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Abstract 
To interrogate the transnational effects of settler colonialism within works of literature, this 
thesis examines two case studies: Jovita González and Margaret Eimer’s Mexican-American 
novel Caballero: A Historical Novel and Vilhelm Moberg’s Swedish-American tetralogy The 
Emigrants. Employing an interdisciplinary theoretical framework grounded in 
Transnationalism, Settler Colonialism, and Critical Whiteness Studies, and incorporating 
close-reading strategies informed by Francisco Robles’ concept of coalitional aesthetics, this 
inquiry demonstrates how these literary works critique exclusionary discourses of the United 
States national body and negotiate American settler colonial structures and their enduring 
racialised hierarchies. The findings indicate that, while influenced by settler colonial 
ideologies, the primary texts utilise multiperspectival narrative styles characteristic of what 
Francisco Robles has termed “coalitional aesthetics” to challenge universalised settler myths 
and discourses concerning land entitlement and white supremacy in North America. By 
employing multiperspectival narratives and elevating transcultural voices through a coalitional 
aesthetic, Caballero and The Emigrants enact a transnational literary critique of the intersecting 
hierarchies that construct U.S. exceptionalism. 
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1. Introduction  
1.1. Background 

This research project will interrogate how transnational novels challenge North American 

settler-colonial ideologies and the liminal discourses of United States belonging rooted in 

myths of exceptionalism. The first case study is Jovita González and Margaret Eimer’s (who 

used the pseudonym Eve Raleigh) novel Caballero: A Historical Novel, written in the 1930s-

1940s and published in 1996. Set in the Mexican-American borderlands in the mid-19th 

century, Caballero follows the Tejano narrative of a fictive, landowning elite family with 18th-

century Spanish settler heritage. As the novel unfolds, it depicts the family’s experience of U.S. 

military power and occupation in the former Mexican northern provinces of South Texas. The 

second case study examines Vilhelm Moberg’s tetralogy Utvandrarna (The Emigrants), 

written and published between 1949 and 1959. In these novels, the reader follows the Nilssons, 

a Swedish nuclear family, as they participate in the 19th-century Swedish mass exodus to, and 

settlement in, North America. The novels chosen for each case study depict transnational 

historical participations in the North American settler-colonial project. By drawing on 

frameworks from Transnationalism, settler aesthetics, Settler Colonialism, and Critical 

Whiteness Studies, with the close-reading strategies inspired by Francisco E. Robles’ 

‘coalitional aesthetics’, I will demonstrate how González and Eimer’s and Moberg’s novels 

form literary critiques of U.S. settler ideologies and history, as well as the nation-state’s 

exceptionalist discourse.  

Each case study’s reflections on the making of U.S. national identity situate the thesis 

within American studies. This interdisciplinary field has drawn much scholarly attention to 

how national myths shape American identity. In his research on the American mythic 

discourse, Richard T. Hughes identifies six foundational discourses: 1) The Myth of the Chosen 

Nation, 2) The Myth of Nature’s Nation, 3) The Myth of the Millennial Nation, 4) The Myth 

of the Christian Nation, 5) The Myth of the Innocent Nation, and 6) the Myth of White 

Supremacy (1-3). These myths form the backdrop for stories about material and ideological 

frontiers and exceptionalism. Collected under the headline of the ‘Great American Myths’, 

these manifested stories are thus interconnected, all forming an intricate web of meaning (19). 

Hughes observes how these traditionally white-centric stories have become cemented in the 

foundational ideologies of whites in Europe and America. He argues that “layers upon layers 
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of racialized history, stacked upon each other for some 600 years, amplified those stories and 

turned them into myths—the stories white people lived by, the stories that gave them meaning” 

(12). Consequently, U.S. national belonging cannot be de-linked from the legacy of European 

settlement and colonisation of North America. This ongoing negotiation of national identity 

makes U.S. national belonging a critical site of analysis for a colonial and postcolonial thesis. 

Furthermore, as U.S. national identity was constructed through this collection of 

discourses, it also encouraged the ideology of ‘American exceptionalism’; an ideology 

sustained by a rhetoric that rationalised the U.S. as a uniquely exceptional and superior nation-

state (Gilmore; Edwards; O’Connor et al). According to Jason Gilmore, American 

exceptionalism is, at its core, the idea that the U.S. is entirely ‘singular’ within the global 

community (304). In other words, the belief in the nation-state’s qualitative difference from 

other nations has historically been employed to justify the notion that the U.S. remains insular, 

as if unaffected by transnational interventions and connections. By connecting this ideology to 

the concept of ‘national exceptionalism bias’, Gilmore explains how American exceptionalism 

has structurally underwritten the collective identity of the U.S. national group (see also 

Edwards 365). Viewing American exceptionalism as a national exceptionalism bias, its 

discourse thus “represents perhaps the ultimate form of in-group or ethnocentric bias because 

it paints the United States not only in a positive light (i.e., great) but in an exceptionally positive 

one (i.e., greatest)” (306; emphasis in original). Although Gilmore observes that the idea of 

exceptionalism has actively shaped U.S. national mythology since the establishment of national 

sovereignty, the ideology became far more pervasive during the 20th century. Gilmore writes: 

“the U.S.-led victory in World War II and the country’s subsequent economic prosperity further 

solidified the idea in the minds of the American public and politicians alike” (304). Similarly, 

Brendon O’Connor et al. recognise American exceptionalism as “one of American 

nationalism’s most common broad assertions”, one that became substantially developed as a 

20th-century political discourse (636). They argue that this notion of exceptionalism became 

attractive to 20th-century politicians “because it speaks of a glorious past and future, as it 

affirms America’s national specialness and providence” (641). As a concept that wove a 

common thread through narratives of the U.S. path to greatness and superiority, this 

‘exceptionalist’ mindset serves as a deliberate “nationalistic way of examining history” (645). 

Thus, exceptionalist ideology deliberately obscures the dense transnational relations that 

defined colonial America. Instead, it anchors ethnocentric and nationalist biases to the U.S. 

national body while asserting a position of global superiority. Therefore, by relying on 

exceptionalist discourse to describe U.S. history, it ultimately obscures how North American 
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settler-colonial ideologies and transnational, intercultural relations shaped the conditions of 

national belonging, its mechanisms of inclusion and its violent practices of exclusion. 

Accordingly, settler-colonial history both propels and complicates this notion of 

exceptionalism, as foundational American myths were affected by external transnational 

encounters. In other words, U.S. nationalist myths did not develop in isolation but emerged 

from transnational relations. Further nuancing this view of American settler-colonial impact, 

Alex Trimble Young and Lorenzo Veracini argue that settler colonialism is underpinned by the 

concept of ‘non-relation’: the deliberate attempt to separate cultures through rigid racialised 

hierarchies and binaries to naturalise settlers’ entitlement to permanent land and to construct a 

situation of indigenisation (11). However, even if settler societies aimed for ‘non-relation’ by 

distancing themselves from Native Americans, they remained in an ineluctable, continuous 

relationality with Indigenous peoples (8). Ultimately, this project of dissociation created deep 

friction with the dynamic realities of cross-border contact and generated ideological anxieties 

and tensions across several cultures.  According to Young and Veracini, although settler 

societies attempted to close relationality, the transnational and transcultural interconnections 

sustaining settler structures have compelled settlers to question their own actions; 

consequently, settler colonialism and its binary logic remain fundamentally underwritten by 

ambivalence (8). In the same vein, on relationality within settler-colonial structures, Anna 

Johnston and Alan Lawson argue that the very ideologies designed to naturalise settlers’ land 

entitlement arose as a response to settler ambivalence (365). Moreover, Johnston and Lawson 

highlight the importance of acknowledging these feelings of relational anxiety, since it in 

“concepts of multiple relationality, negotiation, exchange, and ambivalence that settler theory 

finds its characteristic expression” (365). Thus, the emergence of exceptionalist ideologies has 

been bound to a transnational settler history, charged with inherent ambivalence, that directly 

challenges entrenched discourses of exclusionary superiority. 

Drawing on Elizabeth Cook-Lynn’s literary research, Young and Veracini note that settlers 

historically constructed a sense of land ownership through histories, legends, memories, and 

ballads produced about a place. In other words, various literary forms contributed “to the 

politics of possession and dispossession” (qtd. in Young and Veracini 14). To identify authors 

who challenge these univocal claims to land, Young and Veracini propose combining 

American literary studies with transnational settler studies, a framework inside which the 

concept of place opens into a ‘contact zone’ where multiple cultures and ethnicities meet, 

negotiate, exchange, and become entangled (4). Meanwhile, Hughes’ observations 

complement this approach by stating that constructively investigating U.S. mythic discourses 
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demands “a process of careful discernment, attention to American history, and serious 

introspection” (26). Together, these perspectives support examining national belonging 

through narrative constructs, revealing how transnational relations unsettle the U.S. proclaimed 

superiority by including alternative transcultural dialogues. These insights from Young, 

Veracini, and Hughes inform this thesis’s analysis of both case studies. Ultimately, by 

portraying how exposure to transcultural relationality generates settler ambivalence, these 

transnational narratives offer introspective critiques that challenge both settler-colonial logic 

and broader discourses of U.S. exceptionalism. 

This thesis examines how Mexican-American and Swedish-American literary texts 

challenge settler-colonial ideologies and exclusionist exceptionalist discourses by 

demonstrating the profound effects of transnational connections and encounters in U.S. history. 

