic 

(337). A linguistically, racially, and culturally heterogeneous mass, “mixed” and “interlarded” 

together in a “notorious stew,” this crowd conjures on earth the very “infernos of hell” (336). 

Here the sounds of non-English language represent “dialect[s] of sin and death,” devilish tongues 

that emerge from the crowd’s horrifying multiplicity. Racial and ethnic diversity merge with 

sexual anarchy; variations of women’s skin color and men of “all nations” intermingle with their 

disheveled garments. The crowds’ promiscuity, though non-reproductive, breeds disease and 

disorder across miasmatic “thieves’-quarters,” “brothels,” “infirmaries,” and “cellar[s]” (336). 

Pierre worries that his companions may become “sucked into the tumult,” infected through 

“close personal contact” with the crowd, for in this instance of mob rule, of population pressure 

at its worst, sterilizing physical and moral maladies spread wildly (336).  

 With the watch-house mob, Pierre racializes and sexualizes the urban nightmare that 

drives mid-century proto-sustainability rhetoric, particularly as it exhibited an anxiety about 

changing U.S. demographics. The watch-house scene imaginatively animates the fears of 
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nativists who, in the 1850s, reminded the public that Jefferson associated a native-born 

population with a “homogenous” government. Prominent physician and outspoken nativist 

Samuel Busey, for instance, in his Immigration, its evils and consequences (1856), recasts 

Jefferson’s notion of governmental homogeneity as demographic homogeneity. Busey grounds 

his argument in the 1850 census, what he calls the “authoritative and indisputable…‘facts and 

figures’” that demonstrate “the evils” of immigration.
20

 Representing a “new era” in U.S. social 

demography, the 1850 census introduced categories such as birthplace, race, disability, and real 

estate owned, which called attention to the population’s heterogeneity, and invited analyses of 

“statistics of crime,” “origin of inhabitants,” and “the number of paupers (native and foreign)” 

(DeBow Compendium 12; Report 3). While this demographic data may have suggested that the 

nation’s rural vigor was in danger, particularly to nativists, Pierre makes explicit the seeming 

racial and sexual features of these changing demographics. In the watch-house scene, anarchy 

emerges from heterogeneity and non-reproductive sex, suggesting that the “mobs of great cities” 

are by definition foreign, perverted, and racially mixed. 

 The novel highlights the city’s association with human and agricultural barrenness by 

depicting Pierre’s demise into poverty in a similarly non-reproductive environment. Ultimately, 

Isabel, Delly, and Pierre join a secular, intellectual community at the Church of the Apostles, a 

building that, like many in the Old World, retains its “majestical name” even after becoming 

inactive (373). “Populous with all sorts of poets, painters, paupers,” “foreign-looking fellows,” 

and “indigent philosophers,” the Apostles’ inhabitants epitomize the materially deplorable 

conditions of urban life (371-375). The scholars subsist on “apple-parings, dried prunes,” and 

“crumbs of Graham Crackers,” their “lean ribs” and “meager bones” protruding in their steam 

baths (417-418, 419, 416).
21

 As Pierre settles into a career of writing, he becomes malnourished, 
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“pale,” and lethargic, regularly fending off “sheer bodily exhaustion” and “deadly feeling[s] of 

faintness,” allowing “devouring profundities” to “consume all his vigour” (418, 473, 425). Taken 

together, the descriptions of the Apostles and the watch-house portray the city as politically 

unstable and underfed, home to volatile mobs and starving artists. In this portrayal, instability 

and starvation code as foreign/ethnically diverse and celibate/non-reproductive, gesturing 

towards the racial and reproductive subtext of mid-century proto-sustainability rhetoric which 

promoted farm life over the degenerating city. 

 At first glance, it appears that disinheritance causes Pierre’s plunge into poverty. As 

Pierre attempts to write at the Apostles, he resembles “a strange exotic, transplanted from the 

delectable alcoves of the old manorial mansion, to take root in this niggard soil. No more do the 

sweet purple airs…come revivingly wafted to his cheek. Like a flower he feels the change…his 

cheek is wilted and pale” (377). Here it seems that Pierre’s loss of status brings a loss of 

sustenance. In the final pages of the novel, Pierre is increasingly “haunted,” as Priscilla Wald 

notes, “by images of food, the body, and employment,” images that collapse sustenance with 

aristocratic honor (153). He composes lines “plagiarised from his own experiences,” reiterating 

the Lear reference from the novel’s first book: “Lo! I hold thee in this hand, and thou art crushed 

in it like an egg from which the meat hath been sucked” (422). Signifying fertility, food, and 

status, this egg/meat image in King Lear foretells Lear’s downfall; by cracking open the “egg” of 

his kingdom, by dividing the indivisible, by divesting himself of “the meat” of his royal office, 

Lear politically sterilizes himself. Similarly, Pierre’s rejection of his familial inheritance seems 

to trigger a process of sterilization and decay that sucks up the “meat” of his existence in more 

ways than one: as he declares at the novel’s close, “world’s bread of life, and world’s breath of 
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honour, both are snatched from me” (498). These lines suggest that Pierre’s fall from aristocratic 

heaven causes his and his family’s demise. 

 Perhaps the arduous process of printing Moby-Dick in the summer of 1851, in what 

Melville called the “babylonish brick-kiln of New York,” inspired this infernal portrayal of 

Pierre’s Shakespearean end (Correspondence 195).
22

 But despite evidence to the contrary, this 

hellishness does not so much distinguish the city from the Saddle Meadows as unite the novel’s 

two settings—equally terrifying poles of an unsustainable America. Notably, Pierre’s 

unprofitable and “idle” interest in writing begins not in the city but in the similarly wasteful 

Saddle Meadows (376). Analepses show Pierre’s “discarded manuscripts” littering the estate, his 

scribbling attracting speculators “with a view to start a paper-mill expressly for the great author” 

(an anticipatory gesture towards another “Tartarus” of Melville’s) (366-367). Pierre’s writerly 

passions signify a lack of agricultural productivity: “The mechanic, the day-labourer, has but one 

way to live; his body must provide for his body. But not only could Pierre in some sort, do that; 

he could do the other; and letting his body stay lazily at home, send off his soul to labour” (364). 

This same form of “soul” labor emerges in the figure of Charles Millthorpe, an Apostles-dweller 

and farmer’s son who once lived at Saddle Meadows. “Averse to hard labor,” Millthorpe 

“indignantly “spurn[s] the plough” and fails to place his family “in a far more comfortable 

situation” after his father’s death (387-388). Embodied in Pierre and Charles, urban 

intellectualism stands as an antithesis of small farm labor, one that begins at Saddle Meadows. In 

this sense, Pierre looks less like a hero’s demise from an aristocratic heaven to an urban hell and 

more like a singular, dystopian reflection of a world without agrarianism. 

 Linking the aristocratic country and the overpopulated city through their shared anti-

agrarian character, Pierre resonates with 1840s proto-sustainability rhetoric that promoted the 
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demographic agrarian ideal as a solution to greater New York’s economic inequalities. In the 

Working Man’s Advocate, Evans invoked Jeffersonian principles and attacked vested land rights, 

declaring that “landlordism” had caused “thousands upon thousands of cases of pinching want, if 

not many of actual starvation.”
23

 Citing a similar problem in the city, Evans and other members 

of the National Reform Association published a report in the Working Man’s Advocate that noted 

“an increasing population, the great majority of whom depend for a subsistence on Mechanical 

labor,” “leav[ing] no hope for the future” (“To the People” 295). Proposing a migration to the 

West, the report connected population pressure to unequal land access and reconceived of a 

plentiful space of utopian possibility: “We are the inhabitants of a country which for boundless 

extent of territory, fertility of soil and exhaustless resources…stands unequalled by any nation” 

(297). Dreaming of an “exhaustless” future in the “withering” present, the National Reform 

Association looked to the demographic agrarian ideal as a solution to unsustainability in both the 

urban and rural spheres.  

 Pierre represents this unsustainability in both Saddle Meadows and the city through 

intertwined images of agricultural sterility, reproductive failure, and racial heterogeneity, images 

epitomized in the novel’s final scene. After Pierre murders Glen and “extinguishe[s] his house,” 

he announces to Lucy and Isabel that he is “neuter now”—unsexed and sterilized, his family 

lineage snuffed out (503). Next, Pierre grasps for a secret vial of poison around Isabel’s neck, 

saying “in thy breasts, life for infants lodgeth not, but death-milk for thee and me!” (503). As the 

hinge between the two regions, the motivation for Pierre to leave Saddle Meadows for the city, 

Isabel also represents the reproductive and agricultural failure that characterizes both realms. 

Though she comes from a dairy farm on the Glendinning estate, she offers not life-giving milk 

for children but rather “death-milk”; the symbol of agricultural and human sustenance as well as 
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reproductive futurity transforms into an instrument of extinction. Moreover, this vial of “death-

milk” reflects the “dark vein” that links Isabel to Pierre, the blood that has “burst” in the novel’s 

final scene.
24

 A nourishing resource turned deadly, this “death-milk” collapses sterility, 

extinction, and racial intermingling in a singular image of unsustainability, signifying the racial, 

reproductive, and agricultural decline of a society devoid of agrarianism.  

 

*** 

 With its barren landscapes and starving populations, Pierre perhaps reflects Melville’s 

own disillusionment with agrarianism. Soon after his agricultural report was printed in the 

Culturalist and Gazette, the paper’s editor criticized Melville for neglecting to address the harsh 

realities of farm labor, realities that Melville came to understand in the following year. In the fall 

of 1850, shortly before the report was published, Melville purchased Arrowhead, his own rural 

utopia, complete with a view of Mount Greylock, the mountain to which he would dedicate 

Pierre. Just three days before the report was published, in a letter to Evert Duyckinck, Melville 

described Arrowhead as nothing short of idyllic, with “the heavens themselves looking so ripe 

and ruddy, that it must be harvest-home with the angels” (Correspondence 69). But during that 

year, as Melville finished Moby-Dick, as his family grew and financial pressure mounted, his 

constant “plowing and sowing…and printing and praying,” as he put it, rendered farm life more 

of a strain than a blessing (195).
25

 When he began writing Pierre at the end of 1851, Melville 

was struggling to maintain his farm and feed his family, an experience that perhaps fueled a 

novel that turns agrarian utopia on its head. 

 Melville’s agricultural endeavor, his very own “life in the woods,” is a largely forgotten 

chapter of American literary history, one that Jay Leyda, and more recently, Kathryn Cornell 
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Dolan have begun to recover.
26

 The contrast between the beginning and end of this episode, 

between Melville’s agricultural report and Pierre, is particularly telling. Articulating an early 

version of sustainability, the report resonates with the sentiments of Melville’s uncle, Thomas 

Melvill Jr., who declared in his 1815 address to the same Berkshire Agricultural Society that: 

“Discoveries made in the cultivation of the earth, are not merely for the time and country in 

which they are developed, but they may be considered as extending to future ages” (11). Early 

sustainability sentiments such as these implicitly promote an agrarian ideal of demographic 

fertility and agricultural abundance, emphasizing, as the UN’s Brundtland Report does, 

“meet[ing] the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 

meet their own needs.” But Pierre imagines a world without “cultivation of the earth,” without 

“future ages.” The strange counterpart to the more familiar georgic world of Melville’s report, 

Pierre depicts what many advocates of agrarianism lamented at the time—the degeneration of an 

American population unsupported by small farm labor, ruled by aristocratic excess and seething 

mobs, much like the Old World.  

 Structured by a heaven-hell dichotomy that blurs into a single, catastrophic world, the 

novel reverses the Jeffersonian agrarian ideal in its aristocratic and urban settings, evoking 

dwindling population fertility, agricultural sterility, and vast economic inequality. This 

unproductive, underfed, and increasingly infertile population in Pierre is racially and nationally 

heterogeneous and sexually degenerate. Images of intermingling and non-reproductive sex are so 

entangled with those of declining agriculture, overpopulation, and meager resources in the novel 

that they become inextricable, even synonymous. In Pierre, the American population’s 

sustainability is determined by its ability to breed an American agrarian race. In this sense, 

Pierre suggests that the demographic agrarian ideal of “blades of grass”—of democratic 
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equality, economic uniformity, and horizontal sprawl—is also a racial and reproductive one, that 

agrarianism seeks to avoid racial, sexual, and moral degeneracy just as much as agricultural 

barrenness and overpopulation.  

 Pierre functions as an American literary prequel to the global crises projected in the 

Brundtland Report. Driven by similar fears of overpopulation and agricultural barrenness, the 

Brundtland Report parallels the agrarian rhetoric of Melville’s time. Indeed, the document reads 

as a Jeffersonian condemnation of an unsustainable global society, describing two major 

contributing factors to the crisis of sustainability: the waste and excess of the affluent and the 

poverty, crowds, and pollution of cities.
27

 Set in aristocratic and urban contexts, Pierre enacts 

this crisis in microcosm. Equating unsustainability with the reproductive consequences of sexual 

excess and racial intermingling, Pierre begins to expose what Jennifer C. James calls the “the 

disavowed racial matter of the environmental unconscious” (“‘Buried in Guano’” 118). A 

sustainability crisis realized, Pierre enunciates the dystopian possibility that shapes and 

motivates the Brundtland Report, highlighting the ideas of racial and sexual degeneracy implicit 

in our imaginaries of environmental and economic catastrophe. 
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Notes 

1. Pierre anticipates the catastrophic visions that attended 1960s concerns about “the population 

bomb.” Many predicted that, because of overpopulation, Americans would face crime, sexual 

promiscuity, and riots in addition to environmental destruction. See Robertson 104.   

2. This scholarship includes the longer tradition of Marx, Kolodny, and Smith, as well as 

Lawrence Buell. While Marx and Buell have tended to discuss agrarianism under the rubric of 

what they call the pastoral, critics such as William Conlogue and Sweet have differentiated 

between agrarian and pastoral paradigms. See Buell, The Environmental Imagination and 

Conlogue. Also see Fiskio, Montmarquet, Kimberly K. Smith, Wendell Berry and the Agrarian 

Tradition, Sweet, Watts, and White. 

3. For scholarship on early twentieth-century eugenicist agendas of breeding an American 

agrarian race, see Casey, Farland, and Lovett.  

4. This scholarship examines how neo-Malthusian discourses of population control facilitate 

certain forms of biopolitical governance. See Mitchell Dean, Hultgren, and Schlosser. For a 

history of neo-Malthusianism and environmentalism that also features eugenics, see Robertson. 

Beyond these studies of overpopulation discourse, other prominent examples of scholarship that 

engage Foucauldian and biopolitical thought include Armstrong and Tennenhouse, and 

Weheliye. These works focus on reimagining nation-based genealogies of the novel 

(Armstrong/Tennenhouse) and revealing the centrality of race in constructions of the human 

(Weheliye). 

5. Alaimo suggest that sustainability’s definition evokes an “environmentalism without an 

environment,” while Pinkus points out that it focuses too narrowly on “the human time of the 



   
 

54 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
now and near future” (Alaimo 562, Pinkus 72). Stoekl raises a plethora of questions about 

sustainability such as: “Sustainability only for humans?” and “What is the timescale?” (41).  

6. These reviews were published in The Albion, on August 21, 1852, and in the New York Day 

Book, on September 7, 1852, respectively. 

7. See Castiglia, Dimock, Jackson, and Levine, Dislocating. 

8. For readings of taxonomy and demography in Melville’s sea writing, for instance, see Blum.  

9. See Cassedy, Medicine and American Growth. 

10. See Busey, Immigration: Its evils and consequences (1856) and Anspach, The Sons of the 

Sires (1855). Also see The Wide-Awake Gift: A Know-Nothing Token for 1855 (1855). This 

anthology of the “choicest flowers of native Eloquence and Poetry” included a poem entitled 

“The American Farmer,” which celebrated the independence and egalitarianism of the agrarian 

“native” lifestyle (249). 

11. For discussions of how Anti-Renters and labor radicals adapted agrarianism and joined 

forces, see Huston 107-129 and Summerhill 61-88. 

12. I am indebted to Robert Markley for his use of the phrase “the unsustainable estate” in his 

talk of the same title at Rice University in February of 2014.  

13. Critics have speculated that the Glendinnings are indeed based the Van Rensselaer family, 

descendants of Melville’s Dutch ancestors on his mother’s side—the most prominent landowners 

in the Hudson Valley and the villains of the Anti-Rent War. See Otter, Melville’s Anatomies 199. 

14. Also see Otter, “The Eden of Saddle Meadows.” 

15. Jennifer Greeson suggests that Pierre has a southern planter affiliation that contrasts with 

Melville’s authorial supremacy. See Greeson, Our South 201-202. 
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16. As Nicola Nixon puts it, the Glendinnings are “an atrophied aristocracy trembling on its last 

legs” (730). 

17. See The Albany Freeholder, November 26, 1845. n. pag. 

18. See Ellis, Landlords and Farmers in the Hudson-Mohawk Region 1790-1850 230-231.  

19. This is why, as John Carlos Rowe notes, the novel abruptly “changes the subject from rural 

to urban issues” (69).  

20. See Busey’s preface. n. pag. 

21. Sylvester Graham invented graham crackers as part of a larger campaign to curtail sexual 

desires through diet. In Pierre, it seems that the intellectuals at the Apostles consume too many 

Graham crackers, for they lack sexual desires so much that they are do not reproduce at all. See 

Graham, A Treatise on Bread, and Bread-Making 124.   

22. “Brick-kiln” is perhaps one of Melville’s keywords for urban hellishness; in Redburn, the 

protagonist asks “is Liverpool but a brick-kiln?” (185). 

23. See Working Man’s Advocate, December 28, 1844. n. pag. For more on Evans’s role in the 

Anti-Rent War, see McCurdy 157-181. 

24. See Levine, Dislocating Race and Nation 161. 

25. Melville wrote this in a letter to Nathaniel Hawthorne on June 29, 1851. Under the weight of 

financial pressures, Melville began trying to sell Arrowhead by 1853. Ten years later, his brother 

Allen finally bought the abandoned farm. So the story of Arrowhead is one of a failed agrarian 

utopia, at least for Melville. See Leyda. 

26. See Dolan, Beyond the Fruited Plain and Leyda, “White Elephant.” 

27. For instance, the report identifies the ever-widening “gap between rich and poor nations” as a 

central challenge to sustainability. Moreover, it stresses that “poverty itself pollutes the 
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environment […] Those who are poor and hungry will often destroy their immediate 

environment in order to survive” (2, 28). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Gothic Fertility in the Early American Tropics: Jefferson, Crèvecoeur, Sansay 

Pierre signals the emergence of a particularly xenophobic strand of American 

sustainability rhetoric - a nativist agrarianism focused on safeguarding the U.S. from 

unproductive and overpopulating foreigners. Pierre and Isabel’s relationship, for instance, not 

only evokes the ethnological theory that racial amalgamation brings extinction; it also suggests 

that transamerican sexual liaisons cause demographic destruction.
1
 A “Franco-Africanist figure,” 

as Anna Brickhouse calls her, Isabel’s French background and “dark, olive” complexion suggest 

that her mother may have come from revolutionary Saint Domingue (Brickhouse 244-245; 

Melville 63). Perhaps as a reflection of his multinational bloodline, Pierre publishes a lucrative 

“love-sonnet, entitled ‘The Tropical Summer’” and buys Cuban cigars with his earnings—money 

not well spent in New York City, where starvation looms at every corner (342). Overall, Pierre’s 

cultural, sexual, and familial connections with the West Indies appear to contribute to his 

downfall, as well as the more general unsustainability of greater New York. Realizing the fears 

of mid-century nativists, the novel thus gestures towards a xenophobic version of American 

sustainability rhetoric, one where procreation with an immigrant means demographic suicide. 

Pierre’s intimations of unsustainable transamerican crossings resonate with an earlier 

corpus of U.S. writing that contrasts the West Indies—and, often, by extension, the U.S. slave-

holding South—with the ideal of an agrarian nation of small, land-owning farmers. While the 

previous chapter uncovers a seemingly U.S. nation-based sustainability discourse, one that 

promotes small farming and land-owning, this chapter goes back in time to reveal the circum-

Caribbean context of early American agrarian thought—a context that perhaps prefigures 

Pierre’s West Indian undertones. Indeed, Jefferson’s and Crèvecoeur’s writings define the U.S. 



   
 

58 

agrarian ideal against not only an overpopulated, aristocratic Old World, but also a plantation-

based South that extends from South Carolina to Saint Domingue—a region that I hereafter refer 

to as the early American tropics.
2
 In Jefferson’s Notes and Crèvecoeur’s Letters, the early 

American tropics function as a counterpoint to notions of New World abundance, industry, and 

population fertility; unlike the temperate climate of the north, where small, independent farming 

thrives, the tropics are morally and sexually corrupting, encouraging a brutal, slave-based 

plantation system that can only end in revolution. Fulfilling this prophecy, Leonora Sansay’s 

semi-autobiographical novel, Secret History, or The Horrors of St. Domingo (1808) depicts the 

Haitian Revolution (1791-1804) as a demographic disaster that reverberates throughout the West 

Indies. From massacres of children in revolutionary Saint Domingue to the seemingly 

overpopulated streets of Cuba, the novel captures the region’s unsustainability by combining 

horrific and reproductive imagery in a phenomenon I call gothic fertility. Taken together, 

Jefferson’s, Crèvecoeur’s, and Sansay’s writings imagine an unsustainable American tropics 

characterized by sexual excess, racial degeneracy, and reproductive chaos. Like Pierre, these 

writings articulate unsustainability through racial intermingling, tacitly equating New World 

sustainability with racial homogeneity.  

This notion of an unsustainable American tropics emerged in large part as a response to 

eighteenth-century European theories of New World degeneracy. Countering the claims of 

French naturalist George Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, who argued that the New World’s 

cold and humid climate caused humans and animals to become less fertile with every generation, 

Jefferson presented the range and strength of American species as evidence of a climate that is 

far from inferior. As part of his defense of the New World, Jefferson insisted on innate 

differences between the black and white race, thereby challenging Buffon’s primary assumption 
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that environment, rather than species difference, caused human variation. For Jefferson, the idea 

that racial difference was fixed rather than environmentally determined provided further 

evidence that humans, particularly white Europeans, could not possibly degenerate or become 

sterile in the New World. Yet rather than defend the entire Americas against Buffon’s thesis, 

Jefferson transferred this notion of New World degeneracy to those “warm climate[s]” where 

slavery, rather than free, independent labor, was the norm (Notes 169). According to Jefferson, 

the American tropics’ fertility encouraged licentiousness and brutality in its slave-holding 

citizens, characteristics that would provoke a revolution and ultimately, “the extermination of the 

one or the other race” (171). Recognizing this danger, Jefferson advocated for blacks’ 

emancipation in Notes. Maintaining his claims about innate racial distinctions, he also proposed 

that freed blacks emigrate “beyond the reach of mixture” (151). For Jefferson, then, the tropics 

were unsustainable not just because of the corrupt system of slavery that characterized the 

region, but also because this system required that blacks and whites live in close geographical 

proximity, a condition that increased the possibility of racial “mixture.”  

Drawing on principles of racial fixity as well as environmental influence, Jefferson’s 

depiction of the American tropics appears contradictory and uneven. Crèvecoeur’s and Sansay’s 

writings, however, develop gothic fictions that together try to make sense of Jefferson’s claims. 

Both narrated from the perspective of a Pennsylvanian traveler, these accounts of the American 

tropics depict a world where Jefferson’s warnings go unheeded, where “warm climate[s]” breed 

increasingly brutal slave-holders and the threat of racial “mixture” looms large. Crèvecoeur’s 

writings on the tropics—in particular, Letter IX of Letters and his essay, “Sketches of Jamaica 

and Bermudas and Other Subjects” (1773)—chronicle a small farmer’s encounter with scenes of 

slave violence, moments which he attributes to the climate’s enervating, degrading effect on 
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slave-holders. These writings construct the overly fertile American tropics as the degenerate 

counterpart to the more temperate and morally stable “northern provinces” that Crèvecoeur’s 

narrator calls home (Letters 156). Amplifying the tropics’ horror, Secret History shows how this 

“excessive fertility of the ground” reflects that of the region’s inhabitants (Letters 162). Borne 

out of sexual and moral degeneracy, suggestive of racial amalgamation, human fertility in Secret 

History begets revolutionary violence, social decay, poverty, and crime; it is a gothic fertility that 

portends human extinction—that renders the population of the tropics unsustainable.   

In the final years of the Haitian Revolution, however, the American tropics began to look 

less like an unsustainable region of New World degeneracy and more like the potential site of a 

free, all-black nation with a prosperous future. While Jefferson championed black emigration in 

Notes, his recommendations became more concrete during and after the Revolution. In an 1801 

letter to James Monroe, he proposed the “African colonization” of “the West Indies” in part 

because “the blacks have [already] established a sovereignty” on “the island of St. Domingo” 

(Writings 1098). Decades later, Jefferson continued to discuss the possibility of black 

emigration, suggesting that freed blacks might bring “implements of husbandry” and “the seeds 

of civilization” from the U.S. to their new nation (1485, 1240). His vision of an all-black 

agrarian nation beyond U.S. borders cohered with his theory of racial difference and his 

insistence that freed blacks must “be removed beyond the reach of mixture” (Notes 151). For 

Jefferson, the American tropics became a “congenial” climate in the hands of the black race, a 

region no longer plagued by the corruption and excess of Crèvecoeur’s and Sansay’s multiracial 

tropics. This vision of an all-black New World beyond U.S. borders reveals racial homogeneity 

as a defining characteristic of Jefferson’s American sustainability. For racial homogeneity 
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trumps Buffon’s idea of environmental difference and renders agrarian utopia pliable to a range 

of climates and regions throughout the hemisphere. 

Taken together, the writings of Jefferson, Crèvecoeur, and Sansay demonstrate the 

pivotal role of the early American tropics in imaginatively establishing and reshaping the U.S. 

agrarian ideal. In the past decade, transnational Americanists have highlighted and elaborated on 

what Immanuel Wallerstein calls “the extended Caribbean, stretching from northeast Brazil to 

Maryland”; scholars such as Sean X. Goudie, Jennifer Rae Greeson, Matthew Pratt Guterl, and 

Christopher P. Iannini have revealed the importance of a circum-Caribbean south, a “Creole 

America,” and an “American Mediterranean” in shaping American literary and cultural history 

(167). These scholars tend to focus on the geopolitical, literary, and natural histories that link the 

West Indies and the U.S. South, highlighting the region’s shared plantation economy, tropical 

climate, and looming threat of slave rebellion. Building on this burgeoning scholarly corpus, this 

chapter reveals the racial and reproductive discourses that define the American tropics—that 

render it an unsustainable slave-holding region, on the one hand, and a potential all-black 

agrarian utopia on the other.  

 

In Defense of the New World: Jefferson’s Case for Racial Separation 

 Ostensibly, Jefferson wrote Notes in response to François Marbois, the secretary of the 

French legation of the United States. But his deeper task was to defend the New World, 

particularly the U.S., against European theories of unsustainability, especially those of Buffon. In 

an effort to collect data on each of the thirteen states, Marbois developed twenty-two questions 

about Virginia’s politics, laws, climate, and population, among other topics, and Jefferson 

replied to these queries in Notes. Ultimately, however, Notes was less an informative survey than 
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a refutation of the environmental theories of Buffon, director of the Jardin du Roi in Paris and 

author of the forty-four-volume Histoire Naturelle, Gènèrale et Particuliére (1749-1804).
3
 

Indeed, as Jefferson challenged these theories, countering the idea that humans would gradually 

devolve in the new nation’s environment, he also developed an early notion of American 

sustainability rooted in fixed, innate racial differences and a degenerate, slave-holding tropics. 

 In the Histoire, Buffon argued that the unhealthy, hostile environment of the New World 

caused human and animal species to degenerate to shrunken, sterile varieties: “There 

is…something antagonistic to the increase of living nature in this new world: there are obstacles 

to the development and perhaps even to the formation of the great seeds…[which] are here 

reduced, shrunken beneath this ungenerous sky and in this empty land, where man, scarce in 

number, was thinly spread” (qtd. in Gerbi 5). Buffon contended that, with its cold, wet, 

“ungenerous” environment—an environment overgrown, “poisonous,” and suffocating—animals 

and humans in the New World were smaller, fewer, and generally less fertile than their Old 

World counterparts; a land where “everything languishes, decays, [and] stifles…will never 

produce anything but humid creatures, plants, reptiles, and insects; and cold men and feeble 

animals are all that it will ever nurture” (7-8). Citing Native Americans’ “small…organs of 

generation” as evidence of the New World’s inhospitable climate, Buffon contrasted this 

“feeble” landscape with what he saw as a moderate, cultivated Old World, where humans were 

more energetic, fertile, and driven to subdue the environment (6). 

 Buffon’s argument proceeded from the assumption that human races did not constitute 

separate species, but rather environmentally-determined varieties. According to Buffon, 

inhabitants of West Africa developed a dark complexion due to the region’s tropical, marshy, 

rank environment, a complexion that they then passed on to their children. But West Africans’ 
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skin would gradually lighten, Buffon argued, if they were to move to Europe’s more temperate 

environment.
4
 In this context, race signified a variable, fluid condition rather than an indication 

of species difference. As one of his reviewers put it in 1750, Buffon showed that it was 

“necessary to have recourse to an ever-active, organic matter, always given over to shaping 

itself, to making itself, and to producing beings similar to those which house it” (227). 

Attributing human variety to environmental impact rather than biological fixity, Buffon held the 

monogenist view that humans shared a single origin as a single species. 

 Buffon based this racial argument on environmental changeability as well as patterns of 

fertility. For Buffon, if two different-looking animals could produce fertile offspring, then they 

constituted varieties within a single species, while those animals that produced sterile offspring 

constituted distinct species. Moreover, as historian Bruce Dain puts it in his account of Buffon, 

“negroes bred true with whites, and it testified to man’s nobility as a species that the Negro type 

quickly disappeared as the worst African regions become more temperate” (16). Contra Swedish 

botanist Carl Linnaeus, who believed that environmental influences and interspecies 

reproduction created new species over time, Buffon insisted that, since he had never seen one 

variety produce another that could not breed fertile offspring with the original, the environment 

never created new species, only varieties.
5
 Buffon seemed less interested in documenting and 

classifying diverse species, as Linnaeus was, and more invested in observing the shaping 

influence of “an ever-active organic matter” on humans and animals.  

 Perhaps this distinction between Linnaeus and Buffon informed Jefferson’s decision to 

draw on Linnaean methodology in Notes. Amassing data collected by a troupe of industrious 

observers, Jefferson aligned himself with Linnaeus, most notably in Query VI: “A complete 

catalogue of the trees, plants, fruits, &c. is probably not desired. I will sketch out those which 
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would principally attract notice…adding the Linnaean to the popular names, as the latter might 

not convey precise information to a foreigner” (Notes 39). Countering Buffon’s claims about the 

smaller size and range of New World species, Jefferson presented Linnaean-style tables 

comparing the quadrupeds of Europe and the Americas, contending that “on the Ohio, and in 

many parts of America further north, tusks, grinders, and skeletons of unparalleled magnitude, 

are found in great numbers” (44). Fixating on the presence of large animals such as mammoths, 

which Buffon associated with a more hospitable environment, Jefferson attempted to undercut 

French naturalists for their lack of empirical evidence: “It does not appear that Messrs. De 

Buffon and D’Aubenton have measured, weighed, or seen those [species] of America. It is said 

of some of them, by some travelers, that they are smaller than the European. But who were these 

travelers?” (56).
6
 Drawing on Linnaean classification and empirical observation to display the 

array and magnitude of New World species, Jefferson developed a defensive theory of American 

sustainability based on species difference and quantity rather than variability. 

 Elaborating this theory, Jefferson argued that fixed, essential characteristics, rather than 

environmentally-induced change, accounted for racial distinctions, particularly between the 

white and black races. In Query XIV, he presented a range of essentializing and totalizing racial 

characteristics as evidence that the “difference” between blacks and whites—“that immovable 

veil of black”—was “fixed in nature, and…as real as if its seat and cause were better known to 

us” (145). Alluding to everything from heat tolerance to a “disagreeable odour” to “the 

preference of the Oranootan for the black woman,” Jefferson labored to illustrate “the real 

distinctions which nature has made” between blacks and whites (145). Moreover, while he 

asserted on multiple occasions that he had seen proof of Native Americans’ intelligence, 

Jefferson claimed that he could not “find that a black had uttered a thought above the level of 
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plain narration” (147).
7
 The idea that blacks were permanently distinct and inferior to whites 

bolstered Jefferson’s broader argument that humans did not degenerate in the New World; 

whatever racial inferiorities one might observe, he believed, were due to static, biological 

distinctions. Indeed, Jefferson’s theory of New World sustainability was deeply dependent on 

this conception of racial difference. 

 Such contentions culminated in Jefferson’s most infamous statement on race, a statement 

that deviated from Linnaeus (who believed that humans constituted one species), as well as other 

adversaries of Buffon, who saw blacks and whites as different species:  

  I advance it therefore, as a 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. It is not against experience to  

  suppose, that different species of the same genus, or varieties of the same species,  

  may possess different qualifications. (150-151)
8
  

Unlike other “defensive creole patriot[s]” at the time, Jefferson did not declare that blacks and 

whites would together produce sterile offspring, although he strongly discouraged racial 

intermingling in his writings (Bauer 238). Nor did Jefferson make the polygenist argument that 

blacks and whites had separate moments of creation. Indeed, as Dain has pointed out, Jefferson 

refused to take a side in the “species”-versus-“variety” debate, instead using the obfuscating term 

“race” in his statement on black inferiority.
9
 In his efforts to challenge Buffon, Jefferson refused 

to commit to the term “variety,” which connoted environmental and climatological influences. 

But given his insistence on “fixed” racial differences, why did Jefferson also avoid embracing 

the more rigid term “species”? 
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 Perhaps Jefferson avoided polygenist racial theories because he wanted to preserve 

Buffon’s principle of climate-based variation selectively. Far from liberating the entire 

hemisphere of Buffon’s thesis, Jefferson transferred notions of environmentally-induced 

degeneration to the slave-holding American tropics, a rhetorical move that enabled him to 

contrast the tropics with a more temperate, northern U.S. region characterized by free labor and 

land cultivation. In Query XVII, as Jefferson condemned the “existence of slavery” in the U.S., 

he also adapted and redeployed Buffon’s thesis on his own terms: “With the morals of the 

people, their industry is also destroyed. For in a warm climate, no man will labour for himself 

who can make another labour for him. This is so true, that of the proprietors of slaves a very 

small proportion indeed are ever seen to labour” (168-169). Despite Jefferson’s previous 

arguments about permanent, racial distinctions between whites and blacks, he attributed the 

indolence and immorality of slave-owners to the “warm climate” of the south, rather than some 

innate, biological essence.  

 According to Jefferson, the climate of the American tropics encouraged a slave-based 

agricultural system rather than a dignified yeoman culture of free labor. Jefferson detailed this 

argument in a 1785 letter to Marquis de Chastellux on “climate and American character”: from 

Pennsylvania north, the population was “cool, sober, laborious, persevering…jealous of their 

own liberties, and just to those of others,” whereas from Maryland south, the population was 

“fiery, voluptuary, indolent, unsteady…zealous for their own liberties, but trampling on those of 

others” (Writings 827). In what Greeson has called a “proto-sectionalist, North/South bifurcation 

of the United States,” Jefferson correlated morality with geography: “…most virtues when 

carried beyond certain bounds degenerate into vices […] that warmth of their climate…unnerves 

and unmans both body and mind” (Greeson 50; Jefferson 827). It is perhaps no coincidence, 
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then, that Jefferson followed his condemnation of slavery in Notes with a celebration of free 

labor in Query XIX: “Those who labour in the earth are the chosen people of God, if ever he had 

a chosen people, whose breasts he has made his peculiar deposit for substantial and genuine 

virtue. […] Corruption of morals in the mass of cultivators is a phaenomenon of which no age 

nor nation has furnished an example” (Notes 170). Unlike the too-warm-and-fertile south, which 

encouraged slavery, the temperate Pennsylvania north was home to independent farmers, who, in 

cultivating the land, also cultivated a morally stable character.
10

 By distinguishing the moderate, 

honorable, and industrious north from the tropical, slave-holding south, Jefferson appropriated 

Buffon’s guiding principles to bolster his own argument for U.S. (northern) sustainability.  

 Indeed, Jefferson’s depiction of the tropics resembled Buffon’s broader account of the 

New World. But for Jefferson, tropical degeneration was both environmental and social. While 

Buffon claimed that children inherited the effects of environmentally-induced deterioration, such 

as a dark complexion in West Africa, Jefferson contended that children similarly acquired brutal 

slave-owning practices from their parents:  

  The whole commerce between master and slave is a perpetual exercise of the  

  most boisterous passions […] The parent storms, the child looks on, catches the  

  lineaments of wrath, puts on the same airs in the circle of smaller slaves, gives a  

  loose to his worst of passions, and thus nursed, educated, and daily exercised in  

  tyranny, cannot but be stamped by it with odious peculiarities. (168)   

Generated by the “warm climate,” slavery perpetuated a cycle of social inheritance in which 

children “imitate” their corrupt parents, develop the same degenerate qualities, and thereby 

continue to shirk the responsibility of “labour[ing] for [themselves]” (168-169). In this sense, the 
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social and climatological conditions of the tropics ensured the corruption of its future 

generations. 

 Harboring this vicious system of slavery, encouraging decadence and brutality instead of 

self-reliance and independent labor, the American tropics appeared to threaten the idea of U.S. 

sustainability that Jefferson had so thoroughly defended. Specifically, Jefferson predicted that 

slavery in the tropics might end in a divinely ordained revolution: “Indeed I tremble for my 

country when I reflect that God is just: that his justice cannot sleep for ever: that…a revolution 

of the wheel of fortune, an exchange of situation, is among possible events: that it may become 

probable by supernatural interference!” (168). In the hopes of avoiding this disaster, Jefferson 

proposed emancipation in Query XIV on “Laws,” with the caveat that blacks’ emancipation must 

also include their emigration from the U.S., and the importation of “an equal number of white 

inhabitants” to replace them (145):  

  Why not retain and incorporate the blacks into the state…? Deep rooted   

  prejudices entertained by the whites; ten thousand recollections, by the blacks, of  

  the injuries they have sustained; new provocations; the real distinctions which  

  nature has made; and many other circumstances, will divide us into parties, and  

  produce convulsions which will probably never end but in the extermination of  

  one or the other race. (145; emphasis mine) 

Due to biological, social, and historical realities, racial heterogeneity in the U.S. was ultimately 

unsustainable, according to Jefferson. He believed that, after emancipation, whites in the 

American tropics would continue to harbor “deep rooted prejudices” against blacks, while 

emancipated blacks in search of independence and self-determination would want to flee the 

memory of slavery’s “injuries.”  
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 In this context, blacks’ emigration from the U.S., and their subsequent establishment of a 

geographically and racially distinct nation, seemed to guarantee a sustainable future—one 

characterized by independent, agrarian labor, free from the possibility of “extermination of one 

or the other race.” Indeed, Jefferson’s proposal for black colonization beyond the U.S. evoked 

the prospect of a new, New World, nurtured, at first, from within U.S. borders. Associating 

newly freed slaves with land-to-be-cultivated, Jefferson suggested that they should  

  be brought up, at the public expence, to tillage…when they should be   

  colonized to such place as the circumstances of the time should render most  

  proper, sending them out with arms, implements of houshold and of the   

  handicraft arts, feeds, pairs of the useful domestic animals, &c. to declare them a  

  free and independant people, and extend to them our alliance and protection,  

  till they shall have acquired strength. (144-145) 

Jefferson’s vision of an independent black nation appeared suggestively agrarian, with 

“implements of houshold,” “feeds,” and “domestic animals” representing useful resources for a 

nascent small farming society. This vision, moreover, included a U.S.-led apprenticeship in 

which newly freed blacks, under the guidance of the U.S., would ultimately become 

“independant,” thereby disseminating U.S.-based ideals of free labor, small farming, and 

democratic citizenship beyond the nation’s bounds. 

 Jefferson proposed colonization to prevent what he saw as a volatile, multiracial future— 

one plagued with revolutionary violence, racial “extermination,” and miscegenation. For 

Jefferson, the potential unsustainability of the American tropics stemmed from social and 

historical forces such as racial inequality and slavery, as well as fixed, biological differences 

between the white and black races—the “real distinctions which nature has made” (145). 
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Jefferson illustrated this last point with a historical analogy: “Among the Romans emancipation 

required but one effort. The slave, when made free, might mix with, without staining the blood of 

his master. But with us a second is necessary, unknown to history. When free, he is to be 

removed beyond the reach of mixture” (151). The “stain” of black blood, in this sense, 

threatened “extermination” just as much as revolutionary violence did, and even though 

Jefferson retained a version of environmental determinism in his description of the slave-holding 

south, he also never did away with his theory of racial essentialism.  

 In his defense of the New World against European theories of degeneracy, Jefferson 

developed an early notion of American sustainability by reimagining the tropics—transforming it 

from an unstable slave-holding region to the site of a racially homogeneous “free and 

independant people.” The exact location of this site eluded Jefferson as he drafted Notes. He did 

not suggest specific locations for black settlement until after 1801, as he observed the final years 

of the Haitian Revolution. But throughout his life, Jefferson maintained his argument for racial 

separation. Even as late as 1821, he wrote that “two races, equally free, cannot live in the same 

government. Nature, habit, opinion has drawn indelible lines of distinction between them” (44). 

Selectively drawing on environmental determinism and racial essentialism, Jefferson adapted 

Buffon’s notion of New World degeneracy, shifting it from the Americas writ large to the slave-

holding tropics. Meanwhile, Jefferson held fast to his theory of innate racial distinctions between 

blacks and whites. For Jefferson, a multiracial U.S. society, slave-holding or free, was 

unsustainable. Only the establishment of an all-black “New World” beyond U.S. borders would 

ensure a prosperous future for both blacks and whites. In this sense, Jefferson’s writings on 

slavery and the tropics reveal an early understanding of American sustainability rooted in racial 

homogeneity and separation, reaching beyond the bounds of the U.S. 



   
 

71 

 

“The Extreme Fertility of the Ground”: An American Farmer in the Tropics 

Combining racial essentialism and environmental determinism, Jefferson’s notion of 

American sustainability in Notes appears inconsistent, even contradictory. How can a tropical 

climate cause its inhabitants to degenerate, both physically and morally, if racial differences are 

permanent and “fixed in nature” (145)? Crèvecoeur’s fictionalized accounts of the American 

tropics attempt to smooth out this contradiction and make sense of Jefferson’s claims. In 

particular, Crèvecoeur’s writings lend credence to Jefferson’s argument by affirming climate-

caused New World degeneracy in the tropics, and the tropics alone. Crèvecoeur’s lesser-known 

essay, “Sketches of Jamaica and Bermudas and Other Subjects” and Letter IX of Letters, 

“Description of Charles-Town” both chronicle a northern yeoman’s travels to the slave-holding 

Americas, establishing a stark contrast between the stable, subsistence-oriented farms of the 

northeast, and the volatile plantation culture of the southern tropics. Uniting the West Indies and 

the U.S. South in a larger, horrific, tropical landscape, these writings attribute New World 

degeneracy to the social and physical environment of the tropics, constructing an excessively 

fertile, circum-Caribbean south as the debauched, unsustainable counterpart to an industrious, 

democratic-agrarian America. 

