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The End of the Colonists’ Nationalism:
From The Red Rover to The Water-Witch

Masafumi Yoneyama

Abstract

This paper explores how James Fenimore Cooper addresses the issue of nationalism in The Red Rover, A Tale
(1824) and The Water-Witch, or the Skimmer of the Sea (1830). Captain Heidegger in The Red Rover represents
the revolutionary nationalism of the thirteen colonies. Some critics have stressed Cooper’s “maritime nationalism”
by analyzing the captain’s heroic achievements in the battle with the Royal Navy. In contrast, this paper focuses
on how the nationalist elements of The Red Rover are deconstructed throughout the novel. Heidegger is presented
as Gothic and cultural other. The multi-ethnic piratical group under his dictatorship, the epitome of the colonies,
is presented as opposing democratic ideals. The final revelation of his kinship with Harry Wilder, who represents
the Royal Navy, reduces the conflict between Britain and colonial America. The Water-Witch further reduces the
conflict between them. Tom Tiller, the hero of the novel, is an illegal trader revolting against the British regulations
along the American coast. However, unlike Heidegger, he does not dream of the political and commercial freedom
of the colonies. He is more cosmopolitan and more involved in commercial enterprises all over the world. While
Heidegger celebrates the victory of Revolution and dies, Tiller leaves the colonies and never comes back. This paper
maintains that from the Red Rover to Water-Witch, Cooper abandons his maritime nationalism and leans towards

cosmopolitanism.
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