The significance of this objective lies in the fact that the perception of an exclusionary, 

conditional national identity remains a crucial issue in the contemporary U.S. political climate. 

For example, the conservative-leaning think tank The Heritage Foundation continues to work 

closely with President Donald Trump. Their initiative, ‘Project 2025’, is widely recognised as 

the blueprint for Trump’s administration (Larson et al.). In Project 2025’s mandate, North 

American conservative ideals are repeatedly linked to the Euro-American settler tradition. For 

instance, as the organisation’s Vice President of Domestic Policy, Roger Severino, notes, 

“space for one’s family and cultivating the land are valued goals that are deeply rooted in 

America’s fabric” (487). These assertions create an urgent need to reexamine American settler-

colonial history, as they explicitly connect national identity and citizenship to intergenerational 

European settlement in North America. This continues to reinforce colonial legacies by 

perpetuating exclusionary logics. Hughes observes that the word ‘myth’ comes from the Greek 

‘mythos,’ meaning ‘story.’ A myth, he claims, is “a story that, whether true or false, helps us 

discern the meaning and purpose of our lives and, for that reason, speaks truth to those who 

embrace it” (10). Therefore, by analysing literary texts that articulate transnational relations, 

this thesis exposes how these narratives challenge the supposed ‘truth’ behind ideologies of 

U.S. national belonging and disrupt the authority of its exclusionary foundations. 

1.1.1. A Shared Thread: Rationale, Authors, and Case Study 
Selection  

Selecting the novels for each case study required careful consideration. This posed 

methodological difficulties, since, at first glance, it might seem unexpected to bring them 

together given their vastly different portrayals of the frontier, settler-colonial nationalities, and 
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coverage of different historical events and geographical areas. Furthermore, I recognise that 

these novels display dominant colonial ideologies. González and Eimer’s novel centres on a 

settled, financially elite, upper-class Tejano family, while Moberg’s tetralogy is narrated 

through the lens of European whiteness in a nation where colonial and racialised ideologies 

thrive. My aim for this research project is not to recover these texts or overstate their cultural 

critiques. I do acknowledge their, at times, narrative complicity in colonial legacies, which 

support the settler-colonial effort to supplant tales of pain with “hopeful stories of progress into 

a better, Whiter, world” (Tuck and Yang 231). To avoid reproducing tropes of oppression or 

feeding into the settler-colonial gaze, the writing process is conscientiously considered 

throughout, and the thought process follows Saidiya Hartman’s question: “How does one 

revisit the scene of subjection without replicating the grammar of violence?” (4). Thus, to 

identify the elements of critique of U.S. settler-colonial logics and exceptionalist ideologies 

within the novels, I assess them against the limitations of the authors’ positionalities. In other 

words, I examine how their specific mid-20th-century contextual relations might influence 

their approach to transnational settler-colonial history within their writing. 

Beginning with the first case study on González and Eimer’s Caballero, I consider the 

patriarchal and ethno-racial structures that prevented the authors’ publication of the novel, as 

its multiperspectival, romantic historical reimagination – written by two women – faced 

repeated editorial rejections. After the manuscript was handed over to the Special Collections 

and Archives of Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi Library in 1992, José E. Limón 

identified it, it was later published in 1996 as a recovered collaboration project between him 

and María Eugenia Cotera. It is believed that Caballero’s writing was initiated by González in 

the early mid-20th century, approximately in 1935, with Eimer invited to coauthor the novel in 

1937 (Limón XVII-XVIII). According to Limón, González’s biography and scholarly work 

mirror those of key Chicano scholar Américo Paredes: González was born in 1904 in Roma, 

upriver from Brownsville, Texas, and was a Mexican-American folklorist and cultural 

historian, with ancestry linked to the 18th-century Spanish settlement of South Texas (XVII). 

Regarding Eimer, Limón acknowledges that little is known about her history, though it has 

been verified that she was born in Missouri in 1903 and passed away in St. Louis in 1978. 

However, Eimer spent part of her life in Texas, where she met González and helped shape the 

novel’s romantic plot. Whereas the novel’s Mexican and Anglo characters, historical data, and 

diverse cultural influences relied heavily on González’s personal heritage, and her knowledge 

and scholarship as a Texas historian (XXI). After being submitted to three major publishing 
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companies between 1938 and 1939, the novel was repeatedly rejected, and by the late 1940s 

González and Eimer parted ways (XXI). 

The gradual displacement of people with Mexican heritage and cultural customs following 

the Mexican-American War (1846-1848) was accompanied by an intensification of racial 

categorisation. As racial hierarchies hardened, negotiations over whiteness further structured 

Mexican-American life, since, as argued by Julie M. Weise, “Mexican bureaucrats dealing with 

the United States had, by the 1930s, developed at least a basic sensitivity to the politics of white 

supremacy, and had established a precedent of willingness to comply with it” (762–763). 

Moreover, this racialisation was distinctly gendered, as Mexican men were more frequently 

perceived as a racial threat (759). In her examination of marginalised Mexican masculinity, 

Claudia Roesch demonstrates how the eugenic ideologies of the 1920s and 1930s laid a 

foundation for exclusionary discourses of citizenship. According to Roesch, Mexican men were 

considered inferior to white Anglo-Americans and were systematically denied U.S. citizenship 

(151). This marginalisation strengthened the justification of American imperialism and racial 

subordination, both anchored in ideologies of white supremacy. Roesch also notes that these 

intertwined notions of nationalism and gender particularly shaped Mexican American literary 

production, and later informed both scholarly interest and activist engagement during the 

Chicano Movement of the 1960s. Ideals of manhood, closely interlinked with nationalist 

discourse, inspired Chicano activists and authors to envision “a chivalric ideal of Chicano 

masculinity with men being honorable protectors of the nation” (Roesch 154; see also Chávez 

217). Caballero, however, diverges from the masculinist lens of Chicano literature. Set in mid-

19th-century South Texas, a period marked by racial hierarchies and nationalist discourse, the 

novel challenges these masculinist perspectives by depicting transnational settler culture 

through a multiperspectival lens. The narrative transcends the conventional figure of the 

‘caballero’, the gentleman, by elevating multiple marginalised perspectives and facilitating 

connections across cultures, classes, and genders. Ultimately, the novel offers a rich, detailed 

text that challenges cultural, exclusionary American myths of white supremacy and the 

patriarchal frontier, therefore making González and Eimer’s co-authored writing a compelling 

starting point for the thesis as the first case study. 

Meanwhile, the second case study, Moberg’s The Emigrants tetralogy (written a decade 

later but set in the same mid-19th-century years as Caballero), depicts a significantly different 

historical setting and migratory context. By inserting Swedish historical experiences and mid-

20th-century political discourses on racial, class, and gender inequalities into dominant North 

American mythic narratives, Moberg’s novels display a significant tension within U.S. 
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exceptionalist discourse. As a widely known political commentator in Sweden, Moberg – born 

in 1898 to a soldier father and a farmer’s daughter in Algutsboda – was shaped by economic 

poverty from an early age, which introduced him to the labour movement and the Social 

Democratic Youth association. According to Jens Liljestrand, mid-century social democrats 

were defined by political radicalism, strong engagement with gender equality and 

environmental issues, and a frequent stance that “challenged hierarchies, conventions and rigid 

power structures” ([my translation]). In the early 1920s, Moberg wrote numerous columns for 

various newspapers to articulate his political opinions. Through a highly critical discourse 

targeting the Swedish political right, Moberg demonstrated deep empathy for the rural working 

class. In a column from 1926 for Nya Växjöbladet, under the pseudonym ‘Argus & Comp’, he 

sarcastically ‘commends’ the conservative politicians for their talent in self-praise (19). Later 

in the column, he reaffirms that despite suffering from election fatigue, as described through a 

severe twitching in the left Achilles tendon, he will drag himself to vote, asserting that he does 

not “take the twitching as an appeal to stay home, but as an appeal to vote for the left. One 

should bear one’s suffering in the right way” (19 [my translation]). Thus, Moberg’s earlier 

writing, through ample doses of sarcasm, challenges the discourse of the Swedish political right 

and raises questions about class distinctions to appeal to readers’ moral sensibilities. Anna-

Karin Carlstoft remarks that, because Swedish newspaper columns were traditionally intended 

for light entertainment, it was remarkable that Moberg repeatedly engaged in serious 

discussions of national and transnational political developments (9). 

However, Moberg left the Swedish Social Democratic Party after 1926 due to growing 

disappointment with its ideological development (Carlstoft 8; see also Liljestrand). Liljestrand 

explains that this frustration intensified during the mid-20th century because of  party leader 

Per Albin Hansson’s World War II neutrality policy, the allowance of German transit traffic 

through Sweden, and state-imposed restrictions on free speech. For Moberg, the radical 

movement of his youth had developed into a political party that merged its ideals with power-

oriented political ideologies (Liljestrand). Amid this political disillusionment, Moberg’s early 

fascination with the 19th-century Swedish mass migration to North America deepened through 

his personal connection to his family’s migration history (as highlighted by the Moberg och 

Utvandrarna exhibition at the museum Utvandrarnas Hus in Växjö). Following World War II, 

Moberg’s North American fixation inspired extensive archival research and travel to the U.S., 

from which the writings of The Emigrant tetralogy emerged. Through its multiperspectival 

narrative, the series displays a distinct Swedish cultural and class critique that expands into a 

multilayered transnational interrogation of U.S. settler history. Ultimately, the limitations of 
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Moberg’s positionality as a white European man in the 1950s prompted a significant sense of 

settler ambivalence that lingered and shaped the narrative throughout the tetralogy. 