Included in an expanded French edition of Lettres d’un cultivateur americain (1787), 

unpublished in English until 1995, “Sketches of Jamaica” implicates the figure of the small land-

owning farmer in a larger and darker Atlantic world of commercial trade. Written as a letter to a 

loyal friend, the sketch details the agrarian narrator’s disenchantment as he travels from his farm 

in the Middle Colonies to the plantation society of the West Indies. In an attempt to introduce his 

eldest son to the family business, the narrator’s father sends him to check on a “great 
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consignment of flour” in Jamaica (“Sketches” 208). This scenario reflects a broader economic 

trend at the time: by the 1740s, “eminent farmer[s]” and mill owners such as the narrator’s father 

began to bypass port city middle-men to become “country merchant[s],” directly engaged in 

overseas trade (210).
11

 Chronicling the narrator’s encounter with this trade, and subsequent 

moral crisis, “Sketches of Jamaica” dramatizes the economic entanglement of northern farm 

communities with the slave-holding American tropics. Omitted from Letters, a work now known 

as a foundational, proto-national work of American literature, “Sketches of Jamaica” calls 

attention to the long-obscured transatlantic and hemispheric scope of Crèvecoeur’s writing, 

which includes sketches of Pennsylvania and Nantucket as well as extra-national sites such as 

Bermuda and Lisbon. More specifically, it reveals the integral role of the West Indies in shaping 

the myth of U.S. agrarian utopia: the tropics represent an antithesis to agrarianism that threatens 

to corrupt, but ultimately consolidates the national vision of the honorable American farmer. 

Upon arriving in Jamaica, the narrator attributes the population’s corruption to its 

climatological and geographical features. Shocked by a chaotic mixture of “riches…crimes and 

profligacy,” the narrator characterizes the region as material wealthy but morally destitute:  

 It appeared to me an horrid climate. I was shocked at that perpetual collusion and  

  combination of crimes and profligacy which I observed there. I thought that,  

  notwithstanding the great glare of riches, mankind seemed to be in the worst  

  possible state. A perpetual pursuit of gain and pleasures seemed to be the idol of  

  the island. I was severely duped in several of my transactions, and it cost me a  

  great deal to fight my way through this obnoxious crowd. (208) 

Here the “horrid climate” reflects an insidious strain of social and economic mayhem. The 

narrator encounters a faceless, inhuman “crowd” rather than individual characters, a monolithic 
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yet violently heterogeneous “collision…of crimes” rather than discrete criminals. He associates 

the “glare of riches” with the “worst possible state” of “mankind” on the island, equating 

affluence with deceit and evil. In this context, the dizzying, treacherous crowd provokes the 

narrator’s descent into disillusionment. Immediately following this passage, the narrator directly 

links the population’s character with its physical environment: “The island looked like a great 

gulf, perpetually absorbing men, by the power of elementary heat, of intemperance, by the force 

of every excess” (208). The region’s “heat” appears synonymous with “intemperance” and 

“excess,” while the “island” itself “absorbs” men into its fold, coagulating them into an 

“obnoxious crowd.” Indeed, the moral degeneracy of Jamaica’s population seems like a direct 

effect of the region’s tropical climate: “Life resembled a delirium inspired by the warmth of the 

sun urging every passion and desire to some premature extreme” (208). This climate, moreover, 

encourages economic confusion, “a great mixture of lawful and unlawful trade,” intermingled 

with “a dread of Hurricanes and earthquakes yet repelling no part of that great mass of 

enormities daily committed here” (208). In these first impressions of shock and horror, the 

narrator tethers Jamaica’s climate to the character of its inhabitants, echoes Jefferson’s 

characterization of slave-holding regions, and distinguishes between his agrarian roots and the 

decadent tropics. 

 Like Jefferson, Crèvecoeur’s narrator develops a theory of social degeneration in which 

the practice of slavery forms part of the environment. Amidst his description of the “warmth of 

the sun,” the narrator remarks on “the severity exercised against the negroes. Sometimes I 

compared the pomp to which some of the black females were exalted with the miserable state to 

which the rest were reduced; the first derived from a perversion of appetites and the other from a 

total disregard of humanity” (208). This two-pronged culture of slavery includes two equally 
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cruel extremes of abuse and sexual exploitation with which the narrator, hailing from a more 

temperate, egalitarian environment, seems wholly unfamiliar. The extremity of the climate 

begets the extreme brutality of slave-holders. In fact, the narrator finds that even the most 

honorable people become immune to this horror:  

  I lodged with an English-born lady. ‘Twas said that when she first came here she  

  was thrown into fits on hearing the lash of blows, the cracks of whips, the   

  howling of slaves. But such is the native callousness of the human heart and the  

  powerful contagion of example, that she is become since as great a persecutor as  

  any native tyrant. (208-209)  

Through this “contagion of example,” this social pollution, the white inhabitants of the island 

assimilate to slave-holding culture, and all the indolence and brutality it promotes. In this sense, 

the practice of slavery is inextricable from Jamaica’s tropical milieu. 

 While “Sketches of Jamaica” envisions a corrupting climate in the West Indies, it also 

affirms Jefferson’s proposal for racially distinct societies. The narrator briefly gestures towards 

the presence of black sovereignty on the island: “It was a chaos of men, negroes and things 

which made my young American head giddy. I observed the singular contrast of a republic of 

blacks in the middle of that island surrounded on all sides with slavery. This object pleased me 

much” (208). The difference between the narrator’s responses to these scenes is telling. On the 

one hand, the “chaos” of racially heterogeneous elements, of “men, negroes and things,” 

nauseates and overwhelms the narrator. Whereas on the other hand, the “republic of blacks” 

evokes the independent Maroon settlements of eighteenth-century Jamaica, providing a 

“pleas[ing]” contrast with the otherwise racial “chaos,” resonating, perhaps, with the democratic 

egalitarianism and stability that the narrator associates with home. The description, moreover, 
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suggests that racial heterogeneity breeds depravity and inequality, while racial homogeneity 

facilitates democracy, civic virtue, and stability.  

 Despite this glimpse into democracy, the journey ultimately threatens to corrupt the 

narrator, to disrupt his agrarian principles of civic responsibility, self-sufficiency, and 

independent labor. In Jamaica, the narrator witnesses scenes of slave violence, greed, and sexual 

excess, unsettling his sense of integrity—his “natural inclination to do humane actions” and 

uphold the “ideas of right and wrong” that his father taught him (207). In his letter, the narrator 

implores his friend to “prevent[] an honest man from taking any errative paths,” to restore the 

narrator to his stable position as northern, colonial farmer (214). He signals how, in the wake of 

his father’s death, his travels may have begun to change him:  

  I am afraid that my former resolution will degenerate into a settled habit. I have  

  experienced so much ingratitude since I have begun the management of affairs,  

  that I can’t see the use of kindness and benevolence; ‘tis never repaid me. […]  

  and in my daily intercourse I have found so much perversity, that I have sworn in  

  the bitterness of my heart there was not an honest man in the country. (207)  

The debauchery of the tropics so disillusions the narrator that he comes to recognize episodes of 

“perversity” and dishonesty throughout his own community. As he settles his father’s finances, 

he retains a Jeffersonian approach to his estate: “As eldest, the secret calls of equity…determined 

me…to convey to my brothers and sisters that share to which they were entitled” (210). Yet 

beyond this “piece of justice,” the narrator experiences “evasions subterfuges, positive denials, 

solemn oaths,” which cause him to lose “above 400£ by the absurdity of my first principles” 

(210, 211). He thus turns to the “opposite extreme” of dishonesty and suspicion: “Were I to 

account the insidious ways, the crooked paths through which I was led in quest of my lawful 
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rights, I would astonish you. Even…caducity itself I found perverse, insincere, often downright 

dishonest” (214, 211). But the narrator struggles in his suspicion of others, feeling an 

“involuntary disgust” at his own wariness of “a fellow with a plausible face” (211). He attributes 

this unnatural transformation to his journey to the tropics: “Would to God I had never seen 

Jamaica and had spent that time with my father in learning of him to repel fraud by fraud” (212). 

Despite his father’s commercial relationship with Jamaica, the narrator exonerates him from the 

licentiousness endemic to the region; ultimately, it is the environment of the tropics, not the 

narrator’s heritage that endangers his agrarian dignity. 

While the tropics threaten to corrupt the narrator, and infect his Pennsylvania community, 

environmental determinism intrudes on the scene to distinguish the tropics from the agrarian 

northeast, reaffirming the narrator’s identity as a noble farmer of the Middle Colonies. Upon 

conversing with a man of “unexpected integrity,” who wished to repay some debts to his father, 

the narrator “recall[s] back” his “ancient principles” of civic responsibility and mutual trust 

(212). After the narrator apologizes to the man for assuming the worst of him, his neighbor 

assures him that “vices and virtues are often local and geographical” –that environment 

determines the character of its people (213). This principle, which explains the narrator’s shock 

and disillusionment during his trip to Jamaica, rears its head to reinstate his identity as a morally 

stable, northern native, a citizen of a socially and physically temperate region. And although the 

threat remains in the final lines of the letter, as the narrator continues to beg his reader to 

“prevent an honest man from taking errative paths,” Jefferson’s environmental determinism 

seems to prevail and draw clear distinctions between two regions (214).  

This contrast between an honorable, agrarian north and a degenerate, slave-holding 

tropics carries over into Letter IX of Letters, which describes the travels of Pennsylvanian 
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Farmer James, Crèvecoeur’s protagonist, to Charleston, South Carolina. The letter opens by 

linking Charleston with the Spanish Americas rather than the U.S.: “Charles-town is in the north 

what Lima is in the south; both are capitals of the richest provinces of their respective 

hemispheres,” their “inhabitants…enjoy[ing] all those gradations of pleasure, refinement, and 

luxury, which proceed from wealth” (Letters 151). In his characterization of Charleston and 

Lima as similarly wealthy, sumptuous, and cosmopolitan capitals, Farmer James’s cultural 

geography allows for a hemispheric vision of the slave-holding port city to come into view. This 

vision enmeshes the West Indies and the U.S. South in a shared economic and climatological 

landscape, despite seemingly differentiating gestures:  

 Here is always to be seen a great number of valetudinarians from the West-Indies, 

  seeking for the renovation of health, exhausted by the debilitating nature of their  

  sun, air, and modes of living. Many of these West-Indians have I seen, at thirty,  

  loaded with the infirmities of old age; for nothing is more common, in those  

  countries of wealth, than for persons to lose the abilities of enjoying the comforts  

  of life at a time when we northern men just begin to taste the fruits of our labour  

  and prudence. (151-152)  

What begins as a distinction between the “debilitating” West Indies and the potentially 

“renovating…air” of South Carolina becomes a much starker contrast between the longevity of 

industrious “northern men” and the fragility of “West-Indian[]” planters exhausted by the humid 

climate of the tropics. Such a comparison suggests that these “valetudinarians,” anxious about 

their health, would need to venture north of Charleston to become fully invigorated, since South 

Carolina is just as much of a “countr[y] of wealth” as the West Indies or Peru. In short, they 

would need to travel beyond the slave-holding tropics, to a region where men enjoy the “fruits” 
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of their own “labor and prudence.” Ultimately, this passage blurs the boundaries between the 

West Indies and South Carolina, highlighting their climatological and social commonalities as 

well as the flow of bodies and commodities between the regions. Indeed, as Iannini suggests, it is 

“uncertain” in this letter “whether…James is speaking of Charleston or a Caribbean seaport”—a 

testament to Letter IX's uncanny resonance with “Sketches of Jamaica” (163).  

 Charleston’s West Indian overtones become even more apparent in James’s descriptions 

of the South Carolinian climate. With its lush environment, South Carolina faces the same 

dangers as Jamaica, the same possibility of a corrupt and sexually excessive population: 

“[S]ometimes, when they have no sea breezes, the sun is too powerful. The climate renders 

excesses of all kinds very dangerous…the rays of the sun seem to urge them irresistibly to 

dissipation and pleasure,” while “the women, from being abstemious, reach to a longer period of 

life, and seldom die without having had several husbands” (152). Here the “climate” and the 

“sun” appear to directly encourage an indulgent lifestyle in the men, their “short and merry” lives 

encouraging multi-partner, and perhaps more promiscuous lifestyles for the women. Echoing 

Jefferson’s critique of slave-holding societies, these suggestions of climate-induced degeneracy 

resonate with an extensive corpus of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century colonial writings that 

testify to the unhealthy atmosphere of South Carolina. As Susan Scott Parrish has shown, these 

writings highlight physical as well as moral maladies, describing the people of Charleston as “the 

Vilest race of Men upon the Earth,” a “Hotch potch” of “all sorts who have transported 

themselves hither form Bermudas, Jamaica, Barbados…” (qtd. in Parrish 97). Long associated 

with the West Indian climate and temperament, Charleston forms part of the slave-holding 

tropics against which James articulates his independent, agrarian self. 
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Indeed, Letters is peppered with statements of environmental determinism that uphold 

Jefferson’s heat-indolence correlation. Echoing the ending of “Sketches of Jamaica,” James 

remarks that “each climate produces…vices and miseries peculiar to its latitude” (161). This 

assertion recalls an earlier, more well-known passage from Letter III, “What is an American?”: 

“Men are like plants. The goodness and flavour of the fruit proceeds from the peculiar soil and 

exposition in which they grow” (45). While this statement is meant to celebrate the emergence of 

a new American man in the Pennsylvania region—a region which Jefferson deems “free from the 

extremes both of vice and virtue”—Letter IX elaborates this theory by cautioning against overly 

fertile environments (Writings 827). James claims that, in barren landscapes, “Nature […] has 

implanted…sentiments which over-balance every misery,” whereas in the tropics, “human nature 

appears more debased, perhaps, than in the less-favoured climates” (Letters 160, 161-162). 

Inspired by the disturbing scenes of South Carolina, James nuances his theory of environmental 

determinism from the first half of Letters, distinguishing between harsh, temperate, and mild 

climates, drawing a parallel between landscape fertility and social degeneracy. 

According to James, diverse regions around the world suffer from this tragic paradox, 

this environmental blessing and moral curse:  

 The fertile plains of Asia, the rich low lands of Egypt and the Diarbeck, the  

  fruitful fields bordering on the Tigris and the Euphrates, the extensive country of  

  the East-Indies in all its separate districts: all these must, to the geographical eye,  

  seem as if intended for terrestrial paradises: but, though surrounded with   

  spontaneous riches of nature…there, in general, we find the most wretched people 

  in the world. (162) 
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James supports his theory of tropical degeneracy by citing a range of global evidence, regions 

where “the extreme fertility of the ground always indicates the extreme misery of its inhabitants” 

(162). If, as Jefferson claimed, “no man will labour for himself” in a warm climate, then it comes 

as no surprise that “extreme fertility” drives a population away from the happiness and stability 

of agrarian life. Unmotivated to till the earth themselves, inhabitants of tropical climates decline 

into a morally debauched and idle state. Far from the principled character of the small farmer, 

who draws pride and self-sufficiency from his own labor, this debauched state lends itself to a 

slave-based culture where “planters, bred in the midst of slaves, learn, from the example of their 

parents, to despise them” (156). Observing this culture in his own country, James preserves the 

character of the small farmer by locating the American tropics within a global landscape of 

“terrestrial paradises” rather than an agrarian utopia of free labor. 

 Despite this “extreme fertility,” the tropics of Letter IX are agriculturally unproductive, 

representing the very antithesis of the northeast, where democratic citizens till the earth to bring 

forth its sustenance. Crèvecoeur’s lesser-known, pre-Revolutionary essay, “Sketch of a Contrast 

between the Spanish & English Colonies,” prefigures this antithetical structure by linking moral 

probity to agricultural productivity:  

  [T]here is a necessary purity of manners arising from a close application to rural  

  improvements. Debauched hands polluted with crimes, covered with the filth of  

  idleness cannot make the earth to teem with yellow harvest. If a society…live  

  altogether by tilling, if they are a people of cultivators and the other society are  

  not, it is an easy task to ascertain which of the two people possess the least  

  contaminated manners. (“Sketch” 308-309)
12
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Just as “purity” arises from and encourages cultivation, so too does immorality preclude the 

production of a “yellow harvest.” This contrast between a morally “contaminated,” Spanish 

Americas and a hearty, British “people of cultivators” anticipates the contrast between a fertile-

yet-unsustainable American tropics and a disciplined, agrarian U.S. in Letters.   

 James enhances this regional, moral, and agricultural contrast in his condemnation of 

southern slavery, a condemnation that emphasizes his agrarian virtue as well as the 

unsustainability of plantation agriculture. He highlights the extreme inequality of the slave 

system, between slave-owners “without labour, without fatigue,” and slaves “without the support 

of good food […] without the prospect of ever reaping for themselves” (Letters 153-154). This 

statement accentuates the un-agrarian character of plantation slavery—that both groups lack the 

privilege of independent labor, and the dignity, sustenance, and sense of productivity that comes 

with it. Distinguishing southern from northern slavery, James stresses the importance of 

sustaining oneself from one’s own labor: “We have slaves likewise in our northern 

provinces…how different is their lot…in every respect! […] They are fat, healthy, and 

hearty…they share with their masters the wheat and meat provision they help to raise” (156). 

Here James attempts to articulate a more benign, Jeffersonian form of slavery, which enables 

slaves to reap the fruits of their own labor in semi-agrarian fashion. James shores up this 

distinction by appealing to what Iannini calls “a language of male sympathy that was deeply 

embedded in republican notions of civic virtue”: “so raw, so inexperienced, am I in this mode of 

life, that, were I to be possessed of a plantation, and my slaves treated in general as they are here, 

never could I rest in peace” (Iannini 144; Crèvecoeur 155). Invoking agrarian principles, as well 

as his own moral compass, James condemns plantation slavery and validates its northeast 
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version, a rhetorical move that allows him to maintain north-south distinctions while 

acknowledging the regions’ similarities. 

 James expands his critique of plantation slavery by elucidating the horrors of slave 

reproduction, a description that leads him to question the benefits of population growth more 

broadly: “If negroes are permitted to become fathers, this fatal indulgence only tends to increase 

their misery […] if their children live, the mothers must fasten them on their backs, and with this 

double load…too often hear no other sound than that of…the whip...and the cries of their infants 

broiling in the sun” (154-155). Unlike Letter III, where James welcomes population growth and 

celebrates an extensive New World terrain—“Who can tell the millions of men whom it will feed 

and contain?”—Letter IX presents a gothic version of fertility where children and infants feed 

the system of slavery and exponentially increase the burden of labor (41). This description 

transforms into a broader statement against overpopulation, where reproduction breeds poverty, 

starvation, misery: although we “often starve each other for want of room,” we “wish to see the 

earth peopled, to accomplish the happiness of kingdoms, which is said to consist in numbers. 

Gracious god! To what end is the introduction of so many beings into a mode of existence, in 

which they must…commit as many crimes, and meet with as many diseases, wants, and 

sufferings!” (163). Having reflected on the “misery” of slave reproduction, James recognizes the 

downsides of human fertility more broadly, linking the tropics’ “excessive fertility of the 

ground” to that of its inhabitants. 

At the close of Letter IX, the menacing climatological and social characteristics of the 

tropics collapse in the gothic scene of a caged slave—a scene that invokes the theories of 

Jefferson as well as Buffon and his French contemporaries. In this scene, the physical 

environment and slave brutality blur together in a single image. Struck by the sound of a “deep 
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rough voice,” James observes “something resembling a cage, suspended to the limbs of a tree, all 

the branches of which appeared covered with large birds of prey, fluttering about and anxiously 

endeavoring to perch on the cage” (163). Here the New World environment appears not peaceful 

and plentiful, but “alarm[ing]” and predatory, directly attacking human flesh, actively 

contributing to the slave cruelty it enables. Firing at the birds, James observes a half-eaten slave 

in a horrifying moment of recognition:  

 I perceived a negro, suspended in a cage, and left there to expire! […] the birds  

  had already picked out his eyes; his cheek bones were bare; his eyes arms had  

  been attacked in several places, and his body seemed covered with a multitude of  

  wounds. From the edges of the hollow sockets….the blood slowly dropped, and  

  tinged the ground beneath. […] swarms of insects covered the whole body…eager 

  to feed on his mangled flesh and to drink his blood. (164).  

Tortured and consumed by the tropics in more ways than one, the slave becomes part of, and 

thus falls victim to a vicious and hostile New World environment. While tropical species feed off 

of his flesh, the slave’s blood “tinge[s],” and perhaps fertilizes the ground in an unsettling 

ecology of violence. It is important to note, moreover, that the carnivorous species in this scene 

are birds and insects, evoking Buffon’s description of New World degeneracy and inferiority. 

Integrating the tortured slave into Buffon’s vision of an inhospitable environment, Letter IX also 

resonates with the writings of the Abbé Raynal, one of the most vocal critics of New World 

plantation slavery in the eighteenth century. Crèvecoeur dedicated the 1782 edition of Letters to 

Raynal, declaring him a “powerful advocate” for “the poor Africans,” and likely borrowed from 

Raynal’s description of Jamaica for the image of the caged slave (7).
13

 Drawing on Raynal’s 
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account of West Indian slavery, Letter IX positions New World degeneracy squarely in a slave-

holding Charleston that has more in common with Jamaica than Pennsylvania.  

This episode portends a dark future of slave rebellion, echoing Jefferson’s own 

predictions of revolution and prophesying a violent apocalypse in the tropics. James discovers 

that “the reason for this slave’s being thus punished was on account of his having killed the 

overseer of the plantation,” calling attention to the threat of rebellion that overshadowed the 

slave-holding Americas during that time (165). Indeed, by 1800, the connection between the U.S. 

South and the West Indies became frighteningly clear to white southerners; that summer, Gabriel 

Prosser led a thwarted slave rebellion in Richmond, an event apparently inspired by the then-

ongoing Haitian Revolution.
14

 Like Jefferson, James identifies revolution as the logical outcome 

of slavery. “[I]s there anything in this treatment,” he asks, “but what must kindle all the passions, 

sow the seeds of inveterate resentment, and nourish a wish of perpetual revenge?” (157). Here 

the language of agricultural productivity—“sow the seeds…nourish”—transforms into that of 

racial unsustainability, the “extermination,” as Jefferson put it, “of one or the other race.” In this 

sense, it is not just environmental conditions, moral degeneracy, or the misery of slaves that 

engender the unsustainability of the tropics; it is also the shockwave of revolution that these 

forces together provoke. On the whole, then, Crèvecoeur’s writings lend imaginative credence to 

Jefferson’s distinction between temperate and warm environments. Taken together, “Sketches of 

Jamaica” and Letter IX develop a geographical imaginary that isolates the slave-holding tropics 

from a prolific, agrarian America. 

 

Gothic Fertility, Creole Monsters, and “The Horrors of St. Domingue” 
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Written during the final years of the Haitian Revolution, Sansay’s epistolary novel, Secret 

History, picks up where Letter IX leaves off, enacting James’s prophesy of slave rebellion.
15

 In 

so doing, the novel develops James’s intimations of gothic fertility, of the horrors of human 

reproduction that characterize the American tropics. As Secret History shows, these horrors 

persist as black revolutionaries disrupt the region’s slave regime, forming a key part of what 

Sansay calls “the horrors of St. Domingue.” Jefferson’s commentary on the Haitian Revolution 

reflects this reproductive horror, making recourse to a foreboding rhetoric of reproductive 

futurism. In a 1793 letter to James Monroe, Jefferson described “the situation of the St. Domingo 

fugitives (aristocrats as they are)” as a “tragedy” that foreshadowed “bloody scenes which our 

children…[will] have to wade through” (Haitian 196). Four years later, he emphasized the threat 

of revolution to the entire globe: “From the present state of things in Europe & America, the day 

which begins our combustion must be near at hand” (196). In this same letter, Jefferson warned 

that if “something is not done” to resolve the unrest in Saint Domingue, “we shall be the murders 

of our own children” (196). Validating Jefferson’s claims, Sansay’s novel presents a world 

where human reproduction and revolutionary violence feed into one another in a vicious, 

seemingly unending cycle.  

This depiction contributes to the novel’s broader gothicization of reproduction in the 

tropics—a process that evokes the social and biological consequences of racial intermingling.  In 

particular, Secret History focalizes the creole as the figure of revolutionary violence, sexual 

excess, and reproductive chaos, suggestive of racial mixing at every turn. In many ways, the 

creole in Secret History represents Jefferson’s nightmare, threatening to dismantle the “fixed” 

distinctions between blacks and whites and collapse the racial hierarchies that Jefferson outlined 

in Query XIV of Notes. In a move that consolidates Jefferson’s distinction between the American 
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tropics and the temperate northeast, Secret History stages the consequences of this racial chaos, 

depicting not just interracial violence, but also agricultural and demographic decline throughout 

the West Indies. Combining horrific and reproductive imagery, the novel portrays these 

seemingly disparate episodes as part of the same phenomenon of gothic fertility, one that begets 

racial degeneracy and ultimately, demographic disaster. 

 Representations of fertility are central to the novel’s gothic portrayal of revolutionary 

Saint Domingue. Like the many U.S. narratives published around the same time, Secret History 

deploys the gothic tradition to attract readers and shape conceptions of the revolution, adapting 

Old World tropes of romance and horror to portray interracial violence and upheaval in the 

Americas.
16

 While the novel renders the Haitian Revolution surreal and otherworldly, it also 

depicts the end of slavery as a destructive event that threatens the rest of the tropics.
17

 In the first 

half of the novel, fertility forms part of this gothic depiction of revolutionary Saint Domingue, as 

creole children appear in numerous anecdotes of brutality, psychosexual turmoil, and moral 

corruption. By presenting creoles and their children as gothic figures, the novel gestures towards 

the racial and reproductive anxieties that attend U.S. representations of the Haitian Revolution—

the threat of amalgamation and the blurring of racial boundaries.
18

 As Secret History suggests, 

this breakdown of racial hierarchies accompanies slavery’s downfall, the nightmare that 

threatens the tropics, and perhaps, the entire hemisphere. 

Particularly in the first half of the novel, which takes place in revolutionary Saint 

Domingue, creoles are often the victims or perpetrators of brutality. Sansay’s narrator, Mary, 

describes them as “a degenerate race” who “have long since reached the last degree of 

corruption; devoted to every species of vice, guilty of every crime, and polluted by the continued 

practice of every species of debauchery”; the women in particular have “an air of voluptuous 
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languor,” exhibiting “libertinism…without restraint” (120, 126, 70).
19

 In the novel’s second 

letter, Mary writes of Cape Francois, “in this abode of pleasure and luxurious ease, vices have 

reigned at which humanity must shudder” (70). Sansay’s narrator then briefly relates the tale of a 

jealous creole woman who “thought she saw some symptoms of tendresse in the eyes of her 

husband” towards her own slave (70). Enraged, the woman orders the innocent young slave’s 

decapitation and presents the victim’s head to her husband at dinner, announcing “with the air of 

a demon…perhaps I can give you something that will excite your appetite” (70). Depraved, 

homicidal, and seized with irrational jealousy, these creole “monster[s]” are sources of fear even 

to their husbands. As planters in the pre-revolutionary slave-holding days, moreover, the creoles 

have developed a violent and ruthless nature: “Every inhabitant lived on his estate like a 

Sovereign ruling his slaves with despotic sway, enjoying all that luxury could invent, or fortune 

procure” (70). The similar and anonymously published Zelica, the Creole (1820), sometimes 

thought to have been written by Sansay, not only echoes this sentiment, it states that, during the 

beginning of the revolution—during “the first wild transports of freedom”—the creoles, former 

slave-holders in particular, suffer “excesses shocking to humanity” and “pa[y] dearly” for the 

“luxurious ease in which they ha[ve] revelled” (9). Gothic creoles, in short, are the perpetrators 

and the victims of atrocities in revolutionary Saint Domingue. 

Although Secret History defines creoles as white inhabitants born in the colonies, their 

role speaks to racial, sexual, and reproductive fears attending the revolutionary period as well as 

the slipperiness of the term “creole” itself.
20

 Sansay’s vignettes suggest that the degeneracy of 

the creoles is a product of their cultural hybridity, a status which threatens to morph into racial 

hybridity at a moment’s notice.
21

 Mary’s description of the white colonial Madame LeClerc 

demonstrates this kind of cultural mixing. Although visually white—she is “fair, with blue eyes, 
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and flaxen hair”—she dons a Madras handkerchief on her head, imitating the style of women of 

color during this time (64).
22

 In her hybridized appearance in the novel, LeClerc performs creole 

indolence: “She has a voluptuous mouth, and is rendered interesting by an air of languor which 

spreads itself over her whole frame” (64).
23

 Such cultural mixing is deeply suggestive of racial 

mixing, which, at the time, was thought to cause both moral and biological deterioration. For 

instance, Médéric Louis Élie Moreau de Saint-Méry’s work of Enlightenment racial theory, 

Description topographique, physique, civile, politique et historique de la partie française de 

l’isle Saint Domingue (1797), claims that persons of mixed race become increasingly sterile and 

ultimately extinct because of their physiological defects and sexually overindulgent lifestyles.
24

 

While Jefferson did not explicitly confirm Moreau de Saint-Méry’s claims, they both challenged 

Buffon’s thesis of New World degeneracy by insisting on fixed racial difference. The creoles of 

Sansay’s Saint Domingue threaten to disrupt these differences. 

Of the myriad gothic vignettes taking place in revolutionary Saint Domingue, one in 

particular highlights the dangers of creole sexual licentiousness, interracial sex, and possible 

procreation. While in Cuba, Mary hears the story of a creole woman from Saint Domingue, 

whose sexually corrupt and wealthy husband retires with his mistress, “a woman of colour on 

whom he lavished all his property,” and leaves his wife and her daughter to suffer “all the 

horrors of poverty” and “pains of want” (114). The woman’s daughter eventually catches a fever 

and dies due to her husband’s economic and sexual neglect. This tale suggests that the creole 

lifestyle, elsewhere portrayed as a hybrid of Old and New World customs, easily leads to 

interracial sexual excess, the consequences of which are poverty, disease, and death for the 

perpetrator’s kin. Although Secret History seems to restrict the term “creole” to white colonial 

subjects, effectively writing out free people of color, these vignettes suggest that the creole’s 
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degeneracy stems from its potential for hybridity, a hybridity that threatens the breakdown of 

racial hierarchies through interracial sex and reproduction.  

While Sansay’s novel presents the creole as a figure of gothic violence, license, and 

degenerate hybridity, it is their fertility—both their children and their potential for racial 

amalgamation—that casts the darkest shadow, that threatens, just as violently as revolution itself, 

the breakdown of racial hierarchies.
25

 Although late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century 

accounts of the West Indies tend to portray creoles as sexually profligate, so much so that they 

either become sterile or give birth to debilitated children, Secret History is unique in that it 

represents creoles as noticeably fertile.
26

 Yet this fertility ultimately threatens the West Indian 

population. In one particularly bloody description, Mary recounts the black revolutionaries’ 

massacre of white creoles on the island, on the orders of Jean-Jacques Dessalines: “Two amiable 

girls…hung to the neck of their father when the negroes seized him. They wept and entreated 

these monsters to spare him,” but received instead deadly “blow[s]” and bayonet piercings (122). 

Meanwhile, a “terrified” and “fainting” white creole daughter, fervently declining the proposal of 

the black revolutionary who has protected her and her family, suffers a gruesome penalty: “The 

monster gave her to his guard, who hung her by the throat on an iron hook in the market place, 

where the lovely, innocent, unfortunate victim slowly expired” (124). Beyond revolutionary 

violence, creole daughters continue their mother’s sexual licentiousness and jealous behavior: 

“every girl sighs to…enjoy” the same “liberty she so often sees abused by her mother,” and 

ultimately “joins with unblushing front, the crowd who…indulge in the most licentious 

excesses” (96). Even in a seemingly flattering description of creole life, fertility casts a shadow 

of sexual rivalry and potential violence to come: “The Creole ladies, marrying very young, 

appear more like the sisters than the mothers of their daughters. Unfortunately they grow up too 
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soon, and not unfrequently become the rivals of their mothers” (110). Here reproduction feeds 

into the creoles’ licentiousness, creating a loop between fertility and the gothic.
27

 

Whereas gothic creoles evoke the nightmare of racial and reproductive chaos in 

revolutionary Saint Domingue, they represent the cause of social decay, poverty, and burgeoning 

crime in Cuba. After Mary and her sister, Clara travel to St. Jago de Cuba to escape the war, the 

terror of Saint Domingue seems to dissipate. Yet Mary’s anxiety about creole reproduction 

remains, her gothic style of narration transforming into social critique and revulsion. Far from 

depicting incidents of revolutionary bloodshed, moments of gothic fertility in Cuba focus on the 

creole population’s social and environmental existence—the endless increase of the lower 

classes, beggars, and thieves that populate the streets of St. Jago:  

To the licentiousness of the people, more than to their extreme poverty, may be 

attributed the number of children which are continually exposed to perish in the  

street. Almost every morning, at the door of one of the churches, and often at 

more than one, a newborn infant is found…The unfortunate little beings who 

happen to fall into the hands of the lower classes of the people, increase, during 

their childhood, the throng of beggars, and augment, as they grow up, the number 

of thieves. (113)  

Here Mary describes reproduction as a demographic phenomenon that arises from and generates 

immoral beings. Although the West Indies at this time were remarkably under-populated, with 

white creoles representing only a sliver of the entire population, this passage calls to mind 

Malthus’ dismal thesis that the population tends to increase faster than its food supply.
28

 

Therefore, this passage maintains a gothic element of creole monstrosity. Mary explicitly 

attributes the population issues to the creoles’ “licentiousness” and neglect for their infants; it is 
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not “extreme poverty” that leads to more poverty, but rather moral corruption that leads to more 

“licentiou[s]” creoles. Here fertility engenders countless social maladies, as the streets of St. Jago 

swarm with degenerate offspring.  

 This description of creole fertility demonstrates a pervasive fear of illegitimate children, 

not only as future beggars and thieves but also as potential products of miscegenation. During 

this time, legal and narrative discourses of miscegenation in the West Indies conflated 

illegitimate with mixed-race children. As Doris Garraway argues, discriminatory legislation in 

Saint Domingue, in its attempt to quell white anxieties about interracial sex and reproduction, 

figured free people of color as “the illegitimate children of white men and slave women” (32). In 

fact, the word “mulatto” became closely associated with ideas of illegitimacy and corruption in 

late eighteenth-century Saint Domingue. According to Garraway, “making illegitimate children 

taboo meant not only defining them in terms of immorality, concupiscence, and sexual savagery; 

it also meant making them forbidden, untouchable, and unclean, capable of polluting white 

society” (32). Although Mary seems to remain silent on issues of race in her accounts of creole 

fertility, the social consequences of this fertility, as she describes them in Cuba, appear closely 

tied to white anxieties about interracial sex and reproduction in the late-eighteenth-century West 

Indies. Even as the accounts of creole fertility morph into social critique in Cuba, they retain 

some of the horror and racial anxiety from previous depictions in Saint Domingue. 

After the sisters separate, and the narrative perspective shifts from Mary to Clara, fertile 

creoles come to connote dwindling resources and the overall unsustainability of the region. In a 

letter to Mary, Clara describes a woman she meets during her travels through Bayam, Cuba: 

[Her] ragged garments scarcely answered the first purposes of decency. She was 

suckling a squalid naked child, and two or three dirty children were lolling about, 
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without being disturbed by the appearance of strangers. A hammock, suspended 

from the roof, was the only article of furniture in the house…[she] went out to 

seek a seat beneath some trees; for the filth of the house, and appearance of its 

inhabitants filled [her] with disgust. (143)   

To Clara, these creoles fail to manage their resources and fertility rate adequately. The lack of 

furniture and clothing in this “den of poverty,” as well as the disorder of the unkempt children 

“lolling about,” create a sense of unmanageable “filth,” chaos and potential destructiveness that 

reflects the unruly fertility of Cuba’s morass. Here fertility represents the prospect of unmet 

need, the ever-looming nightmare of poverty, hunger, and filth. Clara underscores the lack of 

resources in the house, highlighting that although the mother may be feeding the “squalid naked 

child,” the other “dirty children” appear to lack sustenance or purpose, unaware of their 

surroundings. This scene constructs creole life in Cuba as the stuff of population issues: 

crowding, dirt, chaos, hunger, and the disease and decay they all bring.   

Clara’s assessment of creole life encompasses not only human fertility but also 

agricultural fertility—except in the latter case, she laments what appears to be a dearth rather 

than a surplus. Creole poverty, in other words, is not merely the result of too much human 

fertility but also a sheer lack of agricultural cultivation on the part of landowners:  

 [T]he plains which extended behind the house were covered with innumerable  

  herds of cattle…Incredible as it may appear, this miserable looking being, whose  

  abode resembled the den of poverty, is the owner of countless multitudes of cattle, 

  and yet it was with the greatest difficulty that we could procure a little milk. (143) 

Clara attributes the abject condition of these creoles, then, to their inability to capitalize on their 

“countless multitudes of cattle.” Resources appear to be present, but remain unused and 
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unmanaged; “wretchedness” and “poverty exhibited itself, surrounded by troops of cattle, who 

bathed in plains of the most luxuriant pasturage” (144). Here she also emphasizes what she sees 

as a weak, almost nonexistent form of agriculture in the area, remarking that “a small piece of 

ground, where [the owner] raises tobacco enough for his own use, was the only vestige of 

cultivation…Nothing like vegetables or fruit could be seen” (144). That the landowner Clara 

visits in Bayam grows “tobacco” instead of “vegetables or fruit” evokes the failure to produce 

sustenance for an unruly Cuban population. And instead of killing cattle en masse, the creoles 

“kill a beef, skin it, and cutting the flesh into long pieces about the thickness of a finger, they 

hang it on poles to dry in the sun; and on this they live till it is gone and kill another” (144). 

Disgusted with what she sees as an inefficient use of resources, alarmed that the land remains 

largely uncultivated, Clara scoffs at the creoles’ “unacquaint[ance]” with the “luxury” of bread 

(144). Her complaints about the scarce food supply and poor agriculture call attention to what 

she sees as the unsustainability of the tropics more broadly.  

Tracing these sisters’ journey throughout the West Indies, Secret History depicts the 

unsustainability of the tropics by linking the revolutionary violence and sexual atrocities of Saint 

Domingue to the population issues of non-revolutionary Cuba. In both regions, gothic fertility 

emerges through the figure of the racially ambiguous and culturally hybrid creole; in the first 

half of the novel, which takes place in Saint Domingue, the creole comes to represent a 

murderous monster, hybrid colonial subject, and reproductive threat all at the same time, one that 

evokes the dangers of racial mixing that Jefferson highlighted. In the second half of the novel, 

the fertile creole comes to represent demographic disaster: poverty, crime, dwindling resources, 

uncultivated land, and eventual starvation. The intimations of unruly fertility and horrific 

reproduction in Crèvecoeur’s Letter IX become, in Secret History, explicit accounts of 
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population crises. These accounts not only fulfill Jefferson’s predictions of revolution in Notes, 

they also illustrate the reproductive inverse of a democratic-agrarian northeast; associated with 

slavery, inevitable revolution, and the perils of a multiracial society, reproduction in Sansay’s 

novel has gothic consequences for the population of the American tropics. 

The novel strengthens this link between revolutionary Saint Domingue and non-

revolutionary Cuba by contrasting both regions with the seemingly stable U.S., often 

metonymized in the sisters’ hometown of Philadelphia. As Mary describes the gothic atrocities 

of a volatile Cape François, she remembers the “peaceful security” of her home: “How often, my 

dear friend, do my sighs bear my wishes to your happy country; how ardently do I desire to 

revisit scenes…rendered doubly dear by the peaceful security I there enjoyed, contrasted with the 

dangers to which we are here exposed” (92). Using similar language, Mary concludes a letter 

about the “degenera[cy]” of St. Jago with the following statement: “How different is this from 

the peaceful security of the country in which I first drew breath, and to which I so ardently, but I 

fear hopelessly, desire to return” (121). Peppered with these declarations of homesickness, the 

novel establishes a “contrast” between the “dangers” of the tyrannical tropics and the “peaceful 

security” of the northern, democratic U.S.  

Read as a gothic dystopia of reproductive chaos, Secret History provides evidence to 

support Jefferson’s argument for racial separation. As Jefferson wrote to Monroe in that 1793 

letter, “I become daily more & more convinced that all the West India islands will remain in the 

hands of the people of colour, and a total expulsion of the whites sooner or later take place” 

(Haitian 196). Secret History ends in a voluntary expulsion, as the sisters escape the violence of 

the island to return to the “love” and “delightful tranquility” associated with Philadelphia (154). 

Jefferson too promoted “expulsion” as a form of escape, an “aver[sion]” of future “bloody 
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scenes” and “the extermination of the one or the other race” that he believed would inevitably 

result from the racialized slave system of the tropics (Haitian 196; Notes 171). Secret History 

captures this threat of extermination not simply through episodes of turmoil and violence, but, 

also, more pervasively, through the dangerous fertility of the West Indian population. Focalized 

in the figure of the degenerate creole, connoting sexual licentiousness and threatening racial 

intermingling, this fertility encourages revolution and demographic disaster. Depicting the 

multiracial tropics as a space of gothic fertility, Secret History reveals the reproductive stakes of 

racial separation: avoiding “extermination” means avoiding racial “mixture” (Notes 151).  

 

*** 

Drawing on late-eighteenth-century debates about slavery, climate, and race, 

Crèvecoeur’s and Sansay’s writings substantiate Jefferson’s claims about the unsustainability of 

the slave-holding American tropics. Challenging Buffon’s thesis of New World degeneracy, 

Jefferson insisted on fixed racial differences and distinguished a sustainable American 

environment from a slave-holding tropical region that extended from Virginia to Saint 

Domingue. Narrated from the perspective of a shocked northeastern farmer, Crèvecoeur’s 

writings affirm Jefferson’s theory of climatological and moral degeneracy in the tropics. 

Fulfilling Jefferson’s and Farmer James’s prophecy of slave rebellion, Secret History presents a 

gothic narrative of the Haitian Revolution, one where the creole signifies the horrors of 

reproduction in a multiracial, West Indian society scarred by slave brutality. Depicting a world 

where Jefferson’s warnings go unheeded, where racial intermingling, moral degeneracy, and 

slavery culminate in the certain “extermination of one or the other race,” Crèvecoeur’s and 

Sansay’s writings reveal the stakes of separating the black and white races into distinct, 
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democratic-agrarian nations. In so doing, they corroborate Jefferson’s conception of American 

sustainability, a conception rooted in free, independent labor and racial homogeneity. 

During and after the Haitian Revolution, this idea of American sustainability became, for 

Jefferson, portable beyond U.S. borders through the establishment of free, all-black nations. In a 

1797 letter to Virginian law professor St. George Tucker, then-Vice President Jefferson asked 

“wither shall the colored emigrants go?” (Haitian 196). Jefferson had not answered this question 

in Notes, and the question of location preoccupied him throughout his life. He tackled the matter 

of “African Colonization” in an 1801 letter to James Monroe, eliminating the possibility of “the 

establishment of such a colony within our limits” for climatological and demographic reasons 

(Writings 1096, 1097). With respect to a northern colony of blacks, Jefferson doubted “whether 

that race of men could long exist in so rigorous a climate,” and his own ambitions for white U.S. 

expansion precluded black settlement within the U.S. borders: “[O]ur rapid multiplication will 

expand…& cover the whole northern, if not the southern continent, with a people speaking the 

same language, governed in similar forms, & by similar laws; nor can we contemplate with 

satisfaction either blot or mixture on that surface” (1097). Just as in Notes, Jefferson selectively 

drew on environmental determinism in order to bolster his case for racial separation—a case that, 

echoing Query VIII on “Population,” collapsed governmental and demography “homogene[ity]” 

(Notes 212). That a black colony within the U.S. might produce “blot[s] or mixture[s]” on the 

smooth demographic “surface” of an expanding, white U.S. population drove Jefferson to 

recommend an extra-national site for black sovereignty: 

 The West Indies offer a more probable & practicable retreat for them. Inhabited  

  already by a people of their own race & color; climates congenial with their  

  natural constitution; insulated from the other descriptions of men; nature seems to  
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  have formed the islands to become the receptacle of the blacks transplanted into  

  this hemisphere. (1098) 

What had once seemed like a hostile site of potential racial “extermination” became a 

“practicable retreat” with a “congenial” climate in the final years of the Haitian Revolution. In 

this letter, Jefferson redeployed his racial theory to propose isolating freed blacks from the U.S. 

and claim that the tropical climate agrees with their “natural constitution.” As the Haitian 

Revolution came to a close, Jefferson’s thesis that “in a warm climate, no man will labour for 

himself” had become null (Notes 169). An island such as “St. Domingo, where the blacks are 

established into a sovereignty de facto” looked less like a land of licentious creoles threatening to 

blur racial boundaries and more like a “promising” site for a productive democracy, sealed off 

from a growing, all-white U.S. population (1098). For Jefferson, racial homogeneity meant 

national sustainability, both within and outside the bounds of the U.S.  

Jefferson imagined this geographically flexible sustainability as particularly American, 

even as it extended beyond the Americas. In the final decades of his life, he experimented with 

colonization schemes in Sierra Leone that involved transporting agrarian democracy to “the coast 

of Africa” by way of black emigration. Referring to “people of color” in an 1811 letter, Jefferson 

contended that “going from a country possessing all the useful arts, they might be the means of 

transplanting them among the inhabitants of Africa, and would thus carry back to the country of 

their origin, the seeds of civilization which might render their sojournment and sufferings here a 

blessing in the end to that country” (1240). Invoking a racial geography of “origin,” one 

deployed by polygenists throughout the nineteenth century, Jefferson identified “people of color” 

as a demographic vehicle of cultural imperialism, a mode of disseminating American “seeds of 

civilization” to “the inhabitants of Africa.” Conveniently, this process would also liberate freed 
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blacks from the “suffering” of slavery in the tropics, thereby resolving the threat of 

“extermination” that had loomed before and during the Haitian Revolution. Jefferson concretized 

this proposal in an 1824 letter to Jared Sparks, in which he presented a plan for African 

colonization that would “introduce among the aborigines the arts of cultivated life,” as well as 

“implements of husbandry and of their trades” (1484, 1485). Predicting freed blacks’ “final 

extinction” in the U.S., Jefferson spent the final years of his life imagining black agrarian 

settlements in Africa and the West Indies (1487). He saw these settlements as the logical 

outcome of the events that would end slavery in the American tropics—the Haitian Revolution 

and what he hoped would be a peaceful emancipation in the U.S. South. 

Buttressed by Crèvecoeur’s and Sansay’s fictions, Jefferson’s vision of an all-black, 

democratic settlement cohered with his claim in Notes that emancipated blacks must “be 

removed beyond the reach of mixture” (151). In these writings, racial separation and 

homogeneity appear necessary for American sustainability both within and outside of the U.S., 

precluding the threat of racial degeneracy and subsequent demographic disaster. Supposedly 

preventing interracial sex and reproduction, this separation of the black and white races made it 

possible for Jefferson to imagine the U.S. agrarian ideal as geographically portable, even to Haiti 

itself. Jefferson’s schemes for black emigration, however, seemed to serve his vision of a white 

U.S. agrarian utopia rather than the possibility of black sovereignty. Perhaps as a response to this 

vision, throughout the nineteenth century, African American writers and activists would grapple 

with various possibilities for black emigration, critiquing and fundamentally refashioning 

agrarian principles in their visions of black futurity. Indeed, after the Civil War, writers such as 

Frederick Douglass and Martin Delany had much more to say about the place of Haiti, and the 

possibility of emigration more broadly, in the future of postbellum racial sustainability.
29
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Notes 

1. American Ethnologist and polygenist Josiah Nott propagated a theory of hybrid infertility in 

his essay, “The Mulatto a Hybrid—probably extermination of the two races if the whites and 

blacks are allowed to intermarry” (1843). For discussions of Nott’s and related ethnological 

theories, see Dain 230-235, Nelson 115-116, and Jackson 50-52. 

2. My use of the term “tropics” is inspired by Monique Allewaert’s Ariel’s Ecology (2013), 

which examines personhood and ecology in “plantation zones” such as Florida and Saint 

Domingue. I use the term to highlight the seeming climatological and environmental 

commonalities between the slaveholding U.S. South and the West Indies, as well as their 

association with excessive fertility. Jefferson and Crèvecoeur invoked these commonalities to 

distinguish the tropics from the temperate northeast. 

3. Written between 1780 and 1781, printed in Paris in 1783 and for the public in London in 1781, 

Notes was probably the most important and well-known contribution by an American to what 

historian Antonello Gerbi terms the “Dispute of the New World” See Dain 19. 

4. See Gosset 36 and Dain 16. 

5. Linnaeus saw human races as varieties and not different species, so the difference between 

Buffon and Linnaeus here is with respect to nonhuman animals. See Gosset 35. 

6. For one answer to Jefferson’s question, see Sweet “Archives du Monde” 220. Sweet highlights 

the story of Big Bone Lick, a salt lick near the Ohio River, where French soldiers and Native 

Americans found fossil bones, teeth, and tusks of mastodons and mammoths. Some of these 

fossils were shipped back to Paris for Buffon to examine and identify. As Sweet points out, 

Jefferson also uses these fossils as proof of the existence of the mammoth, a “key piece of 

evidence” in his argument against Buffon. 



   
 

100 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
7. In a 1785 letter, Jefferson reinforced this claim: “I am safe in affirming, that the proofs of 

genius given by the Indians of North America, place them on a level with whites in the same 

uncultivated state” (Writings 801). 

8. On Linnaeus and the human species, see Gosset 35. 

9. See Dain 30-31. 

10. While Jefferson does glossed over the fact that many northern farmers owned slaves, 

Crèvecoeur’s narrator in Letters confronts this fact, insisting that slaves are better treated and 

more empowered in Pennsylvania than in South Carolina. 

11. See Iannini 142. 

12. Greeson surmises that this Crèvecoeur probably wrote this sketch between 1773 and 1775. 

13. Raynal describes the aftermath of a failed slave rebellion in Jamaica in the fifth volume of his 

work, A Philosophical and Political History of the Settlements and Trade of the Europeans in the 

East and West Indies (1782): “Those who were supposed to be the ringleaders of the conspiracy 

were tied alive to gibbets, and there left to perish slowly, exposed to the scorching sun of the 

torrid zone: a far more painful and more terrible death than that of being burnt alive” (qtd. in 

Greeson 297 n18). 

14. See Dain 86-87 and Sundquist 145.  

15. Having visited Saint Domingue from 1802 to 1803 with her husband, Louis, Sansay 

described the final days of French rule on the island in her letters to then-lover Aaron Burr in 

Philadelphia. The couple had traveled to Saint Domingue because Sansay’s husband, a French-

born merchant who had sold his coffee plantation to revolutionary leader Touissant Louveture in 

1795, was hoping to recover his land. Louverture’s arrest and deportation in 1802 perhaps 

suggested to Sansay’s husband that French rule might reemerge, but the couple encountered 
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continued unrest on the island. Sansay fictionalized her descriptions of her travels to write Secret 

History, splitting her fictional persona into two characters: Mary, the protagonist, and her sister 

Clara, the victim of an abusive marriage to the jealous Frenchman and former plantation owner, 

St. Louis, based on Sansay’s own husband. See Mulford. For more comprehensive and recent 

accounts of the Haitian Revolution, see Dubois and Geggus. 

16. As critics have noted, the gothic tradition was originally popularized with Horace Walpole’s 

The Castle of Otranto: A Gothic Story (1764) but was adapted in a New World context. Teresa 

Goddu underscores the American gothic’s deeply historical and political character, emphasizing, 

as Toni Morrison does, that it is a genre haunted by race. Similarly, Agnieszka Soltysik Monnet 

redefines the American Gothic as a combination of psychosexual themes and historical and 

political horror. Clavin’s essay more specifically identifies features of gothic narratives of the 

Haitian Revolution, such as tropes of murderous monsters, landscapes of ruins, and indescribable 

atrocities as features of these works. 

17. Clavin argues that “the Gothicization of the Haitian Revolution reinforced its unthinkability” 

(4). He invokes Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s argument that the events that “shook up” Saint 

Domingue from 1794 to 1804 were “‘unthinkable facts’ in the framework of western thought” 

because they “challenged the very framework within which proponents and opponents had 

examined race, colonialism, and slavery in the Americas” (Silencing 82-3). Other critics of 

Sansay’s novel have referred to Trouillot’s thesis, including Allewaert and Dillon. Yet the 

Haitian Revolution also represented a very real and immediate threat to the rest of the 

hemisphere. U.S. southern slaveholders, for instance, as Matthew Pratt Guterl points out, feared 

that even the smallest slave uprising would weaken the institution across the entire hemisphere, 
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and the possibility of another slave rebellion represented “the deepest, most frightening 

nightmare for the Southern planter class” (33). 

18. For more on white anxieties about creolization, racial amalgamation and the proliferation of 

free people of color, see Garraway, “Race, Reproduction, and Family Romance in Moreau de 

Saint Mery’s Description…de la partie francais del’isle Saint Domingue.”  

19. Such accounts of corruption echo other eighteenth-century descriptions of creoles, which 

attribute the men’s brutality to their roles as slave commanders and the women’s sensual 

indolence to their sedentary lifestyle. See Dubois 34 and Garraway, The Libertine Colony 25.   

20. In the Drexler’s edition of the novel, the definition of “creole” is “white inhabitants of 

European descent but born in the colonies” (65 n3). But the word originally referred to both 

blacks of African descent and whites of European descent born in the colonial Americas. From 

the revolutionary period on, the dictionary definition became more racially limited, referring 

only to whites in the nineteenth century. The term continued to refer to racial and cultural 

syncretisms, however, long after it took on this narrowed meaning. Also see Garraway, The 

Libertine Colony and Goudie.  

21. Postcolonial scholars and Americanists have been preoccupied with issues of hybridity and 

creolization, particularly since Homi Bhabha argued that “the colonial presence is always 

ambivalent” (150). In Creole America (2006), Goudie claims that “‘hybridity’ is far too 

imprecise a construct to account for the (frequently violent) ways in which U.S. American white 

creoles sought to define themselves in relation to Europeans across the Atlantic, Native 

Americans, and blacks on the continent…” (17). Critics have also challenged the use of hybridity 

as a synonym for creolization. In her book-length study of the process, Garraway notes that “the 

generalized espousal of creolization theory has arguably obscured the local specificity of the 
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concept and its different valences in anglophone and francophone Caribbean cultural theory” 

(The Libertine Colony 17). Her work regards creolization as a process of cultural transformation 

that allows for divergence from colonial epistemologies and fixed notions of race, language and 

nation (18). In a different formulation, Allewaert has sought to define creolization “not simply as 

a cultural phenomenon but also as a material and even ontological phenomenon,” so that the 

“agency built through the touching of proximate life-forms…keeps open the possibility of other 

collations of parts…[and] never settles into hybridity” (6, 99).  

22. Sumptuary laws had forbidden women of color, often seen as the sexual rivals of white 

women on the island, from wearing silk or exposing their heads. Shortly thereafter, these 

headscarves became popular among white creole and elite French women as an alluring symbol 

of sexuality. Since they were illegal in England and France, they came to represent a distinctly 

creole culture. See Dillon and Drexler’s edition of Sansay for more on the history and rise of the 

Madras handkerchief as a creole cultural artifact in the colonies.  

23. This description calls to mind Joan Dayan’s observation that writers of the time represented 

white creoles’ imitation of black style and behavior as degeneracy. White creoles, Dayan writes, 

appear in these writings “to have caught a disease, as if they were too weak-willed or amoral to 

resist the contagious attractions of loose living, scanty dress, and languorous talk” (178). 

24. See Garraway, “Race” 234-235. 

25. Colonial leadership attempted to suppress interracial sex and marriage throughout the 

eighteenth century to maintain rigid racial divisions. As Garraway notes, the law forbade 

misallied whites to hold militia rank, public office and titles of nobility, starting as early as 1733 

(“Race” 241, n6). Nevertheless, the last decades of French rule saw the expansion of an 

ambitious and politically active population of free people of color, reaching approximately 
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30,000 by 1789, the same size as the white population, according to Garraway. The revolution 

itself, moreover, brought an even more dramatic expansion of this category—the first Haitian 

Constitution, issued in January of 1805, stipulated that all Haitians were to be termed “black.” As 

slaves claimed “free” status and subsequently declared all Haitian citizens “black,” the category 

of “free people of color” exploded into an all-encompassing demographic category. See 

Allewaert 156. 

26. As Dillon contends, representations of creole life in eighteenth-century Saint Domingue tend 

to construct creoles as not only sexually excessive, but also sterile and degenerate (87). 

Garraway points out, moreover, that Edward Long and Moreau de Saint-Méry both believed that 

mixed-race children ended up sterile as a result of a “previous fertile liaison” between white men 

and black women (Libertine 271, 269). As Vincent Brown highlights, the eighteenth-century 

West Indies were indeed characterized by “high death rates, rapid demographic turnover, and 

social relations characterized by flux and instability” (10). In Jamaica, the white population 

could not “sustain itself by natural increase;” creoles “who survived childhood were likely to die 

before they reached the age of forty” (17). Given the low fertility rate of the islands and the 

widespread idea that creoles were sterile, Sansay’s focus on fertility is unique. For a discussion 

of the low fertility of West Indian slaves, and planters’ attempts to encourage reproduction 

amongst the slaves, see J. R. Ward. 

27. Fertility characterizes a range of accounts of the Haitian Revolution insofar as they tend to 

focus on atrocities committed against children. See White 127.  

28. Historically, white creoles made up a small portion of the population in the West Indies. 

According to Liu, the population in 1789-90 estimated the number of slaves at around five 

hundred thousand, or eighty-nine percent of the population, while free people of color 
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constituted five percent of the population. Of the thirty-two thousand whites that made up six 

percent of the population, only twenty-five percent were born in the West Indies (401). The 

impression of Cuba as being overpopulated by white creoles is evidently historically inaccurate.  

29. For a more extended discussion of Douglass’s take on Haiti, see Levine, Dislocating Race 

and Nation. Also see Chapter XXI of Delany’s Condition.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Breeding Black Nationalism:  

Agrarian Utopia in the Writings of Martin Delany and Sutton Griggs 

 In the middle of Sutton Griggs’s black nationalist novel, Imperium in Imperio (1899), the 

protagonist’s love interest, Viola, commits suicide. She does so to avoid marrying and having 

children with Bernard, a mixed-race Senator whom she loves. Having studied John H. Van 

Evrie’s White Supremacy and Negro Subordination (1868), a tract which argues that slavery is 

the “normal condition” of the black race, Viola becomes convinced that “the intermingling of the 

races in sexual relationship was sapping the vitality of the Negro race, and, in fact, was slowly 

but surely exterminating the race” (Evrie v; Griggs 118). Committed to fulfilling her “pledge [to] 

God to never marry a mulatto man,” Viola views suicide as the only way to prevent herself from 

reproducing with Bernard, an act which she believes would contribute to the decline of the black 

population in the U.S. (118-119). Aligning racial purity with perpetuity, Viola chooses her own 

extinction over that of her race.  

 A seemingly incomprehensible event in the novel, Viola’s suicide highlights the question 

of black futurity in a world that persistently predicts the destruction of the black race. While in 

the past few decades, critics have understood Imperium as a hemispheric and borderlands novel 

that unsettles imperial and racial histories, they remain largely baffled by Viola’s suicide. Recent 

readings of her suicide characterize it as a catalyst that inspires Bernard’s racial separatism, 

leading him to become President of the all-black nation called the Imperium.
1
 On its own, 

Viola’s suicide is “neither sympathetic nor comprehensible,” one of the “least credible” moments 

in the novel (Tal 74). Seen through the lens of American sustainability, however—a concept that, 

as the previous chapters show, emerges from the mythic idea of a “New World” agrarian 
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utopia—Viola’s suicide has a deeper resonance all its own. It raises the question of how blacks 

might respond to a conception of sustainability that excludes them from the scene of agrarian 

utopia, erases the slave labor that makes the “New World” so prolific, or, in the case of the Van 

Evrie text that Viola reads, envisions their death as a race. Though false, this theory of black 

extinction is a metonym for the realities of slavery, Jim Crow segregation, racial terrorism, and 

poverty that threatened a self-determined black futurity in the nineteenth-century U.S. The myth 

of agrarian utopia, moreover, elides these realities in its representation of a productive “New 

World” built on democratic landowning, small farming and demographic homogeneity. Viola’s 

suicide thus calls attention to the white supremacist underpinnings of a Jefferson-inspired, 

American sustainability. 

This strange moment in Imperium resonates with a corpus of black nationalist writing 

from the Civil War and postbellum eras that, like Viola, wrestles with the question of black 

sustainability well before the term “sustainability” officially appears. The widespread argument 

that blacks should emigrate from the U.S. and settle their own territory was premised upon the 

idea of a fertile, all-black, agrarian society. While the location of an all-black nation during and 

after the Civil War was the subject of debate for figures such as Frederick Douglass, Harriet 

Beecher Stowe, and Martin Delany, the ideal of black sustainability—of meeting the needs of 

present and future all-black generations through small farming, land-owning, and reproductive 

vigor—characterized myriad visions of a free, autonomous, all-black nation outside the U.S. 

Epitomized in the writings of Delany, the “Father of Black Nationalism,” such visions offered a 

powerful alternative to the debilitating labor and lack of resources that tended to afflict the lives 

of blacks in the U.S.
 2

 They projected a utopian future where citizens cultivate their own land and 

propagate a homogeneous and “self-sustaining” race (Delany, Niger Valley 351). 
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 Delany’s writings in particular begin to explain why we tend to understand sustainability 

as a global concept, even as it also seems to emerge from a U.S. nation-based tradition of 

agrarianism. The previous chapters complicate sustainability’s global connotations, locating its 

roots in the idea of the “New World” as a land of unparalleled plenty. Confronting dystopian 

realities within the U.S., Delany’s first book and political tract, The Condition, Elevation, 

Emigration, and Destiny of the Colored People of the United States (1852), upends this nation-

based myth of U.S. agrarian utopia, promoting a self-determined black futurity that necessarily 

exists beyond U.S. borders. As a foundational black nationalist text, Condition critiques, 

reshapes, and thereby renders portable the idea of “New World” sustainability. Unlike Jefferson, 

whose promotion of black emigration left the white supremacist assumptions of agrarianism 

intact, Condition portrays Africans as the first small farmers of the Americas, naturally 

possessing the capacity for agricultural production. Contending that “the idleness of the [white 

man] is sustained by the industry of the [black man],” Condition concludes that, if African 

Americans leave the U.S., they will undoubtedly develop their own agrarian utopia (66; 

emphasis mine). Highlighting the black labor that underpins the nation’s agricultural production, 

Condition proposes a free all-black agrarian future and thereby articulates the extra-national 

scope of a seemingly nation-based sustainability.  

 Condition’s notion of a black agrarian utopia, however, is not without its contradictions: 

it lays claim to the very myth it disavows. Griggs’s Imperium enacts this very dilemma, 

depicting an all-black, Texas-based nation that attempts both to retain and reject the “U.S.” of 

U.S. agrarian utopia. Indeed, even as the possibility of an agrarian future bolstered emigrationist 

rhetoric writ large, it also remained tethered to U.S. soil and U.S. nation-based ideals after 

emancipation. True to Jeffersonian form, the majority of freed blacks associated landowning and 
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small farming in the U.S. with freedom.
3
 After Reconstruction, racial uplift leaders promoted 

agrarian values as an avenue for strengthening the race’s reproductive health and agricultural 

productivity in the U.S.
4
 Attending to both the separatist and racial uplift contours of black 

agrarian utopia, Imperium shows that this imaginary consists of a U.S-based ideal of democratic 

yeoman citizenship and a racial ideal of demographic homogeneity. The novel chronicles the 

lives of Bernard and Belton, who, as leaders of the Imperium, represent these two strands of the 

black nationalist imaginary characteristic of Delany’s early writings.
5
 Ultimately, the Imperium 

splinters along the lines of Belton’s patriotic ideals of freedom, equality, and democratic 

citizenship—ideals embedded within Jefferson’s and Crèvecoeur’s white agrarian ideal—and 

Bernard’s separatist principles of racial improvement, purity, and perpetuity. Portraying the 

disintegration of a “nation within a nation,” a phrase that first appears in Condition, Imperium 

functions as an allegory for the internal contradictions of black agrarian utopia, between racial 

separatism and a U.S. agrarianism historically linked to white supremacy. This often paradoxical 

relationship between black futurity and U.S. agrarianism preoccupies black nationalist writings 

as they imagine a “New World” black sustainability independent from the U.S.  

As Condition and Imperium show, black nationalist writings produce and contemplate 

national, intranational and transnational gradations of agrarian utopia, complexities that enable 

sustainability to appear both global and “American” at the same time. Characterized as 

separatists writing to an all-black audience, Delany and Griggs have received considerably less 

attention than their respective contemporaries, Douglass and Charles Chesnutt—writers who, in 

W.E.B. Du Bois’ words, “spoke of the whole nation” (318).
6
 Yet it is precisely this separatism 

that allows for a conception of American sustainability beyond the U.S. nation. In the last few 

decades, critics have attended to the transnational elements of Delany’s and Griggs’s writings, 
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most notably the transamerican slave revolution in Delany’s Blake; or the Huts of America 

(1859-1862) and the hemispheric network of U.S. race relations and the Spanish-American War 

in Imperium.
7
 Focusing on these geopolitical dimensions, scholars have overlooked these and 

other black nationalist writings’ disruptive role in the U.S. agrarian tradition, leaving unexplored 

the racial and transnational contours of agrarianism and the agricultural and demographic 

features of these transnational texts. They therefore miss how black nationalism imagines the 

possibility of a distinct, all-black nation of sustenance, fertility, and industry—how it renders 

pliable the seemingly rigid and white, nation-based myth of agrarian utopia, facilitating the 

global dissemination of American sustainability. For American sustainability, it turns out, 

reaches beyond the U.S., even as it remains rooted in a U.S. mythic history. 

Read as agrarian texts, Delany’s and Griggs’s writings challenge long-standing 

assumptions about African Americans’ relationship to the rural. Scholars have rightly 

characterized this relationship as strained and fraught with histories of slavery and lynching.
8
 Yet 

after emancipation, black agrarianism imaginatively refigured sites of racial terror such as the 

countryside, the wilderness, and the South as possible spaces for a fertile, all-black utopia.
9
 

Despite the rise of sharecropping and the largely unfulfilled promise of “forty acres and a mule,” 

freedpeople fought relentlessly for landowning rights, operating under Jeffersonian principles of 

democratic citizenship. While historians have attended to black landowning in the postbellum 

south and the reproductive politics of racial destiny, they have overlooked the confluence of 

these postbellum landowning struggles and racial improvement agendas.
10

 This confluence 

recasts agrarian utopia as a rich site for imagining black stewardship, cultivation, and population 

improvement in the postbellum period, one that signifies a potential alternative to the narratives 

and conditions that favored the deterioriation of the black race in the U.S. 
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Delany’s African Agrotopias 

 Merging agrarianism and black nationalism, Condition presents demographic fertility, 

racial homogeneity, and agricultural plenty as the destiny of an all-black nation outside the U.S. 

While agrarian images appear across Delany’s corpus, as he himself debated the best site for a 

black “New World,” Condition offers the most direct response to U.S. agrarianism. It 

foregrounds the white supremacist underpinnings of this U.S. agrarian tradition, the extent to 

which slave labor “sustained” the Americas rather than the black population itself (66). Obscured 

by the success of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, also published in 1852, Condition’s re-narration of early 

American agrarian settlement has gone unnoticed by contemporaries and scholars alike. 

Douglass, for instance, ignored Condition’s black emigrationist agenda and turned his attention 

towards Stowe and abolitionist politics in general.
11

 Written at a time when Douglass and others 

were looking inward, working for change within the U.S., Condition looks outward, beyond the 

nation, and backward, to the agrarian origin story of the U.S. Imagining an alternative to blacks’ 

bleak future in the U.S., Condition redeploys agrarian ideals for emigrationist ends, claiming and 

imaginatively proliferating “New World” sustainability beyond the U.S. 

 The textual history of Condition reveals the importance of blacks’ self-determination in 

the decades before and after the Civil War. Written in reaction to the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 

and Delany’s experiences with racism while briefly attending Harvard Medical School, 

Condition is a formative argument for a black exodus from the U.S. Its emigrationist rhetoric 

was so powerful in its day that the U.S. House of Representatives appended Delany’s 1854 

speech, “Political Destiny of the Colored Race on the American Continent,” a speech that draws 

extensively on Condition, to its “Report of the Select Committee on Emancipation and 
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Colonization” (1862). On behalf of Abraham Lincoln, they used Delany’s rhetoric for their own 

colonizationist ends, ends that were contrary to Delany’s politics at the time (he had temporarily 

abandoned his emigrationist plan to support the Union cause). Interestingly, U.S. agrarian ideals 

bolstered the “Report” in two ways: first, by assuring white farmers that freedmen would not 

threaten their livelihoods and land—that “the [Caucasian] cultivators of the soil should be the 

owners of the soil”—and second, by marketing “American negroes” to Central and South 

America as superior in agricultural “skill and intelligence” to “all the other colored races of the 

world” (14, 24; emphasis mine). Ultimately, Lincoln’s colonization experiments during this time 

provided yet more evidence that blacks needed to establish their own country independent from 

the U.S. Most notable in this regard is the colony on Île-à-Vache, an almost completely 

uninhabited island off the southern coast of Haiti, portrayed to potential emigrants as a free, 

agrarian settlement. The leader of the endeavor, Bernard Kock, also known as the tyrant “King of 

Cow Island,” deceived the recently freed settlers, and forced them into indentured servitude 

(Bray 7). They never received the housing and agricultural plots promised to them. They 

struggled daily to obtain food and water and suffered a devastating small pox outbreak. This 

failure, and the racist and imperialist designs that fueled it, showed how U.S. colonization 

projects redeployed agrarian and emigrationist rhetoric to hinder rather than help to realize an 

independent, black futurity.
12

   

Though written nearly a decade earlier, Condition demystifies the agrarian rhetoric that 

supported disastrous conditions for freed blacks such as those on Île-à-Vache. Unlike the first 

third of Crèvecoeur’s Letters, which elides slavery in its celebratory description of settlement 

and cultivation (a description later undermined in the novel’s latter half and gothic conclusion), 

Condition presents a history of settlement predicated on slavery from the start.
13

 It pairs the 
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arrival of the Mayflower with that of a “Dutch ship” which “landed her cargo at New Bedford, 

(now Massachusetts)” in “the ‘Old Thirteen,’ and original United States” (61).
14

 Just as William 

Wells Brown’s Clotel (1853) juxtaposes these ships as “parent[s], one of the prosperous labour-

honoring, law-sustaining institutions of the North; the other the mother” of slavery, so too does 

Condition emphasize their simultaneity: “Beginning their preparation…in 1618…giving time for 

successfully carrying out the project against the landing of the first emigrant settlers…the 

African captain, and the ‘Puritan’ emigrants, landed upon the same section of the continent at the 

same time, 1620—the Pilgrims at Plymouth, and the captives…but a few miles comparatively 

south” (Brown 181; Delany 6). Condition highlights the precision and proximity of what seems 

like an intentionally simultaneous landing, suggesting that European settlers could not survive 

without the presence and labor of African slaves.  

As Condition places the Atlantic slave trade at the center of the nation’s origin story, it 

also foregrounds Africans’ inherent industry, agricultural skill, and endurance—indeed, their 

capacity for sustainability. European colonizers, as Condition reports, chose to enslave Africans 

after they discovered their superior abilities as farmers and laborers. As the narrative goes, this 

discovery began in 1442, when a Portuguese miner visited the gold coast of Guinea and brought 

ten Africans back to Lisbon with him: “These Africans were set immediately to work in the 

gardens of the emperor, which so pleased his queen, that the number were much augmented, all 

of whom were found to be skillful and industrious in agriculture” (55). This finding, as 

Condition narrates, inspired the Portuguese to enslave Africans as mine labor on the gold coast, 

where they observed “the capacity of this people to endure toil…for this cause and this alone, 

were they selected in preference to any other race of men, to do the labor of the New World” 

(55). Condition highlights not only diligence but also the ability to endure “change of climate” as 
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distinct characteristics of the black race, arguing that those having visibly “black skins” possess 

“natural properties, that adapt and fit them for temperate, cold, and hot climates” (56, 214). 

Moreover, the narrative insists that Africans were more productive than Native Americans as 

slaves—that, for instance, while mining for the Spanish in fifteenth-century Hispaniola, “the 

Indian sunk, and the African stood” (57). Condition thus locates the origins of the Atlantic slave 

trade in these early “experiments” of enslavement, and describes how Africans’ agricultural 

practices carried over into the Americas (57). It claims that the first African slaves in the West 

Indies “cultivate[d] patches of ground in the neighborhood of the mines, for the raising of food 

for…subsistence”—that they continued to practice this farming in their daily life: “[I]t is a 

custom on many of the slave plantations of the South, to allow the slave his ‘patch,’ and 

Saturday afternoon or Sabbath day, to cultivate it” (58). According to this origin story of slavery, 

a narrative inextricably intertwined with early American settlement and colonialism, Europeans 

enslaved Africans for their specially endowed qualities of industry, endurance, and agricultural 

productivity—for the ability to “sustai[n]…the idleness of the white man” (66). In this regard, 

slavery was a mode of embezzling blacks’ ability to sustain themselves as a race.     

Proceeding from the idea that Europeans effectively stole Africans’ agricultural 

productivity, Condition recasts the agrarian tradition as one rooted in African civilization rather 

than a republican yeomanry of European settlers (53). “From the earliest period of the history of 

nations, the African race had been known as an industrious people, cultivators of the soil. The 

grain fields of Ethiopia and Egypt were the themes of the poet, and their garners, the subject of 

the historian” (53). Africa, in this portrayal, is the original “America,” a cultivated landscape of 

riches, fruits, and grains that fed and sustained populations around the globe: “Like the present 

America, all the world went to Africa, to get a supply of commodities” (53). In Condition’s 
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formulation, Africa remains a sustaining “American” landscape even into the late eighteenth and 

early nineteenth century. The narrative cites an 1828 account of English explorers in Africa, one 

that presents imagery of labor and fertility characteristic of Crèvecoeur’s Letters: 

In their voyage up the river Niger…they represent the country…as being not only 

beautiful and picturesque, but the fields as in a high state of cultivation, clothed in 

the verdure of husbandry, waving before the gentle breezes, with the rich products 

of industry—maize, oats, rye, millet, and wheat, being among the fruits of 

cultivation. […] Their fruit groves were delightful to the eye of the beholder. 

Every variety common to the country were seen in a high state of cultivation. (54) 

Rendering the African countryside an idyllic landscape of sustenance and labor, Condition 

recasts the agrarian utopia of Letters—the “flourishing orchards” and “meadows,” the “fine, 

fertile…districts,” the fields of “wheat” and “grain”—as a displacement, a knock-off of the 

original (55, 40, 47, 49, 67). Even the fences of Letters’ “well-fenced cultivated fields” pale in 

comparison to those in Africa: “the hedge, wicker, some few panel” and what became known as 

the “Virginia worm fence,” a vital tool in the Southern plantations of the U.S. (Crèvecoeur 67; 

Delany 55, 64). A seemingly minute reference, the fences in Letters conjure a history of African 

and slave productivity in Condition, exposing the real “race of cultivators,” the real source of 

“restless industry…characteristic of these colonies” (Crèvecoeur 15-16). Thus does Condition 

rewrite the master narrative of “New World” productivity as one of African agrarian wisdom, 

skill, and labor appropriated for European gain. 

In fact, Condition suggests that the black race ultimately saved the colonies from 

starvation, even extinction, with their agricultural methods, effectively securing the future of 

white settlers rather than themselves. Condition renders slaves the first and most constant 
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nurturers of American soil, sustainers of the other, unproductive races: “When Christopher 

Columbus, in 1492, discovered America, natives were found to pay little or no attention to 

cultivation” and the Europeans “came as mineral speculators, and not for the purpose of 

improving the country” (51). While, like Letters, Condition repeatedly distinguishes between 

agrarian labor and native hunting and fishing, it emphasizes that the European settlers were 

“moneyed capitalists” incapable of cultivation (51-52). Describing the “feeble colony” of 1607 

Virginia, Condition quotes John Smith from Ramsay’s History of the U.S (1816-1817): “There 

was…no talk…but dig gold, wash gold, refine gold…while the culture of the land…was totally 

neglected” (60). Associating white settlers more closely with their ties to the barren, industrial 

landscape of Europe than the hearty, yeomanry in Letters, Condition renders Africans the heroes 

in a nation-building narrative of divine proportions.
15

 In this narrative, Native and European 

populations decline while Africans labor “with a prospect never dreamed of before” (53, 61, 64). 

“The forests gave way before them, and extensive verdant fields, richly clothed with produce, 

rose up as by magic before these hardy sons of toil. In the place of the unskillful and ill-

constructed wigwam, houses, villages, towns, and cities were quickly reared up in their stead” 

(66). In this history, Africans are the “first fruits of the nation,” to borrow a phrase from Du Bois, 

the true laborers behind the myth of agrarian progress and productivity (“Conservation” 44).
16

  

While Condition supports blacks’ claims to U.S. citizenship, precisely on the 

Crèvecoeurian grounds that they in fact cultivated the land, its re-narration of agrarian progress 

ultimately promotes a distinct racial future outside of the U.S., one that requires emigration as a 

means of securing this citizenship (50, 66). Condition calls for blacks in the mid-nineteenth 

century U.S. to produce a new settlement narrative, to “go with the fixed intention—as 

Europeans come to the United states—of cultivating the soil, entering into the mechanical 
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operations, keeping of shops, carrying on merchandise, trading on land and water, improving 

property…to become the producers of the country, instead of the consumers” (187). It outlines 

for blacks a providential destiny in the Edenic and fertile Americas, amongst “the climate, soil, 

and productions—the vast rivers and beautiful sea-coast—the scenery of the landscape…the 

song of the birds” (181). It is notable, moreover, that this American destiny entails emigration 

from the U.S. to regions which nevertheless “all belon[g] to this glorious Continent” of the 

Americas writ large (184). Conceiving of “America” as a hemisphere rather than a U.S. nation, 

Condition highlights the agrarian utopia of an all-black nation as a distinctly New World 

phenomenon: “God has…designed this great portion of the New World for us” (183). 

Renarrating the past, placing black slave labor at the center of the U.S. national origin story, 

Condition foretells a New World all-black future in the Americas and recasts the myth of 

agrarian utopia as a racial destiny-to-come. 

With this hemispheric vision of “America,” Condition broadens the “New World” 

landscape, imaginatively opening up territory on which to enact an agrarian settlement narrative 

for the black race. This “American” narrative becomes portable to the eastern coast of Africa via 

an imagined racial camaraderie, as the tract’s appendix, “A Project for an Expedition of 

Adventure, to the Eastern Coast of Africa,” makes clear.
 17

 True to agrarian utopian form, the 

main text of Condition integrates racial ideals of homogeneity, and improvement into its 

emigrationist agrarianism. It analyzes the demographics of Central and South America to 

conclude that “but one-seventh [of the population] are whites…who may chance to be in those 

countries”—that “the vast number of people” on “this glorious continent” are “our brethren—

because they are precisely the same people as ourselves and share the same fate with us” (180-

181). On this basis of global racial collectivity and sameness, Condition imagines that the racial 
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“brethren” of blacks in the U.S. cosmically invite them to emigrate to their lands: “the voices of 

the people say come” (181). In this context, racial camaraderie authorizes a divinely ordained 

landownership based on labor and cultivation, one that extends beyond the Americas to Africa, 

as the appendix shows:  

What part of mankind is the ‘denizen of every soil, and the lord of terrestrial 

creation,’ if it be not the black race? The Creator has indisputably adapted us for 

the ‘denizens of every soil,’ all that is left for us to do, is to make ourselves the 

‘lords of terrestrial creation.’ The land is ours—there it lies with inexhaustible 

resources; let us go and possess it. In Eastern Africa must rise up a nation, to 

whom all the world must pay commercial tribute. (214)  

These final lines of Condition, as they portray blacks as the predestined and rightful “lords” of 

“inexhaustible” African land, allude to “resources” and “commercial” power—towards an 

independent, all-black nation as a global economic force. Indeed, Condition foretells in its last 

few pages in Africa the “opening of an immense trade,” plentiful agriculture, and a railroad 

system that will “yield a revenue infinitely greater than any other investment in the world” (212-

213). Promising wide-ranging productivity, Condition concludes with a mythic vision of black 

agrarian utopia to come, the logical result of combining their superior laboring capacity as a 

uniform race with exceptionally fertile lands (of which they are already “lords”). Condition thus 

lays claim to the “New World” mythology of sustainability, extending it to Central and South 

America, and ultimately, Africa, rendering this agrarian ideal malleable and mobile.  

 In combining racial homogeneity, preordained landowning rights, and exceptional 

economic production, Condition fuses black separatism and agrarianism. This fusion 

reverberates across Delany’s writings as they switch focus from the Americas to Africa. This 
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occurs most notably in the novel Blake, published almost a decade after Condition, as it depicts 

the eponymous hero’s organization of a hemispheric slave rebellion. Blake culminates in Cuba 

with the Pan-Africanist prophecies of Placido, a character based on the mulatto Cuban poet and 

revolutionary recognized in Condition as an “intelligent leader…shamefully put to death in 

1844” (203). In its final chapters, Blake gives voice to Placido’s Ethiopianism, his theory of 

racial destiny rooted in Psalm 68:31: “Princes shall come out of Egypt and Ethiopia shall soon 

stretch forth her hands unto God.”
18

 For Placido, those of pure African blood are central to 

securing a racially just world, as he declares that “colored persons, whatever the complexions, 

can only obtain an equality with whites by the descendants of Africa of unmixed blood” (260). 

Placido integrates this conception of racial purity into a larger demographic imaginary of a 

sustainable African nation—“the most industrious people in the world, highly cultivating the 

lands…the most extensive native territory, climate, soil, and greatest number of…inhabitants in 

the universe” (261). Outlining the three characteristics of “all great nationalities”—“territorial 

domain,” “homogeneous population,” and “staple commodities…especially cotton”—Placido 

synthesizes demographic homogeneity, racial purity, and agricultural production in a seamless 

amalgam of agrarian utopianism (261-262). In this union of agrarianism and black separatism, 

“New World” agrarian utopia becomes a distinctly emigrationist and Pan-Africanist project. 

 These interlocking components of black separatism and agrarianism populate Delany’s 

other descriptions of Africa, signaling their shared role in bolstering black nationalist discourse. 

Specifically, Delany’s Official Report of the Niger Valley Exploring Party (1861) describes his 

vision of black regeneration, the West African climate and topography, and his treaty-making 

with African leaders. The Report lauds the natives for “not varying more in…fine physical 

structure and anatomical conformation…from the best specimen of their own race than the 
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Caucasian or Anglo-Saxon from that of theirs” (335). It declares that African Americans should 

“go to Africa to be self-sustaining,” to be naturally endowed with superior soil, climate, and 

people with which “no other part of the world can compete” (351, 353). Finally, the Report 

evokes a Jeffersonian agrarian understanding of landowning—that “landed tenure in Africa is 

free, the occupant selecting as much as he can cultivate, holding it so long as he uses it, but 

cannot convey it to another” (351). (Delany’s conception of landowning did not align with that 

of native Africans, which perhaps explains why his treaty with African leadership fell through.
19

) 

This emphasis on racial beauty and uniformity, agricultural production, and democratic 

landowning reveals the central role of both agrarian ideology and racial separatism in this 

particular black emigrationist project of Delany’s.  

 Imagining future black generations in a plentiful and democratic-agrarian “New World” 

Africa, Delany’s writings call attention to an agrarian strain in emigrationist discourse more 

broadly, as the promise of agricultural production and landowning was attractive to many 

African Americans, especially those struggling in the rural south. It was only late in Delany’s life 

that he came to support the American Colonization Society (ACS) and its long-running, 

widespread campaign for black emigration to Liberia. Yet Delany’s earlier writings share 

powerful agrarian themes and images with late nineteenth-century ACS promotional literature. 

During this 1880s in particular, the steady decrease in cotton prices caused sharecropping 

families and tenant farmers to descend further and further into debt—to remain trapped in a 

morass of low wages, high rents, racial terrorism, and a national economic depression. With 

worsening conditions in the U.S., ACS pamphlets providing “Information About Going to 

Liberia” promised lush, fertile landscapes and specific amounts of land upon arrival. The 

promise was tempting, since some emigrants in the late 1870s had reported easy access to food 
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and farms, an idyllic life of production complete with the pleasures and rigors of labor. A letter 

from emigrant Sherwood Capps, secretary of the North Carolina Freedmen’s Emigration Aid 

Society, exemplifies the centrality of agrarian idealism in black emigrationist rhetoric: “I have 

already cut my farm myself and am now building me a house upon it…this is no country to be 

idle in…it is a country for industrious people, who are willing to take hold and labor. With such 

emigrants we can and will soon show the world that we intend to be a people—a strong nation” 

(qtd. in Mitchell 31, 40). Capps’s letter drips with Crèvecoeurian optimism and New World 

utopianism, underscoring the specialness of a black settler population that does the rigorous work 

of nation-building and independent cultivation.
20

  

 This concept of the “New World” agrarian utopia in Africa involves, in this emigrationist 

discourse, not just agricultural but also demographic fertility—an idealized notion of racially 

homogeneous future generations. Black emigrationist discourse, like that of early American 

settlement, follows the logic of reproductive futurism, imagining progeny-to-come as both the 

incentive and conduit for population improvement, economic abundance, and democratic 

nationhood. The words of ACS secretary J. Ormond Wilson, in an 1895 plea for families to 

emigrate, capture this symbiotic relationship between reproductive futurism and agrarian 

settlement narratives: “We should be able to build our houses, clair [sic] up our farms, & to do 

what is need [sic] to be done to make a settlement…to lay…the foundation of the future 

prosperity of [our people’s] children” (qtd. in Mitchell 40). The improvement of the race through 

these future generations characterizes the racial separatist dimension of this black emigrationist 

discourse. While this racial separatism dovetails with agrarian ideals (as the previous chapters 

show, white racial homogeneity inheres in U.S. agrarian utopianism), it also distinguishes black 
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nationalism from U.S. agrarianism in its commitment to sustaining the black race as a separate 

and distinct entity from the U.S.    