Given these varying historical, gendered, class, and geographic contexts of Caballero and 

The Emigrants tetralogy, as well as the authors’ vastly different positionalities, this thesis does 

not perform a comparative analysis between the two case studies. Instead, the rationale for 

bringing them together within a single project lies in González and Eimer’s, and Moberg’s 

novels shared formal thread: the multiperspectival narrative structure. González and Eimer’s 

and Moberg’s writings challenge the nationalistic image of the white settler farmer and 

plantation systems through a multiperspectival narrative structure that responds to gendered, 

patriarchal, and settler anxieties caused by the exclusionary ‘Great American Myths’. As 

transnational multiperspectival novels, their writings benefit immensely from being read to 

identify these moments of cultural, social, and political critique. Placing them in dialogue with 

each other enables an innovative, critical approach to each novel, showing that González and 

Eimer’s and Moberg’s writings do not limit their historical reflection to a singular settler-

colonial perspective. Instead, they present settler colonialism as a site of cultural collision, 

within which moments of transnational and transcultural relation challenge exclusionary and 

exceptional U.S. nationalist discourse. 

1.2. Thesis Statement and Research Questions 
In this thesis, I argue that Jovita González and Margaret Eimer’s Caballero: A Historical Novel 

and Vilhelm Moberg’s The Emigrants tetralogy challenge settler-colonial ideologies and 

structures and critically respond to mid-20th-century exceptionalist U.S. national discourse by 

reimagining 19th-century settlement through transnational, transcultural, multiperspectival 

narratives. Through intersecting fields of Transnationalism, Settler Colonialism, and Critical 

Whiteness Studies, my argument draws on analyses of how these novels engage with cross-

border relations to critique exclusionary discourses of the U.S. national body. I situate 

Caballero and The Emigrants tetralogy as two case studies, using close-reading strategies to 

investigate how each text represents and challenge settler ideologies and aesthetics. Ultimately, 

this transnational examination of fictional historical remembrance of North American 

settlement illustrates how mid-20th-century authors with vastly different cultural connections 

to the U.S. – Mexican-American and Swedish-American – challenged ideologies of U.S. 

national belonging across intersecting racial, patriarchal, and settler-colonial hierarchies. 

This thesis will address the following questions.  
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1) In what ways are transnational concepts of relationality demonstrated in these novels? 
 

2) How do González and Eimer’s and Moberg’s novels negotiate 19th-century settler-
colonial, patriarchal and racialised regimes? 
 

3) How do these historical fictional texts respond to 20th-century interpretations of U.S. 
exceptionalism? 

 

1.3. State of the Art  
Scholarship over the past few decades demonstrates that the traditional nationalistic confines 

imposed on the American literary canon do not reflect the intricate transnational relations that 

have historically enriched U.S. cultural, political, and aesthetic formations. Approached 

through varied intersectional lenses, such as narrative studies, feminist critique, spatial and 

ideological border concepts, and pluralism, these diverse transnational frameworks broaden the 

understanding of American literature. These scholars dismantle the field from rigid U.S. 

exceptional nationalist discourses, while simultaneously nuancing how we consider the 

specificities of American multicultural history. A transnational literary study thus rejects 

limiting American literary representation to a nation-state model in which diverse cultures 

simply integrate into a coherent, univocal national body. Instead, it emphasises how texts 

contain cross-border connections that illustrate American cultural knowledge as multivocal, 

fluid, and situated within a global relation. 

 In recent years, more American literary scholarship, and literary scholarship in general, 

has begun deploying a range of transnational approaches. This body of research examines how 

contextual transnational and cross-border connections influenced narratives, aesthetics, 

ideological and material national borders, and political anxieties within literature written in or 

about America (See Long; Castronovo; Kennedy; Newmark; Fisher Fishkin). For example, in 

his research on Asian-American fiction, Le-Khac Long theorises the concept of 

‘transnarratives’. Set against story cycles, ‘transnarratives’ account for the material and 

subjective connections that interlink nation-state borders. Long argues that, by emphasising 

these contextual transnational links, transnarratives both confront and invite readers to navigate 

the tensions of border crossings materialised by globalised interconnections (109). Meanwhile, 

Russ Castronovo’s scholarship nuances transnational American literature, arguing that, to 

avoid flattening transnational narratives into a universal, globalised blur, scholars must 

examine how specific transnational contexts shape aesthetics. Aesthetic analysis – the 

examination of narrative form, imagery, and representation – provides insights into how 

literary texts produce meaning about social and historical relationalities. Castronovo observes 
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how the notion of a universal, borderless aesthetic is inherently intertwined with global 

capitalism, as the market for commodities has limited and flattened ‘common sense’ definitions 

of beauty (75). Therefore, to counter this, Castronovo suggests that by treating literary 

aesthetics in accordance with a text’s specific transnational, geographical, and cultural 

contexts, the scholar can recognise how “beauty is itself a comparative zone” (76). Literature 

thus becomes a space where different cultures encounter one another and generate new 

localised and transnational meanings and values. Further nuancing the concept of specific 

contextualisation regarding aesthetics, Glenda R. Carpio’s research couples the terms ‘migrant’ 

and ‘aesthetics’ to challenge the idea that literature, “as a mode of aesthetic experience, ought 

not to be instrumentalized for political causes” (15). Defining aesthetics as a “set of stylistic 

conventions”, Carpio explains that aesthetics can “refer both stylistic innovation and to a 

method by which writers manipulate literary conventions” to depict forms of representative 

thinking (15). Caprio subsequently asserts that “aesthetics and politics are intricately 

intertwined” (16), because “formal experimentation facilitates political engagement” (22). 

Ultimately, these perspectives on aesthetics as a political strategy support an analytical 

approach that considers how narrative techniques are intertwined with political discourse on 

transnational ideological attachments.   

Furthermore, earlier transnational literary scholarship, through a feminist lens, has revealed 

that traditional Western ideals of individualism and the use of the frontier as a scenic setting 

have undermined female authors’ ability to articulate the difference that gender makes in the 

construction of U.S. national identity. This is because the female body has historically been 

viewed as intervening in the masculine-centred discourse of political identification and nation-

making (Kennedy 139). Other research has focused on how American literature challenges 

reductionist, racially nativist ideologies through writings that lean into transnational efforts and 

cross-cultural connections to voice notions of plural agency. Julianne Newmark, through her 

research on 20th-century American writers, demonstrates how pluralist rhetoric offers visions 

of Americanness that transcend notions of racial hierarchies and limited U.S. citizenship 

politics, because they textually unsettle “the zeal of race-based nativist nationalism and its 

narrow view of ‘national character’” (67). Moreover, Shelley Fisher Fishkin’s research on the 

transnational literary field disrupts traditional U.S. nationalist definitions of American 

literature by considering the multiple layers of transnational literary studies, including concepts 

such as border crossing, time-traveling, language melding, traveling authors, and translations 

(32). Considering how a text travels transnationally, Fisher Fishkin argues that American 

literature has not only influenced writers on other continents to forge their own regional 
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constructs of identity but has also provided a source of critique regarding how U.S. imperialism 

has impacted their specific locations (26). Thus, previous research within the transnational 

literary field has deployed varied intersectional frameworks to challenge U.S. nationalist 

rigidities and limited literary representations that have historically shaped the American literary 

canon. 

1.4. Chapter Outline 
This thesis, including this introductory section, is structured through five main chapters. The 

introduction provides cultural context for the emergence of American exceptionalism discourse 

and its effects on U.S. nation-state and national identity definitions, situating it against a 

backdrop of North American settler-colonial history. The rationale, thesis statement, research 

questions, and state of the art aim to clearly define what this study’s research objective will 

contribute to the field of transnationalism through a novel critical reading of González and 

Eimer’s and Moberg’s novels.   

The second chapter presents the interwoven theoretical frameworks from Transnationalism, 

Settler Colonialism, and Critical Whiteness studies, along with close-reading practices that 

enable analysis of how Caballero and The Emigrants perform a transnational critique of U.S. 

nationalism anchored in settler-colonial ideologies. Furthermore, by incorporating settler 

aesthetics into the broader field of settler colonialism and coalitional aesthetics into the 

methodological practices of close-reading, this chapter also underscores how formal narrative 

structures convey ideological and political context and critique, which demonstrates to the 

reader how the text navigates the transnational tensions created by border-crossings and rigid 

nation-state boundaries. 

The third chapter presents the first case study of this thesis: the analysis of González and 

Eimer’s Caballero. By outlining the historical and geographical background to the U.S.-

Mexican War and its influences on Chicanx literature and activism, this case study explains 

how Caballero’s writing emerged amid racial, patriarchal and nationalistic hierarchies that 

marginalised and limited the agency of Mexican-American women. Divided into three analysis 

sections, this chapter demonstrates how the novel simultaneously employs and unsettles settler 

aesthetics to challenge lingering intergenerational patriarchal settler-colonial traditions. It also 

demonstrates how the text navigates the concept of whiteness as a U.S. exclusionary racial 

discourse, and how the transnational solidarity networks facilitated by the female characters 

inform a textual critique of the rigid U.S. nationalism. This chapter thus illustrates, through an 

intersectional theoretical analysis, how Caballero’s reimagining of North American settler-
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colonial history on the U.S.-Mexico border, through a multiperspectival narrative, challenges 

exceptionalist U.S. nationalism by highlighting the text’s settler ambivalence, transnational 

relations, and how these perspectives contribute to the nation-state’s borders and definitions. 