 This racial separatist dimension of emigrationism champions the regulation of the family, 

women, and reproduction. Though published decades before the late nineteenth-century heyday 

of the ACS, Condition does the initial work of binding together mother and child in a gendered, 

family-based path to racial uplift. This path, if implemented outside of the U.S., can improve the 

declining condition of the black race, according to Condition. In what reads like a nascent 

version of early twentieth-century Rooseveltian “conservation of child life” rhetoric, Condition 

describes black women’s “menia[l]” domestic work as “retrogradation” and suggests that their 

uplift work should take place in the home with their own children, or through “something more 

respectable, or elevating in character:” “To know the position of a people, it is only necessary to 

know the condition of their females…Our best ladies being washerwomen…and common house 

servants…we are all a degraded miserable people, inferior to any other people…on the face of 

this globe” (198-199). Here women serve as a racial index, their uplift work inherently tied to the 

shaping of future generations. For as Condition reminds us, racial uplift is a process of 

reproductive transmission: “Raise the mothers above the level of degradation, and the offspring 

is elevated with them” (196). Racial betterment, in this sense, means that women care for their 

own families, rather than work as “waiting maids” and “cooks in gentlemen’s kitchens” (198). 

And emigration from the racially heterogeneous environment of the U.S. is the first step towards 

racial betterment. 

Indeed, fears about sexual excess, the dissolution of the black family, and the 

degeneration of the black population in the U.S. permeate arguments for black emigration. In 

Condition, women’s sexual honor seems aligned with their labor, as “menia[l]” work does little 
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to better the “character” or “respectab[ility]” of black women (198-199). Broadly speaking, 

women’s sexual purity forms part of ACS’s promotion of a strong family culture and the gender 

expectations that accompany it—women as chaste child-rearers and men as pioneers, heads of 

household, and nation-builders. ACS officials, for instance, actively discouraged single women 

from emigrating, assuming that they were more likely to adopt immoral behaviors and less likely 

to contribute to racial improvement in Liberia.
21

 Members of the ACS saw emigration as a means 

of fighting the dissolution of the family, what Du Bois observes in “The Conservation of Races” 

(1897) as “vices,” “disease[s],” and “criminal tendencies” amongst the “sexually impure” black 

race (46). They tended to blame what they saw as degeneracy on racial heterogeneity, as 

Condition does: “we have been, by our oppressors, despoiled of our purity, and corrupted in our 

native characteristics, so that we have inherited their vices, and but few of their virtues, leaving 

us in character really a broken people” (209). Racial separation and homogeneity, in this sense, 

ensures a morally stable, healthy future for the black population. 

Perhaps this is why emigrationist rhetoric was characterized by an aversion to racial 

mixing and a veneration of educated, “well-bred” emigrants. Concerned with the future of the 

black race, emigrationist discourse often propagated the notion that pure blacks were racially 

superior to mulattos. In fact, prominent emigrationists Edward Wilmot Blyden and Alexander 

Crummell criticized what they saw as the mulatto domination of nineteenth-century Liberian 

politics.
22

 For Blyden, mulattos lacked the “unimpaired race instincts” necessary for building up 

an all-black nation and he questioned whether they necessarily belonged to the black race at all 

(“Africa” 188).
23

 Characterizing racial mixing as a form of contamination that contributes to race 

suicide, Blyden claimed that darker-skinned blacks were more likely to see themselves as an 

independent entity with a distinct mission and destiny.
24

 Meanwhile, hereditarian arguments for 
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racial betterment such as T. McCants Stewart’s Liberia: The Americo-African Republic (1886) 

promoted “fusion with the natives” and emphasized intellect and sexual potency as ideal 

characteristics of emigrants (82).
25

 Anxious to improve and perpetuate the black race, 

emigrationists pursued eugenic theories of controlled reproduction and racial purity in their 

hopes of building up a nation in Africa. 

It is no wonder that racial separatism dovetails so easily with agrarianism and the images 

of abundance and growth that attend it. For reproductive and environmental imagery pervades 

black emigrationist discourse, equating homogeneity with fertility and heterogeneity with 

sterility. According to writers such as Bishop Henry McNeal Turner, emigration would prevent 

the coming extinction of blacks in the U.S. As editor of the periodical Voice of Missions, which 

published articles on black women’s sexual activity and hereditarian arguments about race, 

Turner probably wrote “A Nut for the Negro Philosophers to Crack” (1894). This article 

contends that an environment of racial terror encourages degeneration, claiming that “all children 

born under the sense of menace, danger and degradation, will be inferior and their posterity will 

continue to inferiorate” resulting in “absolute dwarfishness” and “complete extinction” (2). 

Holding that “propagation can only exist under the triumphant feeling of superiority” and citing 

the “sweeping disease” of “sterility” amongst Native Americans, the article understands 

emigration as the only way to ensure that the race “give birth to men of manly stamina” (2). This 

article echoes Harriet Beecher Stowe’s essay entitled “A Brilliant Success” (1858) which 

envisions for the black race a glorious future outside of the U.S. Using botanical, reproductive, 

and climatological imagery, “A Brilliant Success” contrasts forces that “withe[r]” the black race 

such as “pitiless frosts, and pelting storms of scorn, ridicule and contempt” with the “warm, 

tropical vividness” and “physical vigor” that characterize an all-black “future” (1). Amongst 
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claims like Turner’s about black degeneracy in the U.S., Africa seemed a more fertile 

environment for racial improvement and productivity.  

 Critiquing and adapting U.S. agrarian discourse for black emigrationist ends, Delany’s 

Condition and his other earlier writings render flexible and portable the notion of “New World” 

agrarian utopia. They call attention to a broader black emigrationist discourse that imaginatively 

disseminates “New World” agrarian utopia beyond the borders of the U.S. This discourse 

consists of two interlocking strands: agrarianism—specifically the narrative of settlement, 

democratic landowning, and agricultural production—and a racial separatism characterized by 

reproductive and sexual agendas of racial purity and homogeneity. These two strands are 

inextricably intertwined, so much so that to speak of “two strands” is to oversimplify black 

emigrationism. Yet their interaction accounts for why this black emigrationism facilitates the 

global reach of agrarian utopia—indeed, of American sustainability. As black emigrationism 

depicts the U.S. as a racially toxic environment, promoting mass exodus as a way to preserve the 

race, it advances the idea of a “New World” agrarian utopia outside of the U.S. This agrarian 

utopia represents a future space of racial improvement—of sexual health, reproductive vigor, and 

well-bred future generations. Thus do agrarianism and black separatism converge in 

emigrationist discourse to imagine an American sustainability beyond the U.S.  

 

Black Agrarianism On (and Off) U.S. Soil 

 Even as Delany’s early writings promote emigration from the U.S., they also signal how 

black agrarianism remains tethered to U.S nation. Although Delany is known for his 

emigrationist politics, his writings display a commitment to “America,” both narrowly and 

broadly defined, and the ideals associated with it. For instance, on the eve of the Civil War, a war 
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in which Delany served as the first black major in the Union army, his feelings may have been 

more conflicted about the U.S, more fraught with patriotic and racial pride than his separatist 

arguments. In fact, Condition and Blake both draw on U.S. nation-based ideals in their respective 

visions of black emigration and transnational revolution. Condition is “dedicated to the 

American people, North and South, By Their Most Devout, and Patriotic Citizen, the Author,” 

and the character of Blake, as Katy Chiles highlights, deploys the rhetoric of the American 

revolution and echoes Patrick Henry’s battle cry of “liberty or death” (3).
26

 Delany’s early 

writings move between notions of “America” and Africa, between hemispheric American 

nationalism and Pan-Africanist racial pride, enacting the problem of Du Boisian double 

consciousness as they work to carve out an “American” space of black sustainability.   

 But for many, black agrarian utopia was necessarily nation-based and located on U.S. 

soil. True to Jeffersonian form, freedpeople in the years after the Civil War claimed that their 

agricultural labor deemed them the rightful owners of the land they tilled. As the promise that 

every freedman would receive “forty acres and a mule” faded, and as President Johnson granted 

amnesty to former rebels who began to reclaim their property, freedpeople protested in the name 

of agrarianism. As one Virginia freedman named Bayley Wyat put it in an oft-quoted 1866 

speech, “We has a right to the land where we are located…didn’t we clear the land, and raise de 

crops…And den didn’t dem large cities in de North grow up on de cotton...dat we made?” (2). 

After Emancipation, blacks in the South considered the ability to own land the single most 

important affirmation of their freedom in the U.S. They felt that they had a right to the country 

they tilled, mined, and built for centuries.
27

 Douglass’ 1862 essay “What Shall Be Done with the 

Slaves If Emancipated?” affirms this sentiment, linking labor with land and citizenship rights—

with the right to stay in the U.S. rather than emigrate: “If you see [the Negro] plowing in the 
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open field, leveling the forest, at work with a spade, a rake, a hoe, a pick-axe, or a bill—let him 

alone; he has a right to work. […] To drive him away, and thus deprive the South of his labor, 

would be as absurd and monstrous as for a man to cut off his right arm” (579). According to 

these arguments, blacks’ agricultural labor as slaves and freedpeople gave them the right to own 

their land, as the early U.S. agrarian tradition dictates. 

 At first glance, Douglass’s and others’ U.S.-based agrarianism seems to contrast with 

Delany’s emigrationism, accentuating a divide between U.S. nation-based and separatist racial 

politics. Yet agrarianism pervades both sides of this divide, shaping both national and extra-

national projections for the black race. It highlights similarities rather than differences, and blurs 

the dividing line between these seemingly contrasting racial politics. Delany’s agrarianism, for 

instance, shows how his politics transcend this divide. His work as an official with the 

Freedman’s Bureau, which established a land-leasing system for blacks, speaks volumes about 

his Jeffersonianism. He opened the short-lived Land and Real Estate Agency in Charleston, 

South Carolina in 1871, believing that, once freedmen became “possessors of the land,” they 

would garner “fixed and established interests in the soil and State…that never-failing natural 

desire for each other’s welfare and the protection of each other’s interests…without which, 

freedom would be a curse…and republican liberty a mockery and a lie” (Freedmen 428). The 

democratic landowning of U.S. soil, and the ideals of “neighborly” citizenship and civic duty 

that attend it, were indeed central to U.S.-based black agrarianism after the Civil War, even to 

Delany himself, one of the most vocal spokesmen for black emigrationism (428). For even as 

agrarianism shaped emigrationist imaginaries, so too did it shape the ideals of blacks living in the 

Reconstruction and post-Reconstruction South. 
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 This U.S.-based black agrarianism sought to counter narratives of black degeneracy and 

sterility in the latter half of the nineteenth century. Since demographers at the time lacked 

knowledge about African Americans’ use of birth control, they tended to attribute any sign of 

decline in black women’s fertility rates to venereal disease or reproductive debility.
28

 Following 

this trend, statistician Frederick L. Hoffman’s “Vital Statistics of the Negro” (1892) was 

particularly influential in predicting black extinction. It characterizes “race proclivity to disease 

and death” as a result of “gross immorality, early and excessive intercourse of the sexes, 

premature maternity, and general intemperance” as well as the “high rate of illegitimate” and 

“still-births” supposedly indicating “an inferior womanhood” (537, 534, 540). This 

characterization upheld the idea that sexual excess and interracial reproduction would cause 

sterility, a belief that had been prevalent for over a century. Narratives of increasing black 

sterility such as Hoffman’s, moreover, follow an agrarian logic that aligns reproductive vigor and 

sexual health with rural life. They suggest that urban migration facilitates this demographic 

decline—that “the loss of the farmer or planter will be the gain of the undertaker, for the drift of 

the negro into the cities is usually a drift into an early grave” (533). Though Hoffman’s tract 

condemns the black race to extinction, other black-authored, racial uplift writings project a very 

different future.  

 Baptist minister and Imperium in Imperio author Sutton Griggs produced such writings, 

as he worried about the possibility of what he called the “racial suicide” of blacks in the U.S. 

(Paths of Progress 12). Rather than suggest emigration, as Condition does, much of his writing 

envisions the cultivation of black agrarianism on U.S. soil to prevent “racial suicide.” Griggs’s 

writings attest to the dovetailing of agrarian rhetoric and racial uplift, a discourse that, like 

emigrationism, encouraged the improvement of the black race. Just as emigrationists linked the 
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notion of an all-black agrarian utopia to racial improvement, so too did proponents of black 

agrarianism in the late nineteenth century associate rural landowning in the U.S. with racial 

improvement.
29

 Social assessments of the health, cleanliness, and morality of black domestic life 

rose to prominence in the 1890s.
30

 By the early twentieth-century, a eugenics-inspired “science 

of controllable environment” called euthenics shaped discourses of domestic reform focused on 

fertility and improvement. For Griggs, the environment of the rural South was particularly 

instrumental to racial perpetuity: “Under present conditions,” he wrote, “abandonment of the 

South” would be “racial suicide for the American Negro…tend[ing] toward the elimination of 

the American Negro from human affairs by the process of extinction” (Paths of Progress 12). 

Proponents of black rural life, in this context, tended to draw on agrarian ideals to champion 

euthenicist racial improvement and fertility, echoing yet also deviating from the emigrationist 

notion that the U.S. was not the proper environment for black sustainability. 

 Even as turn-of-the-century black agrarianism remains attached to U.S. soil, it 

nevertheless encourages a global dissemination of its ideals. A fictionalized appendix to Griggs’s 

novel Unfettered (1902), for instance, fuses U.S. agrarian and euthenics-inspired racial uplift 

rhetoric while also attending to a global, Pan-African context. Bridging black nationalism with 

social Darwinist racial uplift discourse, “Dorlan’s Plan,” as the appendix is called, conjures 

images of Egyptian pyramids. These pyramids represent “persistent reminders of the departed  

glory of Africa” that encourage “the scattered sons of that soil” to “learn their first great need—

Co-operation” (234). Citing Darwin and other naturalists, “Dorlan’s Plan” understands 

cooperation as a characteristic habit of the “fittest” and assumes that blacks’ “hereditary 

influences and environments…were not…best adapted to preparing [them] for self-government” 

(235, 264). It condemns the “dilapidated,” “disease[d],” garbage-filled settlements of “poorer, 



   
 

130 

shiftless…lewd women and vicious men” in Southern cities (253). It celebrates “the land owner” 

and “the farmer,” declaring that “back to the farms…should in large measure be our cry” (251 -

252). The document outlines the central tenants of black agrarianism— that “the Negro must 

become the owner of the soil he tills,” that he must focus on “the agricultural problem” of food 

production and learn “how to obtain the best possible results from the soil” (252). A treatise that 

in many ways anticipates the rural uplift rhetoric of Liberty Hyde Bailey’s The Country-Life 

Movement in the United States (1911), “Dorlan’s Plan” shows black agrarianism operating in the 

register of U.S. racial uplift rather than emigrationism. Yet in its aims to empower the “Negroes 

of America,” it emphasizes that these “Negroes” are also responsible for the “Americanization of 

Africa,” and, by extension, “the globe” (275). U.S.-based black agrarianism, then, like 

emigrationism, seeks to spread the notion of “American” racial sustainability. Its global 

“endeavor,” however, begins on “American soil” (276). 

 How is it possible, in this context, that black agrarianism bolsters both emigrationist and 

anti-emigrationist rhetoric in the second half of the nineteenth century? Griggs’ first and best-

known novel, Imperium in Imperio, confronts this question, operating as an allegory for the 

internal inconsistencies of black agrarianism—that it consists of both a national ideal of 

democratic yeoman citizenship and a racial ideal of demographic homogeneity. In Imperium, 

these two ideals become contradictory and ultimately, irreconcilable. The novel tells the story of 

a Texas-based black independence movement as it develops into a self-governing body called the 

Imperium. It traces the lives of the movement’s two leaders, Belton Piedmont, who joins the  

Imperium after leading a protest at the fictional yet provocatively named Stowe University, and 

Bernard Belgrave, a mulatto senator and President of the Imperium at the end of the novel. These 

protagonists come to represent two distinct, and in this case, conflicting facets of the agrarian 
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ideal—Belton, the U.S.-based ideals of freedom, equality, and democratic citizenship that 

characterize Jefferson’s and Crèvecoeur’s agrarian imaginary, and Bernard, the racial separatist 

ideals of population improvement and homogeneity. Together, they show how black agrarianism, 

in its emigrationist and U.S. racial-uplift iterations, both reinscribes and disavows the U.S. as a 

space of racial sustainability and black self-determination.  

 The Imperium itself is a site of agrarian utopian possibility. This becomes clear on the 

novel’s cover page as it displays an emblem of three separate but connected agrarian images: 

naturalist farmers examining local vegetation, a pioneer herding his cows, and a pastoral scene of 

vast nature: forests, rivers, and mountains converging before a luminous horizon (see figure 1). 

The idyllic heartland-esque scene in the emblem’s center comes from the Ohio state coat of 

arms, which included the phrase “Imperium in Imperio” briefly from 1866 to 1867. Appearing 

on the cover of Imperium, the image evokes an all-black agrarian terrain along the Texas 

borderlands, remapping national geography along a racial axis; the borderlands become, in the 

fantasy of this cover image, the agricultural heartland. In the novel proper, the two main goals of 

the Imperium form a notion of racial sustainability: securing territory “broad in domain, rich in 

soil and salubrious in climate […] capable of sustaining a population of fifty million people” and 

“working out our destiny as a separate and distinct race” (163-164). With this vision of a 

homogenous population and fertile soil, the Imperium represents a racially separate and distinct 

nation but one that retains, in its emblems and symbols, agrarian remnants of the U.S. 

 That the capitol of Imperium is located in Texas, and that the citizens decide on Texas as 

the future site of their separate all-black nation, signals the multilayered and potentially 

contradictory status of black agrarian utopia and racial sustainability in the novel. Dressed in the 

trappings of U.S. nationhood and posing as “Thomas Jefferson College,” the “exterior” of the 
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Capital at Waco is “decorated with American flags, and red, white, and blue bunting” (122, 138). 

These trappings are not just a disguise for this secret society, for the Imperium’s government 

models its constitution “after that of the United States” and its members seek a “George 

Washington” as their first president (132, 134). Its education system, moreover, focuses on the 

“revolutionary period” of the U.S. and draws on “Jefferson’s writings” and “teachings” to 

instruct its members to “aspire for equality” (130-131.) In the Imperium’s early years, newly 

emancipated slaves learn that “being released from chains was but the lowest form of liberty,” 

suggesting that, by discovering Jeffersonian ideals and their implications for racial equality, the 

members of the Imperium learn to strive to the level of democratic agrarian citizenship (131). 

Even as the Imperium is premised upon breaking away from the U.S. nation, to serve the needs 

of a race that the U.S. has neglected, it does so by incorporating Jeffersonian principles. U.S-

based ideals permeate this extra-national government, this “nation within a nation.”  

 

Fig 1. Title page of the first edition of Imperium in Imperio (Cincinnati: Editor, 1899) 
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 Located on the Texas borderlands, the Imperium inhabits a space that is both inside and 

outside of the nation, one where independent black agrarian communities flourished in the 

second half of the nineteenth century. Imperium highlights Texas as an area of convergence for 

the U.S. South and the U.S.-Mexico border—what Caroline Levander describes as “the messy 

mélange where regions overlap and boundaries do not hold” (59). As Thad Sitton and James H. 

Conrad point out, this site of regional overlap and multiplicity was home to a postbellum, 

countercultural phenomenon that deviates from “the conventional story of African Americans 

fleeing the hated countryside for the city” (4). Pockets of independent black farming populations 

called freedman’s settlements sprouted up across eastern Texas and displayed qualities of 

yeoman citizenship, civic participation, landownership, and a subsistence lifestyle. These 

settlements were isolated colonies in a larger national milieu of white hostility and Jim Crow 

segregation. In this context, Texas became the home of several black agrarian organizations 

during the 1880s and 1890s that combined Jeffersonian ideals with racial uplift. For example, 

originating in Houston County, the Colored Farmers’ National Alliance constituted the nation’s 

widest network of black farm owners, tenants, and laborers, its members striving “to labor more 

earnestly…in agricultural pursuits…to become better citizens, and truer husbands and wives […] 

less wasteful in their methods of living” (Dunning 292).
31

 Texas-based organizations such as the 

Farmers’ Home Improvement Society established cooperatives, regional agricultural fairs, 

colleges, and women’s auxiliaries specializing in crafts and canned goods.
32

 They encouraged 

self-sufficiency and landownership, alongside moral, social, even “mental[]” elevation, 

exhibiting a commitment to sustainability in the agricultural, economic, and racial-uplift sense 

(288). As distinct racial communities within the U.S., these agrarian settlements seemed to claim 

both U.S. citizenship and outsider status simultaneously.  
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 Like those of the freedman’s settlements and farmer societies, the Imperium’s goals were 

to do both—to uplift the race and maintain its distinctness, all the while demanding the rights 

and privileges of U.S. democratic citizenship. These goals become problematic in the novel as 

racial violence and U.S. imperial designs intensify. Amidst rumblings of the Spanish-American 

War, and calls for African American men to fight for the U.S., the Congress of the Imperium 

assembles to assess their community’s position within the nation. During their discussion, 

members react to the murder of a black man recently appointed postmaster in South Carolina. As 

they debate, the suggestion to “amalgamate” provokes only “hisses and jeers,” a 

recommendation to emigrate seems largely impractical, and the moving call for war receives a 

“unanimous, vociferous response” (150-152). In this moment, the members of the Imperium 

appear to be confronting a choice: whether to remain in a nation that violently excludes them or 

break away completely and become their own nation.  

 While the members of the Imperium agree to proceed with the latter, this brings them to 

an even more difficult crossroads. Their two leaders disagree on how to break away from the 

U.S.: Belton recommends that the community do so tentatively, that they reveal its existence and 

show “that we have arrived at the stage of development as a people, where we prefer to die in 

honor rather than live in disgrace” (163). Belton suggests that, after this declaration, should their 

efforts to secure their rights in the U.S. fail, they “sojourn in the state of Texas, working out 

[their] destiny as a separate and distinct race in the United States of America” (164). Later, 

Bernard privately proposes to Belton a military coup that would result in the Imperium’s seizure 

of Texas and Louisiana (167). While Belton refers to Bernard’s plan as “treason,” Bernard tells 

Belton: “I know the Anglo-Saxon race. He will never admit you to equality with him” (168-169).  

Belton, believing in the Jeffersonian democratic ideals that the U.S. represents, hopes to 
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cooperate with and remain loyal to the U.S., while Bernard, having lost all faith in the U.S., 

wants to break with the U.S. using military force.   

 Their disagreement reflects the complex relationship inherent in the notion of black 

agrarian utopia between racial separatism and U.S. nation—what becomes, in texts such as 

Condition, a broader, more flexible notion of “America.” In iterations such as Delany’s, this 

notion signifies a “New World” beyond the U.S. and in others, this notion represents U.S. soil 

and physical territory. Both versions draw on U.S. agrarianism as well as ideas of racial 

separatism and improvement that critique the U.S. As Belton and Bernard aspire to develop a 

black agrarian utopia, they subscribe to different versions of “America” and represent the two 

strands of U.S. nation and racial separatism in black agrarian thought. Belton remains loyal to the 

South and the U.S. writ large, claiming Jeffersonian democracy as the basis of racial equality. 

His commitment aligns with the narrative of democratic citizenship and upward mobility 

glorified in Crèvecoeur’s “What is an American?” where living in “every person’s country” 

allows one to “become a freeholder, possessed of a vote…a citizen” (55, 79). Bernard, however, 

remains loyal to the black race over the U.S. nation, exemplifying the racial separatist and 

revolutionary character of Delany’s black nationalist writings. Belton represents the hope for 

racial uplift through U.S.-based ideals of Jeffersonian democratic agrarianism (from Bernard’s 

perspective, this means choosing nation over race). Bernard represents the abandonment of the 

promise of U.S.-based Jeffersonian democratic agrarianism in favor of racial separatism (from 

Belton’s perspective, this is “treason[ous]” to the U.S).   

 Through Bernard’s and Belton’s biographies, the novel traces the development of these 

black agrarianisms—the U.S.-based racial uplift version and the separatist version. It shows how 

Belton comes to support racial uplift on U.S. soil over Bernard’s plan of territorial siege, how he 
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sees racial sustainability as possible in the U.S., despite its inherent white supremacy. Though 

not unfamiliar with the evils of racism, having been a victim of a botched lynching and racial 

terrorism in the south, Belton remains committed to “never class[ing] all white men together, 

whatever might be the provocation, and to never regard[ing] any class as totally depraved” (37). 

Upon graduating from high school, Belton secures the patronage of a wealthy, white, newspaper 

editor, Mr. V. M. King, who reads Belton’s oration and agrees to fund his college education. The 

novel highlights this event—the white citizen’s investment in a black citizen of promise—as 

central to the final conflict in the narrative, imploring readers to “remember it” as “one of the 

keys to [Belton’s] future life” (37).  

 Such an event has its roots in a Progressive-era brand of social Darwinism, a reform-

based theory of racial uplift and collective destiny that inspires King to finance Belton’s 

education.
33

 King grasps this theory through a strange dream of “fatted swine munching on 

acorns in a very forest of oaks…The hogs…burst open, and from their rotting carcasses fresh 

oaks sprang…[and] the old and new oaks fought furiously…until a loud voice…cried 

out…‘Parents, recognize your children, be proud of the parents from whom you spring.’” (35). 

King interprets his dream through the lens of interracial education, the swine representing the 

black race and the oak representing the white. “The acorns were the doctrine of human liberty, 

everywhere preached by Anglo-Saxons. The negroes, feasting off of the same thought had 

become the same kind of being as the white man, and grew up to a point of equality” (35). His 

dream imagines a racial advancement where the black man sheds its greedy, “rotting,” swinish 

skin and evolves into a higher species like the liberty-loving “Anglo-Saxon[]”—a glorious, 

strong, and nutritive oak, its deep roots signifying genealogical dignity and genetic superiority 

(35). Gleaning a lesson for both races in his dream, King deduces that the white race should 
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recognize in the black race its “legitimate offspring,” while the black race “should not be over 

boastful” (36). Griggs’ later novel, Overshadowed (1901) presents a similar logic in its “Proem,” 

where a farmer accidentally drops an “isolated grain of corn” in a “fertile field,” one that, as it 

grows, “contends for sustenance with the roots of the oak…the Anglo-Saxon being the oak, and 

the Negro the plant struggling for existence” (7). Through metaphors of agricultural sustenance, 

species transformation, and parent-to-child reproductive lineage, this “Proem” and King’s dream 

present theories of racial uplift and competition that register the possibility of sustainability for 

African American communities even in the context of white supremacy.  

 King’s dream informs Belton’s commitment to racial betterment on U.S. soil. As Belton 

emerges as one of the “future leaders” of the race, his achievements seem like concrete evidence 

that “the cringing, fawning, sniffling, cowardly Negro which slavery left, had disappeared, and a 

new Negro, self-respecting, fearless, and determined in the assertion of his rights was at hand” 

(46-47). His argument, therefore, when the Imperium comes to crossroads towards the end of the 

novel, is rooted in a narrative of racial uplift whereby African Americans, “the latest comer[s] 

upon the scene of modern civilization,” eventually acquire Anglo-Saxon language, literature, and 

Christian religion: “It was hardly to be expected that a race that slept while others worked could 

step up and at once enjoy all the fruits of others’ toil…it was the Anglo-Saxon who snatched 

from our idolatrous grasp the deaf images to which we prayed” (164, 155-156). Equating Anglo-

Saxonism with U.S. citizenship, Belton describes to the Congress what he sees as the triumphant 

journey of “the Negro following the American eagle in its glorious flight” (162). Echoing the 

patriotism that pervades the first half of Delany’s Condition,  Belton declares to Bernard his 

commitment to U.S. citizenship over racial separatism—that he “shall never prove false to the 

flag” or “fight to restrict the territory to which she is to float” (168-169). A champion of racial 



   
 

138 

uplift on U.S. soil, Belton comes to stand for the U.S. nation-based ideals of democracy and 

liberty that characterize Jeffersonian agrarianism.   

 At first glance, Belton’s commitment to U.S. soil seems to be far from Delany’s 

emigrationist politics, and by extension, Condition’s portrayal of a black agrarian utopia. Indeed, 

Belton’s position resembles Douglass’ mid-nineteenth-century anti-emigrationist stance. Belton 

defends his race in the context of a steadfast commitment to country, his arguments resonating 

with some of those in Douglass’s “The Claims of the Negro, Ethnologically Considered” (1854). 

This address, delivered a few years after the publication of the emigrationist Condition, counters 

white supremacist ethnology by portraying a nationalist unity of races: “The black and the 

white—the negro and the European—these constitute the American people—and, in all 

likelihoods of the case, they will ever remain the principal inhabitants of the United States” (13). 

It argues for racial equality in the name of U.S. citizenship, declaring that “all the facts in [the 

negro’s] history mark out for him a destiny, united to America and Americans” (13, 36). It even 

conflates race and nationality, describing the facial appearance of “Washington…the Jeffersons, 

the Adamses, and the Madisons,” observing how they come to resemble “a common American 

character” and lose “all traces of their former distinctive national peculiarities” (22). (This 

nation-based understanding of race evokes the sentiment of Farmer James in Crèvecoeur’s 

Letters, who deems Americans a mixture of nationalities that form a distinct “new race of men” 

(44).) Interestingly enough, Belton’s loyalty to the U.S. also resonates with the ever-

emigrationist Condition, which claims that “we are Americans, having a birthright citizenship 

[and] natural claims upon the country…upon these do we place ourselves, as immovably fixed as 

the decrees of the living God” (49). In this way, Belton exemplifies the commitment to the 
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“natural rights” and collective “destiny” of all Americans, a commitment that black nationalist, 

anti-emigrationist, and agrarian rhetoric all share to various degrees (Condition 49; “Claims” 36). 

Bernard, on the other hand, highlights the racial separatism inherent in the ideal of 

agrarian utopia. The novel frames Bernard’s mixed-race status as a tragedy that brings shame 

and degradation to his parents, and undercuts his birthright as a national leader and “the coming 

Moses” for African Americans (77). As his father, a prominent white Senator, puts it,  

[T]his infernal race prejudice has been the curse of my life. Think of my pure-

hearted, noble-minded wife, branded as a harlot, and you, my own son, 

stigmatized as a bastard, because it would be suicide for me to let the world know 

that…you both are the direct descendants of a governor, and a long line of heroes 

whose names are ornaments to our nation’s history. (64-65)  

Bernard’s blackness undermines his ancestry of political and national “heroes” while his 

whiteness undermines his role as a Moses-like black leader. Indeed, gazing upon the “handsome 

features of his noble friend,” Belton sighs “to think that only the coloring of his skin prevented 

[Bernard] from being enrolled upon the scroll containing the names of the very noblest sons of 

earth” (129). Though his father blames “race prejudice,” suggesting that social change might 

better the lives of mixed-race peoples, Bernard’s life as a mulatto exhibits the tragic results of 

racial mixing, and leads him to promote separation over coexistence.   

 This tragedy comes as Bernard himself confronts the foreclosing of his reproductive 

potential. His hopes for marriage and family dissolve in an event that, like Belton’s acceptance 

of Mr. King’s support, shapes Bernard’s destiny, his journey “to where kings were eager to court 

his favor” (120). Shortly after proposing to the love of his life, Viola, Bernard discovers that she 

has committed suicide. He reads in her suicide note that she has “pledge[d] God to never marry a 
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mulatto man” and worked “to persuade the evil women of [her] race to cease their criminal 

conduct with white men” (118-119). She calls on Bernard to “erect moral barriers to separate 

[the races]. If you fail in this, make the separation physical; lead our people forth from this 

accursed land” (119). While Belton experiences racial reproductive horrors of his own, his wife 

having given birth to a white child, his horrors dissipate as he later discovers that his son is “the 

very image of Belton” (171). Bernard’s horror, however, is permanent; “with Viola’s tiny hand 

protruding from the grave pointing him to move forward,” he never strays from his commitment 

to racial separation (175). While Viola chooses her own extinction over that of her race, Bernard 

pursues separation and by extension, racial perpetuity. 

 Absorbing Viola’s fears, Bernard prioritizes racial fertility, homogeneity, and separation 

over U.S. nation. Bernard, like Belton, lauds Jefferson as the great progenitor of racial equality, 

“the greatest and noblest American statesmen,” but he does so with the belief that those in power 

in the U.S. do not truly uphold Jeffersonian values. Referring to Anglo-Saxons in his speech to 

the Congress of the Imperium, he contends that “the monarchial trait seems not to have left their 

blood. They have apparently chosen our race as an empire, and each Anglo-Saxon regards 

himself a petty king, and some gang or community of negroes as his subjects” (147). 

Understanding Anglo-Saxons as racially inclined towards monarchical tyranny, a trait that is in 

their “blood,” Bernard views racial separatism as vital to the development of a black agrarian 

utopia—a site of racially homogeneous sustainability that is necessarily independent from the 

white supremacist U.S. He subscribes to a narrative of racial destiny similar to black 

emigrationists, his primary goal being to separate the races and prevent interracial reproduction. 

Yet Bernard’s vision for the Imperium differs from black emigrationism as he suggests territorial 

seizure rather than exodus, proposing and gaining support for a plan to forcibly break away from 
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the U.S. and secure the territory of Texas. Rather than emigrate, Bernard seeks to claim a mass 

of U.S. territory as an all-black, independent nation, to separate without exiting the land he and 

his countrymen already inhabit.  

 While Delany’s writings reinvent the conflicted relationship between the U.S. and black 

agrarian utopia, imagining an all-black “New World” outside of the U.S., in Imperium, this 

relationship becomes so conflicted that it is irreconcilable. Such a deadlock between race and 

nation brings Imperium to an end. Without telling the Congress of Belton’s dissent, Bernard 

obtains a majority vote and Belton resigns from the Imperium, accepting his legal fate of 

execution, “for death alone removed a member from the ranks of the Imperium” (170). Disturbed 

by the idea of Bernard’s black separatist leadership after Belton’s execution, the Imperium’s 

Secretary of State, Berl Trout, comes to view the Imperium as “a serious menace to the peace of 

the world,” deciding to reveal its existence “that it might be broken up or watched” (175-176). 

Though Belton and Bernard have the same end goal—an all-black agrarian utopia in Texas—the 

Imperium, and the possibility of this utopian future, splinter along racial and national lines.  

 Belton’s execution signifies the detachment of the Imperium from the U.S.—the 

abandonment of the promise of Jeffersonian democratic agrarianism on U.S. soil. Once Belton is 

“buried, shrouded in an American flag,” once the U.S. nation-based strand of agrarian utopia and 

“the spirit of conservativism in the Negro race” dies, Bernard’s power immediately turns gothic  

and grotesque (174). His lust for revolution becomes menacing and monstrous, his “grief” for his 

late friend “a kind too galling for tears” as he laughs “a fearful, wicked laugh like unto that of a 

maniac” (176). Indeed, Imperium Secretary of State Berl Trout’s personal testimony makes clear 

that, while the simultaneous leadership of both Belton and Bernard maintains a “well-organized, 

thoroughly equipped Imperium,” Belton’s death tips the scales too far in the direction of racial 



   
 

142 

separatism, threatening with the possibility of internecine war “the interest[s] of the whole 

human family—of which [his] race is but a part” (176, 6). For this reason, Berl decides to expose 

the Imperium, thwart Bernard’s plan, and thereby disband the secret society. This is what  comes 

of the irreconcilable division between Belton and Bernard, between two equally essential 

features of racial sustainability. 

 As Bernard and Belton’s disagreement enables the Imperium’s downfall, the novel shows 

how this racial sustainability, an ideal central to the development of racial uplift, black 

nationalist, and emigrationist thought in the mid- to late nineteenth century, seals together race 

and “Americanness:” homogeneity, improvement, and reproductive futurism dovetail seamlessly 

with the often hazy, shapeless features of U.S. nationhood such as freedom, liberty, and 

democracy. Insofar as black emigrationism employs the myth of U.S. agrarian utopia to imagine 

an independent all-black nation elsewhere, it remains attached to the idea of “America” that 

underpins this very myth. Under the leadership of both Belton and Bernard, who represent the 

U.S. nation-based and racial elements of black nationalist agrarianism respectively, the Imperium 

shows how the ideal of an all-black agrarian utopia, such as the one put forth in Condition, both 

disavows and retains “America,” even as it represents a physical separation from the U.S.   

 Agrarian utopia, for the Imperium, cannot be synthesized into one “George Washington” 

figure, nor can either Belton or Bernard stand alone as an adequate leader for this emergent 

“nation within a nation.” This is why the division between Bernard and Belton, and the triumph 

of one over the other, is the beginning of the end of the Imperium. Although Bernard is essential 

to preserving the ideal of racial purity embedded in agrarian utopia, he threatens its ideal of 

peaceful democracy that Belton in his fervent U.S. loyalty represents. Alternatively, Belton risks 

prioritizing nation over race, compromising the needs of the race by insisting that they continue 
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to live in an environment of racial territorism. Ultimately, Imperium’s status as a “nation within 

a nation,” an independent, all-black government within the geopolitical confines of the U.S., 

reveals the contradictory and multilayered character of the myth of agrarian utopia in black 

nationalist thought. When the Imperium falls, it ruptures this seemingly smooth and coherent 

ideal, showing its cracks and fissures, its complexly layered national and racial features that 

conflict and collide in the context of borderlands black nationalism. 

 Located in Texas, the Imperium highlights the figurative borderlands status of other 

imagined black agrarian utopias, even those far outside the borders of the U.S. that remain 

attached to a “New World” agrarian mythology. Imperium depicts an all-black nation physically 

located with the U.S., a literal “nation within a nation,” and thereby enacts Delany’s and others’ 

black emigrationism. Specifically, the Imperium manifests the idea of a “New World” black 

agrarian utopia that both retains and yet distinguishes itself from the idea of “America.” For 

while Delany’s corpus integrates black emigrationism and agrarianism, revealing the complex 

interplay of racial homogeneity, improvement, and exceptional agricultural productivity in 

emigrationist discourses, Imperium shows how the ideal of agrarian utopia also remains tethered 

to U.S. nationhood and rooted in Jeffersonianism. 

 Revealing the internal contradictions of the myth of agrarian utopia in black nationalist 

thought, contradictions that only become recognizable when race and U.S. nation are at odds, 

Imperium elucidates the intimate and friction-filled relationship between “New World” 

agrarianism and black separatism. Through the Moses-like characters of Bernard and Belton 

respectively, the novel addresses the racial separatism of emigrationism as well as the 

Jeffersonianism of U.S.-based racial uplift, showing how black agrarianism informs both. 

American sustainability, as it emerges from these black nationalist-agrarian texts, imagines an 
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all-black “New World” that is independent from the white supremacist U.S. And while black 

emigrationism imagines the global proliferation of American sustainability as a mode of 

promoting black independence, with New World agrarian utopias sprouting up across Africa and 

the Americas, Imperium imagines this same phenomenon within the U.S., creating a dissonance 

that shows both the flexibility and rigidity of agrarian utopia.  

 

Epilogue: Racial Sustainability without Agrarianism? 

 Postbellum discourses of racial uplift and emigrationism seem to present blacks in the 

U.S. with a choice between their race and nation, one that, as Imperium portrays it, is 

irreconcilable. Yet Delany’s final work, Principia of Ethnology (1879), provides another avenue 

to a black utopian future, one that embraces racial separatism and disavows “America.” Written 

later in Delany’s life and not long after the failure of Reconstruction, this tract combines biblical 

history, ethnology, and anthropology to argue for the supremacy of the black race and project a 

celebratory, Africanist vision of its utopian destiny. Principia puts forth a theory of racial purity, 

of “three original sterling races as grand divisions of people on the face of the whole earth, with 

their natural complexions of yellow, black and white” (92). Such a theory of racial distinction 

perhaps reflects Delany’s views in the later years of his life. For by the late 1870s, Delany’s 

emigrationist politics had significantly changed, as he began to support the efforts of the ACS 

and Liberian emigration, both of which he had passionately opposed in the 1850s. Believing that 

the U.S. South was indeed an inhospitable environment for blacks, he encouraged their departure 

from the South in part to prove the extent to which Southern whites depended on a black labor 

force. By 1878, Delany was serving as member of the Board of Directors of the Liberian Exodus 

Joint Stock Steam Ship Company, working to secure land in Liberia for black emigrants from the 
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U.S. Disheartened by the failure of Reconstruction, after having served in the Union army and 

the Freedman’s Bureau, Delany vehemently renewed his commitment to racial separatism, for 

which he makes his most trenchant argument in Principia.  

 Championing this separatism, Principia depicts a providential racial destiny for blacks 

that emerges not from the myth of U.S. agrarian utopia but rather from a biblical geography of 

racial difference and demographic dispersal. It extends farther back into the past than Condition, 

before the origins of racialized slavery and the European settlement of the Americas, narrating 

the emergence of a glorious Ethiopian and Egyptian civilization. In Principia, Biblical history 

trumps the history of early American settlement when it comes to the origin of races, as well as 

their separation and destiny. Maintaining that all races descended from one reproductive origin 

point, Principia puts forth a theory of monogenesis based in Biblical history and thereby 

counters widespread claims of blacks’ biological inferiority.
34

 It argues that Noah’s three sons 

differed in complexion—that Shem was yellow, Japheth was white, and Ham was black. While 

this monogenetic interpretation of the Bible has egalitarian implications, Principia does not 

endorse the intermingling and proximity of all races. Instead, it offers environmental, 

agricultural, and Biblical bases for racial separation.  

 Principia presents a Biblical chronology in three phases: the creation of man, the 

confusion of tongues, and the dispersion of the people from the Tower of Babel, with the final 

phase signifying the definitive moment of racial differentiation. In the final two stages, God 

introduces linguistic confusion amongst the incestuous, in-bred population of the Tower of 

Babel, a population “confin[ed] to…limited spaces” and “caring nothing for the requirements of 

the community” (11-12). This confusion encourages a “desirable separation and scattering 

abroad of the people,” a move to “multiply and replenish” the postdiluvian earth, with each of 
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Noah’s sons migrating to different regions of the globe: Japheth to Europe, Shem to Asia, and 

Ham to Africa (13-14). Language difference, in this sense, is “the basis of race distinction,” and 

skin color just happens to correlate with it (13).
35

 Thus does Principia affirm the geographical 

separation of the races while circumventing and in fact opposing white supremacist theories of 

polygenesis. 