The following chapter delves into the second case study of the thesis: the analysis of 

Moberg’s tetralogy The Emigrants. Beginning with a historical backdrop of the Swedish 19th-

century mass migration and scholarship on Swedish discourse of innocence regarding the North 

American settler-colonial project, this fourth chapter aims to emphasise how the tetralogy’s 

transnational connections within settler-colonial history respond to U.S. cultural and political 

exceptionalist discourses. Divided into three sections that delve into different characters’ 

experiences of North American settling, this case study highlights how the novel, through a 

multiperspectival narrative, employs feelings of settler ambivalence to emphasise Swedes 

active participation in the displacement of Native Americans in the Minnesota territory. The 

chapter demonstrates how the series navigate concepts of, and justifications for, white 

privilege, and how a transnational feminist solidarity narrative challenges naturalised settler 

sovereignty. 

The final chapter offers the conclusion of the thesis, demonstrating that although the case 

studies are depictions of profoundly different historical, geographical and transnational 

contexts shaped by settler-colonial ideologies, the texts employ narrative structures that 

unsettle North American settler-colonialism, while simultaneously, through the emphasising 

of transnational connection, challenge U.S. nationalist discourse. Although vastly different 

types of novels, the authors share similar themes of settler ambivalence and critique aesthetics 

that have flattened American settler-colonial history into a universal, univocal representation: 

U.S. myths of the ‘new man’ and entitlement to land. As novels deeply rich in social, cultural, 

and political critique, they can be drawn on to mount a contrasting argument against the 

nationalist discourse anchored in dichotomous ideologies in settler-colonial legacies that are 

still employed to advocate for an exclusionary U.S. national body. 

2. Theoretical Framework and Methodology 
2.1. Introduction 

To address the core research questions posed in this thesis, this chapter synthesises 

Transnationalism, Settler Colonialism, and Critical Whiteness Studies to construct an 

interdisciplinary theoretical framework. This theoretical lens analyses how Caballero and The 

Emigrants tetralogy, as mid-20th-century transnational novels, deploy settler- and coalitional 
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aesthetics to challenge the exceptionalist discourses rooted in 19th-century U.S. settler-colonial 

ideologies. Furthermore, to identify these aesthetic descriptions within the novels, this thesis 

employs close-reading strategies that help pinpoint how specific textual and narrative choices 

actively engage with the research project’s objective. Together, these frameworks enable the 

study to examine the texts’ specific literary, historical, geographical, and cultural contexts, 

while situating the novels within a broader transnational critique of U.S. settler nationalism. 

Because both case studies tell stories shaped by physical and emotional border crossings, 

wherein characters’ nationalistic loyalties shift through transnational encounters, this chapter 

will first introduce theoretical frameworks from the field of Transnationalism. Drawing 

primarily on Wai Chee Dimock’s work on American literary transnationalism and Chandra 

Talpade Mohanty’s model of feminist solidarity, these transnational lenses help explain how 

González and Eimer’s and Moberg’s writings transcend the U.S. nation-state’s material, 

cultural, and ideological boundaries by embodying transnational interconnection. Employing a 

transnational approach enables a nuanced examination of how Caballero and The Emigrants 

tetralogy challenge exclusionary belonging embedded in settler-colonial myths and mid-20th-

century discourses of American exceptionalism by integrating diverse cultures and 

transnational history into American historical narratives. 

I turn to the field of Settler Colonialism and settler aesthetics to establish the historical and 

conceptual contexts for approaching the fictional representation of settler ideologies within the 

novels. Drawing on the works of Daiva Stasiulis, Nira Yuval-Davis, Dolores Janiewski, and 

Patrick Wolfe, this section outlines the internal structures of settler societies.  By engaging with 

these scholars’ diverse, intersectional frameworks, the project investigates how colonial myths 

became entrenched as rationalised and naturalised binaries that anchor settlers as permanent 

landholders and ideologically construct Native Americans as transient, to enforce patriarchal 

social systems. Drawing on these scholars, this study understands North American settler 

colonialism as an ongoing process of imposed national construction. To interrogate how 

González and Eimer’s and Moberg’s novels unsettle North American settler-colonial 

ideologies, this thesis considers how these texts diverge from the traditional patterns of settler 

aesthetics, as articulated by Mishuana Goeman, through textual interventions that disrupt settler 

subjectivity and the colonial mission as conceptualised in Lorenzo Veracini’s decolonising 

study. 

Drawing from Critical Whiteness Studies, I examine how racial categories and the 

boundaries of whiteness are historically constructed, maintained, and enforced. This 

framework is key to understanding how whiteness became tied to national identity and 
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belonging in U.S. settler-colonial history. Incorporating Toni Morrison’s work on whiteness in 

literature, Cheryl Harris’ concept of ‘whiteness as property’, and David R. Roediger’s analysis 

of how whiteness has been used to differentiate white and non-white Americans in the labour 

market provides the historical context necessary to shed light on how U.S. institutions and 

narratives define race. Additionally, building on Peter Kolchin and Cian T. McMahon’s 

transnational intervention to the field, this study acknowledges that the construction of 

whiteness is negotiated differently across Mexican-American and Swedish-American contexts. 

By integrating these scholars’ approaches, this research project demonstrates how shifting 

regimes of racial categorisation and racialised hierarchies shaped the sense of belonging in 

Caballero and The Emigrants tetralogy.   

A shared feature across these theoretical fields is the recognition that contextual specificity 

both conditions and influences transnational transfers of knowledge and ideologies into global, 

political, institutional, and social structures. Therefore, to integrate these multilayered 

frameworks and to conduct a nuanced analysis of Mexican-American and Swedish-American 

transnational relations, this study employs close-reading strategies to emphasise each case 

study’s localised specificities. Close-reading enables this project to make interpretative 

arguments about the text’s previously unnoticed passages and their implied, suggested, or 

intentional meanings. To further evaluate Caballero and The Emigrants tetralogy’s 

transnational contexts and transcultural entanglements, I also draw on Francisco E. Robles’ 

method of reading for identifying ‘coalitional aesthetics’. Inspired by Gayatri Spivak’s research 

on representation, Robles – through critical textual analyses of mid-20th-century U.S. 

multiethnic American authors – detects literary techniques that experimented with structures 

of ‘speaking with’; narratives built on multiperspectival prose to create political collective 

agency that challenged American discourse of exceptionalism.  Accordingly, it is a framework 

that encompasses both the specificity of local contextuality as well as transnational and 

transcultural relationality, hence making it a suitable methodological approach for examining 

how both Caballero and The Emigrant tetralogy depict transnational flows to challenge 

American settler colonial myths and respond to mid-20th-century exceptionalist discourse. 

2.2. Transnationalism 
This study is anchored in Wai Chee Dimock’s transnational American literature theory, as 

presented in her 2010 monograph Through Other Continents: American Literature across 

Deep Time, which challenges the notion of American literature as a product confined by the 

rigid temporal and geographical boundaries of the U.S. nation-state. Dimock observes that 
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American literature has, for too long, been viewed as “sufficient unto itself, not burdened by 

the chronology and geography outside the nation” (2-3). The American literary canon has thus 

long been restricted by the ideological borders of the U.S. nation-state. In other words, 

conscientiously equating ‘American’ literature with the political geographical confines of the 

U.S. perpetuates the assumption that literary analysis conforms to national borders, thereby 

inhibiting recognition of the hemispheric and transnational entanglements that the texts 

represent. However, Dimock argues that ‘American’ literature is comprised by an intricate 

tangle of relations: “Rather than being a discrete entity, it is better seen as a crisscrossing set 

of pathways, open-ended and ever multiplying, weaving in and out of other geographies, other 

languages and cultures” (3). By not constraining literary texts to specific national boundaries, 

scholars can swiftly reveal a broader, transnational, interdependent, and multitudinous 

narrative lineage in American literature. Put differently, by identifying transnational 

influences, one can constructively unsettle the perceived rigidity of an American literary 

tradition limited by nation-states’ borders. 

However, the notion of a ‘true’ American national identity has often characterised the 

reception of U.S. authors. This was, as Dimock demonstrates, particularly evident in the mid-

20th-century, amid the lead-up, duration, and aftermath of World War II, when notions of 

imperial power escalated and influenced U.S. national discourse.  The mid-20th-century 

demand for singular nation-state ‘loyalty’ created significant political tension, stemming from 

a pervasive notion of ‘common sense’ that, as Dimock argues, “boils down to nationality [and] 

since nothing escapes its naming, its sovereignty is thereby absolute” (117). Challenging 

imperial structures within literature provoked cultural backlash, as such efforts were dismissed 

as ‘non-national’ aesthetics. The premise of unity thereby, according to Dimock, “carries in 

reserve a punitive clause. It carries in reserve the right to name as deviant those who stray from 

its normative common sense” (114). However, this did not prevent critical reflection on the 

nation-state, as “[t]wentieth-century poets and their readers were not exactly flag-waving 

patriots: Louise Bogan, Robert Lowell, Wallace Stevens, Robert Penn Warren, and Allen Tate 

were all opposed to World War II” (118). Dimock observes that literature written and read 

during the mid-20th-century with “an evaluative criterion other than its American-ness was 

treasonable in itself” (117). Thus, patriotism was defined by a binary logic that divided writers 

into ‘good’ or ‘bad’ citizens of the nation. 