 Citing ancient historians such as Herodotus, Principia traces the patriarchal lineage of 

Ham, rendering him and his sons the founders of an agriculturally prolific and racially pure 

Ethiopian and Egyptian civilization. It emphasizes the natural productivity of the African 

landscape, its “climate, rich in natural fruits, capable of yielding the most abundant return”—

indeed, “the entire region of the Nile and Niger…a place of untold wealth, of unequaled fertility 

and productiveness” (58, 76).
36

 This landscape invites exceptional labor and cultivation: the 

“alluvial deposits from the waters of the river…encourag[ed] the people…to go down to 

cultivate...a great incentive to the rapid growth…of the country” (42). The aim here is not so 

much to celebrate African topography and climate but to bolster a narrative of racial destiny, one 

based not in the settlement of an agrarian “New World,” but the renewal of an ancient 

civilization that, according to Principia, thrived long before the European settlement of the 

Americas and the supposed emergence of U.S. agrarian utopia. Overall, Principia positions itself 

as a text recovering an ancient Ethiopian and Egyptian civilization, attesting to the glory of the 

black race, and foretelling its “regeneration” (92). It does so through a distinctly African utopian 

narrative that combines agricultural fertility and racial purity and reaches back to Biblical times.  

 Principia does not operate within the same parameters as Imperium. It does more than 

embrace the black race and reject “America” as Bernard does in those final pages of the novel. It 

claims a broader geography and history than many agrarian imaginaries of black settlement, a 
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global imaginary oriented around the African regions of Ethiopia and Egypt rather than the U.S., 

an ancient history emanating from the glory of African civilization rather than a “New World” 

agrarian mythology. For indeed, at this point in Delany’s life, as he was writing Principia, he had 

abandoned the traces of Jeffersonian agrarianism that appear in his earlier writings and letters 

from his time working as an official in the Freedman’s Bureau. In this context, Principia seeks a 

more global and all-encompassing history that depicts racial history on a grander scale than that 

of the myth of U.S. agrarian utopia.  

 The result, however, is an absolutist argument for original, pure, indestructible races, one 

that, as Robert Levine reminds us, “can seem quite noxious” when read outside the context of the 

failure of Reconstruction (234). Principia closes with a theory of reproduction that rejects the 

possibility of racial mixing, since it would “eventually result in…[racial] extinction” and “set at 

naught” God’s “designs”—that “as long as earth endures, so long shall the original races in the 

purity” with “all of their native external physical properties of complexion and hair” (89-90). In 

contrast to the more integrationist views of Douglass and William Wells Brown, who in the late 

1870s and 1880s were perhaps more attuned to the social construction of race, Principia’s anti-

miscegenation argument reflects a more pessimistic understanding of the realities of racial 

difference in the context of the post-Reconstruction U.S.
37

 Though it counters white supremacist 

ethnology, its biological essentialist notions evidence a comparable investment in racial division, 

albeit for the radically different purpose of empowering the black race.  

 Yet Principia is not the only black utopian text wrestling with the entanglement of 

sustainability and agrarianism as well as racial difference and reproductive futurism. Indeed, 

Principia may present a vision of black sustainability without “America,” but Du Bois’s short 

story, “The Comet,” (1920) presents a vision of racial sustainability without agrarianism, one 
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that erases rather than reinforces racial difference. Closing his multi-genre and Pan-Africanist 

work, Darkwater: Voices from within the Veil, “The Comet” inverts the reproductive and racial 

vision of Principia, while also furthering Principia’s endeavor to imagine a black utopian future 

unattached to “New World” agrarian mythology. The story portrays the annihilation of New 

York City by a gaseous and deadly comet, one that follows, as Eric Sundquist points out, the 

actual Halley’s comet in 1910. In the story, it appears that the comet has left behind only a young 

black man and white woman, who, as they learn that all of New York is dead, realize their 

spiritual calling to repopulate the earth. In contrast with Principia’s global vision of racial 

separation and purity, “The Comet” offers an alternative vision of racial regeneration, one made 

possible by racial mixing. 

 In this apocalyptic context, “The Comet” explores the utopian possibilities of near-total 

annihilation. It imagines the erasure of past social frameworks, the dissolution of racial 

difference into a singular, unified humanity. Encountering a desolate and motionless New York, 

the couple comes to understand the utopian implications of their survival, and their sense of “all-

enveloping death” transforms into one of “mighty beauty” (130). A primal, Biblical vision of a 

reproductive future takes over, as the two feel themselves elevate from earthly positions 

distinguished by race, class, and nationality to seemingly universal, spiritual roles captured in 

gendered, familial, and reproductive metaphors:  

  Above the dead past hovered the Angel of Annunciation. She was no mere  

  woman. She was neither high nor low, white nor black, rich nor poor. She was  

  primal woman; mighty mother of all men to come and Bride of Life…the man  

  beside her…was no longer a thing apart, a creature below, a strange outcast of  
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  another clime and blood, but her Brother Humanity incarnate, Son of God and  

  great All-Father of the race to be. (131) 

This realization opens up the possibility of humanity’s rebirth, of a new population gloriously 

summoned forth through the very phenomenon deemed racially unsustainable in Principia. The 

erasure of race throws into relief these characters’ seemingly more essential roles as reproducers 

of the human race, securers and sustainers of humanity’s future in the wake of near-extinction. 

Yet at this moment of epiphany, two men enter the scene: the young woman’s father and lover, 

both having survived the crash, interrupt this vision, jolting the two back into a harsh reality 

where racial hierarchy matters once again. “The Comet” thus provides a fleeting glimpse of 

utopian reproductive potential, of a future free from the ugly constraints of racial difference. 

 Though operating largely in opposite ways, Principia and “The Comet” are examples of 

black utopian experimentations with racial and reproductive futures no longer tethered to the 

myth of U.S. agrarian utopia. This myth shapes both emigrationism and racial uplift discourse 

after emancipation, imagining the possibility of American sustainability for blacks both beyond 

and within the U.S. As Imperium shows, the myth of U.S. agrarian utopia produces 

contradictions within notions of black sustainability that can prevent rather than enable black 

independence. Principia and “The Comet” abandon this myth in favor of more global, Biblical, 

and apocalyptic modes, exploring the libratory potential of reproduction in their respective 

visions of racial separation and unification. Exemplifying a rich tradition of black utopian 

writing beyond the myth of U.S. agrarian utopia, Principia and “The Comet” raise more 

questions than they answer, particularly about how race, sex, and reproduction function in global 

visions of sustainability. Indeed, these future-oriented narratives destabilize the place of 

“America” and bring race and reproduction into the foreground of their respective imaginaries of 
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sustainability. For sustainability, in these narratives, means abandoning U.S. agrarian mythology 

in search of an alternative racial future. 
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Notes 

1. See Karafilis, Knadler, and Tal.  

2. Scholars have tended to characterize Delany as the “Father of Black Nationalism.” See 

Levine, Representative Identity and Ullman.  

3. See Royce and Delany, “Homes for the Freedman” in Martin Delany: A Documentary Reader. 

Also see Kimberly K. Smith, African American Environmental Thought 42-67.  

4. For connections between agrarianism and racial uplift agendas, see Griggs, Unfettered as well 

as Sitton and Conrad on histories of the Farmers’ Home Improvement Society and the 

Freedman’s Settlements in Texas. 

5. For more connections between Delany and Griggs, particularly their shared identities as 

revolutionary writers, see Whitlow. 

6. See Du Bois, “Negro Art and Literature.” Although Du Bois wrote this in reference to Griggs 

only, who, as he claimed, “spoke primarily to the Negro,” his statement applies to how 

contemporaries characterized Delany as well. Probably in reference to Delany’s celebrations of 

his “African” blood, Douglass once said that “I thank God for making me a man simply; but 

Delany always thanks him for making him a black man” (qtd. in Levine 6-7). Levine argues that 

Delany has been more marginalized than Douglass because critics remember him as a black 

separatist, and American literary criticism has begun to acknowledge and chip away at Delany’s 

and Griggs’ more obscure status. Barbara McCaskill and Caroline Gebhard, editors of the Post-

Bellum, Pre-Harlem collection, for instance, have noted that Griggs “merit[s] more sustained 

attention than we can accomplish within these pages” and have ignore Delany’s later work 

altogether (12). 
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7. For Delany criticism, see Chiles, Clymer, Doolen, Harvey, Levine, Nwankwo, Sundquist, 

Trafton. For Griggs criticism, see Coleman, Gillman, Gruesser, Kaplan, Levander. 

8. In Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (2011), Rob Nixon provides an 

overview of writers who register the wilderness experience as “ominously purified (as opposed 

to pure)”—“a place more of eviction and historical haunting than of redemptive silences” (241). 

He alludes to the writings of poets and critics such as Melvin Dixon, Camille Dungy, and Ed 

Roberson.  

9. For a recent reading of black ecological imaginaries, see James, “Ecomelancholia.”  

10. For histories of black landowning, see Foley, Massey, Reid and Bennett, Sitton and Conrad. 

For the reproductive, sexual, and gendered contours of racial destiny discourses, see Mitchell. 

11. In 1853, Delany and Douglass debated the merits of Stowe’s novel, and her colonizationist 

politics more broadly, in a series of letters published in Douglass’ Frederick Douglass’ Paper. 

This debate, as Levine has highlighted, is informed by Delany’s anger at Douglass’ silence over 

Condition. See Documentary Reader 224-237 and Representative Identity 70-71. 

12. In 1864, after an investigation into the colony, a relief ship transported the ex-colonists back 

to the U.S. For more on the colony, see Bray. 

13. See Goddu on Letters, the gothic, and slavery. The latter third of the novel includes a gothic 

depiction of slavery and the horrors of the impending Revolutionary War. 

14. Brickhouse has pointed out that recent research shows that the first Africans in Virginia may 

have come from Angola on a Portuguese slave ship that was seized at sea by British pirates. See 

“Hemispheric Jamestown” 33 n2. 
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15. See Crèvecoeur 40. The contrast of the “great manufactures” in Europe to agrarian settlement 

life does not hold in Condition, as the text foregrounds the capitalist desires of settlers over their 

productive cultivation of the land. 

16. As Du Bois puts it so aptly in The Souls of Black Folk (1903), “Before the Pilgrims landed 

we were here. Here we have brought…the gift of sweat and brawn to beat back the wilderness, 

conquer the soil, and lay the foundations of this vast economic empire two hundred years earlier 

than your weak hands could have done it…Would America have been America without her 

Negro people?” (214-215). 

17. Curiously, although Condition is itself an argument for black emigration to Central and South 

America, it contains an appendix that outlines Delany’s plans to gather funds to begin settlement 

in Africa. Delany, while very vocal against the American Colonization Society for most of his 

life, seemed to have been secretly developing plans for African emigration beginning in the 

1830s. See Levine, Documentary Reader 315.  

18. See Ratoteau 182.  

19. See Levine, Representative Identity 185. 

20. See Mitchell 29, 31-32, 36. 

21. See Mitchell 22, 39-40.  

22. See Gillman 109.  

23. Also see Blyden “Mixed Races in Liberia,” 386-388. 

24.  Interestingly enough, Blyden, having moved to Liberia himself, wrote an account of 

Delany’s visit to the country in 1859. And Blyden was not an anomaly in his fears about racial 

mixing and racial suicide. For instance, the African Emigration Association of Topeka 
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emphasized “the pe[r]petuity of the race, which is here losing its identity by intermixture with 

the white races” (qtd. in Mitchell 32). See also Mitchell 37 and Sundquist 557. 

25. Stewart argues that “an American emigrant family marrying among fellow-emigrants, would 

become extinct after the third generation” (83).  

26. For a description of nation-based and transnational ideals in Blake, see Chiles.  

27. See Coleman 54.  

28. See McFalls and Masnick.  

29. See Mitchell 76-108, 141-173 on popular eugenics, the Better Babies contests, and the home 

life.  

30. Du Bois’s The Negro American Family (1908) is an example of this kind of sociological 

analysis of black home life.  

31. See Dunning and Ali.  

32. See Sitton and Conrad 120-125. 

33. See Hofstader 167-169.  

34. Josiah Nott and George Gliddon argued in their theories of polygenesis that Egypt was ruled 

by whites, for instance. See Harvey, Horsman, Trafton. 

35. See Trafton 69-77 for a reading of this moment within the larger context of Egyptology in 

Delany’s works. 

36. This section also describes the mythic history of the “Garden of the Hesperides”—a national 

and family emblem of African civilization—and renders Africa an Edenic utopia. For a reading 

of the utopianism of this image, see Harvey 239-240.  

37. See Levine’s account of this historical context in the Documentary Reader, 468. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Sustainable Sprawl: Whitman’s Eugenic Agrarianism 

 Walt Whitman’s essay, The Eighteenth Presidency!, narrates the emergence of an 

American agrarian race. Unpublished during his lifetime, but likely completed during the 1856 

presidential race, this essay projects a future in which “the laboring persons, ploughmen, men 

with axes, spades, scythes” replace the nation’s diseased, dysgenic politicians—“feeble old 

men,” “pimps,” and “malignants” who thrive on “the tumors and abscesses of the land” 

(Complete Poetry 1310, 1307, 1313). In contrast to these degenerates, the “true people, the 

millions of white citizens” represent “a different superior race” of “sturdy American freemen,” 

their noble, working-class character reflected in their physical perfection: “fully-formed, healthy-

bodied, […] bold, muscular, young” (1311, 1314, 1312, 1308-1309). Destined to overtake the 

despoiled politicians and continue Jefferson’s legacy, this race of free laborers and farmers 

“copiously appears” as “the offspring and proof of These States” (1312, 1324). Emphasizing 

these laborers’ physical and racial dominance, The Eighteenth Presidency! portrays the working 

class’s rise to power as a form of population improvement and the path to agrarian utopia.  

 While critics tend to read The Eighteenth Presidency! as a political jeremiad and 

prophecy of the Civil War, the essay also offers a racial vision of American sustainability—a 

more distant, but brighter, Jeffersonian future. Written in the wake of the Compromise of 1850 

and the 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act, legislative measures that failed to protect free laborers’ 

interests, the essay reflects Whitman’s disillusionment with agrarianism as a predominantly 

political and economic discourse. Rather than rehearse Jefferson’s argument that small land-

owners and farmers are loyal, productive citizens, The Eighteenth Presidency! takes a different 

rhetorical approach: it converts Jefferson’s economic ideal of free, independent, and agricultural 
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labor into a physical one of brawn, health, and fertility. In so doing, it begins to reshape 

Jeffersonian agrarianism as a racial and reproductive discourse—one that conceives of the 

American working class as a prolific, vigorous, and ascendant race. Rendering these laborers 

physically superior, destined to populate and invigorate the nation, The Eighteenth Presidency! 

anticipates an agrarian utopian future that transcends the dystopian present.  

 Read as a racial progress narrative, The Eighteenth Presidency! exemplifies a broader and 

unexamined trend across Whitman’s corpus—a tendency to adapt the Jeffersonian agrarian ideal 

of small farming to proto-eugenic concepts of selective breeding and racial improvement. 

Influenced by the rise of racial science in the U.S., especially the popularization of phrenology in 

the 1840s, Whitman developed a physiological and hereditarian vocabulary for describing the 

working class in his early political writings. This vocabulary permeates Leaves of Grass (1855-

1892), where poems such as “Song of Myself” (1855) and “I Sing the Body Electric” (1855) 

celebrate the dignity of average, industrious citizens through physical and seemingly inherited 

features: their “procreant urge,” “strong, firm-fibered bod[ies],” and “massive, clean, bearded, 

tan-faced, handsome” sons (190, 256). Ultimately, these poems remap the contours of the 

Jeffersonian ideal, defining the agrarian worker based on physique and fertility rather than 

property, economic status, or type of labor. In this same spirit, racial progress poems such as 

“Pioneers! O Pioneers!” (1865) and “Song of the Redwood-Tree” (1873) depict independent 

laborers as an ascendant race, destined to populate and cultivate an exceptionally prolific New 

World landscape. Highlighting the reproductive futurity and physical supremacy of these 

workers, Leaves of Grass presents a eugenic form of agrarianism focused on breeding and 

strengthening a “superb,” New World, laboring race. 
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  By racializing the agrarian ideal, Leaves of Grass articulates an early notion of global 

sustainability that retains its American agrarian character. Defined by rugged physique and 

reproductive vigor, no longer tethered to Jeffersonian principles of small farming and 

independent land-owning, Leaves’ agrarian race engages in diverse and transnational forms of 

labor that sustain a global utopian community. “Song of the Redwood-Tree,” for instance, 

narrates the emergence of a “superber race” of farmers, loggers, and miners who harvest and 

globally distribute the fruits of a prolific New World landscape (351). Extending this racial 

vision of heterogeneous labor, “Song of the Exposition” (1871) catalogues a varied agrarian 

utopia of agricultural production, industrial development, and global transit networks: “ships, 

farms, shops, barns, factories, mines” that sustain, synthesize, and ultimately absorb the rest of 

the globe into a single, New World “rondure” (348). Such lyrics in Leaves of Grass render 

American agrarian utopia geographically expansive, much like, as the previous chapter shows, 

Delany’s and Griggs’s black nationalist writings. But unlike the all-black agrarian utopias that 

are necessarily distinct from the U.S., Leaves of Grass presents a sprawling American 

agrarianism that radiates beyond U.S. borders and ultimately subsumes the globe.  

 This agrarian understanding of sustainability departs from the recent ecocritical turn in 

Whitman studies, emphasizing agriculture, labor, and eugenics over ecological harmony, 

“Nature,” and local particularity. In the past decade, Whitman scholars have importantly 

reframed Leaves of Grass as an “ecopoetic” text, highlighting its themes of environmental 

health, regeneration, and “New World” nature.
1
 Rather than tacitly equate sustainability and 

environmentalism, this chapter examines Whitman’s agrarian thought to recover a racial and 

reproductive vision of sustainability in Leaves of Grass. Redeploying and refashioning agrarian 

concepts of independent labor, democratic landowning, and American abundance, Leaves of 
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Grass implicitly defines sustainability as the capacity to feed and breed a racially homogeneous, 

American laboring population.  It does so by idealizing a eugenically-bred race that cultivates a 

plentiful New World terrain—that “meets the needs” of present and future generations, to 

paraphrase the Brundtland Report (8).  

 Tracing the convergence of racial and agrarian discourses across Leaves of Grass, this 

chapter recasts Whitman as the eugenic architect of an expansive American sustainability. 

Scholars have documented Whitman’s interests in Jeffersonian democracy and racial science, but 

they have tended to treat these interests as separate and unrelated. Over the past five decades, 

critics have analyzed the aesthetic, social, political, and economic features of Whitman’s 

democratic thought—his egalitiarian poetics (Buell), his Jeffersonian principles (Erikkila), his 

invention of the American masses (Pease), and his artisan republicanism (Lawson)—leaving 

largely unexamined the racial and reproductive contours of this tradition. Meanwhile, studies on 

physiology and racial science in Leaves of Grass compliment a corpus of Whitman scholarship 

focused on sexuality and the body, one that tends to eschew themes of agriculture, labor, and 

environmental reform.
2
 Whitman’s eugenic transformation of agrarianism, however, reveals the 

extent to which Jeffersonian ideals pervade the lyrics of Leaves of Grass, even in later, industrial 

poems such as “Song of the Exposition.” Contrary to popular belief, such poems do not abandon 

a “rural agrarian past” to embrace an “industrial present” (Najdek 110; Reynolds, Whitman’s 

499). Rather, they adapt the Jeffersonian ideal to a global, industrial context. 

 Whitman’s career-long development of eugenic agrarianism illuminates the racially 

disturbing and expansionist American literary origins of sustainability. While scholars have 

alluded to Jefferson’s philosophy of small farming as an early version of sustainability, we have 

yet to explain how a U.S. nation-based ideal develops into what we now see as a U.N.-
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conceived, global concept.
3
 The relationship between U.S. agrarianism and contemporary 

sustainability remains unexplained in large part because scholarship has focused on 

agrarianism’s political, economic, and environmental aspects rather than its racial and eugenic 

features.
4
 By reshaping agrarianism into a eugenic discourse, Leaves of Grass imaginatively 

expands the geographical and economic scope of Jeffersonian agrarian labor, thereby 

demonstrating how racial and reproductive concepts facilitate the global reinvention of U.S. 

agrarian utopia. In so doing, Leaves of Grass highlights sustainability’s historical entanglement 

with Jeffersonian principles, eugenicist agendas, and fantasies of American expansionism. 

 

The Origins of Whitman’s Eugenic Agrarianism 

 In the decade before the first publication of Leaves of Grass (1855), Whitman grappled 

with the social, economic, and political shortcomings of a nation that was far from agrarian. As 

journalist and editor for the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, Whitman supported and commented on the 

Free Soil movement, which focused on preventing the expansion of slavery into territories 

recently acquired from Mexico. Particularly from 1846 to early 1848, his journalism promoted 

agrarian principles of independent land-owning and democratic citizenship, reiterating 

Jefferson’s narrative of New World demographic exceptionalism—that the U.S. represents the 

inverse of the overpopulated Old World. Yet events on the national political stage prevented 

Whitman’s Jeffersonian vision from coming to fruition: In 1848, Congress voted to allow for the 

possibility of slavery in the new territories. During these same years, Whitman became 

engrossed in phrenological writings, reviewing them positively in the Eagle as essential works of 

health and social reform. Expressing disappointment in the pro-slavery political landscape and 

drawing on phrenology’s proto-eugenic ideas, Whitman’s early writings reshape agrarianism 



Goode 160 

from a largely political discourse—one focused on preserving the economic status of the free 

working class—to a racial and reproductive one.  

 Whitman’s journalism in the Eagle envisions a democratic agrarian utopia in an 

expanding, western U.S. landscape. As early as 1846, nearly two years before the signing of the 

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the U.S. had already begun to occupy Mexican territory. 

Whitman’s articles celebrate this seemingly inevitable annexation as the providential destiny of a 

burgeoning American empire: “we hope…that the United States will…fix their mark of 

ownership on the American coast of the Pacific, down a bit below our old boundary. […] What 

has miserable, inefficient Mexico—with her…actual tyranny by the few over the many—what 

has she to do with the great mission of peopling the New World with a noble race?” (Gathering 

246-247). In Whitman’s characterization, the U.S. acquisition of Mexican land facilitates the 

realization of an ideal “Democracy” of physically strong, productive citizens. A related article 

from December of 1846 declares that “[r]adical, true, far-scoped, and thorough-going 

Democracy may expect, (and such expecting will be realized,) great things from the West!”—

associating “Democracy” with those “hardy denizens of those regions” (Collected 157-158). 

Written that same month, another piece depicts the war as part of a preordained progression 

towards an idyllic agrarian society: “Will not the future effect of even this war extend the area of 

Peace Principles—and hasten the advent of that holy era when all swords shall be beat into 

plough shares and spears into pruning-hooks?” (150). Here Whitman’s enthusiasm for acquiring 

territory from Mexico, his imperialist zeal for spreading “Democracy” westward, appears rooted 

in Jeffersonian agrarian principles of independent agricultural labor and citizenship. 

 Bolstering this expansionist logic, Whitman’s journalism presents a Jeffersonian narrative 

of demographic and environmental exceptionalism. Shifting from the North-South context of 
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U.S.-Mexico relations to a seemingly more foundational Old World-New World paradigm, many 

of Whitman’s articles during this time recall Jefferson’s notion of the U.S. as an agricultural and 

demographic “safety valve” for Europe. Published in September of 1846, an article entitled “Old 

World Poor” recounts the “vast array of human beings” who “plung[e] into…poverty, and 

degradation,” largely due to the sorry “state of [their country’s] agriculture” (Collected 64). A 

similar article, printed a few months earlier, attributes this widespread poverty to “the excess of 

population” and “the grossly partial nature of the laws and the distribution of property” 

(Gathering 15-16). In contrast, the U.S. represents a regenerative and fertile home for the 

impoverished masses of Europe, ripe for the development of an agricultural society: “And then 

look here at America…millions on millions of uncultivated acres of land…trees and verdure 

making from year to year their heavy deposits on the remains of the trees and verdure that have 

decayed before them” (Gathering 17). Such an “interminable” and “boundless” landscape of 

“unrivalled productiveness and fertility” seems “capable of sustaining nations like the greatest in 

Europe,” welcoming, feeding, and reinvigorating the “pale children” and “dying women and 

infants” of the Old World (Gathering 16-17, 26; Collected 133). With passages such as these, 

Whitman’s journalism embraces U.S. expansion through a notion of American agrarian utopia—

an open and abundant terrain capable of supporting the Old World’s “excess of population.”  

 The institution of slavery, however, overshadowed Whitman’s projections of a “safety 

valve” America, threatening to extend into newly acquired western territories and prevent the 

establishment of an agrarian utopia of independent laborers. Aware of this threat, Whitman wrote 

a series of passionate editorials in support of the Wilmot Proviso. Submitted by Congressman 

David Wilmot in August of 1846, the Wilmot Proviso promised to prevent the spread of slavery 

into new U.S. lands, including those acquired from Mexico. The amendment proposed “as an 
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express and fundamental condition to the acquisition of any territory” that “neither slavery nor 

involuntary servitude shall ever exist in any part of said territory” (qtd. in Morrison 18). Four 

months later, Whitman published a short piece in the Eagle calling on Democrats to “plant 

themselves…fixedly and without compromise, on the requirement that Slavery be 

prohibited…forever” in the recently annexed territories (Gathering 194). In Congress, Free Soil 

politicians supported this proviso by invoking slavery’s propensity for agricultural decline and 

hostility to population growth.
5
 They claimed that the institution would disseminate the 

potentially inexhaustible landscape of newly acquired western territory.
6
 In an 1846 speech 

defending his proposal, Wilmot himself argued that slavery was economically wasteful, 

agriculturally destructive, and thus, unsustainable: “Slave labor exhausts and makes barren the 

fields it cultivates. […] Crop follows crop, until the fertility of the soil is exhausted, when the old 

fields are abandoned, new and virgin soil sought out, to be exhausted in the same manner, and in 

its turn likewise abandoned. Thus, sir, sterility follows its path” (qtd. in Adam Wesley Dean 27). 

Extending this argument, proponents of the Wilmot Proviso advocated for an agrarian utopian 

future on the grounds that free labor fostered agricultural fertility and sustainable land use.  

 Whitman, too, associated slavery with barrenness in his writings, but he did so by 

focusing on the institution’s economic inequality rather than its exhaustion of the soil. It is worth 

noting that, for Whitman, the Wilmot Proviso did not represent a moral stance against the 

continued degradation of black slaves.
7
 Rather, it sought to prevent the socioeconomic 

degradation of the free white laborer to slave status. Whitman outlined the damaging economic 

impact of slavery in an 1847 article entitled “American Workingmen, Versus Slavery”: “Slavery 

is…destructive to the dignity and independence of all who work, and to labor itself. An honest 

poor mechanic, in a slave State, is put on par with the negro slave mechanic—there being many 
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of the latter, who are hired out by their owners” (Gathering 209). Whitman saw the Wilmot 

Proviso as a preventative measure against this economic degradation, a fundamentally 

“Jeffersonian proviso—for so it should be called” (Collected 348). In fact, in his writings from 

March and April of 1847, Whitman implied that Jefferson was a Free Soiler at heart—“anxious 

that the time should arrive when the words which he put forth in the Declaration of 

Independence, ‘that all men are born free and equal,’ should be as true in fact as self-evident in 

theory” (Gathering 199-201). As debates surged around the Wilmot Proviso, Whitman 

highlighted slavery’s economic toxicity in January of 1847 by selecting and publishing a poem in 

the Eagle entitled “There Must Be Something Wrong”: “When toiling millions work to fill/ The 

wealthy coffers strong;/ When hands are crushed that work and till,/ There must be something 

wrong” (qtd. in Loving 110). Lamenting the “barrenness and drought” of “poor men’s tables” 

and demanding that “the law give equal right/ To wealthy and to poor,” the poem condemns the 

conditions of a slave-based society (110-111). In this poem, which Whitman may have written, 

the underlying message is clear: in a world without independent labor, a world that favors 

slavery, “there must be something wrong.”
8
   

 With the eventual failure of Free Soil politics, Whitman came to understand the 

limitations of agrarianism as a predominately political and economic discourse of democratic 

egalitarianism, agricultural abundance, and land-owning rights. When Congress ultimately 

rejected the Wilmot Proviso, Whitman published a series of articles attacking the decision and 

invoking the memory of Jefferson: “the calm-browed one, and the noblest democrat of them all” 

(Collected 349). Disheartened by the Eagle’s loyalty to the Democrats, who appeared unable to 

maintain a strong anti-slavery stance in Congress, Whitman founded a Free Soil paper called the 

Brooklyn Freeman after a three-month period of traveling and writing for the New Orleans Daily 
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Crescent.9 But his exploits were short-lived. Later that year, a fire destroyed the Freeman offices 

and Zachary Taylor defeated presidential Free-Soil candidate Martin Van Buren. By early 1850, 

Henry Clay introduced a series of compromises in Congress, including a stricter fugitive slave 

law, and it appeared that Northern Democrats were indeed willing to compromise on the issue of 

slavery.
10

 Whitman responded to this turn of events by shifting from impassioned journalism to 

scathing poetry of political disappointment. His “Song for Certain Congressmen” (1850), for 

instance, condemns politicians for their willingness to compromise, calling them “docile dough-

faces” that easily succumb to pressure: 

  Beyond all such we know a term 

        Charming to ears and eyes, 

  With it we'll stab young Freedom, 

        And do it in disguise; 

  Speak soft, ye wily Dough-Faces— 

        That term is “compromise.” (Early Prose 44-45) 

Published a few months later, a poem entitled “The House of Friends” (1850) describes these 

same “Dough-Faces” as “Crawlers, Lice of Humanity” and “Muck-worms” (36-37). Critics 

agree that the failure of the Free Soil movement, and the Democrats’ willingness to compromise 

on slavery motivated Whitman’s shift to poetry. Yet these early protest poems anticipate Leaves 

of Grass not just because they share its rebellious spirit, as David Reynolds notes, but also 

because they anticipate a change in Whitman’s approach to agrarian rhetoric, as he came to 

recognize its inefficacy in the context of national politics (Historical 24).  

 Perhaps Whitman’s disillusionment with Free Soil efforts inspired him to turn to the 

proto-eugenic discourse of phrenology to reconceive of agrarianism through a racial and 
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reproductive lens. Based on the idea that each section of the brain served a particular function, 

and that phrenologists could identify the strength of these functions through skull measurements, 

phrenology rose to popularity in the U.S. during the 1840s. Yet the primary function of popular 

phrenology was not merely to interpret individual brain structures, but also “to improve the 

human race” (qtd. in Stern 42). Leading U.S. phrenologists and brothers Lorenzo and Orson 

Fowler declared in an 1849 issue of the American Phrenological Journal that they hoped to 

“Phrenologize Our Nation” and “Perfect Our Republic”—to “Mould” the “Now Forming 

Character” of the U.S. (qtd. in Stern 35). Whitman was a regular reader of this journal in the 

1850s, and a frequent visitor of the Fowlers’ phrenological museum in the late 1840s.
11

 To him 

and many others, phrenology offered the possibility of social and physical improvement through 

“parentage,” a combination of heredity and upbringing. And unlike the Free Soil movement, 

phrenology appeared unthreatened by the evils of compromising politics.
12

  

 American phrenology emerged from a long-running tradition of racial classification. 

Influenced by the eighteenth-century work of Linneaus, Johann Friedrich Blumenbach divided 

the human species into physical categories based on skull shape and facial features. His 

conclusions formed the basis for craniology, the study of racial difference based on skull shape, 

and phrenology, a related pseudoscience which correlated skull shape with mental and emotional 

faculties as well as race. Originating with the work of Franz Joseph Gall and Johann Gaspar 

Spurzheim in the first decades of the nineteenth century, phrenology classified the brain into 

different sections that corresponded to these different faculties, such as “Inhabitiveness” (love of 

home) or “Philoprogenitiveness” (parental love). Proceeding from the idea that skull shape 

determined one’s race, phrenologists used skull measurements to determine a range of other 
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characteristics, correlating the size of each mapped section of the brain with the power of its 

respective faculty.
13

  

 Continuing the work of Gall and Spurzheim, Scotsman and Anglo-Saxonist George 

Combe brought phrenology to the U.S. and integrated it into emerging discourses of scientific 

racism. In his influential book, The Constitution of Man (1828), Combe conflated his 

phrenological understanding of racial difference with regional, national, and cultural affiliation: 

“[E]ach Hindoo, Esquimaux, Peruvian, and Carib, obviously inherits from his parents a certain 

general type of head; and so does each European” (170). With this conflation, he generated a 

narrative of white European racial superiority. In an Appendix to Samuel G. Morton’s pioneering 

work in American scientific racism, Crania Americana (1839), Combe claimed that “the 

inhabitants of Europe, belonging to the Caucasian variety of mankind, have manifested, in all 

ages, a strong tendency towards moral and intellectual improvement” because of their large 

brains (271). A few years later, after a visit to the U.S., Combe justified North American 

colonialism through phrenological principles of Anglo-Saxon superiority: “[T]he existing races 

of native American Indians show skulls inferior in their moral and intellectual development to 

those of the Anglo-Saxon race…and have receded before them” (Notes 141). Emphasizing skull 

shape as an indicator of moral, emotional, and intellectual features, Combe’s phrenology 

propagated biologically determinist and hierarchical understandings of racial difference.  

 Phrenologists’ belief in white European racial superiority enabled them to be selectively 

optimistic about the possibility of individual and intergenerational improvement of moral and 

intellectual faculties. As Reginald Horsman observes, phrenologists assumed that whites were 

capable of indefinite improvement, and that non-whites were “irredeemably limited by the 

deficiencies of their original cerebral organization” (143).
14

 Popularizing and disseminating 



Goode 167 

phrenology in the U.S. throughout the 1840s, the Fowlers maintained Combe’s racial 

hierarchical principles. Referring to the “frontal and coronal portions of the brain” as “the seat of 

the intellectual” and “moral…organs,” they contended that “the European race (including their 

descendants in America) possess a much larger endowment of these organs, and also of their 

corresponding faculties, than any other portion of the human species. Hence, their intellectual 

and moral superiority over all other races of men” (Phrenology Proved 26). Despite the racially 

determinist underpinnings of early nineteenth-century phrenology, the pseudoscience became 

popular in the U.S. in large part because it offered hope for individual, intergenerational, and, 

ultimately, racial betterment. Predicting a future of “millennial glory,” the Fowlers envisioned “a 

new order of beings peopl[ing] the earth—a race endowed by nature with all that is noble, great, 

and good in man, all that is virtuous, lovely, and exquisitely perfect in woman, marred with few 

defects, enfeebled by few if any diseases, defaced by few moral blemishes, and corrupted by no 

vices” (Hereditary 281). While they projected a providential destiny of racial perfection, one 

premised upon the possibility of improvement for U.S. citizens, the Fowlers also shared Combe’s 

hierarchical notions of race, excluding non-whites from this “new order of beings.” 

 The Fowlers cultivated this discourse of white racial improvement through proto-eugenic 

principles of breeding and heredity. Publishing a range of books on marriage, parenting, and sex 

education, they delineated the effects of spousal selection and parental behavior on the physical 

and moral health of future generations. The Fowlers stressed the importance of one’s 

phrenological profile in spousal selection; they printed matrimonial advertisements in the 

American Phrenological Journal, and some of their customers published and distributed their 

phrenological readings in hopes of finding an appropriate spouse. Their work as marriage 

counselors and sex educators formed part of a broader enterprise of teaching future parents “to 
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endow their children, by nature, with a strong and healthy physical, a high mental, and a 

powerful intellectual constitution” (Orson Fowler, Love and Parentage preface). Deriving his 

understanding of “parentage” from Jean-Baptiste Lamarck’s theory of the inheritability of 

acquired characteristics, Orson suggested in Love and Parentage (1844) that “children inherit 

some, and if some, therefore ALL, the physical and mental nature and constitution of parents, 

thus becoming almost their fac similes” (24).  

 Orson’s writings on parentage thus emphasized both hereditary continuity and the 

potential for infinite intergenerational improvement. His most well-known work on the concept, 

Hereditary Descent (1847), opens with a proto-eugenic declaration: “PARENTAGE, and the 

means of thereby IMPROVING OUR RACE, remain enshrouded in comparative darkness. […] 

We investigate and apply its principles […] to aid prospective parents in making choice of such 

partners as shall secure a healthy, talented, and virtuous progeny” (5). Propagating an early form 

of positive eugenics through spousal selection and parenting, Orson claimed that those who 

“regulate their matrimonial choice” and appropriately train their children may “produce offspring 

endowed with WHATEVER qualities may be desired” (281). He also promoted negative 

eugenics, stressing that indigent parents should refrain from procreating to avoid “over-

population,” and the poverty and licentiousness that would attend it (239). The Fowlers urged 

those who intended to marry to see themselves as “special agent[s] of [their] race”—to use 

phrenological data in breeding the next American generation (Lorenzo Fowler, Marriage 196).  

 Particularly in the latter half of the 1840s, during the heyday of his agrarian journalism, 

Whitman began participating in the phrenological craze, reading and reviewing books on 

phrenology and physiology, and even submitting to a phrenological reading at the Fowlers’ 

Brooklyn headquarters. In an 1846 review of Spurzheim’s work, Whitman announced that 
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“[p]hrenology, it must now be confessed by all men who have open eyes, has at last gained a 

position, and a firm one, among the sciences”—a sentiment he would reiterate in an 1847 article 

entitled “Something about Physiology and Phrenology” (Collected 120, 219). In a related review, 

Whitman celebrated the frank style of Lorenzo’s Marriage (1847) as a rebellion against what he 

saw as his culture’s “verdant prudishness” regarding sex and intimacy (224). In July of 1849, a 

year when Whitman was planning a series of lectures on health and physiology, he asked 

Lorenzo to analyze the contours of his skull. Since Orson had noted the longevity of Whitman’s 

ancestors in Hereditary Descent, Whitman may have been curious to learn more from the 

Fowlers about his genealogy. Sure enough, Whitman discovered from his phrenological report 

that he had “a large sized brain” and “a good constitution and power to live to a good old age” 

(qtd. in Stern 102-103). The report, moreover, anticipated Whitman’s poetic persona, describing 

him as a “good physiognomist,” one of “considerable imagination,” who had “little regard for 

creeds and ceremonies” and “a good command of language” (103-104).   

 This report shaped the presentation, structure, and predominant themes of the first three 

editions of Leaves of Grass. Whitman published his phrenological chart in these editions—

perhaps as “the proof of a poet” making use of his unique endowments—and provided his own 

interpretation of this data for his readership in a self-review (Complete Poetry 26). Originally 

published in the Brooklyn Daily Times, this review presents Whitman’s physical purity and 

health as evidence of his literary originality: “Of pure American breed…never once using 

medicine…hair like hay after it has been mowed in the field…his physiology corroborating a 

rugged phrenology […] –there you have Walt Whitman, the begetter of a new offspring of 

literature” (“Leaves of Grass” 1). Inspired by encouraging phrenological data, this self-review 

certifies Whitman’s bardic status based on physical characteristics: the poet is “pure,” “rugged,” 
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and ultimately, poetically fertile. It is perhaps no coincidence that the preface to Leaves describes 

the American poet as having “the ultimate brain,” the ultimate phrenological profile (9).  

 Whitman scholars have noted phrenology’s influence on early editions of Leaves: the 

portrayal of sexual procreation as a process of physical and racial improvement, the poet’s 

phrenological methods of character interpretation in “Faces,” and the organization of the 

“Children of Adam” and “Calamus” clusters according to the phrenological categories of 

Amativeness (sexual love) and Adhesiveness (love of friends), respectively. As literary 

historians have highlighted, the Fowlers published the second edition of Leaves and played a 

central role in the volume’s distribution until Whitman broke with them in 1857, probably over 

the shocking sexual content of “A Woman Waits for Me” and “Spontaneous Me.”
15

 Yet scholars 

have overlooked how Whitman integrates agrarianism into the phrenological and proto-eugenic 

discourses that influenced him: Whitman’s “American breed” is not only a poet of healthy and 

“rugged” physique, but also one with hair like mowed “hay,” reminiscent of rural labor.   

 Even before the failure of Free Soil politics, even before Whitman fully turns his 

attention to poetry, the language of physique and fertility inflect his Free Soil journalism. In 

“American Workingmen,” for instance, the idea of class is already raced. “Free” connotes 

“white”: a “grand body of white working men, the millions of mechanics, farmers, and operatives 

of our country” (Gathering 208). More specifically, the essay presents a physical ideal of 

independent labor, production, and cultivation: a “stalwart mass of respectable working men […] 

whose sinews are their own” (Gathering 208, 210). This laboring “mass” produces sustenance 

and raises vigorous future generations, fostering a “heritage of getting bread by the sweat of the 

brow, which we must leave to our children” (210). Indeed, “American Workingmen,” 

synthesizes whiteness, muscularity, and sustaining labor into a racialized ideal of the 
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Jeffersonian working class: “the farmers, the workers of the land—that prolific brood of brown 

faced fathers and sons who swarm over the free states, and form the bulwark of our republic” 

(211). Integrating reproductive, nationalist, and agricultural language—“prolific brood,” “our 

republic, “workers of the land”—the essay defines an ideal agrarian race of hardy, robust, and 

fertile farmers as the backbone of the Free Soil cause.  

 Although the Fowlers were not known for their agrarian politics, their physiological 

assessment of labor resonates with Whitman’s racial and reproductive characterization of the 

Jeffersonian working class. Specifically, Orson’s Physiology, Animal and Mental (1847) 

idealizes farm labor as a form of physical and moral amelioration. Reviewed by Whitman in 

1847, Physiology promotes farming as a mode of bodily invigoration and opposes the idea that 

“labor is the business of slaves” (237). It stresses the physiological benefits of an agrarian 

lifestyle: “NO form of play, no other kind of exercise, at all compares with LABOR, especially 

AGRICULTURAL, for expanding and strengthening the chest, developing all the organs, and 

thoroughly exercising ever muscle and organ in the body” (232). Although the Fowlers’ writings 

tended to address sex and parentage without venturing into agrarianism, Physiology shows how 

their writings merged with Jeffersonian principles, anticipating, and perhaps bolstering 

Whitman’s eugenic transformation of agrarianism. 

 While Whitman’s Free Soil journalism describes the working class in physical and 

reproductive terms, The Eighteenth Presidency! crystallizes the importance of phrenological 

concepts to Whitman’s adaptation of agrarianism. Presenting a proto-eugenic narrative of the 

working class’s political empowerment, the essay attempts to reinstate an agrarian utopian vision 

in the wake of a failed Free Soil movement. It opens with a classically Jeffersonian claim: 

“Before the American era, the programme of the classes of a nation read thus, first the king, 
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second the noblemen, and gentry, third the great mass of mechanics, farmers…and all laboring 

persons. […] the likes of the class rated third on the old programme were intended to be, and are 

in fact…the American nation, the people” (Complete Poetry 1307). The Eighteenth Presidency! 

invigorates this democratic ideal by racializing these class divisions; it promotes the extinction of 

degenerate politicians and the proliferation of an ever-improving, white, working class. 

Condemning compromising politicians as “swarms of dough-faces” from “venereal hospital[s]” 

and “the running sores of the great cities,” extolling the free working class as a “different 

superior race,” The Eighteenth Presidency! generates a physical basis for the nation’s agrarian 

destiny (1309, 1313, 1314). The essay anticipates a future “counteraction of a new race of young 

men…soon to confront the Presidents, Congresses and parties” and exterminate the “breed[s] 

upon breed[s]” of enfeebled government men (1312, 1309). Adapting popular phrenological 

notions of white superiority and intergenerational improvement, The Eighteenth Presidency! 

imagines an white, laboring class that guarantees an agrarian utopian future. The language of 

physique and fertility enabled Whitman’s writing to transcend the political and economic 

limitations of his present moment and restore the agrarian dream imaginatively. 

 Whitman’s Free Soil journalism and The Eighteenth Presidency! begin to transform the 

agrarian ideal; what looks like an exclusively economic ideal of free, independent, and largely 

agricultural labor also becomes a physical one of brawn, health, and fertility. Drawing on proto-

eugenic and phrenological principles, Whitman’s agrarian writings identify the democratic 

citizen through biological and seemingly inherited features. They certify the predestined 

dominance of a Jeffersonian white working class through assessments of physical vigor and 

health that echo Whitman’s own phrenological report. Just as the Fowlers championed judicious 

spousal selection as a mode of improving the race, so too does The Eighteenth Presidency! 
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promote the elimination of sickly, “pimpled” politicians and businessmen in favor of a hearty, 

democratic agrarian population (1313). Embittered by the failure of the Free Soil movement, and 

enthusiastic about phrenology, Whitman likely saw the appeal of a racially superior working 

class, one that national politicians could not thwart with compromise and slavery. At a time 

when Congress had neglected free laborers and allowed for the extension of slavery into new 

territory, The Eighteenth Presidency! imaginatively re-empowers the white working class. 

 

“The Common Farmer” as Ethnological Type  

 Whitman’s early political writings prefigure the eugenic fantasies of breeding an agrarian 

race that surface in Leaves of Grass. Yet in Whitman’s Free Soil journalism, and in The 

Eighteenth Presidency! more specifically, the process of propagating these “fierce and turbulent 

races” remains unclear (1349). First published in the second edition of Leaves of Grass, “A 

Woman Waits for Me” (1856) clarifies this process by providing an explicit account of eugenic 

breeding. In the poem, the speaker selects a rural and rugged female partner for conceiving 

vigorous agricultural laborers. Presenting eugenics as a form of national sustainability, a 

cultivation of productive citizens, “A Woman Waits for Me” depicts procreative sex as the 

transmission of agrarian traits that encourage agricultural and population improvement. As the 

reproductive sequel to “A Woman Waits for Me,” “I Sing the Body Electric” represents these 

traits in the linked images of the “common farmer” and the slave on the auction block. Overall, 

these early poems redefine the agrarian ideal based on physique and fertility rather than property 

ownership or free and independent status. In so doing, they attempt to transcend the failure of the 

Free Soil movement, reimagining what it means to be agrarian. 
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 As a narrative of pre-destined demographic regeneration, The Eighteenth Presidency! 

anticipates a reproductive future without describing reproduction itself, eliding the process that 

supposedly proliferates a vigorous working class. At most, The Eighteenth Presidency! indirectly 

gestures towards a form of generational improvement that purifies the nation of decaying 

politicians: “A pretty time for two dead corpses to go walking up and down the earth, to guide by 

feebleness and ashes a proud, young, friendly, fresh heroic nation of thirty millions of live and 

electric men!” (1349). Describing politicians as “corpses,” long deceased bodies that haunt the 

“fresh,” new generation, this passage implicitly promotes population improvement. Yet it 

provides little information about how this younger generation might remove their ancestors from 

power, leaving a critical gap in this progress narrative. 

 The metaphor of politicians as “corpses” resonates with “This Compost” (1856), a poem 

likely written around the same time as The Eighteenth Presidency! that clarifies the essay’s 

treatment of reproduction. Originally entitled “Poem of Wonder at the Resurrection of Wheat,” 

“This Compost” depicts a process of agricultural renewal that begins with contaminated soil—

one that, when read alongside The Eighteenth Presidency!, doubles as a fantasy of reproductive 

improvement. It opens with a speaker shocked by corpses decaying in the earth: “O how can it be 

that the ground itself does not sicken?,” the speaker asks, referring to the “distemper’d corpses”  

embedded within it (495). Harboring material and moral impurities, the carcasses of “drunkards 

and gluttons of so many generations” threaten to transform the food supply into “foul liquid and 

meat” (495). The speaker cultivates the land with “plough” and “spade,” observing the heroic 

emergence of healthy crops from toxic soil: “The bean bursts noiselessly through the mould in 

the garden,/ The delicate spear of the onion pierces upward” (495-496).
16

 Contrasting these 

regenerating crops with the polluted soil, “This Compost” functions as an allegory of The 
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Eighteenth Presidency!. in which crops signify laborers and the corpses signify the bodies of 

enfeebled politicians. The conversion of “endless successions of diseas’d corpses” into 

“prodigal, annual, sumptuous crops” reflects the purifying proliferation of “healthy-bodied” 

workers (496-497, 1332). Triumphantly “burst[ing]” and “pierc[ing] upward,” the crops enact 

what The Eighteenth Presidency! anticipates: a burgeoning working class that infuses healthy 

democracy into a poisoned nation, cleansing it of compromise, greed, and excess (495-496). 

Taken together, The Eighteenth Presidency! and “This Compost” present an agricultural allegory 

of the nation’s demographic regeneration—a superior “crop[]” emerging from a foul soil. 

 Ultimately, these images of contaminated soil and rejuvenated crops prove more 

unsettling than hopeful. Even in its celebration of an agricultural “resurrection,” “This Compost” 

betrays an anxiety regarding the polluted source of supposedly pure and healthy sustenance. In 

the penultimate stanza, as the speaker confirms “that all is clean forever and forever,” he 

repeatedly raises the possibility of “infectious” air, oceanic “fevers,” and “poison[ed]” fruits—of 

“catching a disease” from a “spear of grass” (496). Naming these possibilities, the speaker makes 

conscious the possible contaminants lurking in the environment, calling into question the crops’ 

purity and imagining an environment not unlike the corpse-ridden one in The Eighteenth 

Presidency!. By the final stanza, the speaker is “terrified at the Earth,”—not just because it 

“grows such sweet things out of such corruptions” but also because he cannot un-think their 

source (496). To the extent that the speaker dwells on the crops’ corrupted origins, they never 

seem to become cleansed in “This Compost.” Instead, they suggest the despoiled lineage of a 

hearty, working class and the horrifying possibility of reproductive transmission. 

 Focused on images of soil and renewal, “This Compost” and The Eighteenth Presidency! 

are reproductively unsettling because they lack a sense of direct, sexual transmission. Published 
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the same year as “This Compost,” “A Woman Waits for Me” (1856) begins to solve this 

problem, depicting the speaker’s sexual experience as a nation-building process of propagating 

American laborers. The speaker prefaces the sexual act by selecting an appropriate female 

partner, the passive recipient of his “pent-up rivers” (260). As “the robust husband,” he seeks out 

“worthy” women waiting for “the moisture of the right man”: “They are tann’d in the face by 

shining suns and blowing winds,/ Their flesh has the old divine suppleness and strength,/…they 

are calm, clear, well-possess’d of themselves” (258-259).
17

 In this selective process, the speaker 

assesses sexual fitness based on rural vigor and working-class fortitude, a characteristic of 

“women fit for conception” throughout Leaves (232). A meticulously selected repository for the 

speaker’s sperm, the chosen female body ensures that reproductive origins are uncorrupted, 

unlike the foul soil in “This Compost.” “A Woman Waits for Me” thus resonates with the 

Fowlers’ emphasis on partner selection, enacting a eugenic fantasy that resolves the residual 

uneasiness about impure origins in “This Compost.”  

 While “A Woman Waits for Me” features the female body, “Unfolded Out of the Folds” 

(1856) elucidates its role in breeding agrarian laborers. Using phrenological and physiological 

language, the poem describes the female body as reproductive origin: 

  Unfolded out of the superbest woman of the earth is to 

   come the superbest man of the earth, 

  ………………………………………………………. 

  Unfolded only out of the perfect body of a woman can a  

   man be form’d of perfect body, 

  ………………………………………………………. 

  Unfolded by brawny embraces from the well-muscled 
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   woman I love, only thence come the brawny embraces 

   of the man, 

  Unfolded out of the folds of the woman’s brain come all the  

   folds of the man’s brain, duly obedient, (515-516). 

Like “A Woman Waits for Me,” the poem depicts the female body as a passive receptacle, as the 

speaker’s use of passive voice suggests (516).
18

 Yet the poem also idealizes these rugged, 

fecund, “perfect” female bodies as instruments of phrenological formation and direct, hereditary 

transmission, their “superbest” vaginal folds delivering “the superbest man of the earth,” their 

brain “folds” delivering “the folds of the man’s brain.”  Insofar as folds of the brain indicate the 

strength of one’s moral and intellectual character in phrenology, the poem celebrates 

reproduction as a controllable, direct process, its outcome ever-improving through the 

fertilization of “superbest” female bodies. Using similar vocabulary to Whitman’s political 

writings, where the “grand body of white workingmen” becomes a racial ideal, “Unfolded Out of 

the Folds” and “A Woman Waits for Me” describe the “perfect” female breeder as “well-

muscled,” “brawny,” and “tann’d in the face” (Gathering 208; Complete Poetry 515, 516, 259). 

Moreover, both poems assess the reproductive capacity of the female body based phrenological 

composition, a well-molded “brain in its folds inside the skull frame” (258). Thus elaborated in 

“Unfolded Out of the Folds,” this treatment of the female body in “A Woman Waits for Me” 

integrates eugenic breeding into an otherwise miraculous narrative of racial improvement. 

 “A Woman Waits for Me” dovetails with nineteenth-century theories of the nation’s 

exceptional agricultural and demographic fertility. Drawing on the idea that semen contains 

spermatic, pre-formed homunculi, the speaker conflates his “love-spendings” with the seeds of 

future citizens: “I pour the stuff to start sons and daughters fit for these States” (260). This line 
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echoes the writings of prominent New York gynecologist, Augustus Kinsley Gardner, who 

claims in his Causes and Curative Treatment of Sterility (1856) that “the secretion of the 

testicles…is the true spermatic, life-giving emanation” (50). Echoing “A Woman Waits for Me,” 

Gardner argues that truly “patriotic parents” produce sturdy, “new sons” to “sustain” the nation 

(Our Children 40).
19

 Having chosen an athletic, salubrious mate, the speaker in “A Woman 

Waits for Me” participates in Gardner’s nation-building process: his preformed “sons and 

daughters” will continue to carry out the nation’s Jeffersonian destiny of agricultural and 

demographic plenty. 

 Even as the poem shifts from reproductive images of the soil to those of sperm and sex, it 

maintains the language of agricultural renewal, merging themes of reproductive futurism and 

earthly sustenance in a singular vision of national sustainability: 

  In you I wrap a thousand onward years,  

  On you I graft the grafts of the best-beloved of me and  

   America, 

  …………………………………………………………… 

  The babes I beget upon you are to beget babes in their turn,  

  I shall demand perfect men and women out of my love- 

   spendings, 

  I shall expect them to interpenetrate with others, as I and 

   you interpenetrate now,  

  I shall count on the fruits of the gushing showers of them, as 

   I count on the fruits of the gushing showers I give now, 

  I shall look for loving crops from the birth, life, death, 
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   immortality, I plant so lovingly now (260). 

As these final lines show, human and agricultural fertility become synonymous in “A Woman 

Waits for Me.” The speaker describes himself as a farmer and horticulturalist, a planter of 

carefully-selected seeds, a “graft[er]” of his “best-beloved” spermatic matter. He characterizes 

his female partner as a bed of soil, not to be confused with the putrid kind in “This Compost.”  

The speaker also gestures towards the “fruits” of the next generation’s labor, the agricultural 

improvement that these selectively “plant[ed]” offspring will beget. Just as the speaker “grow[s]” 

“crops” of children, so too will those children grow literal “crops” that feed a productive 

population. This process swells with reproductive futurity: “a thousand onward years” in which 

“babes…beget babes in their turn,” ensuring the speaker’s “immortality” in his equally fertile 

“fruits” and “crops.” In this context, national sustainability signifies the cultivation of agrarian 

citizens that feed and breed the American population. 

 Published over a decade later, Democratic Vistas (1871) re-articulates this eugenic 

conception of sustainability. In a gruesome depiction of New York City’s population, one that 

echoes Melville’s Pierre, the essay laments the prevalence of “cities, crowded with petty 

grotesques” (939). These cities represent a “dry and flat Sahara,” their inhabitants displaying a 

range of deformities, sexual excess, racial darkness and impurity: “malformations,” “puny” 

youth, “an abnormal libidinousness, unhealthy forms…muddy complexions, bad blood, the 

capacity for good motherhood deceasing of deceas’d” (939). As an alternative to these 

degenerate forms, the essay presents “a democratic ethnology of the future,” describing an ideal 

“specimen of the species,” “a clear-blooded, strong-fibred physique…well-begotten…fresh, 

ardent…the complexion showing the best blood” (963). To produce this “specimen,” American 

citizens must “prepare the canvas beforehand,” according to the essay: “Parentage must consider 
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itself in advance. (Will the time hasten when fatherhood and motherhood shall become a 

science—and the noblest science?)” (963). Evoking the Fowlers’ rhetoric of spousal selection, 

Democratic Vistas advocates the “rais[ing] up and supply[ing] [of]…a copious race of superb 

American men and women” (952, 961). Like “A Woman Waits for Me,” moreover, the essay 

employs agricultural metaphors to envision a “crops of fine youths,” “the traits of 

America…grafted on newer, hardier, purely native stock” (939, 952).  

 Whereas “A Woman Waits for Me” and Democratic Vistas describe and encourage the 

reproductive process of nation-building, “I Sing the Body Electric” represents “a common 

farmer” as the ideal product: a “specimen of the species,” an ethnological type (963).  

  I knew a man, a common farmer, the father of five sons, 

  And in them the fathers of sons, and in them the fathers of 

   sons.  

  This man was of wonderful vigor, calmness, beauty of 

   person.  

  The shape of his head, the pale yellow and white of his hair 

  …………………………………………………………………. 

  He was six feet tall, he was over eighty years old, his sons 

   were massive, clean, bearded, tan-faced, handsome, 

  …………………………………………………………………. 

  He drank water only, the blood show’d like scarlet through 

   the clear-brown skin of his face, 

  …………………………………………………………………. 

  When he went with his five sons and many grand-sons to 
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   hunt and fish, you would pick him out as the most 

   beautiful and vigorous of the gang (252). 

This description of “the common farmer” fundamentally recasts what it means to be agrarian. 

The language of rural “vigor,” multi-generational fertility, and “clear-brown skin” pervade this 

passage, recalling Whitman’s Free Soil journalism, his idealization of “farmers” as a “prolific 

brood of brown faced fathers and sons” (Gathering 211).The phrase “the shape of his head” 

functions as a racial index, evoking the phrenological correlation between head shape, skull 

shape, and race, as well as moral and intellectual fortitude. In lines suggestive of purity, we learn 

that the farmer has a “complexion showing the best blood,” his body invigorated and cleansed by 

his consumption of “water only” (Complete Poetry 963). Given Orson Fowler’s emphasis on 

water as “essential to life,” this description implies that, although this farmer may be old, his 

country-leathered face exudes vitality (Physiology 179). Through this portrait, the Jeffersonian 

farmer transforms into a physiological and phrenological paradigm—one defined not by 

economic status or property ownership, but rather fertility, physique, and health. 

 This renovation of the “common farmer” appears to have a democratizing effect in “I 

Sing the Body Electric.” In section 7 of the poem, the speaker describes a “man’s body at 

auction,” implicitly linking the slave laborer to the free and independent farmer through their 

shared physiological, phrenological, and reproductive features. Just as the farmer embodies 

phrenological excellence—“the shape of his head” reflecting “the richness and breadth of his 

manners”—so too does the slave’s “head” contain an “all-baffling brain” (252, 255). Just as the 

farmer signifies an infinite reproductive futurity as “the father of five sons,/ And in them the 

fathers of sons,” so too does the slave signify “the start of populous states and rich 

republics,/…countless immortal lives,” and “offspring through the centuries” (252, 256). 
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Similarly, section 8 describes the “woman’s body at auction” as “the teeming mother of 

mothers” (256). This comparison seems like a democratizing gesture that highlights the “sacred” 

character of both laboring bodies and the slaves’ “same red-running blood”: “Do you think,” the 

speaker asks, that “water runs and vegetation sprouts,/ For you only, and not for him or her?” 

(256, 255). Invoking the “uniform hieroglyphic” of grass from “Song of Myself,” the 

undifferentiating entity that “[g]row[s] among black folks as among white,” the speaker asserts 

the equality of free and enslaved laborers, united in phrenology and fertility.  

 However, as the description of the slave suggests, the speaker’s emphasis on physique 

and fertility has economic undertones that complicate his democratizing gestures. Though the 

slave shares the same laboring physique as the farmer, the speaker details his figure in a market 

inventory style that highlights his enslaved status; his “limbs” are “stript” for prospective buyers 

to reveal profitable features: “[f]lakes of breast-muscle, pliant backbone and neck, flesh not 

flabby, good-sized arms and legs” (255, 256). Here the dehumanizing quality of the auction 

block undercuts the speaker’s claims for equality, as Karen Sánchez-Eppler and Kirsten Silva 

Gruesz have highlighted.
20

 The slave’s status as salable commodity, moreover, reveals that the 

poem’s emphasis on brawn and fertility functions as an assessment of economic value: the 

speaker evaluates both free and enslaved laborer based on their ability to perform agricultural 

labor, reproduce more laborers, and thereby contribute to the ongoing project of national 

sustainability. Rather than equalize the slave and farmer, the speaker assesses their agricultural 

and reproductive productivity using similar criteria, but in jarringly inequitable contexts. 

 “I Sing the Body Electric” revises Whitman’s argument in his Free Soil writings. In his 

journalism, Whitman emphasized the economic difference between the free and enslaved 

laborer, fearing that the white laborer would lose his independent status within a slave-based 
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economy. Prioritizing physical and reproductive characteristics over free and independent status, 

“I Sing the Body Electric” diverges from Free Soil rhetoric by highlighting the commonalities 

between slave and farmer. Yet this physical and reproductive redefinition of agrarianism neither 

fully humanizes nor elevates the status of the enslaved laborer, as the auction-block alerts us to 

the slave’s salable status. Instead, the description of the slave serves a rhetorical function, 

distinguishing this nascent, eugenic agrarianism from its Free Soil version, which pitted slave 

and free laborer against one another. While these descriptions still bear the mark of economic 

and racial difference, “I Sing the Body Electric,” exhibits the beginnings of a larger trend across 

Leaves of Grass to invent a more resilient version of agrarianism—one that persists in spite of 

the failure of the Free Soil movement.  

 

Global Pioneers 

 Emancipation posed a new challenge to Whitman’s reinvention of agrarianism, shifting 

his focus from the problem of slavery to the so-called “problem” of the newly freed black 

population. A little over a month after the Emancipation Proclamation, Whitman anxiously 

described the “contrabands” or liberated slaves in Washington as having “physiognomies of hogs 

or chimpanzees” (Notebooks 2: 557). He reiterated this animalistic description of freed blacks in 

an 1874 essay on black suffrage, revealing his investment in protecting the white American 

demos. In the essay, he characterized black suffrage as a form of political contamination—one 

that “strain[s] the voting and digestive calibre of American Democracy” with not only “millions 

of ignorant foreigners,” but also “a powerful percentage of blacks, with about as much intellect 

and calibre (in the mass) as so many baboons” (Prose Works 2: 762). As these post-



Goode 184 

Emancipation writings show, it was no longer the institution of slavery that threatened 

Whitman’s vision of an agrarian race, but the freed black population itself. 

 Whitman relied on “ethnological science” to imaginatively solve this “problem of the 

blacks.”
21

 Like other U.S. scientists in the years after the Civil War, Whitman was influenced by 

Herbert Spencer’s evolutionary notion of “survival of the fittest” and Frances Galton’s theory of 

the supremacy of a master race (concepts that likely confirmed the phrenology-based racial 

hierarchies he had studied before the war).
22

 Demonstrating this influence, a lesser-known 

manuscript entitled “Of the black question,” likely written around 1867, shows how Whitman 

attempted to answer this “question” by imagining black extinction: 

  After the tender appeals of the sentimentalist, the eloquence of freedom's hottest  

  orators, and the logic of the politico-economist, comes something else to the  

  settlement of this question—comes Ethnological Science, cold,    

  remorseless…uninfluenced by Acts of Congress, or Constitutional    

  Amendments—by noiselessly rolling on like the globe in its orbit…settling these  

  things by evolution, by natural selection by certain races notwithstanding all the  

  frantic pages of the sentimentalists helplessly disappearing by the slow, sure  

  progress of laws, through sufficient periods of time. (qtd. in Sill 69) 

According to this passage, the “slow sure progress” of “natural selection” determines the fate of 

freed African Americans. Here Whitman predicts that the black race will “helplessly 

disappear[],” despite Stowe’s “sentimentalists” efforts, the Reconstruction “Acts of Congress,” 

the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, the “oratory” of radical Republican Thaddeus 

Stevens, or the writings of “politico-economist” Thomas Carlyle (whose critique of democracy 

Whitman countered in Democratic Vistas).
23

 True to his fascination with phrenology, Whitman 
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looks to “Ethnological Science,” rather than literary and political efforts, to predict the extinction 

of freed blacks, expunging them from his vision of an American agrarian race.
24

 In a 

conversation with Horace Traubel in 1888, he articulated this prediction more succinctly: “The 

nigger, like the Injun, will be eliminated: it is the law of history, races, what-not: always so far 

inexorable—always to be. Someone proves that a superior grade of rats comes and then all the 

minor rats are cleared out” (qtd. in Traubel 8: 439). In this way, Whitman relied on the seeming 

certitude of evolutionary “law[s]” to support his vision of American racial homogeneity.  

 Given Whitman’s investment in racial-extinction theory, it is perhaps no surprise that the 

postbellum versions of Leaves of Grass present a much more explicit notion of agrarian racial 

progress than Whitman’s antebellum writings. A prominent post-war poem, “Pioneers! O 

Pioneers!” (1865), registers this progress as geographical expansion. Originally published in 

Drum-Taps (1865), the poem celebrates the post-war renewal of the American population. 

Echoing the physiological language of earlier poems, the speaker portrays a vigorous agrarian 

race—“tan-faced […] youthful,” “sinewy,” and “resolute”—that “head[s]” the “procession” of 

ever-improving civilization (Complete Poetry 372, 371, 374). Evoking reproductive futurity, the 

speaker refers to this race as “children” who “leave behind” the past to “debouch upon a newer 

mightier world […] of labor” (373, 372). But unlike earlier poems, “Pioneers! O Pioneers!” 

presents a spatially-defined progression—an “evolutionary parade,” as Harold Aspiz calls it, 

with the advanced race “steady moving to the front” and the inferior races in the rear (Aspiz 190; 

Whitman 373): “See my children, resolute children,/ By those swarms upon our rear we must 

never yield or falter,/ Ages back in ghostly millions frowning there behind us urging,/ Pioneers! 

O pioneers!” (373). The speaker encourages his improving “children” to surpass the pesky 

“swarms” that lurk at the end of the line; the “ghostly millions” and “elder races” of the past are 
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not only temporally “ages back,” but also physically “behind” the advancing, younger race (371). 

With this evolutionary march, “Pioneers! O Pioneers!” envisions “survival of the fittest” as 

geographical sprawl. 

 Focusing on racial progress, “Pioneers! O Pioneers!” broadens the scope of agrarian 

labor. Unlike the Crèvecoeurian “American farmer,” stationary and cultivating his small plot of 

land, the “pioneers” are a “resistless restless race” engaged in heterogeneous occupations: “all 

the workmen at their work,/ All the seamen and all the landsmen, all the masters with their 

slaves” (372). Defining the agrarian worker based on race rather than independent farming, 

“Pioneers! O Pioneers!” celebrates a “varied world […] of labor” that includes even slavery, 

embracing all work that extracts resources from the “mighty,” prolific landscape (372).  

   We primeval forests felling, 

  We the rivers stemming, vexing we and piercing deep the 

          mines within, 

  We the surface broad surveying, we the virgin soil upheaving, 

   Pioneers! O pioneers! (372) 

Deploying sexual metaphors of colonial penetration—“piercing deep the mines within,” 

“conquering” the “virgin soil”—this passage recasts agrarian labor as a broader mode of 

harnessing a pristine, New World terrain and harvesting its plentiful, untapped resources (372). 

As the pioneers move westward into “unknown” territory, “clearing” paths along the way, they 

seem to activate a hidden reservoir that can replenish a battered nation (372, 374). Staging a 

colonial fantasy of inexhaustibility, in which a feminized, fecund landscape lies just around the 

corner, “Pioneers! O Pioneers!” diversifies agrarian labor to accommodate westward expansion’s 

many modes of infiltration. 
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 “Pioneers! O Pioneers!” resonates with the agrarian imperialist rhetoric of William 

Gilpin, who claimed in the 1860s and 70s that westward expansion was globally destined.
25

 

Gilpin developed this rationale by drawing on the isothermal mapping technique of Prussian 

geographer Alexander von Humboldt. In his writings, he argues that “history chiefly occupies 

itself with the biography of empires…[that] lie along a serpentine zone of the north hemisphere 

of the globe, within an isothermal belt” (Central 133).
26

 Collapsing racial and geographical 

exceptionalism, Gilpin describes the “Republican Empire of North America” as the endpoint of a 

“hereditary line of progress” that proceeds westward across the globe: “The territory of the 

American people, extending across this continent, exactly fills this isothermal zone from edge to 

edge, occupying the whole connecting space between Western Europe and Oriental Asia” (133). 

For Gilpin, this isothermal belt justifies and follows the course of westward expansion, what he 

called the “untransacted destiny of the American people” (Mission 130). Uncannily echoing 

“Pioneers! O Pioneers!,” he predicts that a “hardy band” will fulfill this destiny and generate 

“farms, houses, mills, and towns…as with the pith and sinews of many years […] the wives and 

progeny clustered around them” (qtd. in Smith, Virgin 38). “Pioneers! O Pioneers!” affirms this 

expansionist rhetoric, depicting Westward migration as global destiny: “All the pulses of the 

world,/ Falling in they beat for us, with the Western movement beat” (373).  

  As a sequel to “Pioneers! O Pioneers!,” “Song of the Redwood-Tree” represents the 

fulfillment of this destiny: The pioneers, having arrived in California, harvest and globally 

disseminate the fruits of a prolific landscape, a process initiated by the felling of a redwood tree. 

The poem features in italics the voice of the “mighty dying tree,” who declares that “I too have 

consciousness,/ identity” (351, 352). Through this voice, the poem presents a narrative whereby 

the tree “abdicate[s]” its “hardy life” and welcomes “a superber race” (352). Rather than 



Goode 188 

describe the tree’s inferiority, the speaker highlights its physical perfection, presenting a form of 

American environmental exceptionalism based on the abundance of New World resources. In 

this context, racial progress is less about elimination and more about “absor[ption]”—the 

laborers absorb the magnificent tree into their “new society” (352, 354). “Song of the Redwood-

Tree” thus transmutes racial progress into a reproductive narrative of global sustainability: 

superior pioneers enter a superior environment to produce inexhaustible resources, “clear the 

ground for broad humanity,” and “build a grander future” (355). 

 The speaker treats the redwood as a racial type, using phrases that echo descriptions of 

human racial ascendancy in Leaves of Grass: its “stalwart trunk and limbs,” its “lofty top rising 

two hundred feet high” (351). These same qualities inflect the view of prominent conservationist 

George Perkins Marsh, who added a passage to Man and Nature (1864) in 1873, the year “Song 

of the Redwood-Tree” was published.
 
Addressing the wastefulness of lumbering methods, Marsh 

writes that these “magnificent sequoias…may survive even till that distant future when the skill 

of the forester shall have raised from their seeds a progeny as lofty and as majestic as those 

which now exist” (333-334).
27

 Unlike “Song of the Redwood-Tree,” Marsh focuses on the 

redwoods’ survival rather than its “abdicat[ion]” (352). Yet his words share the speaker’s 

emphasis on physical supremacy, resonating with the poem’s treatment of the redwoods.  

 Welcoming the long-awaited pioneers, the redwood promises a gentle and invigorating 

New World environment, unlike the pallid “Asia,” and the violent “Europe”: 

  Not wan from Asia’s fetiches, 

  Nor red from Europe’s old dynastic slaughter-house, 

  (Area of murder-plots of thrones, with scent left yet of wars and 

   scaffolds everywhere,) 
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  But come from Nature’s long and harmless throes, peacefully 

   builded thence, 

  These virgin lands, lands of the Western shore, 

  To this new culminating man, to you, the empire new, 

  You promis’d long, we pledge, we dedicate. (352) 

Stressing the “murder-plots,” “wars,” and “scaffolds” of the monarchical Old World, the tree-

speaker implicitly affirms the New World as an inherently democratic space, conceived by 

“Nature.” Here the “virgin lands” seem to anticipate the pre-destined arrival of the “new 

culminating man,” who will release their hidden riches. These lands, moreover, appear to 

encourage further racial improvement. Unlike Asia’s and Europe’s enfeebling and tyrannical 

environments, the New World’s “vast pure spaces unconfined” allow the race to “hardy, sweet, 

gigantic grow” (353). These phrases affirm Gardner’s national treatise, Our Children (1872), 

which attributes American’s “fine national physique” to the “climate” and its “vast reservoirs of 

health and strength” (36). Alluding to the “stalwart ancestry, who felled the forest,” and “fought 

the red savages,” Gardner declares that “the blood of strong races in our veins…have 

distinguished our people” from those in “Europe” (37). “Song of the Redwood-Tree” similarly 

depicts an exceptional and energizing New World environment. 

 While the tree invites destruction, it treats this violence not as a form of elimination but 

rather as a preordained fusion of settlers and environment:  

  For a superber race, they too to grandly fill their time, 

  For them we abdicate, in them ourselves ye forest kings! 

  In them these skies and airs, these mountain peaks… 

  ………………………………………………………… 
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  These huge precipitous cliffs, this amplitude, these valleys… 

  To be in them absorb’d, assimilated. (352) 

Insofar as “assimilat[ion]” signifies annihilation, this passage reeks of racial-extinction theory 

while it celebrates the emergence of a “superber” race. Yet unlike “Pioneers! O Pioneers!,” 

which portrays the sloughing off of lesser races, this passage describes improvement as a form of 

synthesis in which the pioneers “absorb” the landscape. The redwood does not exactly die. It 

lives on “in them,” the settlers, as a resource that supports population growth. Indeed, it appears 

that the entire atmosphere and topography of the Western landscape exists “in” and through this 

race, expecting and embracing its arrival. As the “ample lands” prepare for demographic influx, 

they quietly swell with the potential to feed the world: “The fields of Nature long prepared and 

fallow, the silent, cyclic chemistry,/ The slow and steady ages plodding, the unoccupied surface 

ripening, the rich ores forming beneath;” (354). The Western landscape “ripen[s]” its “fields” for 

colonization and cultivation, for the long-awaited next phase of history. 

 Once the pioneers announce their arrival by felling the redwood, they ignite a chain 

reaction of agricultural, economic, and demographic growth that reverberates across the globe: 

  At last the New arriving, assuming, taking possession, 

  A swarming and busy race settling and organizing everywhere, 

  Ships coming in from the whole round world, and going 

   out to the whole world, 

  To India and China and Australia and the thousand island 

   paradises of the Pacific, 

  Populous cities, the latest inventions, the steamers on the rivers, 

   the railroads, with many a thrifty farm, with machinery, 
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  And the wool and wheat and the grape, and diggings of yellow  

   gold (354). 

The fall of the redwood inaugurates the process of settlement and cultivation, the opening of an 

abundant western storehouse to the “whole round world”: As agricultural and mineral products 

travel across trans-oceanic trade routes, imagery of crops and humble rurality comingle with 

“machinery” and mining, elements traditionally held in contrast to agrarian living: “thrifty 

farms” emerge alongside “steamers” and “railroads” while “wheat and the grape” harmonize 

with “diggings of yellow gold.” In this context, “the true America, heir of the past so grand,” 

fulfills its mission to “build a grander future” by extracting the land’s resources and breeding a 

laboring population that sustains the rest of the globe. “Song of the Redwood-Tree” thus 

envisions a sprawling and economically diverse New World agrarianism that radiates beyond the 

borders of the U.S., to “India and China and Australia.”   

 This vision of global dispersal and industrial development carries over into “Song of the 

Exposition,” a poem commissioned specifically to address the nation’s superior productivity. 

Recited by Whitman at the 40
th

 National Industrial Exposition of the American Institute, the 

poem celebrates American technological advancement and “healthy toil” (347). In a preface to 

the poem’s original text, Whitman’s describes the exhibition as a showcase of industrial and 

agricultural innovation: “Engines, machinery, and apparatuses of all kinds…fertilizers, the latest 

farm and household implements, and all improved products of the soil” (After 2). “Song of the 

Exposition” represents this “spirit of invention” by integrating the small farm into a  larger 

panorama of production sites and “varied products,” intermingling foodstuffs with “lumber,” 

“coal,” and “iron” (349). 

  Mark, thy interminable farms, North, South, 
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  ……………………………………………… 

  The varied products of Ohio, Pennsylvania, Missouri, 

   Georgia, Texas, and the rest, 

  The limitless crops, grass, wheat, sugar, oil, corn, rice, 

   hemp, hops, 

  Thy barns all fill’d, the endless freight-train and the bulging 

   storehouse, 

  Thy grapes that ripen on thy vines, the apples in thy orchards, 

  Thy incalculable lumber, beef, pork, potatoes, thy coal, thy 

   gold and silver, 

  The inexhaustible iron in the mines. (349) 

The language of abundance pervades this passage: “interminable,” “limitless,” “endless,” 

“incalculable,” “inexhaustible,” and in the final stanza, “measureless wealth” (340, 350). Unlike 

the Jeffersonian agrarian ideal, which celebrates abundance as a product of landed small farmers, 

this poem fuses agriculture with mining, forestry, and manufacturing, listing “farms” alongside 

“ships…shops, barns, factories, mines” (349). Focusing on the heterogeneous products of 

American “toil,” “Song of the Exposition” enfolds farming into a broader field of labor.  

 Yet the poem also maintains a spirit of rural vigor and simplicity, focalizing “the average 

man” in “the glory of his daily walk and trade” (347). Evoking the ordinary, country life of the 

yeoman, the speaker stresses “manual work for each an all” and the capacity “to plough, hoe, 

dig,/ To plant and tend the tree, the berry, vegetables, flowers” (347). Here labor involves not 

simply production value, but also care and stewardship, similar to the work of Crèvecoeur’s 

naturalist farmer. True to the Fowlers’ phrenological writings on spousal selection, sexual health, 
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and childrearing, the speaker names “the family, parentage, childhood, husband and wife” as 

elements which “form[] the average, strong, complete, sweet-blooded man or man” (347). The 

speaker lingers on these images before zooming out to a broader landscape of “interminable 

farms.” Thus does the poem register the “health” and “house-comforts” of rural life as a central 

force in the larger, pulsing panorama of national plenty (347). It retains the romantic simplicity 

and physical perfection associated with farm labor, while recasting the small farmer as an 

instrument of industrial development.  

 With its vast proliferation of sustaining goods, “America” synthesizes and absorbs the 

globe in “Song of the Exposition.” The speaker inventories developments in transportation and 

energy, extolling them as channels for “America” to connect with the world: 

  With latest connections, works, the inter-transportation of 

   the world, 

  Steam-power, the great express lines, gas, petroleum, 

  These triumphs of our time, the Atlantic’s delicate cable, 

  The Pacific railroad, the Suez canal, the Mont Cenis and 

   Gothard and Hoosac tunnels, the Brooklyn bridge, 

  The earth all spann’d with iron rails, with lines of steamships 

   threading every sea, 

  Our own rondure, the current globe I bring (348). 

These tunnels, bridges, cables, and railroads create a globalized network that “thread[s] every 

sea” and “span[s]” the earth. Yet this networked globe reflects more than just developments in 

transportation and communication. It also signifies “the unfolding of cosmic purposes,” as 

Whitman called it in his conversations with Traubel, the underlying, primordial plan of the 
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universe manifested in global technological advancements (qtd. in Traubel 1: 157).
28

 

Accordingly, the following stanza merges American exceptionalism and reproductive futurism in 

a vision of cosmic, geographical synthesis: “And thou America,/ Thy offspring towering e’er so 

high, yet higher Thee above all towering,/ […] Thou Union holding all, fusing, absorbing, 

tolerating all” (348). Heralding the emergence of a single “common…destiny for All,” the 

speaker collapses “manifold” and “wide geographies” into a single, American “rondure” (348). 

Maintaining a nationalist posture in the wake of this global fusion, celebrating “thine O Flag” 

and “Union,” “Song of the Exposition” imagines “our New World” as both the conduit and end-

product of global synthesis (350, 341).  

  Similarly portraying “America” as the “road between Europe and Asia,” “Passage to 

India” (1871) elucidates a historical trajectory that culminates in global synthesis. It lauds late 

1860s public works projects such as the Suez Canal, the Transcontinental Railroad, and the 

transatlantic telegraph cable as evidence of an increasingly networked and amalgamated globe. 

Rehearsing colonial exploration—the “world of 1492, with its awaken’d enterprise,” “Vasco de 

Gama” and “the expeditions” that gave birth to “America”—the speaker depicts these voyages as 

the “first intent” of connecting Europe to Asia (533, 532). Here the colonization of the Americas 

spurs a geographical and cultural blending whereby “lands” will be “welded together” and the 

“whole earth…shall be completely justified” (533, 532, 535). According to the poem, Columbus 

was supposed to arrive in “America,” that special interconnective space that ties “the Eastern to 

the Western Sea,” “that nation,” as Laura Dassow Walls writes, “that would catalyze a 

worldwide transformation into a new global state. America, that is, is transitive, a genesis not an 

end, a passage not a place” (Whitman 533; Walls 150). In this context, the completion of public 
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works projects forms part of a larger, cosmic progression that will ultimately fulfill Columbus’s 

vision—one initiated by New World settlement and cultivation.  

 In its global scale and celebration of international industrialism, “Passage to India” seems 

a far cry from Jefferson’s ideal of the farmer cultivating his humble plot of land. Yet Leaves of 

Grass recasts the agrarian ideal so that it inheres even in this transnational, industrial context. In 

fact, “Pioneers! O Pioneers!” and “Song of the Redwood-Tree” represent the mid-point of this 

broad historical trajectory between the “first intent” of “1492” and global synthesis, the colonial 

phase in which pioneers cultivate and activate a fallow landscape to sustain and ultimately merge 

the globe. The cultivation of robust New World laborers facilitates this process of landscape 

activation in both poems. Whereas “Passage to India” highlights the beginning and the end of the 

story of global synthesis, “Pioneers! O Pioneers!” and “Song of the Redwood-Tree” enact the 

middle of the story, a vision of expansive New World sustainability that bridges East and West.  

  As the culmination of this racial progress narrative, “Passage to India” conflates global 

and demographic synthesis: “The earth to be spann’d, connected by network,/ The races, 

neighbors, to marry and be given in marriage,/ The oceans to be cross’d, the distant brought 

near,/ The lands to be welded together” (532). Here spatial connection signifies the blending of 

heterogeneous populations. Such a vision resonates with the teachings of Swiss geographer and 

Humboldtian Arnold Guyot, who gave a series of popular Boston lectures on “the geographical 

march of civilization…to America,” later published as The Earth and Man (1849) (298). A major 

influence on Whitman, Guyot predicts geographical unity through transportation development: 

“Steam will soon join the shores of the Atlantic and the Pacific, and place the United States on a 

great highway from Europe to China” (214). In so doing, Guyot anticipates what French 

philosopher Victor Cousin would later call the third epoch of human history—the fusion of the 
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finite (Europe) with the infinite (Asia) in the intermediate space of America.
29

 For Guyot, as 

“nations…blend[] together in one and the same nationality,” the “most varied elements are 

gathering and harmonizing in this American people” and “the ties of race imposed by physical 

nature must disappear” (298-299). Read alongside Guyot’s writings, this blending in “Passage to 

India” looks less like a multiracial, inclusive vision and more like a homogenizing fantasy 

wherein all races evaporate into a single, ultra-race. The first few stanzas of the poem imply a 

cultural and intellectual lag between a “primitive” past—“myths Asiatic” and “Africa’s fables” 

of “eld”—and the “modern science” of the New World (532, 531). This past is a “dark 

unfathom’d retrospect” of “sleepers and shadows,” not-yet-enlightened by “noble inventors” and 

“ethnologist[s]” (531). Envisioning the New World as the site of this intellectual and 

technological advancement, “Passage to India” implies that, in the wake of geographical 

amalgamation, global civilization will be reborn in the image of an ever-improving America.  

 

*** 

 Although Whitman’s writings seem to stray from the agrarian ideal, his prose collection, 

Notes Left Over (1892), concludes with a strangely Jeffersonian prophecy: “The final 

culmination of this vast and varied Republic will be the production and perennial establishment 

of millions of comfortable city homesteads and moderate-sized-farms, healthy and independent, 

single separate ownership, fee simple, life in them complete but cheap, within reach of all” 

(1074). Similarly, the close of Whitman’s autobiographical work, Specimen Days (1882), affirms 

the importance of traditional agrarian life to the health and vitality of the nation’s “grand races” 

of laborers: “American Democracy…must either be fibred, vitalized, by regular contact 

with…farm-scenes…or it will certainly dwindle and pale” (925-926). In these passages, the late 
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eighteenth-century agrarian ideal surfaces in all its glory, democratic land-owning, rural 

simplicity, and all.   

 How exactly do these Jeffersonian passages, likely written later in Whitman’s life, cohere 

with the industrial, global utopia of “Passage to India” or the catalogues of heterogeneous labor 

that characterize “Song of the Redwood-Tree” and “Song of the Exposition”?
30

 For Whitman, 

especially after the failure of the Free Soil movement, agrarianism is less about land-owning, 

citizenship, and small farm labor, and more about breeding a racially superior working class, one 

engaged in projects that connect the prolific New World landscape with the rest of the globe. 

Agrarianism becomes so enveloped in racial and proto-eugenic language that it no longer looks 

like agrarianism in Leaves of Grass. In some poems, traces of Jefferson’s principles remain, but 

ultimately, they get lost amidst the loud refrain of racial progress and global interconnectivity. 

Rather than jettison the agrarian ideal, Leaves of Grass reframes it as eugenic, rendering it 

pliable to an industrial context and global scale. 

 While scholars tend to assume that Whitman’s poetry shifts focus from agrarianism to 

international industrialism after the Civil War, the agrarian ideal covertly persists across 

Whitman’s corpus in its racial and eugenic form. It makes sense, then, that in the final decade of 

his life, Whitman affirmed his allegiance to Jeffersonianism through a reproductive and 

agricultural statement: 

  I bring civilization, politics, the topography of a country, and even the   

  hydrography, to one final test, — the capability of producing, favoring, and  

  maintaining a fine crop of children, a magnificent race of men and women. I  

  must confess I look with comparative indifference on all the lauded triumphs of  
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  the greatest manufacturing, exporting, gold-and-silver-producing nation in  

  comparison with a race of really fine physical perfectionists. (Diary 67) 

Leaves of Grass is populated with physically perfect manufacturers and miners. Yet this passage 

from Walt Whitman’s Diary in Canada (1904) aligns with Jefferson’s agrarian vision by echoing 

his rejection of “manufacturing.”
31

 It does so, notably, through the language of racial progress 

rather than claims about land ownership or small farming. 