Dimock’s theorisation of transnational American literature thus aims to actively 

unsettle the dominant discourse of nation-state literary categorisation. By highlighting that 

literature constitutes “a set of longitudinal frames, at once projective and recessional, with input 
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going both ways, and binding continents and millennia into many loops of relations” (3), 

Dimock opposes the idea that nation-states divide space, culture, and history. Instead, she 

suggests that no country, nor a period of history, exists in isolation or develops independently. 

Dimock states: “The continuum of historical life does not grant the privilege of autonomy to 

any spatial locale; it does not grant the privilege of autonomy to any temporal segment. The 

nation, as a segmenting device, is vulnerable for just that reason. It is constantly stretched, 

punctured, and infiltrated” (4). Literature, as “the home of nonstandard space and time” (4), 

thus serves as a medium for experiences that are not bound to official national temporal or 

spatial boundaries. Consequently, literature challenges both the notion of the nation-state as a 

closed entity and the binary logic of national belonging traditionally imposed upon its authors. 

The fluidity and transnational movements within literature, as Dimock observes, aligns 

with the transnational approach that Yogita Goyal advocates in her study of American and 

postcolonial literatures. Goyal contends that by recognising global interconnection through a 

transnational approach leads to new readings of nations and nationalisms and encourages 

articulating the political potential of solidarity across divides of nation, race, and class (57). 

Goyal argues that the study of transnationalism and empire in relation to American literature 

“means being attentive to the difficulty of internationalism as well as to its texture – aesthetic 

and political – and to taking on the critical task of patiently narrating a fuller, richer account of 

the histories that have led us to the present historical conjuncture” (58). A transnational 

framework thus allows scholars to define transcultural encounters and entanglements and to 

disclose counter-discourses within American historiography that diverge from both historical 

and ongoing structures of imperial dominance. Moreover, Goyal affirms that a transnational 

literary approach unsettles myths rooted in rigid nationalist discourse of “cultural purity” (6). 

By moving beyond a singular national essence, the transnational framework opens a critical 

space to identify previously unnoticed transcultural encounters that underpin the U.S. nation-

state. By situating texts within a transnational constellation, this framework questions the 

notion of America as an exceptional or exemplary empire, deconstructing its triumphalist 

discourse by emphasising its inherent interconnectedness with the rest of the world. 

Viewing America within a sphere of transnational entanglements and thereby 

deconstructing its exceptionalist discourse parallels Cristina Iuli’s historical and theoretical 

genealogy of transnational American literary studies. Iuli situates the emergence of the 

transnational approach to American literature studies in the 1980s and 1990s, identifying this 

period as pivotal as scholars began to move away from the “rigid demarcations” (226) of 

nationalistic discourse. Instead, questions of “border porosity, fluidity of exchange, hybridity 
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and diaspora” became vital for describing the development of “the cultural, linguistic and 

literary differences that coexisted within the imaginary, symbolic and material boundaries of 

the nation” (226). The idea of the American nation and its national literature being expressed 

through a homogeneous historical understanding, aimed at constructing a static national 

identity, proved inadequate to capture the fluidity and dynamism resulting from migration and 

multicultural contact. A transnational approach thus allows for a new global self-consciousness 

when analysing literary narratives. Iuli explains that the transnational framework provides “a 

point of view that is broad enough and flexible enough to consider the multiple levels of 

possible and actual connection as well as the many histories carried across” borders (232). 

Similarly, Goyal and Iuli’s observations suggest that a transnational approach destabilises 

historical notions of American imperialism by revisiting depictions of transcultural encounters. 

These encounters reveal that the myth of exceptionalism deliberately overlooks how American 

history developed through diverse cultural influences and transnational interactions. 

Along similar lines to Goyal and Iuli’s emphasis on how transnational interconnection 

enables critical observations of rigid nationalism, Chandra Talpade Mohanty nuances the 

transnational theoretical framework through a feminist lens, demonstrating how transnational 

entanglements can also forge international constellations of female solidarity. In her 2003 

article ‘Under Western Eyes’ Revisited’, Mohanty reviews her original 1986 article ‘Under 

Western Eyes’, in which she sought to “expose the power-knowledge nexus of feminist cross-

cultural scholarship expressed through Eurocentric, falsely universalizing methodologies that 

serve the narrow self-interest of Western feminism” (501). While her initial article responded 

to Eurocentric biases in Western academic feminism by highlighting cross-cultural feminist 

work through attentive studies of the “micropolitics of context, subjectivity, and struggle,” 

alongside “the macropolitics of global economic and political systems and processes” (501), 

her revisited edition explicitly rearticulates this relationship and connection between the 

localised and the global. Mohanty explains: 

 
In knowing differences and particularities, we can better see the connections and commonalities 
because no border or boundary is ever complete or rigidly determining. The challenge is to see 
how differences allow us to explain the connections and border crossings better and more 
accurately, how specifying difference allows us to theorize universal concerns more fully. It is 
this intellectual move that allows for my concern for women of different communities and 
identities to build coalitions and solidarities across borders. (505) 

 

Mohanty thus advocates for an intervention into globalisation debates by reorienting their 

discourse and centring a distinct transnational feminist framework that connects the 
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particularised, contextual analyses with broader, universal structures. Mohanty rejects the 

notion that borders are fixed and divide cultures and communities. Instead, by recognising the 

specificities of everyday material, historical, and ideological circumstances one can reveal links 

and commonalities across cultures. It is upon these “common differences” (503) that a 

foundation for transnational feminist solidarity, which reaches across divisions of space, 

culture, ethnicity, and class, can be established. To describe this type of research, Mohanty 

proposes the concept of the ‘feminist solidarity model’. The feminist solidarity model is 

essentially grounded in the belief that the local and the global are not confined to, nor defined 

by, physical geography or territory. Rather, they exist simultaneously in an interdependent 

relationship, shaped by continuous reciprocal interaction over time (521). 

Mohanty’s proposed feminist solidarity model serves as an analytic strategy that 

“assumes both distance and proximity” (521) to reveal and highlight how differences and 

commonalities exist in tension with each other, and subsequently emphasise “relations of 

mutuality, coresponsibility, and common interests, anchoring the idea of feminist solidarity” 

(521). This model guides scholars to identify the interconnectedness and interweaving of the 

histories and experiences of “U.S. women of colour, white women, and women from the Third 

World/South” (522). Ultimately, it reveals the simultaneous endurance of oppression and 

exploitation, as well as experiences of struggle and resistance, that transcend the boundaries of 

nation-states and national cultures. 

The transnational field thus encompasses an array of frameworks, providing lenses 

through to detect the vulnerability of geographical and cultural divides and to emphasise the 

social and political actions required to cross these imposed material and ideological borders. 

These frameworks share a similar core purpose: to challenge the rigidly exceptionalist 

perspectives of the U.S. nation-state. By demonstrating that cultural influences are not 

unidirectional, these frameworks illustrate that national discourse, authors, literatures, 

identities, and solidarity alliances are instead part of a non-linear process shaped by 

transnational movements. 

2.3. Settler Aesthetics and Settler Colonialism 
By bringing transnational literary analysis into dialogue with theoretical frameworks in Settler 

Colonialism, this project foregrounds how settler-colonial logics of land annexation and 

practices of cultural elimination have shaped literary depictions of national difference. In her 

monograph Settler Aesthetics: Visualizing the Spectacle of Originary Moments in The New 

World, Indigenous scholar Mishuana Goeman proposes that settler colonialism, as a regime of 
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power, has been sustained by settler aesthetics. From her in-depth examination of Terrence 

Malick’s 2005 film The New World – a retelling of the Pocahontas narrative – Goeman argues 

that settler aesthetics is a creative lens shaped by tropes of Native elimination. Goeman explains 

that settler colonial binaries of good versus bad, and savage versus romantic, are mediated 

through “shots of romance in spectacular nature settings devoid of Indigenous people […] 

characterized by heroic explorers driving the plot and supposed truth of American 

exceptionalism” (4-5). The notion of landscape, Goeman explains, “lent itself to the 

spectacular, to the creation of a settler aesthetic that is lyrical, romantic, and embedded in 

nature; a spectacle that presumes the land is untouched” (126). The ‘spectacular’ is a romantic 

manifestation of settler aesthetics, a depiction of primacy and the cultivation of ‘untouched’ 

land. Although Goeman focuses primarily on the cinematic visual impact of the ‘spectacular’, 

she notes that settler aesthetics in storytelling reach back to the early 1600s and have, since 

then, “created myths out of Native people and turned previously unknown lands into 

landscapes” (57). In other words, settler aesthetics, historically, as a form of literary and visual 

exploration of nature, have functioned as a vehicle “of transformation for others to seize power; 

or as raw material for American mythmaking” (57). Settler aesthetics are thus intrinsically 

bound with the reification and reinforcement of settler colonial myths, where the view of land 

as private property becomes entrenched, justifying the consumption and exploitation of 

Indigenous territories by the European settler. 