  As the previous chapters show, agrarianism often functions as a U.S. nation-based 

discourse of citizenship, land-owning, and labor, one that contrasts a demographically and 

agriculturally abundant New World with an overpopulated and underfed Old World. Using 

physiological, phrenological, and reproductive concepts, Leaves of Grass adapts this nation-

based discourse to a global context, developing a sprawling American agrarianism that emanates 

beyond U.S. borders to sustain, interconnect, and ultimately absorb the rest of the world. Seen 

from this angle, Leaves of Grass occasions a critical examination of the history of sustainability, 

specifically its entanglement with eugenic thought and agendas of American expansionism. It 

calls us to revisit the connection between U.S. agrarianism and contemporary sustainability and 

the racial and reproductive concepts that invisibly enable that connection. Indeed, Leaves of 

Grass anticipates the entanglement of U.S. agrarian, conservation, and eugenicist discourses in 

the first decades of the twentieth century. More broadly, Leaves of Grass reveals the agrarian 

roots of xenophobic and racist strains of twentieth- and twenty-first-century American 

sustainability rhetoric—strains which depict immigrants and non-whites as demographic threats 

to an abundant, American environment and tacitly equate sustainability with an industrious, 

rural, white American race. 
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Notes 

1. See Farland, Gerhardt, Handley, Killingsworth, Earth, and Outka. 

2. Here I am using Cecelia Tichi’s definition of “environmental reform” as “aggressive 

topographical change, much of it thought to be ‘corrective’ or ‘reparative’ or a ‘refinement’ of 

the natural landscape” (viii). On racial science, physiology, and the body, see Aspiz, 

Killingsworth Body, Reynolds, “Gender and Sexuality,” and Sorisio. On sexuality, see, for 

example, Brasas, Maslan, Moon, and Pollak.  

3. See Berry, Buell, Environmental, Thompson, and Wood. 

4. Notable exceptions include the work of Casey, Farland, and Lovett on early twentieth-century 

eugenics and agrarianism. For work on agrarianism, see Buell, Environmental, Conlogue, Fiskio,  

Montmarquet, Henry Nash Smith, Kimberly K. Smith, Common Grace, and Sweet.  

5. See Adam Wesley Dean 27. 

6. See Adam Wesley Dean 35. 

7. Even Wilmot himself held that his proviso expressed no “morbid sympathy for the slave” 

(Adam Welsey Dean 27). 

8. Loving has speculated that Whitman wrote this poem. 

9. Whitman left the Eagle after disputes with editors, refusal to print anti-Wilmot sentiments and 

an argument with Lewis Cass, who was the losing Democratic nominee for president in 1848. 

See Erikkila 51 and Lawson 45-46. 

10. See Erikkila 53 and Reynolds, Historical 23 for more details on Whitman’s disappointment 

with the Compromise of 1850. 

11. See Stovall 157-158. 
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12. Among those who had their skulls read at Clinton Hall, where the Fowlers worked, were 

Edgar Allan Poe, Margaret Fuller, Horace Greeley, Ludia Signourney, Brigham Young, Hiram 

Powers, Lydia Maria Child, Edwin Forrest, and Mark Twain. See Reynolds, Walt Whitman’s 

America 247. 

13. See Horsman 47, 55-57. Also see Aspiz 110, which notes that phrenologists applied 

Lamarck’s law of exercise: the more a phrenological organ is used, the stronger and larger it 

becomes. 

14. See Horsman 144-145 for a detailed account of phrenological assessments of the different 

races and their respective characteristics and limitations. 

15. See Stern 121-122.  

16. “This Compost” is informed by Justus Von Liebig’s Organic Chemistry in Its Application to 

Agriculture and Physiology (1840), which described the chemical transformation of decaying 

flesh into new life. Moreover, “This Compost” echoes the end of Thoreau’s Walden (1854), 

specifically its description of a recently hatched bug appearing from a wooden table, a “well-

seasoned tomb” composed of “the dead dry life of society” (587). Here Thoreau poses the same 

question as the speaker in “This Compost”: “Who does not feel his faith in a resurrection and 

immortality strengthened by hearing of this?” (587). 

17. For a reading of women’s passivity in “A Woman Waits for Me,” and its resonance with 

phrenological ideas, see Sorisio 193. 

18. For a feminist critique of reproductive narratives that treat the female body as a passive 

receptacle, see Aristarkhova. 
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19. In this same work, Gardner also contends that, with “no starving population,” the U.S. is 

devoid of the “moral and physical pestilence” and “superabundance of poverty” that plagues 

Europe (36-37). 

20. See Gruesz 131 and Sánchez-Eppler 926. 

21. “The Problem of the Blacks” is the name of another of Whitman’s manuscripts that predicts 

black extinction. See Sill. 

22.  Whitman kept a phrenological chart of an African American racial type in his scrapbook for 

poetic inspiration. See Reynolds, Walt Whitman’s America 471. 

23. Whitman attended the congressional debates that led to the Reconstruction Acts and the 

Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments. See Sill. 

24. See Reynolds and Sill. As Reynolds notes, it was no coincidence that “in the last decade of 

his life Whitman developed a closer friendship with Daniel Garrison Brinton, the University of 

Pennsylvania archeologist and linguist who was one of the most famous exponents of the racial-

elimination theory” (472).   

25. For more on Gilpin’s influence on Whitman, see Tichi 210. 

26. See Walls 128, Tichi, 211, Henry Nash Smith Virgin 37. 

27. See Gerhardt 178 for a summary of the debates about lumbering methods that inform 

Marsh’s writings on the redwoods.  

28. Whitman drew inspiration from Humboldt, who conceived of the globe as a harmonious, 

collaborative, and interconnected system that enacted a larger, divine design. For a more detailed 

account of cosmological geography and its influence on Whitman, see Walsh 56. 

29. See Stovall 201-202.  
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30. Whitman’s other pro-labor poems, such as “A Song for Occupations” (1855) and “Song of 

the Broad-Axe” (1856), also constitute catalogues of heterogeneous labor. 

31. See Jefferson, Notes 170-171. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Asexual Sustainability in Herland 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland (1915) offers a model of exceptional sustainability 

in an all-female utopia. After encountering this hidden society, Van, the male narrator, praises 

Herland’s inexhaustible soil:  

These careful culturalists had worked out a perfect scheme of refeeding the soil 

with all that came out of it. All the scraps and leaving of their food, plant waste 

from lumber work or textile industry; all the solid matter from the sewage, 

properly treated and combined; everything which came from the earth went back 

to it. The practical result was…an increasingly valuable soil was being built, 

instead of the progressive impoverishment…in the rest of the world. (80) 

With this cyclical method of re-fertilization, the Herlanders guarantee a perpetual food supply for 

their population; they can, as the official definition of sustainability goes, meet “the needs of the 

present generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs” (Our Common Future 8). Indeed, Herlanders live in a world free from overpopulation; as 

“Conscious Makers of the People” free from “helpless involuntary fecundity,” they enjoy 

unlimited agricultural resources and a stable fertility rate (68-69). Unlike the rest of the world’s 

population, progressing towards starvation in an overcrowded space, Herlanders will never be 

“reduced to an annual struggle for life” (80). 

Herland’s sustainability may come as no surprise to Americanists, especially Gilman 

scholars who have highlighted the environmentalist vision of her utopian novels.
1
 Yet Herlanders 

achieve sustainability not because of their seeming environmentalism, but because they 

reproduce by parthenogenesis—an asexual mode of reproduction, with offspring arising from a 
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single parent. Parthenogenesis in Herland resembles a clone-like process; in fact, as Van and his 

companions learn, Herlanders have developed a pervasive culture focused on reproducing the 

same. They employ eugenics to breed a “tall, strong, healthy, and beautiful race” rid of “all the 

morbid or excessive types” (77-78). Rejecting the notion of individual, nuclear families, 

Herlanders constitute a single, homogenous, like-minded, egalitarian population—“one ‘family’ 

in reality” (76). Through this culture of reproducing the same, Herland cultivates a population 

unanimously dedicated to land conservation, intensive agriculture, and population control; their 

reproductive and racial sameness begets environmental and economic stability. Herland thus 

reveals the multi-faceted character of “sameness” inherent in the concept of sustainability: 

economic and ecological homeostasis for future generations—a sameness of resource 

availability, so to speak—as well as sameness within these very generations.  

In its celebratory portrayal of asexual reproduction, Herland challenges the sustainability 

discourse of its time, which held that resource conservation, rural uplift, and population 

management began with the patriarchal nuclear family, with a private social and economic unit 

characterized by sexual reproduction and difference.
2
 Writing about both conservationism and a 

new agrarianism called the Country-Life Movement, Cornell professor Liberty Hyde Bailey 

articulated the principles of a Progressive-era sustainability, contending that “the fundamental 

problem for the human race is to feed itself,” that humans are “obliged to develop self-sustaining 

methods of maintaining the producing-power of land,” and that “the man who plunders the 

soil…withholds bread from the mouths of generations yet to be born.” (Country-Life 194, 195, 

188). This discourse of saving, sustaining, and feeding future generations dovetailed with a 

nation-wide eugenicist discourse that was equally Jeffersonian, that idealized rural frontier stock 

and encouraged the development of a singular, ideal, American agrarian race. The patriarchal 
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nuclear family, in this context, represented the site of sexual reproduction, racial improvement, 

rural uplift, and ultimately, sustainability. Containing within it myriad forms of sexual and 

economic difference, however, this model of the family is nowhere to be found in the communal, 

single-sex society of Herland. The citizens of Herland achieve the goals of Country-Life and 

conservation—a homogenous, productive, population, inexhaustible agriculture, and preserved 

natural beauty—and show that asexual reproduction is the most sustainable form of all.   

To read Herland as a thought experiment in asexual sustainability is to render coherent 

Gilman’s seemingly contradictory utopian vision, a vision that has puzzled Gilman scholars for 

decades. Struggling with Gilman’s “mixed legacy” as a conservative-progressive writer, critics 

have read Herland’s eugenicist racism and xenophobia as lapses in an otherwise democratic 

vision of nonsexist equality and green utopianism.
3
 They have tended to bracket her racism from 

her feminism and environmentalism, or discuss her as a paradox, comparing Herland to a “piece 

of glass with many facets” (Bryson 78). But if we were able to omit the racist and xenophobic 

qualities of this novel, would the utopia—the socially-responsible, sustainable population—still 

stand? Particularly in the early twentieth century, conservation and agrarian thinkers saw racial 

improvement and eugenic breeding as remedies for demographic disaster. Although critics have 

treated the novel’s eugenics, socialist feminism, and environmentalism as mutually exclusive or 

necessarily conflicting elements, these elements begin to look integrally entangled and mutually 

reinforcing if we understand Herland as a response to sustainability’s focus on sexual 

reproduction and difference—a single-sex realization of population perfection.  

Although Herland shows the cracks and fissures in Progressive-era sustainability 

discourses, it nevertheless leaves open the possibility of an American agrarian utopia, complete 

with sexual reproduction. Its sequel, With Her in Ourland (1916), wherein Van and his new 
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Herlander wife, Ellador, journey around the world, depicts the U.S. as Herland’s dystopian 

counterpart—a sexual, nuclear-familial, patriarchal, industrial, crowded, economically unequal, 

racially-diverse and immigrant-filled world of too much difference. Throughout their travels, 

Van and Ellador invoke the myth of agrarian utopia as the unfulfilled destiny of a geographically 

flexible “America.” As the U.S. becomes increasingly unsustainable, the couple decides to return 

to Herland, to a racially perfected society sealed off from the contaminants of the rest of the 

world. There, they give birth to a son, introducing sexual reproduction and difference, as well as 

the seed of an American male, into this already-sustainable society. In so doing, With Her in 

Ourland imagines the possibility of a regenerated, American agrarian race in an unadulterated 

space protected from demographic disaster. Taken together, Herland and With Her in Ourland 

enact the fantasy of escaping, rather than absorbing, an overpopulated, global society; while 

Leaves of Grass appears open and expansive, Herland is restricted and isolationist. As the 

dystopias of chapters one and two re-emerge at a global scale, American sustainability moves 

beyond the globe. 

 

Sexual Sustainability: Conservation and the Country-Life Movement 

 In the first two decades of the twentieth century, as Gilman was writing her utopian 

novels, the partnered movements of Country-Life, conservation, and eugenics focused on 

preserving the nation’s environmental and racial resources. Taken together, these movements 

promoted what I call sexual sustainability—an ideal of meeting the needs of present and future 

generations through a patriarchal, nuclear-familial culture of sexual reproduction and difference. 

Beginning with Women and Economics (1898), Gilman’s writings challenged this conception of 

sustainability, arguing that patriarchal nuclear-familial culture produced a socioeconomic 
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inequality between the sexes that actually frustrated racial progress. The difference between the 

sexes, Gilman contended, resulted in degenerate children, hybrids of two excessively distinct 

parents. While conservationists, Country-Lifers, and eugenicists worried that racial, ethnic, and 

genetic heterogeneity would endanger the sustainability of the American population, Gilman 

added “sexuo-economic” difference to the list of demographic threats. Her writings highlight a 

contradiction in Progressive-era, sexual sustainability discourse—between the promotion of 

population-level homogeneity and family-level “sexuo-economic” difference. 

The Progressive-era rhetoric of Country-Life and conservationism together built an early, 

nation-based idiom of sustainability, one that focused on breeding a U.S. population of 

“superior” rural stock. Central to this idiom were Roosevelt’s intertwined agrarian and 

reproductive agendas. It was no coincidence, for instance, that he opened his 1905 speech to the 

National Congress of Mothers by describing the status of farmers: “In our modern civilization 

there are many and grave dangers...the small land owners…the men who till farms, the men of 

the soil, have hitherto made the foundation of lasting national life and…if the foundation 

becomes either too weak or too narrow…[it] is in imminent danger of falling” (1). Overall, this 

speech treated what Roosevelt saw as the single greatest threat to the U.S. population: the 

decreasing fertility of native-born, white Americans and their path towards “race suicide.” That 

Roosevelt began his speech by lamenting rural decline signals the ease with which agrarian 

discourse, anchored by the small farmer image, merged with U.S. eugenicist discourse in the first 

two decades of the twentieth century. Indeed, farm country represented for eugenicists the seat of 

a supposedly superior American race; as Frances Galton wrote in 1909, “the towns sterilize rural 

vigor” (27). Such an assumption is reminiscent of Jefferson’s vision in Notes—his celebration of 

a “republic in vigour,” its disapproval of “the mobs of great cities,” and proposal that the New 
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World “proceed” on its “present stock” (291, 210-211). Following Jefferson, Roosevelt 

promoted the propagation of a white, native-born, middle-class population, using the status of 

U.S. farmers as an index for the nation’s reproductive health. 

As part of this Progressive-era sustainability discourse, Roosevelt’s rural uplift program, 

known as the Country-Life movement, understood feeding the population and breeding the 

population as interdependent phenomena.
4
 The movement developed in response to the marked 

decrease in the U.S. rural farming population between 1890 and 1910.
5
 Spearheaded by 

Roosevelt and Bailey in 1908, the Country-Life Commission introduced a number of rural 

development reforms—ranging from revitalizing schools and churches, to improvements such as 

paved roads, post offices, and electricity, to education curricula that encouraged community 

values—with the central goal of developing a “superior” rural stock. For Roosevelt, rural 

families represented “superior” stock because they had likely survived generations of hardship 

and toil on the U.S. frontier. He admired their “blood and breeding,” as he called it—both their 

inherited qualities of self-reliance and their ability to survive in the rough frontier environment 

(qtd. in Lovett 112). Roosevelt’s arguments assumed a direct correlation between “strength” of 

U.S. stock and agricultural production. In the words of his essay on “Rural Life” (1910), “there 

cannot be a permanent improvement of the soil if the life of those who live on it…is suffered to 

starve and languish, to become stunted and weazened and inferior to the type of life lived 

elsewhere” (“Rural Life” 919). Here “those who live” on the land become central to the land’s 

very “producing power,” to borrow Bailey’s phrase. If a degenerate U.S. population necessarily 

exhausts the soil, then a sustainable population, as these words imply, is the very inverse—a 

“superior” agrarian stock, a race specially bred to till the soil. According to Bailey, this soil-

tilling race was responsible for “maintaining the producing-power of land” (Country-Life 195). 
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Sustainability, then, as articulated through the Country-Life movement, seemed to require the 

racial uplift and homogeneity of its farming population: the better bred the farmers, the more 

capable they were of “feed[ing] the world” (Bailey, Country-Life 198).  

This Rooseveltian agrarianism partnered with twentieth-century conservationism to 

develop a language of resource use and allocation that prioritized, as the Brundtland Report 

would some eighty years later, the needs of current and future generations. As Roosevelt 

declared in 1910, “conservation and rural-life policies are really two sides of the same 

policy…that neither man nor nation can prosper unless, in dealing with the present, thought is 

steadily taken for the future” (“Rural Life” 919). Like the concept of sustainability, known for its 

Brundtland Report definition, conservationism in particular has gone down in history as a 

movement fixated on future generations. The U.S. National Park Service website still 

memorializes Roosevelt as the “Father of Conservation,” celebrating his future-oriented rhetoric 

by displaying the words: “I do not recognize the right [of this generation] to waste [the natural 

resources of our land], or to rob, by wasteful use, the generations that come after us.”
6
 

Anticipating contemporary sustainability’s logic of reproductive futurism—a logic that demands 

a consideration of imagined future generations in the present—Rooseveltian agrarianism and 

conservation emphasized the notion of unborn generations-to-come as the grounds for 

conserving the nation’s resources and uplifting the nation’s rural farming population.
7
  

Similar to Country-Life, the U.S. conservation movement developed a symbiotic 

relationship with the eugenics movement. According to biologist Garland E. Allen, they 

observed a “similar tendency toward [social and natural] degeneration,” blamed “those claimed 

to harbor defective germ plasm” for the destruction of nature, and sought to conserve the best 

types in both worlds—the pure Nordic and the largest elk, for instance (35, 33). “Eugenicist-
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environmentalists,” as Allen calls them, saw noble tree trunks as symbols of ancient lineage and 

success in the struggle for existence, telling epic stories like the sagas of Norse mythology (35, 

63). Through this racial ideology, the National Conservation Association focused on conserving 

the “national stock” in the face of an increasingly heterogeneous society. Leading this charge 

was Yale economist and eugenicist Irving Fisher, who, in his studies on the seemingly 

troublesome vital statistics of immigrants, non-whites, and indigent urban populations, integrated 

the phrase “the conservation of human life” into a broader discourse of conserving natural 

resources (qtd. in Lovett 123). At the 1911 Second National Conservation Congress, for instance, 

the President of the Daughters of the American Revolution, spoke in one breath of conserving 

“soil, forest, bird, minerals, [and] fishes” alongside “the supremacy of the Caucasian race” and 

“the Anglo-Saxon line” (qtd. in Allen 63). Immigrants, non-whites, and the genetically “unfit,” 

in this sense, came to represent environmental pollutants, invasive species that contaminated the 

ecologically pristine U.S. and threatened its racial destiny as an agrarian utopia.
8
 

Overall, this Progressive-era sustainability discourse called for two kinds of sameness: 

economic and ecological homeostasis, and demographic homogeneity. It absorbed and 

redeployed eugenicist aims of racial purity—of “conservation and preservation of the American 

race” against “defectives” who were allegedly “watering down the nation’s life-blood,” as 

eugenicist Robert DeCourcey Ward once put it (qtd. in Ordover 7, 8). It echoed the rhetoric of 

the Journal of Heredity, a leading eugenics publication, which warned that the “pollution” of the 

“national stream,” would cause it to “degenerate into a mere medley of races, a hodgepodge of 

nationalities” (qtd. in Ordover 10). Progressive-era sustainability, in its confluence with 

eugenics, was just as fixated on national demographics as it seemed to be on revitalizing small 

farming culture and conserving the nation’s environmental resources. 
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Yet for all its emphasis on sameness—racial, demographic, and environmental—

Progressive-era sustainability discourse was especially invested in sexual difference at the level 

of the nuclear family, as Roosevelt’s speech, “On American Motherhood,” makes clear. 

Highlighting the duties of “average men and women who make up the nation,” Roosevelt praised 

motherhood as “quiet, self-sacrificing heroism,” contrasting the female reproductive role with 

the male role of breadwinner: “the birth pangs make all men the debtors of all women” (2). In 

Progressive-era sustainability discourse, the family signified not only a private, insular unit 

characterized by a sexual division of labor, but also an avenue for national population 

improvement—a breeding site for future generations worth sustaining. Reformers such as Henry 

F. Perkins, founder of the Vermont Commission on Country-Life, sought to improve the 

declining rural population by strengthening the culture of the family in the country. Perkins 

suggested negative eugenics—regulating the “unfit” through marriage restrictions, 

institutionalization, and sterilization—and positive eugenics that promoted the expansion of what 

he called “good old stock” families.
9
 He and other rural reformers encouraged these families to 

study their own records, foster pride in their ancestors, choose their mates carefully, and have 

plenty of children. This family-centered culture of eugenicist rural reform found a platform in the 

fitter family contests, a popular campaign that used the same standards of evaluation as livestock 

shows, and that, as historian Laura L. Lovett claims, “lent scientific credence to a nostalgic 

vision of the rural family” (161).
10

 According to the Kansas Bureau of Child Research, these 

contests encouraged a “family consciousness by which each family will conceive of itself as a 

genetic unit with a definite obligation to study its heredity and build up its health status” (“Fitter 

Families” 1-2). For Country-Lifers and conservationists, these family units represented sites of 

regeneration for the withering American agrarian race. 



Goode 212 

Since the preservation of the “good old stock” family seemed to entail a division of labor 

based on sexual difference, Country-Lifers and conservationists took issue with the changing 

social role of women during these first two decades of the twentieth century. By 1872, the 

increase of women attending college compelled Harvard professor Edward Clarke to argue that, 

in expending intellectual energy, these students were draining their biological energy, their 

reproductive chances of motherhood.
11

 Following Clarke, Roosevelt argued in his speeches and 

essays that it was white women’s national duty to propagate an agrarian race, to embrace their 

maternal role within the household: “The woman who shirks her duty as a housewife, as mother, 

is a contemptible creature…for the mother is the real Atlas, who bears aloft in her strong and 

tender arms the destiny of the world” (“Rural Life” 922). With similar high praise for the 

farmer’s wife, Sir Horace Plunkett, Irish member of Parliament and Country-Life Commission 

organizer, declared in his analysis of U.S. rural decline that “the woman makes the home life of 

the nation” (Rural Life Problem 140).
12

 In their idealization of the rural mother and housewife, 

Country-Lifers argued that this sexual division of labor was vital to rural uplift and growth.  

Similarly, U.S. conservation discourse relied on the ideology of separate spheres, of 

women as the caretakers of the nation’s homes and children. Women at the National 

Conservation Congresses trumpeted what Carolyn Merchant identifies as a trilogy of slogans: the 

conservation of womanhood, the home, and the child.
13

 For the Daughters of the American 

Revolution (DAR) committee on child labor, future generations were the primary natural 

resource of the nation, one that justified the entire conservation movement. As the committee’s 

chair, Ellen J. Foster, put it at the first National Conservation Congress in 1909, “why do I care 

at all for forests and streams? Because of the children who are to be naked and bare and poor 

without them in the years to come unless you men of this great conservation work do well your 
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work” (91). While articulating conservation as men’s work, the chair emphasized keeping 

children within the home and under women’s care to cultivate future generations as natural 

resources: “Just as surely as a big tree is worth more than a growing slip, so is a man worth more 

than a child…we love the child and want him for ourselves…he is worth more to the country if 

he is allowed to grow up” (92). The nurturing of well-cultivated children, in private, familial 

spheres thus represented a mode of national conservation. Depicting children as natural 

resources, the DAR committee on child labor understood the sexually reproductive family as the 

avenue to environmental and economic sustainability, as well as racial improvement.  

As Gilman’s writings highlight, Progressive-era sustainability discourse displayed a 

scalar tension between the private, nuclear family and the national population—between the 

sexual and economic difference that the familial model encouraged and the racial and genetic 

sameness that eugenics encouraged. Gilman’s writings attempt to eliminate this tension, 

appearing, at first glance, to share the vision of conservationists and rural reformers. In a 1909 

Good Housekeeping editorial, wherein she highlights women’s role in rural reform as “makers of 

men,” and condemns the lack of women appointed to the Country-Life Commission, Gilman 

presents a racial image of national sustainability:  

Our whole wide country, so far as it is arable, ought to be a great garden; its every 

brook and riverbank safeguarded by trees so that the soil could never wash away; 

its water supply conserved by reservoirs, canals and careful forestry; its roads 

wide avenues of beauty, wealth and pleasure; its crops the best and its soil 

improving from year to year […] The people themselves should be as fine a stock 

as ever Athens saw; tall, strong, and beautiful, full of vitality and the trained 

efficiency of modern civilization. (121)  
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Gilman’s article envisions a national agrarian utopia of inexhaustible agriculture, economic 

abundance, and “safeguarded” beauty. Unsurprisingly, this vision of sustainability, of perpetually 

improving soil that “never wash[es] away,” seems to necessarily involve both the “best” crops 

and the “fines[st]…stock”. Yet this editorial diverges from Rooseveltian, sexual sustainability, 

calling for a female-only National Farm Home Inquiry whereby women transform from 

domestic, economically dependent laborers into independent reformers on the national scene.
14

 

Focused on women’s “emancipation from conditions which hamper their happiness,” Gilman’s 

initiative renders feminist politics, specifically women’s active participation in national rural 

reform, a necessary step towards breeding an American agrarian race (122). 

Gilman’s writings thus diverge from Progressive-era sustainability discourse, arguing that 

sexual and economic difference should be avoided just as much as racial, ethnic, and genetic 

difference in the road to population improvement. Influenced by sociologist Lester F. Ward’s 

“Gynaecocentric Theory of Life,” Gilman claims that women represent the primary force of 

evolution and “race-development” (Women and Economics 75).
15

 She laments that, since women 

perform mostly domestic, unpaid labor, they remain dependent on men in a capitalist economy—

in an unequal “sexuo-economic relation” that stunts their racial development in comparison with 

men (37). This relation, Gilman contends, has biological consequences; resulting in degenerate 

hybrid children that thwart racial progress: 

We have…bred one kind of qualities into one-half the species, and another kind 

into the other half…We have made a creature who is not homogeneous, whose 

life is fed by two currents of inheritance as dissimilar and opposed as could be 

well imagined. We have bred a race of psychic hybrids, and the moral qualities of 

hybrids are well known. (331-332)  
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Here Gilman claims that sexual reproduction, particularly in a world of overly-distinct sexes, 

causes “moral” miscegenation, forming degenerate cross-breeds of “irreconcilable elements” and 

“innate perversion[s]” (339, 331). In this context, cultural, racial, and sexual difference appear 

interchangeable, bringing the same results: “Marry a civilized man to a primitive savage…Marry 

an Anglo-Saxon to an African or Oriental…Marry any man of a highly developed nation….to 

the carefully preserved, rudimentary female creature…and their child has a dual nature” (332). 

Racial progress, by this logic, requires the elimination of this excessive “sexuo-economic” 

distinction: “a homogenous nature bred of two parents in the same degree of social development” 

would bring “a better world” (332, 340). This Gilmanian version of racial progress dramatically 

differs from that of DAR, Roosevelt, and others. Although Roosevelt seemed to appreciate 

women’s reproductive role, his celebration of women’s “birth-pangs” in his speech on 

motherhood, where “the woman is the helpmate, the housewife, and mother,” reinforced rather 

than challenged the “sexuo-economic” distinction (2). In Gilman’s formulation, however, sexual 

reproduction—insofar as it amalgamates two excessively distinct sexes—stands as the main 

obstacle to racial progress and ultimately, sustainability.
16

  

Critiquing this patriarchal culture of sexual reproduction, Gilman’s argument is an outlier 

in a widespread agrarian movement to conserve and sustain the environment in the first two 

decades of the twentieth century. Contrary to Gilman’s writings, this movement drew on the 

myth of agrarian utopia, promoting traditional and distinct “sexuo-economic” roles as part of a 

U.S.-based program for racial improvement and sustainability. Yet Gilman’s eugenicist 

feminism gestures towards a contradiction in these overlapping movements: if, as Gilman 

contends, sexual difference impedes racial development, then these movements’ focus on sexual 

reproduction, and the distinct sexual roles that attend it, is at odds with the goal of 
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sustainability—a goal that requires not just environmental and economic stability, but also racial 

homogeneity. For Gilman, a world without differential privilege based on sexual difference is a 

world ripe for sustainability. 

 

Asexual Sustainability in Herland 

Following this logic, Herland depicts a society that achieves sustainability by excluding 

sexual reproduction and nuclear families altogether. This rural, nature-loving community, with 

its anti-aristocratic, non-patriarchal culture of reproduction, enjoys renewable soil fertility, an 

inexhaustible food supply, social equality, and “plenty of room, air, [and] solitude” (71). After a 

series of catastrophic events—a decimating war, a volcanic outburst, and internal despair—

Herland begins with a small female population atop a hidden plateau. As a reward for beginning 

to develop a peaceful, ordered, and efficient society, free from competition, crime, and class 

struggle, one of their citizens experiences the “miracle” of pregnancy, signaling the beginning of 

an asexually reproductive citizenry (56). Narrating the history of what becomes a homogenous 

and strategically limited population, Herland offers a solution to the demographic and 

environmental issues that motivated the conservation and Country-Life movements.
17

 These 

movements propagated the ideal of a native-born, white, rural population with protected natural 

beauty and intensive agriculture. Herland achieves this ideal through its culture of asexual 

reproduction, suggesting that the U.S. culture of sexual reproduction and “sexuo-economic” 

difference is ultimately unsustainable.  

Herland revises the myth of agrarian utopia; it shifts from a society based on nuclear 

families to one based on a single-sex, national population. While, as Chris Ferns points out, 

utopian ur-texts such as Thomas More’s Utopia (1516) tend to retain rather than eliminate the 
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patriarchal family structure, Herland represents a feminist matriarchate devoid of private 

property, small, individual families, and “sexuo-economic” difference. This non-patriarchal, 

model nurtures a democratic, peaceful, and cooperative society that appears, to the male 

explorers from the U.S., “rather flat” and without drama: “You see, they lacked the sex motive 

and, with it, jealousy. They had no interplay of warring nations, no aristocracy and its ambitions, 

no wealth and poverty opposition” (99). Without sexual difference, Herlanders do not experience 

violence, competition, or conflict. They are unfamiliar with sex-for-pleasure, sexual selection, 

gender roles, or inequality of the sexes. Unlike the U.S., where females are “kept as 

different…and as feminine as possible,” Herland promotes widespread equality; its members 

display “daring…inventiveness,” “social consciousness,” “broad sisterly affection” and “a 

calmness of temper” instead of “submissive[ness],” “pettiness,” “jealousy,” and “hysteria” (129, 

81).
18

 This all-female, communalist society, therefore, has no need for the private, nuclear family 

and its accompanying “sexuo-economic” difference. Yet with its inexhaustible soil, agricultural 

plenty, and population fertility, Herland is indeed an agrarian utopia, but one that presents, 

instead of the hardy yeoman, the naturalist mother in loose-fitting clothing.  

Herlanders’ asexual mode of reproduction, their “virgin birth capacity,” is the basis of 

their cooperative egalitarianism; since they are “[o]ne family, all descended from the same 

mother,” they all tend to think alike (67, 57).  Although Herlanders keep meticulous genealogical 

records, they have no need for surnames; their culture of reproduction is not one of individual 

families, small private households, or aristocratic inheritance. Instead, they “think in we’s” and 

“each have a million children to love and serve—our children” (129, 71). When asked by their 

male visitors why they have no surnames, they respond that “the finished product is not a private 

one” (75-76). The narrator attributes this culture of communal child-rearing not only to 
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Herlanders’ lack of “sex motive” but also to their homogeneity: “In the first place, they were a 

‘pure stock’ of two thousand uninterrupted years. Where we have some long connected lines of 

thought and feeling, together with a wide range of differences, often irreconcilable, these people 

were smoothly and firmly agreed on most of the basic principles of their life” (122). In this 

assessment, racial and genetic homogeneity differentiate Herland from the competitive and 

conflict-ridden U.S. Their mode and culture of reproduction cultivates a population undivided 

into smaller, private familial units—a population with a shared sense of a common future, where 

“children [are] the—the raison d’etre” (51). By this logic, Herlanders are egalitarian, 

communalist, and “agree[] on most…principles” precisely because they reproduce in a one-to-

one and highly controlled fashion, all descended from one source.  

As future-oriented mothers, Herlanders share the DAR Committee on Child Labor’s 

philosophy of “conservation of child life.” Replicating the Committee’s metaphorical language 

of cultivation, of children as natural resources or “trees,” Van observes that “these nation-loved 

children of theirs compared with the average in our country as the most perfectly cultivated, 

richly developed roses compare with—tumbleweeds” (“Conservation” 92; Gilman 72). Similar 

to Roosevelt’s racial agrarianism, Herlanders focus on both blood and breeding, taking education 

and environment seriously in their development of a pure, always-improving stock: “That the 

children might be most nobly born, and reared in an environment calculated to allow the richest, 

freest growth, they had deliberately remodeled and improved the whole state” (102). Just as 

Roosevelt linked conservation of natural resources and conservation of “the race,” so too do 

Herlanders associate future generations with their territory’s natural resources (66). Yet for 

Herlanders, as one of them points out, “the big difference was that whereas our children grow up 

in private homes and families, with every effort made to protect and seclude them from a 
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dangerous world, here they grew up in a wide, friendly world, and knew it for theirs, from the 

first” (101). Echoing the language and fulfilling the ideals of the DAR Committee on Child 

Labor, Herland suggests that asexual reproduction is the avenue to the “conservation of child 

life”—that private familial culture is based on over-protection and selfishness, and counter to 

healthy child development. 

Herlanders bear children not for individual purposes, but to “build up a nation,” 

highlighting the negative demographic effects of the former (70). Indeed, “home” and “family” 

are absent from their vocabulary and when it comes to their biological children, “the element of 

personal pride seemed strangely lacking” (94, 75). As Van becomes increasingly impressed with 

Herland, he contrasts his nation’s nuclear-familial culture with Herland’s collective, single-sex 

culture: “We are used to seeing what we call ‘a mother’ completely wrapped up in her own pink 

bundle of fascinating babyhood, and taking but the faintest theoretic interest in anybody else’s 

bundle, to say nothing of the common needs of all the bundles” (69). Here Van renders the 

private family a self-interested paradigm of “disproportionate egotism,” focused on individual 

bonds of love and unconcerned with larger social needs of all children (82). Herlanders, 

however, consider motherhood a “wide unity in service,” a collective task with “National, 

Racial, [and] Human” consequences (69).
19

 In Herland, conception is “conceptual,” as Cynthia J. 

Davis puts it, and based on the needs of the population: “When a woman chose to be a mother, 

she allowed the child-longing to grow within her till it worked its natural miracle. When she did 

not so choose she put the whole thing out of her mind, and fed her heart with the other babies” 

(Davis 80; Gilman 69, 71).
20

 Though Herlanders lack a sense of the private, intimate “bundle of 

fascinating babyhood,” they cultivate a communal love for “all bundles,” a communalist 

consciousness of population-building.  
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Paradoxically, this same sense of nation-building is precisely the ideal that Roosevelt 

invokes in 1911 essay on “Race Decadence,” which argues that the U.S. population is in danger 

of dying out, of forever losing its distinctly abundant, productive, and agrarian utopian character. 

This essay collapses the scales of the familial and the demographic, referring to “willful sterility 

in marriage” as “the cardinal sin, against the race and against civilization” (“Race Decadence” 

763). Calling upon “old standards of duty and morality…which touch the very life of a race,” 

Roosevelt seems to want the culture of reproduction in the U.S. to be just as “National, Racial, 

Human” as Herland’s (764). He encourages citizens to feel a duty towards “the race” in their 

private, often family-based lives. He pleads with them to look beyond “disproportionate 

egotism” to consider “all bundles” in their national duty to propagate an agrarian race (Herland 

69, 82). Conjuring images of a utopian New World, cultivated and peopled by a valiant, 

vigorous, and exceptional population, Roosevelt asks if we are to let “this abounding and 

vigorous Nation…become decrepit,” if we are “to let the blood of the pioneers die out of the 

land” (765). Herland’s collective nation-building culture seems like it would be the antidote to 

this crisis of demographic decline in the U.S., where a nation destined to become a fertile 

dreamland has begun to look, according to Roosevelt, ominously barren.  

With such national responsibility attached to child-bearing, Herlanders find the problem 

of overpopulation, a problem that threatens the increasingly crowded, urbanized, and “self-

indulgen[t]” U.S., almost comically easy to solve (Roosevelt, “On American Motherhood” 3). 

When space and food become so scarce that they experience a vague yet ominous “decline in 

standards,” they limit the population with their innate ability to choose to bear children with the 

nation’s best interests in mind; they “look forward to that period [of pregnancy] with the greatest 

caution” (70). This caution, combined with Herlanders’ collective decision-making process, 
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enables them to limit the population in proportion to their resources—to eradicate the possibility 

of an overpopulation nightmare: “They said: ‘With our best endeavors this country will support 

about so many people, with the standard of peace, comfort, health, beauty, and progress we 

demand. Very well. That is all the people we will make’” (68). They make this decision with 

such ease because they are of one mind and they share a concern for meeting the needs of future 

generations. They would heed Bailey’s warnings about the global population increase in The 

Country-Life Movement in the United States—that “when thousands of millions of human beings 

occupy the earth, the demand for food will constitute a problem which we scarcely apprehend to-

day” (194-195). In short, Herland seems to fulfill Bailey’s agrarian goals through a collective 

culture of reproduction and child care. 

By limiting the population in proportion to their resources, moreover, Herlanders 

cultivate an idyllic economic equality, one that upholds Bailey’s communalist declaration that 

“the natural resources and the earth are the heritage and property of every one and all of us” 

(Country-Life 188). The novel portrays this classlessness by contrasting it with the stratified U.S. 

Innocuously the Herlanders ask their visitors, “what is poor, exactly?” to which Van replies “that 

in the struggle [for existence] the fittest survive, and the unfit perish” (63). This explanation 

becomes puzzling when the Herlanders learn that the poorest third of the population, supposedly 

the least fit to survive, have the most children in the U.S., recasting the survival of the fittest as a 

demographic disaster of overpopulation and racial degeneracy: “an everlasting writhing mass of 

underbred people trying to get ahead of one another—some few on top, many constantly crushed 

out underneath, a hopeless substratum of paupers and degenerates, and no serenity or peace for 

anyone, no possibility for really noble qualities among the people at large” (68). Here the 

problem of population appears to be a problem of breeding as well. Assuming an inverse 
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correlation between quantity and quality of people, Herlanders are careful not to exceed their 

carrying capacity—the number of people their country can support with their collectively 

determined standards of “peace, comfort, health, beauty, and progress” all upheld (68). With all 

citizens enjoying “room, space, a sunny breezy freedom everywhere” and a food supply that is 

“sufficient in amount and excellent in quality,” the Herlanders resolve to “really work—to make 

better [people]” (82, 27, 111). The difference between an overpopulated dystopia and a single-

sex utopia lies not just in quantity but quality of population and resources. While in the classed, 

competitive society of the U.S., the “writhing mass of underbred people” propagates 

uncontrollably in a “helpless involuntary fecundity,” Herland’s economic egalitarianism seems 

to enable its citizens to pursue racial progress and ultimately, sustainability (68).  

In fact, Herlanders’ practice of negative eugenics contributes to what Van calls their 

“balance of population,” suggesting that racial homogeneity, population control, and equitable 

resource distribution are mutually constitutive. Herlanders make “it their business to train out, to 

breed out, when possible, the lowest types,” gradually eliminating criminals and diseases, indeed 

the entire institution of medicine, and thus, the possibility of overpopulation and economic 

inequality (82). Claiming that it has been “quite six hundred years since we have had what you 

call a ‘criminal,’” Herlander Somel explains to the newcomers that “if the girl showing the bad 

qualities had still the power to appreciate social duty, we appealed to her, by that, to renounce 

motherhood. Some of the few worst types were, fortunately, unable to reproduce” and “never 

allowed” to rear their own children (82). The sense of “social duty” in particular is what 

separates the “fit” from the “unfit” in Herland, as negative eugenics appears here a rational 

process of weeding out the selfish types who threaten the interests of the population, those who 

lack the sense of duty to the race and nation. It is notable, moreover, that Herlanders are willing 
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to disrupt the biological mother-child relation—a relation held sacred in a U.S. reproductive 

culture based on Roosevelt’s “On American Motherhood”—to serve their single purpose of 

improving the population. 

With this culture of asexual reproduction—not just parthenogenesis, but a broader 

commitment to racial, economic, and overall demographic homogeneity—Herland fulfills the 

environmental, agricultural, and racial goals of the Country-Life and conservation movements, 

suggesting that the U.S. culture of sexual reproduction and difference is ultimately unsustainable. 

According to Van, Herlanders maintain an ordered beauty and rural efficiency, perhaps what 

Bailey might have imagined as the result of his Country-Life initiatives: “The years of 

pioneering lay far behind them…The untroubled peace, the unmeasured plenty, the steady 

health, the large good will and smooth management which ordered everything, left nothing to 

overcome. It was like a pleasant family in an old established, perfectly run country place” 

(99).Van’s account sounds like an agrarian utopian dream come true, and indeed, when his 

observations shift from the abstract to the concrete, we learn that the Herlanders have mastered 

the three major tenants of Progressive-era sustainability: inexhaustible agriculture, conservation 

of natural resources, and a eugenically-perfected, national stock.  

Although Herland diverges from the individualist, family-focused aspects of Jeffersonian 

agrarianism, including Jefferson’s own commitment to Lockean private property rights, it 

represents an agrarian utopia in its balance of population and resources and intensive agriculture, 

serving as a model for their guests from the U.S. (80). Learning that the U.S. has not yet 

mastered intensive agriculture, as Bailey argues, Van observes in Herland “the perfection of its 

food supply,” a landscape “rich in foodstuffs” (39). Their “petted” forests contain only fruit and 

nut-bearing trees, “their vines are trained—actually” and “their farms and gardens were in full 
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production” (13, 57). Surprised to hear that the U.S. is still burying the dead, Herlanders explain 

that they have adopted cremation and have eliminated grazing cattle, sheep, and horses, because 

“we need all our land to feed our people” (55, 47). In fact, these agricultural measures emerge in 

Herland around the first and only time that they experience population pressure, and instead of 

expanding, they implement practices for living off their bounded territory; they compost, they 

leave no tree, plant, or crop unproductive, they use every bit of their cultivatable terrain. In this 

way, they implement the agricultural efficiency that Jefferson desired for the U.S, after he 

observed so many lands left uncultivated during his tour through Europe in 1785. Influenced by 

Jefferson, the Country-Life movement promoted developments in agricultural science to increase 

efficiency and production in the U.S. Meanwhile, the women of Herland are already 

accomplished “careful culturalists” (80).  

Just as the language of careful cultivation attends nearly every account of agriculture in 

Herland, so too does it attend depictions of the country’s order, beauty, and sanitation, depictions 

that echo conservation-eugenicist notions of racial and environmental regeneration and 

maintenance. Following an “obsessional vision of the perfectly ordered future society,” as 

Jennifer Fleissner points out, Herland is a well-cultivated garden, a seeming synthesis of nature 

and culture (90). Images of pristine forests abound in Herland, displaying the compatibility of 

eugenics and conservationism, of conserving both racial and natural resources in the face of so-

called unfit or invasive types. A potential threat to this perfected environment emerges when 

Van’s love interest, Ellador, catches an overly-fertile “obernut moth” that threatens Herlanders’ 

“best food-nut” (100-101). At this moment, Ellador recognizes her calling as a forester, as her 

teacher commends her for catching an undesirable species which “might have laid eggs enough 

to raise worms enough to destroy thousands of our nut trees—thousands of bushels of nuts—and 
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make years and years of trouble for us” (100-101). Maintaining an ordered and productive forest, 

in this sense, requires eliminating of the unfit, the invasive, the environmentally destructive. 

Similarly, Herlanders practice animal eugenics, breeding birds “rigorously…to destroy mice and 

moles and all such enemies of the food supply” and developing by “the most prolonged and 

careful selection and exclusion…a race of cats that did not sing” (49). Cultivated according to 

Herlanders’ preferences, garden-like Herland is “as neat as a Dutch kitchen,” a pristine, perfectly 

ordered environment, with “superior” races and species conserved, invasives and undesirables 

eliminated (53).
21

 

Since Herland achieves the agricultural and environmental goals of Progressive-era 

sustainability discourse, it should come as no surprise that it also achieves the racial ones. 

Herlanders exhibit the rural reproductive vigor of Roosevelt’s imagination, constituting an 

agrarian all-female race, a sturdy, outdoorsy, and “Aryan stock…They were ‘white,’ but 

somewhat darker than our northern races because of their constant exposure to sun and air” (54). 

Following Roosevelt’s theory of both blood and breeding of U.S. rural frontier stock, Herlanders 

too are “pain-hardened and work-strengthened” by adversity, “reared in the atmosphere of such 

heroic struggle that the stock must have been toughened somewhat” (56). Yet although Van 

describes them as “physically…more alike than we,” they are not entirely clones or automatons; 

their differences manifest in “ideas, feelings and products” rather than physical and racial 

variation (77-78). With their highly-developed intellect, physical strength, and industry, 

Herlanders represent the agrarian racial ideal of Progressive-era sustainability in an all-female, 

socialist matriarchal context.  

Herland epitomizes the multiple meanings of sameness inherent in Progressive-era 

sustainability discourse: ecological and economic homeostasis, a sameness of resource 
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availability, and racial homogeneity, embedded in eugenicist agendas of rural uplift and 

“conservation of human life.” Yet Herlanders are able to carry out the future-oriented vision of 

sustainability because they possess another kind of sameness that distinguishes them from the 

U.S.: sexual sameness. Parthenogenesis accompanies this sexual sameness, enabling Herlanders 

to breed a community of like-minded mothers. In a description that echoes Roosevelt’s own 

future-oriented rhetoric about conserving the nation’s natural resources, Van declares: “To them 

the country was a unit—it was theirs. They themselves were a unit, a conscious group; they 

thought in terms of the community. As such, their time-sense was not limited to the hopes and 

ambitions of an individual life. Therefore, they habitually considered and carried out plans for 

improvement which might cover centuries” (79). Herland’s conservation of resources, pristine 

natural environment, and self-replenishing soil are all products of its pervasive culture of asexual 

reproduction, of parthenogenetic reproduction, communal child-rearing, and eugenic breeding, 

all of which perpetuate and strengthen a homogeneous, national race.  

 

The New, New World 

 In Herland’s sequel, With Her In Ourland, Herland becomes the final frontier of 

American sustainability. By the end of Herland, Van and his two male companions have each 

gotten married to Herlanders and experimented with integrating themselves into this matriarchal 

society. Yet Van decides to accompany his new wife, Ellador, on a voyage around the world and 

eventually to the U.S., where the two conclude that the U.S. has failed in its destiny to become 

an agrarian utopia. Set during the onset of the First World War, With Her in Ourland culminates 

in the couple’s return to Herland, rendering Herland the ultimate, mythic, agrarian utopian 

landscape, sealed off from the contaminants of the outside world. While Herland hints at the 
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unsustainable character of U.S. society—“the carelessness with which” its members “had 

skimmed the cream” of the land—With Her in Ourland outlines the historical disruptions that 

compromise the myth of U.S. agrarian utopia and fantasizes about starting over in the contained, 

pure society of Herland (80).  

Yet even in this context, Ellador imagines the U.S. as inherently endowed with the racial, 

agricultural and environmental conditions necessary to achieve sustainability. She and the other 

Herlanders have high expectations for what they call a “bi-sexual” society that includes both men 

and women, convinced of “the superiority of a world with men in it” (Herland 135). And as 

Ellador begins to see the environmental devastation, waste, and overpopulation of the world, 

these expectations for the U.S. only intensify. Upon arriving in China, one of their first stops, 

Ellador becomes “shocked beyond words at the vast area of dead country; skeleton country, 

deforested, deshrubbed, degrassed, wasted to the bone, lying there to burn in the sun and drown 

in the rain, feeding no one” (298). She contrasts China’s barrenness with the image of productive 

farm labor, observing that “they live on [the land] like swarming fleas on an emaciated kitten, 

rather than careful farmers on a well-cultivated ground” (298). Condemning China as a crowded 

and wasteful country, and Japan for “making a ‘saturated solution’ of themselves,” Ellador, 

unbeknownst to her, refers to Jeffersonian agrarianism as the standard of sustainability, and 

heightens her expectations for the U.S.: “The world has learned how to save its trees—its soil—

its beauty—its fertility, hasn’t it? […] You don’t know how I look forward to it, dear […] saving 

the best to the last” (298, 302). Van responds by claiming that the New World once functioned as 

a safety valve for the overpopulated and underfed world:  

I told her. […] ‘Malthus set up a terrified cry about over-populating the earth, but 

it has not come to that yet, not near.’ […] She saw at once how…in an 
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agricultural system [peoples] settled and spread, widening with the increase of 

population […] ‘I can see now the wonderful advantage you have…Humanity got 

its ‘second wind’ with the discovery of the ‘new world’—didn’t it?’ (302-303) 

In Van’s attempt to distinguish the U.S. from the teeming world Ellador encounters, he presents 

a Jeffersonian narrative in which the U.S. feeds the starving world and accommodates an 

expanding population. Yet as Van tells this story, he begins to feel uneasy about this agrarian 

ideal; he remembers that this moment of New World “discovery” involved “one of our national 

shames,” the bloody massacre of Native Americans, and wonders if she has “a little—idealized” 

his homeland (303). Becoming increasingly nervous about Ellador’s expectations, Van comes to 

see the cracks and fissures in the myth of agrarian utopia—at least, as it applies to the U.S. 

After arriving in the U.S., Ellador remains committed to American sustainability, even 

though the U.S. fails to live up to its image as a land of plenty. When she finally encounters the 

U.S., after hearing so much hype, her shock and awe is more intense than in the other countries, 

for has believed all along that the U.S. possesses the qualities necessary to become a utopia. She 

shames the U.S. for wasting its resources, diverting from its seemingly pre-destined path to 

sustaining the world:  

This is the top of the tree, Van; this is the last young nation, beginning over again 

in a New World—a New World! Here was everything to make life richly happy—

everything. And you had all the dreadful record of the past to guide you, to teach 

you at least what not to do. You had courage, you had independence; you had 

intelligence, education, opportunity…Oh surely, surely, surely this should be the 

Crown of the World! (314) 
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In a description that both echoes and reverses Crèvecoeur’s celebration of American yeomanry, 

Ellador emphasizes the advantageous position of the U.S. as a “young” nation with highly-

evolved, democratically inclined peoples, able to learn from the mistakes of the older, underfed 

countries. Based on its early twentieth-century context, however, the U.S. appears to have been 

thrown drastically off course, squandering its opportunity to become an agriculturally plentiful 

nation. Such accounts of the U.S. riddle the text, forming a dystopian epilogue to Crèvecoeur’s 

declaration of New World abundance in the first half of Letters. Ellador reinforces this myth of 

abundance while highlighting that the U.S., in its degenerate, overpopulated state, has tragically 

missed its chance to fulfill this destiny (312, 314, 320-321, 340, 353-354). In With Her in 

Ourland, the agrarian utopian ideal is alive and well, just not in the U.S. 

 Overpopulation, the ailment which blights the rest of the world, prevents the U.S. from 

fulfilling its Jeffersonian destiny. Ellador catalogues what she sees as the “supreme advantages” 

of the U.S. alongside this ailment, declaring to Van that “you have plenty of room…And yet—

you have built up the most crowded cities on earth,” “you had established a splendid 

beginning…and let the vermin crawl all over you” (340, 353). She distinguishes between 

Jefferson’s and Crèvecoeur’s fantasy of healthy demographic expansion and what she observes 

as a diseased form of overpopulation, claiming that, with “the far-reaching bones of a country,” 

the U.S. was meant to be “gradually rounding out and filling in as you grow. But you couldn’t 

wait to grow, you just—swelled” (320). With this pathological portrayal of population growth, a 

warped swelling rather than a steady “rounding out,” she renders the U.S. a victim attacked by 

the stuff of overpopulation: “parasites,” “bloodsuckers,” “leeches,” “fleas…who spin webby 

masses of special legislation in which to breed more freely” (320, 335, 354). Yet it appears that, 
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even in the face of overpopulation, the “New World” retains a glimmer of the heroic status 

Crèvecoeur imagined, “bravely stumbling on, making progress in spite of it all” (32).  

Indeed, even after seeing the country herself, Ellador still views “America,” broadly 

construed, as a space of utopian possibility. She believes in an exceptional American destiny of 

sustainability, but one detached from the demographic and environmental ills of the U.S. she 

observes. Setting their sights on another utopian future, fantasizing about a “New World” 

settlement elsewhere, Ellador and Van adopt a hemispheric view of America:  

We made our trip to South America…and learned what everyone of us ignorant 

United Statesians ought to know,—that ‘America’ is a world spanning double 

continent, not merely a patch of one, and that if we do our duty by our brother 

countries, we may some day fill out legitimately that large high-sounding name of 

ours and really be The United States of America. (328-329)  

Retaining the “Americanness” that, for them, denotes sustainability, Ellador and Van begin the 

Crèvecoeurian fantasy again, with a renewed hopefulness that their world “may some 

day…really be The United States of America,” as it was meant to be. According to this passage, 

the entire hemisphere forms part of that Edenic region endowed with the conditions necessary to 

become sustainable. Gilman herself saw an American utopia (though perhaps not a hemispheric 

one) as the inevitable result of social evolution, challenging Thomas More’s suggestion that 

eutopia, the good place, was in fact utopia, no place.
22

 For Ellador, utopia is in fact somewhere, 

lying dormant within the Edenic Americas. While Herland redeploys the Edenic New World 

image of Columbus’ discovery narrative—Columbus thought that Eden was situated somewhere 

near the mouth of the Orinoco and critics believe Herland is located in an unknown corner of 

South America—With Her in Ourland confronts a far-from-Edenic twentieth-century U.S. yet 
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retains, against all odds, the possibility of an agrarian utopia somewhere in the Americas, far off, 

beyond the unsustainable world.
23

  

 With Her in Ourland revises this “New World” utopian imaginary, pivoting from the 

family- and property-based agrarianism of Jefferson’s, Crèvecoeur’s, and Roosevelt’s 

imagination to a communalist, population-based culture of sexual equality. Since Herlanders 

cultivate demographic homogeneity through asexual reproduction and communal child-rearing, it 

comes as no surprise that Ellador attributes the decline of the U.S. to both its heterogeneity and 

its nuclear-familial culture. The character of Terry, Roosevelt-esque in his masculine bravado 

and “impressive mustache,” representing the counterpoint to Herland’s ideals, provides a case in 

point in the transition from Herland to the rest of the world (Herland 7). As Van’s brusquely 

sexist companion, Terry never adjusts to the female empowerment that pervades Herland. 

Instead, he champions throughout the novel a culture of the nuclear family, promoting surnames 

as patriarchal marks of possession, as well as the social and economic distinction between the 

sexes (Herland 118, 73). After attempting to rape his Herlander wife and force sexual 

reproduction on their parthenogenetic society, Terry, now expelled from Herland, must 

accompany Van and Ellador on their way back to the world, where he ‘greeted that slovenly, ill-

built, idle place with ardor” (273). Associating Terry’s sexism with the degeneracy of “The 

World,” With Her in Ourland suggests that “New World” sustainability is ultimately free from 

“sexuo-economic” difference.     

 Following the logic of Gilman’s argument in Women and Economics, Ellador contends 

that the culture of the nuclear family thwarts sustainability by encouraging private, individual 

interests and “sexuo-economic distinction.” Critiquing the economic inequality of the sexes and 

reinforcing her vision of all-encompassing homogeneity, she claims that “you cannot have a 
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democracy while there are people markedly differentiated from the others” (236). Indeed, from 

the perspective of a Herlander, the lack of conscious cooperation in the U.S. “all comes down to 

that absurd root error of the proprietary family” (331). For the culture of the private, domestic 

family is self-serving and insular, necessarily incompatible with communal thinking. Rather than 

“think in terms of the community,” Ellador tells Van, “you only think in terms of the family. […] 

Your children grow up in charge of home-bound mothers who recognize no interest, ambition, or 

duty outside the home” (336). Distinguishing “the democratic relation” from “the family 

relation,” she argues that “your homes require the heaviest drain on personal energy, on personal 

loyalty, and leave a small percentage either of feeling or action for the State” (333). Far from the 

national family of Herland, where personal interests and demographic interests are synonymous, 

the U.S. population is divided into self-interested, economically differentiated, and competitive 

familial units, fostering forms of heterogeneity that engender racial degeneracy, obstructing the 

path to sustainability. 

 In Ellador’s eyes, the culture of the “proprietary family” in the U.S. encourages a 

pathological overpopulation characterized by racial and ethnic difference and degeneracy. Like 

her fellow Herlanders, Ellador subscribes to Gilman’s mode of social Darwinism, understanding 

human evolution as a process of racial development whereby the stronger, superior races survive 

and proliferate.
24

 Following Gilman’s argument in Women and Economics that sexual hybridity 

enables racial degeneracy, Ellador believes that sexual equality encourages racial improvement; 

the more equal the sexes, the more homogeneous the race, and the more democratic, and 

ultimately sustainable it becomes. Conflating race and nation, Ellador offers a theory of nation-

based determinism: “There seems to be something Spanish in the minds of Spaniards which 

causes them to act in a Spanish manner” (360). Ellador reasons that, while Herland has been “for 
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two thousand years…one stock and one sex,” the U.S. allows its “young democracy…to become 

infested with such parasites,” ignorant to the notion that “democracy must pick and choose a 

little,” that not all races and peoples “have reached the democratic stage” (Herland 360; Ourland 

354, 323). Racial and ethnic heterogeneity, by this logic, breeds national incoherence, “an 

America clogged and confused, weakened and mismanaged, for lack of political compatibility” 

(324). Such an argument anticipates Gilman’s essay “Is America Too Hospitable?” (1923), 

wherein she claims that “the more kinds of races we have to reach…the slower and harder is the 

task of developing democracy” (1986). Here Gilman rejects the metaphor of the melting pot, 

replacing it with that of “asylum,” a badly baked cake, or, more significantly, an agricultural 

field blighted with weeds: “If you are trying to improve corn, you do not wait to bring all the 

weeds in the garden to the corn level before going on” (1986). Aligning racial and ethnic 

heterogeneity with poor agricultural practices, Gilman compares racial “undesirables” with the 

weeds that blight food production. Ellador echoes this xenophobic argument, contending that 

demographic heterogeneity slows the nation’s progress towards democracy—towards an 

egalitarian distribution of resources, agricultural productivity, and ultimately, sustainability.  

Like Roosevelt’s essay on “Race Decadence,” Ellador laments that the U.S., a potentially 

fertile and vigorous nation, might be swallowed up by a teeming mass of under-developed 

immigrants incapable of democracy. Yet Ellador deviates from Progressive-era sustainability 

discourse insofar as she blames this population problem on both racial and ethnic heterogeneity 

and the U.S. culture of the nuclear family. For Ellador, this culture encourages only private, 

insular interests and a sexual division of labor, preventing what she calls “the capacity for the 

widest co-ordinate action in the common interest” (333). In short, it engenders the very “race 

suicide” that Roosevelt sees as threatening American sustainability.  
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 After depicting sustainability and sexual reproduction as incompatible, With Her in 

Ourland nevertheless attempts to reconcile the two. Van and Ellador deem the U.S., in its current 

state, unworthy for raising a child. They return to Ellador’s homeland and the novel culminates 

in the birth of Herland’s first male child, forming a new American utopia, where sexual 

reproduction miraculously coheres with a culture of asexual reproduction and democratic like-

mindedness. Concluding with an exceptional reproductive achievement—no one has borne a 

child in the two thousand years of Herland’s existence—the novel’s final sentence bears 

messianic weight: “And in due time a son was born to us” (387). For Herland, this birth 

represents the beginning of “a new kind of men,” synthesizing democratic U.S. values—found in 

Van, who has rid himself of any lingering sexism—with those of Elladors’ sustainable nation, 

where agriculture and population are in a state of idyllic balance, and eugenics has done its job, 

so to speak. As Van and Ellador establish an egalitarian relationship, bear a son, and begin to 

carry out Herlanders’ “clearest duty to spread…[their] local exhibit…to all the world,” Herland’s 

agrarian utopia, with its newly established sexual reproduction, begins to look a little more 

“American” and indeed, a little more Jeffersonian (382).  

Herland only fully becomes a sustainable New World once it embraces its “new” 

American man, to borrow Crèvecoeur’s phrase (44). This allows Herland to become the safety 

valve, the site of American escape and racial regeneration for a citizen who unlearns his 

degenerate ways. Throughout their journey, Ellador educates Van in the ways of asexual 

sustainability, wherein he learns the dangers of the “sexuo-economic distinction” and its negative 

impact on U.S. society. During this time, Ellador proposes an experiment in American 

sustainability: “Take a given piece of ground…see how much it could produce under the best 

methods known. Then see how many persons it would take to do the necessary work to insure 
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that production. They see by what arrangements of living those persons could be kept healthful 

and happy at the least expense” (345). While at first, Van balks at this proposal to create a 

mathematical microcosm, asserting that “our people are not pawns on a chessboard,” he soon 

becomes anxious to improve the U.S. (345). And although he is defensive when Ellador suggests 

“an economic administration of common resources” and “the socialization of home industry,” he 

knows, from his experience in Herland, that in the U.S. “neither men nor women have been able 

to see broadly enough, to think deeply enough, sufficiently to visualize these great racial 

questions” (304). By the end of the novel, Van is eager to eliminate the “sexuo-economic 

distinction” in the U.S., asking “how are women going to catch up?” and “make a long jump, 

from the patriarchal status to the democratic[?]” (374). He thus becomes a Herlander with all of 

the “high-minded…principles of democracy” and a disdain for difference within the population, 

sexuo-economic or otherwise (320).    

Together, Herland and With Her in Ourland form a strangely reversed version of the 

myth of agrarian utopia that Letters puts forth, where “humble rudiments and embryos of 

societies spreading every where” show “rapidity of growth” against all odds, where “fair cities, 

substantial villages, extensive fields, an immense country filled with decent houses, good roads, 

orchards, meadows” emerges from a New World landscape that is “wild, woody, and 

uncultivated” (14, 40). In Gilman’s utopian novels, the agrarian utopia does not sprout from a 

seemingly naked, “boundless” landscape; the landscape in Herland is already idyllic, the 

population homogenous, the nation sustainable (Crèvecoeur 15). In a global context of 

demographic degeneration, where the U.S. has so clearly failed in its destiny, With Her in 

Ourland fantasizes about the possibility of starting over—of regenerating this American agrarian 

ideal in an already-created, separate, bounded, pure space of sustainability and equality, where 
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even the inequality of the sexes is atypical, and racial and ethnic difference is nowhere to be 

found. With the knowledge of this secret environment, ripe for the introduction of sexual 

difference in the form of a male newcomer, Van and Ellador leave behind the-agrarian-utopia-

that-never-was to start a new, unadulterated race. 

Herland becomes, in this sense, a new American agrarian utopia, conceived in an already-

established space of sustainability. Anticipating twentieth-century concerns about 

overpopulation, With Her In Ourland fantasizes that a failing America can escape the 

unsustainable globe and start over in a hermetically sealed, racially perfected society. But the 

happy ending of With Her In Ourland is also a foreboding one; Herland’s Americanization, its 

embrace of sexual reproduction and difference, could be its downfall. Although Van and Ellador 

supposedly achieve social and economic equality, their marriage signifies a coupledom hitherto 

unknown in the asexual world of Herland, a potentially private, romantic alliance that could 

transform into a nuclear family and recreate an inequality of the sexes in Herland. With Her in 

Ourland returns to the internal contradiction of Progressive-era sustainability discourse 

highlighted in Herland—that sustainability discourse calls for a homogeneous population built 

on sexual reproduction and difference. Sexual reproduction, as it turns out, is both the problem 

and the solution for sustainability in these novels, and Herland is the already-formed breeding 

ground for a new American race.  
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Notes 

1. See, for example, Allen 99, Bryson, Graham, Shishin. For an argument that Herland is an 

ecological dystopia, see Knittel. 

2. Although the term “nuclear family” did not appear until 1924, according to the OED, it is clear 

in Gilman’s writing and other reproductive agendas of conservation and Country-life movements 

that they considered the private family a distinct economic and social unit of great reproductive, 

environmental, and cultural importance. 

3. See, for instance, Judith A. Allen, Polly Wyn Allen, Golden and Zangrando, Graham, Shishin 

111. Other scholars have been more critical of Gilman’s racial politics, arguing that Herland is a 

text obsessed with strengthening the population through selective breeding. See Egan, which 

discusses racial and environmental purity, Ganobcsik-Williams, Hudak, Nadkarni, Peyser, and 

Seitler.  

4. See Allan Carlson’s account of the Country-Life Movement’s lineage from Jeffersonian 

agrarianism. Liberty Hyde Bailey, in particular, focused on technological advancements in 

agriculture, while retaining the core principles of landowning and democratic citizenship. In, The 

Training of Farmers, Bailey declared that “we must train up a race of mechanic-minded farmers” 

(71). His emphasis on sustaining the “race” and family life in other writings calls attention to 

how racial and reproductive language permeated rural uplift agendas in the Progressive era. 

5. According to McReynolds, this rural population declined from sixty-four percent of the 

national population in 1890 to about fifty-four percent in 1910. See McReynolds 309. 

6. See “National Park Service” website, Theodore Roosevelt: The Father of Conservation. 

7. For a critique of reproductive futurism and the generations-to-come argument, see Edelman. 
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8. For a reading of invasive species discourses and xenophobia in the early twentieth-century 

U.S., see Shinozuka. 

9. See McReynolds 321. 

10. See Holt 117.  

11. See Clarke. 

12. Promoting rural homemaking, the Country-Life Commission offered courses on home 

economics and encouraged domestic efficiency and technology such as the use of washing 

machines. See Lovett 120-121. 

13. See Merchant, Major Problems in Environmental History 347-348. 

14. As Dana Seitler points out in her reading of Gilman’s eugenic feminist novel The Crux 

(1911), Gilman’s works “attempt to reconfigure the imagined feminine sphere (private and 

domestic) as a world of (reproductive) labor and responsible public life” (76). 

15. Gilman invokes what Ward describes as woman’s essential role in reproduction, as “the 

unchanging trunk of the great genealogic tree, while man…is but a branch…whose acquired 

qualities die with the individual, while those of woman are handed on to futurity” (275). See also 

Davis, “His and Herland.” 

16. For an account of the prominent beliefs about genetics and race in the twentieth century, 

beliefs that probably influenced Gilman’s understanding of sexual difference as degenerate, see 

Kevles 70-76. 

17. U.S. Census historian Margo Anderson identifies the demographic problems of the late 

nineteenth century as industrialization, urbanization, and the closing of the western frontier. See 

Anderson 83. These broad movements were often associated with increased immigration and 

population pressure. 
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18. This is perhaps why feminist critics have lauded the novel for its rejection of sexist and 

patriarchal norms. See, for instance, Gubar 139. As Peyser notes, these critics understand the 

novel as a subversion of “a realism dedicated to the representation of…a patriarchal order” (78). 

19. As Van puts it, “all the surrendering devotion our women have put into their pr ivate families, 

these women put into their country and race” (95). 

20. The decision to bear a child is public, not private—national, not familial. As Peyser puts it, 

“Gilman hopes for a self so thoroughly saturated with the beliefs of its community that there is 

really no longer any point in maintaining the distinction between public and private” (84).  

21. In With Her in Ourland, Ellador also affirms U.S. conservationism and preservationism as 

she learns about John Muir, prominent U.S. preservationist, and views the great forests and 

landscape of California, declaring of Muir “How I should have loved him!” (312). 

22. See Hudak 45, Pfaeltzer 3. 

23. See Ferns on Columbus, 27. The explorers in Herland locate the society “up among the 

thousand tributaries and enormous hinterland of a great river…in a dark tangle of…lakes, 

morasses, and dense forests” (2).  

24. For an overview of social Darwinism and eugenics, as well as social Darwinism and racism, 

see Richard Hofstader, Social Darwinism in American Thought 161-169, 170-200. 
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EPILOGUE 

“This Is the American Earth” 

In his forward to This Is the American Earth (1960), Sierra Club Executive Director 

David Brower promotes wilderness preservation by invoking Jefferson: “Although Thomas 

Jefferson argued that no one generation has a right to encroach upon another generation’s 

freedom, the future’s right to know the freedom of wilderness is going fast” (xiv). As Brower’s 

statement suggests, Jefferson’s name had become, by the mid twentieth century, nearly 

synonymous with intergenerational equality—a key concept in American environmentalist 

rhetoric. Indeed, Jefferson championed the rights of future generations in his eighteenth-century 

arguments for democratic landowning; as he wrote in a 1789 letter to James Madison, “the earth 

belongs in usufruct to the living” (Writings 959) In Brower’s introduction to This Is the 

American Earth, he redeploys these arguments for preservationist ends, adapting agrarian 

principles to a burgeoning twentieth-century environmentalist movement. In this context, the 

freedom to own and till the land transforms into the freedom to experience wilderness.   

Originally a popular exhibit of photographs and text to promote U.S. National Parks, This 

Is the American Earth exemplifies how twentieth-century environmentalists recast early 

American agrarian conceptions of abundance, stewardship, and intergenerational equality in 

terms of global overpopulation, resource scarcity, and environmental devastation. Through 

poetry and images, this coffee-table book by photographer Ansel Adams and photography critic 

Nancy Newhall tracks an epic narrative of planetary destruction, from the cosmic origins of 

humanity, to Columbus’s discovery of the “New World,” through U.S. westward expansion, 

industrialization, resource depletion, and global population crises. Published by the Sierra Club 

during its wilderness preservation campaign, the book presents a sweeping, American-centered, 
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environmental and agricultural history that culminates in a call for ecological renewal and an 

affirmation of the world’s “crucial resource”: “Man’s spirit” (72). Written to accompany the 

images, Newhall’s poem makes frequent recourse to an American environmental canon that 

extends from William Bradford to John Muir. Whitmanian in scale and scope, the poem 

demonstrates how early and nineteenth-century American literature prefigures what we now 

might call American sustainability rhetoric—how images, tropes, and narratives from American 

literary history come to bolster twentieth- and twenty-first-century arguments for preserving the 

nation’s wilderness and conserving its natural resources. Contrasting images of vast, American 

landscapes and idyllic pastures with those of eroding farms, suburban sprawl, and starving 

Indians, This Is the American Earth also epitomizes an American sustainability rhetoric 

interested in safeguarding the pure and pristine “New World” from the looming, and often extra -

national perils of overpopulation.
1
  

 In text and image, the work draws on a corpus of proto-sustainability literature that 

diverges from and resonates with the one presented in “Democratic Demographics.” As Brower 

describes in his forward, Newhall’s began her writing process by exploring “the record of 

important ideas,” the writings of “poets, historians, philosophers and scientists, from Isaiah and 

Plato down through Thoreau, Marsh, Muir, and Pinchot to Aldo Leopold” (Brower xv; Adams 

and Newhall xvi). Drawing inspiration from the “intellectual progenitors” of conservationism 

and preservationism, Newhall underwent a creative process of “selecting, compressing, 

arranging, and restating, at last achieving a stirring counterpoint of images, on film and in word, 

that [could] reveal in the whole what all the parts could only suggest” (xvi, xv). Newhall’s poem 

thus references a range of literary and environmental heavy-hitters: It credits Thoreau and 

Emerson with inventing “a new esthetic, that the wilderness is beautiful” (18). It highlights 
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Marsh’s Jeffersonian warnings that “Man has too long forgotten that the earth was given him for 

usufruct alone” (28). And it narrates the birth of national conservation by invoking the work of 

Pinchot, Muir, and Roosevelt, who together defined the movement’s goal  of maintaining “‘the 

greatest good for the/ greatest number in the long run’” (29). In so doing, Newhall’s poem serves 

as a reminder of the cultural weight of the American environmental canon, narrating 

sustainability’s heroic emergence from the minds of national thinkers, the “presidents, 

naturalists, philosophers, [and] travelers” (16).  

 While celebrating this emergence, This Is the American Earth also presents foreboding 

imagery of demographic disaster. Alongside a haunting 1888 photograph of Bandits’ Roost on 

the Lower East Side of New York City, Newhall’s poem catalogues the environmental impacts 

of an ever-swelling population, the “cities…crowding out upon the farms,” the “pavements 

closing over sewers that were once brooks,” and the “factories, yearly larger, noisier, 

smokier…destroying shorelines/ polluting air and water” (18). Quoting from Walt Whitman’s 

description of New York City on the Fourth of July in 1846, the poem evokes the urban 

hellscape of Melville’s Pierre:  

  …amid dust, danger, obscenity, confusion, deafening din,  

  an atmosphere of pulverized impurities, women frightened,  

  children crying, rampant, vileness, precocious sin, and 

  every phase of the iniquity which springs from the root, 

  civilization—there went off their fireworks. (19) 

That this awful display takes place amidst a celebration of the nation’s independence only 

increases its threat to American sustainability; a cocktail of corruption, sexual threat, disease, and 

poverty, this densely-packed northeastern city exemplifies the deterioration of a once-Edenic 
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terrain into an industrialized dystopia. Although this scene takes place in New York City, it also 

calls to mind other far-flung, dystopian landscapes: the crime-ridden St. Jago de Cuba in 

Sansay’s Secret History, or the degenerate port city of Charleston in Crèvecoeur’s Letters. 

Antitheses to the U.S. agrarian ideal in “Democratic Demographics,” these dystopian landscapes 

play a vital role in sweeping narratives of environmental threat such as This Is the American 

Earth, signaling imminent demographic disaster.  

 While Adams’s and Newhall’s book echoes and alludes to the literary history featured in 

“Democratic Demographics,” it also critiques and revises early American agrarianism.  

Cultivation, in Newhall’s poem, is not necessarily a good thing; it can bring “pestilence, famine, 

and wars” (7). Notions of New World plenty, moreover, contribute to the ecological crisis in 

Newhall’s narrative. Far from contrasting an abundant New World with a teeming Old World, 

This Is the American Earth highlights the damage that this myth has done. A section entitled 

“New World” displays the words of Puritan Roger Williams, who wrote in 1644 that “[h]ere in 

this rich continent, we found no man need serve another./ Here any man…could live,/ clear his 

own fields, hew his home, win for himself/ a long forgotten birthright—independence” (12). This 

quotation resonates with Crèvecoeurian descriptions of a “new” American man, a man who 

becomes self-sufficient through land-owning and agricultural labor (44). Yet this idea of a “rich 

continent,” according to Newhall’s poem, encourages Americans to proceed unwisely—to “fell, 

burn, plow, kill,” to assume that “the wilderness” is “inexhaustible” (16). Such an assumption 

has deadly consequences for the so-called “rich continent,” as space grows scarce, and 

Americans can no longer “smell the summer meadows under dew” (18). Rather than reproduce 

assumptions of New World inexhaustibility, This Is the American Earth reshapes and 

rearticulates Jeffersonian principles of intergenerational equality through a nationalist lens of 
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stewardship, inheritance, and mutual responsibility: “This, as citizens, we all inherit. This is ours, 

to love and live upon/ and use wisely down all the generations of the future” (iii) . Agrarianism, 

in this context, transforms from a discourse of exceptional abundance to a nation-based idiom of 

sustainability. 

 Even from this particularly nation-based perspective, the text and images of This Is the 

American Earth enact a global tour of environmental damage and overpopulation, similar to 

Gilman’s With Her in Ourland. Geographically and historically expansive, this tour focalizes 

population growth as a major environmental threat. Drawing on reproductive imagery, the poem 

describes the origins of earthly life, how “seven billion years ago…this planet formed from the 

cosmic cloud” (1). In so doing, it emphasizes an interconnection and primal balance between 

humans and their environment: “In the hollow of the womb each of us is life evolving from the 

sea” (1). Yet as far back as “a hundred thousand years ago,” humans “began to change life’s 

balances” and alter “Eden!—that radiant vernal earth to which we/ waked as king!” (3, 2). 

Glossing a global history of human development, This Is the American Earth enumerates a range 

of population crises: “a crowded, starving people” in Egypt, “burdensome…numbers” and a 

“teeming population” in Rome,” “hungry multitudes” who “stripped bare the hills of the/ North” 

in China, and “the specter of famine” in India (4). This seemingly unstoppable growth emerges 

in the twentieth century in the form of “crowds, collisions…cities choked by/ smog and traffic,” 

projecting ecological collapse in “an age whose hopes are darkened by huge fears” (xv, iv).  

 These overpopulation fears reflect the rise of American Malthusian environmentalism, a 

movement that emerged, according to historian Thomas Robertson, between the publication of 

Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) and the first Earth Day in April of 1970. Bringing together 

issues of reproductive rights, eugenics, over-consumption, poverty, and conservation, Malthusian 
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environmentalism linked population expansion to ecological crises. As Paul Ehrlich famously 

declared in The Population Bomb (1968), “The causal chain of the deterioration is easily 

followed to its source. Too many cars, too many factories, too much detergent, too much 

pesticide…all can be traced easily to too many people” (44). Ehrlich attributed this unstoppable 

population growth to human’s innate reproductive drive. In fact, many of the titles that he 

entertained for The Population Bomb highlight human’s sexual and reproductive energy: Breed 

Now Starve Later, Breeding and Oblivion, Are Your Neighbors Still Breeding?, Sex and 

Starvation, and Breed Now Pay Later.
2
 As possible solutions to the coming population explosion, 

Ehrlich suggested placing sterilents in the public water supply and implementing “stop at two” 

laws. His coercive suggestions reflect how, for Malthusian environmentalists, human fertility 

came to represent the central cause of environmental destruction, an impending threat of global 

apocalypse. 

 As portrayed in Adams’s and Newhall’s work, this fertility endangers not just the earth 

writ large, but also, more specifically, the American earth. For environmentalists such as Brower, 

this strange and contradictory notion of the “American earth” signifies a “geography of hope,” as 

he puts it in the foreword to The Population Bomb—a terrain of peopleless places, national parks 

and untouched, wild landscapes (xiv). Contrasted with overcrowded, diseased, slums, the 

“American earth” also represents a free, spacious, “American” quality of life. After all, one of 

the first questions asked in This Is the American Earth is “[w]hat is the cost of freedom?,” a 

question that tethers the “nation’s scenic resources” to its utopian promise of independence (viii, 

xv). Brower invokes in his forward “a renewed hope for the wide, spacious freedom that can 

remain in the midst of the American earth” (xv). Throughout the book, moreover, images of 

pristine lakes, far-reaching mountain ranges, and sunny meadows, appear alongside warnings 
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that we may become “a race that never breathed wild air…that never knew delight, nor freedom, 

nor walked to think alone” (45). Throughout the work, it appears as though one of the central 

goals of wilderness preservation is to guarantee, as Herland does, the space for human solitude, 

the physical and mental freedom to roam and discover the riches of the American earth. Paired 

with a photograph of a lone child wandering in a Yosemite field, the text reads: “You shall walk 

where only the wind has walked before” (80). The goal of preservation, in this sense, is to protect 

not just solitude but also a profound sense of newness—the possibility of encountering a pure 

landscape, unspoiled by humans’ menacing fertility. 

 This menacing fertility seems to be encroaching on the U.S. from abroad, in both This Is 

the American Earth and Malthusian environmentalist discourse more broadly. Indeed, the 

looming nightmare of overpopulation, though global in scale, fueled widespread anxiety over 

American sustainability—worries about the demographic contamination of an exceptionally 

abundant, pristine, New World landscape. This Is the American Earth reflects this anxiety. 

Interspersed amongst photographs of dense forests, noble bucks, and newborn fawns are those of 

a distressed Indian woman holding a baby entitled “Famine, India” and a two-page aerial 

photograph of crowds of Indians bathing in the Ganges River. These images warn of the dangers 

of extra-national population growth creeping across U.S. borders. A particularly foreboding 

verse follows the seemingly endless expanse of faceless bodies in the Ganges:  

  to breed recklessly, until every day hundreds of thousands, millions more  

   crowd in among our already crowded billions 

  until more and more, on old and newly awakened continents, two thirds 

   of the population of the world find want and hunger multiplying like  

   themselves 
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  until the needs of all these multitudes drive nations into madness—. (44)  

If the U.S. is one of the “nations” on the verge of “madness” because of this “reckless[]” 

breeding, then its descent has already begun, according to This Is the American Earth. Images of 

urban sprawl, clone-like rows of houses in Los Angeles, and dingy New York slums affirm that, 

as population control advocates William and Paul Paddock warned, “Chinification has already 

begun here at right home” (123). The contrast between these images of overpopulation and the 

American wilderness reflects the origins of the 1960s population control movement. After all, it 

was Brower, along with Ian Ballantine of Ballantine Books, who met with Ehrlich in early 1968 

to convince him to write what would become The Population Bomb. These circumstances 

suggest that one of the central motivations behind the publication of Ehrlich’s book, and 

Malthusian environmentalism more broadly, was to protect of the “American earth.”  

 Overpopulation anxieties came to underpin eugenicist and nativist population control 

agendas throughout the twentieth century. Many early sustainability thinkers in the U.S. 

referenced China and India to evoke impending environmental destruction. For instance, in a 

1951 speech to the Planned Parenthood Federation of America, prominent ecologist and 

American Eugenics Society member William Vogt lamented the high fertility rate in U.S. 

“slum[s],” declaring that “right here at home, in the United States…we have thousands of little 

Indias” (qtd. in Robertson 106).
3
 Eight years later, ecologist Raymond Cowles made similar 

remarks at the Sierra Club’s Wilderness Conference: “We, as organisms, have the capacity to 

continue reproducing…until we will resemble China, India, and other such countries” (81). 

Cowles warned in this speech of the “consequences” of “unchecked” population growth on 

“uninfected land” (86). He proposed financial incentives for birth control that would “act on a 

eugenic basis” and limit “the poorest and least educated and least forward-thinking part of our 
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population” (94). Cowles’s speech was the inspiration for Brower’s foreword to The Population 

Bomb, in which Brower advocates “exert[ing]” population control to quell humans’ 

“unslackened appetite for destroying wilderness” (xiii, xiv).  

 These arguments have carried over into the twenty-first century, as anti-immigration 

activists continue to voice concerns about the nation’s cultural and environmental sustainability. 

In a 2009 town hall speech in Fort Collins, Colorado, entitled “Immigration and Sustainability: 

How Many People Can the United States Absorb?” (2009), immigration reduction advocate 

Peter O’Neill argued that population growth threatened the future of the U.S. environment, as 

well as its “dominant Anglo-European culture” (qtd. in Hultgren 55).
4
 O’Neill’s comments 

reveal the disturbing implications of popular, neo-Malthusian bumper stickers in places such as 

the wealthy, outdoor recreation community of Aspen, Colorado—bumper stickers that read 

“Replenish the Earth, Prevent Excess Births” or “No Vacancy,” with the Colorado Rocky 

Mountains in the background.
5 

Indeed, the imagined threat of an overpopulated, racialized 

“outside” to a plentiful, pristine, “Anglo-European” America continues to motivate a strain of 

sustainability rhetoric interested in shaping just as much as sustaining the American population. 

 “Democratic Demographics” shows how American literary history prefigures works such 

as This Is the American Earth—how it anticipates, critiques, and lends imaginative credence to 

narratives of American sustainability, as well as racist, xenophobic, and eugenicist arguments for 

U.S. population control. The chaotic, racial heterogeneity endemic to the crowded landscapes of 

Pierre or Secret History, the all-encompassing homogeneity of Herland, the all-black agrarian 

settlements that Delany envisioned on the eastern coast of Africa, the phrenological perfection of 

Whitman’s “common farmer,” all form part of an early sustainability literature obsessed with the 

racial and reproductive character of the American population. This Is the American Earth 
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resonates with this literature so much so that, like the closing of With Her in Ourland, it indulges 

a fantasy of ecological renewal, offering another chance to achieve sustainability. In this regard, 

Newhall’s poem invokes “survival of the fittest” as the last hope for restoring ecological balance:  

  The fecundity of life is to assure survival— 

   into the perils of the sea a cod looses a million eggs 

   and into the caprice of autumn winds thousands of silk-borne seeds float 

    from a milkweed’s pods 

  Of all these multitudes only a few, the strong, may chance to breed again. (56) 

With this naturalized form of eugenics, “life builds back, if undisturbed by/ Man, stage upon 

stage, to richness” (60). These lines suggest that the resilience of the nonhuman world, its ability 

to let the “strong…breed again,” will protect the “wild beauty, peace, health, and love” of the 

“American earth” (56, 70). In this narrative, the ever-evolving “fecundity of life” rescues 

America from the perils of overpopulation—just as an ever-improving Herland rescues America 

from the unsustainable globe, and ultimately, from itself. 
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Notes 

1. When it was published, This Is the American Earth was not without critiques. In Edward S. 

Deevey’s review of the book, he highlighted in Newhall’s writing “a tendency to effusive 

overstatement that makes some conservationists sound like members of a cult” (1759). Deevey 

went so far as to criticize the overarching message of the book: “The preservation of wilderness 

is one of the essential steps in the wise use of resources, for many reasons, but scenery is not the 

only resource. If the proponents of preservation can be made to look ridiculous, or, worse, can be 

charged with cant, the whole political program suffers” (1759). 

2. For more on the textual history of The Population Bomb, see Robertson 140-144 

3. For a more extended explanation of the connection between the American Eugenics Society 

and population control policies in the 1950s U.S., see Pearce 42. 

4. See Hultgren 55 for an extended discussion of O’Neill’s speech.  

5. For an analysis of these bumper stickers, and the nativist environmentalism in Aspen more 

broadly, see Park and Pellow 39. Also see Timothy Morton, The Ecological Thought 37. 
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