These settler-colonial ideologies, however, are more than aesthetic frameworks; they also 

constitute the structural foundation of what Daiva Stasiulis and Nira Yuval consider settler 

societies. Settler societies are societies in which Europeans settled and whose descendants 

remained politically dominant within class, ethnic, and racial hierarchies (3). Settler societies 

thus feature “extensive systems of exclusion and exploitation of both ‘indigenous’ and ‘alien’ 

peoples within, exercised through a variety of coercive, ideological, legal, administrative and 

cooptative mechanisms” (4). Thus, instead of approaching settler colonialism as an isolated 

historical episode, the concept of settler societies underscores it as a manifestation of socially 

constructed and culturally fabricated notions of nationhood. According to Stasiulis and Yuval 

Davis, the social constructions behind settler societies are motivated by gendered and racialised 

hegemonic myths, that aim to consign “distinctive roles in production, reproduction and nation-

building to indigenous and different groups of European and non-European women and men” 

(8). However, these hegemonic constructions within settler nation-states, which derive from 

the belief that the nation’s historical starting point is colonial conquest and settlement, do not 

reflect the experiences of the diverse, heterogeneous inhabitants of these areas (19). 
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In the case of the U.S. colonial settlements, Dolores Janiewski’s assessment of settler 

societies offers valuable insight into how the nation-state’s heterogenous inhabitants underwent 

social constructions of gender, race, and class, and how these constructions evolved from the 

late 16th century through to the 20th century. By examining the interactions of Euro-American 

settlers, Mexican-Americans, Indigenous peoples, and enslaved Africans, Janiewski 

demonstrates how, although racial and class arrangements varied from region to region, the 

societal hierarchical configurations lay the “interconnected political and sexual economies 

which developed within colonial America” (133). Moreover, Janiewski argues that newly 

“empowered national elites began to build a nation out of a racially and gender-stratified 

population by restricting full citizenship to white, property-owning men” (141). The aims of 

institutionalising exclusion formed the foundation of settler discourse of American nationhood, 

and no matter the region, this foundation “led to widening class, race and ethnic divisions and 

growing social tensions” (148). The formation of the U.S. nation-state thus became a dialectic 

structure grounded in both social and legislative processes of possession versus dispossession, 

inclusion versus exclusion, and belonging versus elimination. 

Patrick Wolfe, a foundational scholar in Settler Colonialism, further develops this 

framework of exclusionary processes within settler societies through the concept he defines as 

‘logic of elimination’. In his 2016 edited collection, The Settler Complex: Recuperating 

Binarism in Colonial Studies, Wolfe claims that “settler colonialism is premised on a zero-sum 

logic whereby settler societies, for all their internal complexities, uniformly require the 

elimination of Native alternatives” (1). This observation is drawn on his key concept from 

1998: settler colonialism is a structure of invasion rather than an isolated event. In the 2016 

edited collection, he reiterates: “Settler colonialism is a project, not a fait accompli” (10). 

Settler colonialism is thus not an inevitable or incontestable fixed event. Rather, it is an ongoing 

operation requiring continuous upkeep and refurbishment. Situating this view of settler 

colonialism as a continuous project within the American history of settler societies, Wolfe 

argues that the development of created and reinforced binary ideologies between settlers and 

Indigenous peoples justified the ‘logic of elimination’ (5). 

While the U.S. masked its expansion through a discourse of ‘voluntary negotiation’, Wolfe, 

in his 2006 article ‘Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native’, argues that these 

strategies were chiefly motivated by the “irreducible element” of territoriality (388). As a land-

centred project, settler colonialism hence relied on the ‘logic of elimination’ to displace 

Indigenous societies and secure permanent settler possession of the land. Since settler 

colonialism is interconnected with the notion of owning land, the binarism that settlers 
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reinforced was ultimately anchored in the depiction of Native Americans as representative of 

the unsettled, nomadic, and rootless. This image thereby justified the “reproach of nomadism 

[which] renders the native removable” (396). By treating it as a structure shaped by notions of 

sovereignty, Wolfe argues that settlers eliminated others deemed lacking modernity’s progress 

(390), thereby making assimilation a favoured strategy of elimination (401). As a settler 

response to the challenges posed by Indigenous resistance and American ethno-racial 

heterogeneity, assimilation thus became a strategy to achieve complete sovereignty. Serving to 

establish societal hierarchies and justify binaries within settler-colonial ideologies, assimilation 

ultimately became a vehicle to neutralise political consequences from ethno-racial inequality 

(see; The Settler Complex 3). 

However, although Wolfe has been recognised as a leading scholar in Settler Colonialism, 

his research has attracted numerous critiques over the years, as has the field itself. Lorenzo 

Veracini, drawing on Gregory Smithers and Brooke Newman’s criticism of Wolfe, observes 

that Wolfe’s concepts have been seen as restrictive, limiting, and overlooking Native agency 

(5). By remaining too focused on Wolfe’s lens of the ‘logic of elimination’, scholars risk 

presenting narratives in which Indigenous people simply succumb to colonial violence. 

Furthermore, such approaches risk offering historiographic perspectives that treat Indigenous 

peoples as essentially absent from the development of the U.S. nation-state (Veracini, 5; 

Smithers and Newman, 6). Veracini acknowledges this criticism and subsequently nuances 

Wolfe’s concept of the ‘logic of elimination’ to show how settler-colonial frameworks can be 

repurposed to decolonise these structures. Veracini proposes: “if settler colonialism is 

fundamentally characterized, to use Wolfe’s terminology and framework, by settlers that ‘come 

to stay’ and by an unrelenting ‘logic of elimination,’ the way out may be to turn the former 

against the latter” (9). This proposal demonstrates an approach that subjectivises Wolfe’s 

concept of settler colonialism, treating it not only as an abstract structure but also as a system 

reinforced and sustained by individual settlers’ actions. 

Veracini contends that “there is a need to focus on settlers and what they do in order to 

undo settler colonialism. They are the problem; they should not be normalized” (2). This 

approach, in turn, pivots from traditional settler colonial discourse, in which Indigenous 

societies have been mythologised and stereotyped as the ‘problem’ that must be removed to 

make room for the creation of the nation-state. To dismantle the naturalisation and 

rationalisation of settler supremacism, Veracini proposes a decolonial approach, which is 

“understood as a process that will lead to the eventual undoing of settler colonialism as a mode 

of domination and its legacies” through ‘cultural pedagogy’ (7). Cultural pedagogy as a 
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decolonising practice means to “educate” and “lead out” the settler from these settler-colonial 

modes of domination (11). Put differently; it means untangling the individual settler from 

settler-colonial ideologies, discourses, and myths that persist through the ongoing reproduction 

of settler-colonial exclusionary processes. While acknowledging Eve Tuck and Wayne Yang’s 

statement that the socio-economic process of restitution of land is principal for decolonisation 

–  “Until stolen land is relinquished”, they note, “critical consciousness does not translate into 

action that disrupts settler colonialism” (qtd in Veracini 7; see also Tuck and Yang 19) – 

Veracini maintains that the undoing of binary logics within settler subjectivism supports that 

process of material disruption, rather than substituting for it (7-8). Veracini contends that 

resistance is contextual and relational (8). Therefore, by focusing on settler ideologies rooted 

in the disavowal of Indigenous peoples and demanding that settlers “formally recognize 

indigenous priority can be a powerful decolonizing stance” (8). It is thus a matter of 

constructing an awareness within the settlers that they exist in a transnational and transcultural 

entanglement with Indigenous populations; entanglements sustained through exploitation and 

domination, resulting in devastating consequences. These critical moments of awareness create 

‘interruptions’ in settler modes of domination and provide a social decolonial intervention that 

ultimately supports the process of material decolonisation (13). 

The field of Settler Colonialism, whether analysing aesthetic or social configurations, 

provides frameworks for highlighting how settlers naturalise entitlement through mythical 

discourses and ideologies that juxtapose them against Indigenous peoples. They also reveal 

how the European settlers’ connection to American ‘unknown’ land, anchored in notions of 

ownership acquired through cultivation, has been leveraged to reinforce exclusionary 

belonging.   

2.4. Critical Whiteness Studies 
However, this settler-colonial structure of juxtaposed nationalities to create a hierarchical order 

informing U.S. social stratification was also profoundly grounded in notions of racial 

difference, with whiteness positioned as a naturalised form of superiority. Toni Morrison’s 

influential study, Playing in the Dark, provides a framework for conceptualising how literary 

whiteness established the foundation for constructing ‘Americanness’ within American 

literature. According to Morrison, literary whiteness emerged through the implicit presence of 

racialised others, or, more distinctly, the over four-hundred-year-old presence of Africans and 

African Americans in the United States (5). However, for long, this presence has been 

unacknowledged within the American literary canon, which, according to Morrison, has 
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perpetuated the illusion that “this presence – which shaped the body politic, the Constitution, 

and the entire history of culture – has had no significant place or consequence in the origin and 

development of that culture’s literature” (5). Thus, the American literary canon has maintained 

a particular version of ‘Americanness’, which relies on systemic erasure, presenting fictions of 

white national identity as independent from, rather than entangled with, the presence of 

racialised others. However, Morrison states that this presence is integral to the concept of 

American whiteness within literature, as it shapes how white authors narrate character and plot 

through a racial binary that uses the ‘other’ to define the ‘self’. In other words, a racial binary 

that describes what is ‘non-American’ to define what is ‘American’. 

To expand on the historical development of ‘American’ self-perception and its relationship 

to whiteness, Morrison draws upon settler ideologies and mythic discourse, explaining that 

“[y]oung America distinguished itself by, and understood itself to be, pressing toward a future 

of freedom” (33). The notion of freedom in the ‘New World’ insinuated a clean slate, a new 

setting that allowed settlers to reinvent themselves and situate themselves in a new social 

hierarchy. In the ‘New World’, settlers could attain a sense of autonomy, as they moved from 

“discipline and punishment to disciplining and punishing; from social ostracism to social rank” 

(35). However, as Morrison argues, the concept of freedom “did not emerge in a vacuum” (38); 

it emerged through the experience of its opposite: slavery. Consequently, the institution of 

chattel slavery served as the constitutive ground for American liberty, ensuring that ideas of 

freedom and unfreedom were intrinsically interwoven with racial hierarchies. This dichotomy 

was created and preserved by allocating meaning to skin colour, stimulating “the projection of 

the not-me” (38), and providing a “playground for the imagination” (38) through which white 

writers constructed the ideal ‘American’ identity. Morrison’s analysis highlights that whiteness 

is neither neutral nor universal. Instead, its historical naturalisation is a cultural-relational 

project rooted in deliberate racial dynamics. The ‘American’ identity, therefore, constructed 

through beliefs in white superiority, is fabricated in opposition to the racialised ‘other’.  

According to American legal scholar and critical race theorist Cheryl Harris, whiteness, 

initially constructed from settler-colonial ideologies as a form of racial identity, subsequently 

evolved into a stratified social and legal status historically protected by American law (1718). 

Harris argues that the concept of whiteness is grounded in the perception of white supremacy. 

Thus, the concept of whiteness in America was “defined and constructed in ways that increased 

its value by reinforcing its exclusivity” (1737). Through ongoing social reproduction in 

discourses and practices that perpetuated its superiority, whiteness became an active concept, 

utilised to assign economic, political, and social precedence to white people in the U.S. 
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Consequently, Indigenous nations and Black populations were subjected to systems of violent 

oppression designed to rationalise and preserve white supremacy. Harris further argues that 

whites transformed racial advantage into institutionalised privileges, and these advantages 

“became part of the settled expectations of whites” (1777). Masked as a legal natural order and 

a neutral baseline, these expectations created a framework in which material dominance and 

the definition of whiteness became intertwined, thereby obscuring the intentional structure of 

racial hierarchy and framing “the consequences of social selection as inevitable” (1777). By 

examining American legal history, Harris finds that the institutionalised discourse of racial 

privilege became integrated with property rights. And it was this involvement between 

conceptions of race and property that played a critical role in anchoring and sustaining racial 

and economic domination for whites in the U.S. nation-state. Therefore, Harris argues that 

whiteness should be understood through the framework of ‘whiteness as property’. 

The concept of ‘whiteness as property’ demonstrates that exclusionary logic was used to 

justify the practices of material and ideological dispossession against those deemed ‘non-white’ 

and ultimately rendered them invalid as legal American subjects. Harris explains that 

“whiteness and property share a common premise – a conceptual nucleus – of a right to 

exclude” (1714). According to Harris, both slavery – as an institutionalised system of property 

– and the settlement and seizure of Native American land facilitated the merger between white 

identity and property rights (1721). Rights of possession, “the act necessary to lay the basis for 

rights in property” (1721), were rooted in racist ideologies and depictions of ‘savagery’ that 

marginalised enslaved Black populations and Native Americans for centuries. These narratives 

were ultimately employed to justify and construct a legal discourse that validated the cultural 

practices of whites exclusively.  

While the legal framework of whiteness provided foundational protection for white 

Americans, internal class structures complicated the notion of a uniform American identity.  

David R. Roediger addresses this complexity through the concept of the ‘wages of whiteness’. 

Focusing on the U.S. antebellum period (1812–1861), Roediger examines how white working-

class identity and its relation to U.S. national identity were constructed through a complex 

negotiation between class and racial structures. By interrogating the social history of the 

American white working-class, both its external pressures and internal developments, 

Roediger’s concept of the ‘wages of whiteness’ offers insight into how working-class men and 

women constructed and understood whiteness, negotiating both its privileges and the tensions 

arising from patriarchal and class dynamics. Roediger argues that “the first sixty-five years of 

the nineteenth century were the formative period of working class ‘whiteness’” (14), thus 
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indicating a shift in which racial identity became interlinked with labour status. However, 

Roediger acknowledges that whiteness in America originated from early settler-colonial 

encounters, where it served to distinguish European settlers from dispossessed Native 

Americans and enslaved Black individuals(21). 

According to Roediger, because white racial categorisation already carried strong 

associations with land ownership and ideals of individual liberty, North American labour 

values were inevitably shaped by these racialised structures. He argues that settler ideology’s 

discourse on Native Americans and the specific labelling of Indigenous people as nomadic, 

uncivilised, and improvident to contrast European settlers had “a strong connection to work 

and to discipline” (21). Thus, the ideological construct of whiteness rationalised the 

displacement of Native Americans through anchoring its definition through the entitlement to 

territory and its subsequent free labour. Land occupation, a central pursuit of settlers, was also 

“a central issue in the early labor movement, an issue that many organizers closely connected 

to the possibilities of economic independence in the United States” (22). Economic 

independence, however, signified more than material wealth. It also represented the pursuit of 

personal autonomy (32). Put differently, the notion of occupying land and gaining economic 

independence was ultimately connected to concepts of liberty and freedom. 

Similarly to Morrison’s and Harris’s frameworks, Roediger clarifies that the connection 

between the concepts of whiteness and ‘free men’ relied on its historical opposite: chattel 

slavery, which he describes as “the ultimate expression of the denial of liberty” (66). Roediger 

explains that prior to the 19th-century, class distinctions based on bounded labour “made it 

difficult to draw fast lines between any idealized free white worker and a pitied or scorned 

servile Black worker” (25). While acknowledging that the oppression of whites did not extend 

to the extreme acts of violence inflicted upon people of colour, he further explains: “Indentured 

servitude, impressment, apprenticeship, convict labor, farm tenancy, wage labor and 

combinations of wage labor and free farming made for a continuum of oppression among 

whites” (25). Therefore, while developing a meaningful language of labour in the antebellum 

period, white working-class Americans, haunted by the prospect of wage dependencies, 

expressed an inherent desire to be categorically separated from the notion of slavery. Thus, 

“farm and household workers were not simply becoming racists,” but were also becoming 

“white workers who identified their freedom and their dignity in work as being suited to those 

who were ‘not slaves’” (49; emphasis in original). Roediger argues, “in a society in which 

Blackness and servility were so thoroughly intertwined – North and South – assertions of white 

freedom could not be raceless” (49). Thus, chattel slavery provided American white workers 
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with a racist reference framework, upon which they relied on the privilege of whiteness to 

differentiate themselves from marginalised enslaved populations.  

While Roediger provides a significant intersectional analysis of how whiteness, as a 

continuum of power, became naturalised as a form of supremacy, his seminal work has been 

criticised for presenting a monolithic view of whiteness in U.S. history, neglecting regional and 

temporal variations that complicate white identity. Peter Kolchin, in his critique of both Roediger 

and the broader field of Critical Whiteness Studies, argues that the concept of whiteness has often 

been analysed in overly general terms, relying on ‘tropes’ rather than examining its construction 

through “actual social relations” (159). Observing Roediger’s analysis, Kolchin notes that “his 

argument too often depends on blurring important distinctions among whites” (163). This, 

Kolchin claims, is the pitfall of the whole theoretical field within itself: many whiteness studies 

authors have presented whiteness as an “all-encompassing power” which thus tends to obscure 

“the lived experiences – as well as the perceptions – of those perceived as nonwhite or “not quite” 

white” (170). By categorising and representing whiteness too generally, this approach risks 

offering an analysis that fails to account for nuances and differentiate the details that emerge from 

particular geographical and social settings. Thus, what Kolchin argues is missing from previous 

research within the field is the contextualisation of specific cultural formations in American 

history, which is necessary to underscore how whiteness has functioned as a social process and 

a historically contingent racial construct, shaped by evolving assumptions about race that have 

changed over time, as well as how human agency has adapted its making of racial identification 

(170). Careful contextualisation within the evolution of the U.S. national body – through its 

historic waves of immigration, white settlement, and the continuously adapting processes used 

to enforce belonging via ‘assimilative ideals’ – is thus required to perform a thorough 

interrogation of the development of white supremacy.  

Building on Kolchin’s critique, Cian T. McMahon nuances this analysis by examining how 

the concept of whiteness has affected the evolution of immigrant identities in the U.S. 

According to McMahon, the Critical Whiteness scholarship has frequently “employed an 

overly simplistic model of assimilation to describe how immigrants fit into American society” 

(50). Relying on a too simplistic model of integration jeopardises the ability to provide research 

that recognise the lived experiences of immigrants who were regarded as “something less than 

white in American society” (44). It also risks depicting whiteness as a “one-way street in which 

immigrants assimilated into a static, unchanging mainstream” (44). Rather than being 

homogeneous monoliths, North American settler societies held diverse cultural beliefs, with 

factors such as “religion, place of origin and political radicalism” (46) that were instrumental 
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in shaping white identities. Each settler society thus contained many internal divisions that 

affected immigrants’ integration into North American settler societies.  

Therefore, to account for how whiteness influenced specific diverse 19th-century settler 

societies while simultaneously acknowledging the internal divisions that nuanced racial 

ideologies and integration into the U.S. national body, both Kolchin and McMahon advocate 

for a transnational analytical framework. Kolchin argues that American whiteness should not 

be viewed in isolation. Instead, situating its study “in broader international context can help 

accentuate the particular nature and features of race making in the United States” (171). 

Viewing whiteness as a transnational phenomenon challenges exceptionalist interpretations of 

U.S. racial formations and enables greater attention to specific historical and geographical 

contexts. This approach allows for “more precision in delineating the multiple meanings of 

‘whiteness’” which will contribute to the “effort to move beyond a strictly binary approach to 

race” (172). Put differently, this approach reveals distinct regional developments in racial logic 

while identifying the points at which these loci may overlap in processes that accommodate 

whiteness as a foundational notion of supremacy. Meanwhile, McMahon argues that by moving 

beyond a monolithic perspective of whiteness in America and accounting for diverse immigrant 

identities, helps scholars to better understand how international dimensions of race have shaped 

American whiteness. This approach avoids the risk of suggesting that “all immigrants speak 

with one voice” (51) and instead captures the varying complex social formations of settler 

societies that have influenced the U.S. nation-state. By employing a transnational lens, Critical 

Whiteness Studies can recognise that although the power of whiteness relies on its claim to 

universality and normalcy as an ‘unmarked’ distinction, it exists within sites of intersectional, 

global, and national tensions. Its justifying logics thus emerges from transnational politics that 

maintain gendered, racialised, and heteronormative hierarchies.  

In summary, although these scholars approach the field from different perspectives – 

Morrison through literary analysis, Harris through legal history, Roediger through socio-

economic relations, and Kolchin and McMahon through transnational critique – they all share 

a central premise: whiteness is a construct that shapes social processes of assigning value based 

on racial categorisation. Conclusively, these procedures highlight how historical developments 

of whiteness, imposed from diverse transnational settlement societies, have founded systems 

that attribute power to those defined as white while structurally marginalising and excluding 

those identified as ‘others’. 
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2.5. Close-Reading and Coalitional Aesthetics 
Drawing on the methodological framework presented by Dan Sinykin and Johanna Winant in 

Close Reading for the Twenty-First Century, this thesis applies a close-reading strategy to 

investigate how the primary texts in the case studies critique and challenge settler-colonial 

historiography and ideologies in the U.S. These strategies enable interpretive arguments 

regarding how these novels aesthetically and politically engage with these integrated 

theoretical frameworks of Transnationalism, Settler Colonialism and Critical Whiteness 

Studies to actively participate in broader discourses of transnational relationality and U.S. 

exceptionalism. Dan Sinykin and Johanna Winant argue that close-reading is valuable because 

it provides a careful, focused, contextual, and analytical reading that yields evidence from the 

researcher’s interpretations of the text. Rather than reading merely for pleasure, close-reading 

supports a scholarly intervention in the text (1). In other words, the close-reading approach 

allows the researcher to develop meticulous interpretive arguments grounded in specific 

textual, aesthetic, and narrative details. By attending to specific textual details, close-reading 

as a methodology transforms passages and quotations that may have previously gone 

unremarked into evidence of theoretical weight, warranting interpretative claims. Sinykin and 

Winant, tracing the historical development of close-reading practice, argue that its 

methodological approach is constructed through five steps: “scene setting, noticing, local 

claiming, regional argumentation, and global theorizing” (3; emphasis in original). While the 

act of scene-setting and noticing describes what is considered the recognisable patterns of the 

close-reading methodology – the highlighting of a certain section that feels imperative – it is 

the distinctions of local claiming, regional argumentation, and global theorization in which 

interpretation gains momentum. The progression from local claiming (6) – what the highlighted 

detail reveals within the text – to regional argumentation (7) – how that detail connects to other 

textual elements – culminates in global theorising (9), which links textual details with 

theoretical frameworks to reveal broader implications. Because of this process, Sinykin and 

Winant emphasise the significance of close-reading. Beginning from an interpretative claim, 

this movement develops into “an argument involving the analysis of evidence and the 

invocation of conceptual terms and then, working theoretically, intensifies and widens further 

to reach beyond the text” (9). Thus, rather than serving as a vehicle for summarisation and 

description, close-reading constructs an argument from a specific detail or scene, through 

which the literary scholar advocates a distinct understanding of the text’s broader cultural 

impact. 
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Sinykin and Winant argue that close reading is “nearer to a proof than to a poem” because 

“a close reading turns a quotation from a literary text into evidence that can support a claim 

and that has stakes” (10). This suggests that a text does not remain in a single literary vacuum; 

rather, it extends beyond its immediate context, offering multiple interpretations that can 

support extensive, encompassing commentary. In other words, through close-reading, literary 

scholars can articulate the interpretative value of a text’s details and demonstrate how these 

elements illuminate societal, cultural, and global experiences. Furthermore, according to 

Barbara Herrnstein Smith, the strategic practices of close-reading allow for in-depth 

observations and reflections “about related human circumstances and experience” (70). Smith 

explains that this methodological approach thus affords insight into and establishes a 

connection with “the circumstances and experiences of people who are otherwise remote” (70). 

Accordingly, Smith’s observation reveals that literature has a cross-cultural reach. This, in turn, 

allows literary scholars, through close-reading, to engage in broader transnational discussions 

of a text’s representation of human experience.  

Moreover, Sinykin and Winant contend that, as a part of the science in literary studies, a 

close-reading claim “is supported not just by evidence alone, but also by the analysis of that 

evidence” (14). Thus, to offer new knowledge, the literary scholar must demonstrate their 

argument by providing a “connective tissue” (15) to the chosen quotation. This entails 

providing an attentive interpretation of how a text can be interlinked with theoretical 

frameworks from various academic fields. For example, the postcolonial literary critic is 

traditionally attentive to the literary setting: the geography and history explored within the 

novel (32). This focus can thus be further amplified through a close-reading. Similarly, in 

historically oriented research, Ane Ohrvik argues that close-reading strengthens “meaning and 

understanding through symbolic mediations that serve as representations […] of past realities” 

(246; emphasis in original). Considering this acknowledgment of interdependent 

understandings of details within literature, Mathias Nilges and Tim Lanzendörfer claim: 

 
Literary studies is a field whose history consists of an always multiple, changing constellation 
of methodological relations and exchanges. Its history is not the succession of methodological 
dominants but the temporality emerging from the complex interrelation of and productive 
tension between always blended and varied methodological constructions. (197) 

 
Subsequently, this suggests that, as a literary method, the close-reading practice can be a 

versatile tool, adapted, informed, and combined with other conceptual lenses to serve the 

objectives of a particular research purpose.  
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In their overview of the historical development of close-reading, Sinykin and Winant reflect 

on how the methodology comprises a range of approaches. Beginning in the U.S. with the New 

Criticism movement in the 1930s-1940s, close-reading practices during the 20th-century 

evolved and became interwoven with theoretical movements, such as deconstruction, New 

Historicism, Marxism, psychoanalysis, feminism, and postcolonialism (22-23). While 

frameworks such as deconstruction, which emphasise language as context (26), Marxism, 

which examines how form responds to political and economic realities (31), and 

psychoanalysis, which explores repressed and unconscious desires in literature (33), remain 

influential, close-reading in the 21st century has adopted new interpret models. Models such 

as narratology, Black studies, and critical fabulation (34-36). To establish the versatility within 

the methodological approach, Sinykin and Winant describe how contemporary research 

employs different strategies of close reading. Drawing on Elaine Auyong’s research, Sinykin 

and Winant explain that, for narratologists, close-reading serves as a model for examining how 

formal structures and patterns in narratives make meaning (34). Meanwhile, within Black 

studies, Kevin Quashi utilises in-depth attention to the sonic registers of poetry to detect ‘Black 

aliveness’ (35). Furthermore, Sinykin and Winant recognise that seminal work by scholars such 

as Saidiya Hartman, Christina Sharpe, and Frank Wilderson is grounded in close-reading, as 

they observe details in texts and archives as grounds for theorisation (35). However, although 

Sinykin and Winant recognise that literary approaches work in various ways, they continually 

affirm that close-reading is “a shared methodology” (7). Selecting impactful details is “the 

fundamental skill of close reading, the ground upon which the rest is built” (18). Thus, no 

matter what the different approaches highlight, whether it is through language, historical 

elements, or representations of the psyche, these literary scholarly fields share the foundation 

of the close-reading methodology. 

Inspired by the close-reading strategies found in Francisco Robles’ Coalition Literature: 

Aesthetics on the Move in Midcentury US Multiethnic Writing, wherein he identifies how 

multiperspectival texts are aesthetically designed to generate political critiques, this thesis 

approaches the primary texts within the case studies through a similar lens to recognise how 

their transnational and transcultural dimensions engage in political discourses that challenges 

settler-colonial ideologies. As a contemporary literary analytical study, Robles looks for textual 

details and narrative structures in mid-20th-century texts that serve as ‘coalitional aesthetics’. 

According to Robles, coalitional aesthetics – the method of bringing people together by 

recognising their difference – “work through the structural, syntactical experiments of speaking 

with as attempts to expand lyric voice, to reimagine proletarian engagements with literary and 
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institutional history, and to make polyphonic or multivocal prose distinctly political in its 

coalitional character” (10; emphasis in original). Influenced by Gayatri Spivak’s research on 

representation, which highlights the conflation of aesthetic and political representation as a 

challenge to effective scholarly representation of the ‘other’ (marginalised groups such as the 

subalterns, the colonised or the proletariat), Robles rearticulates ‘speaking with’ within 

coalitional aesthetics to radicalise “existing notions of political representation through a praxis 

of revolutionary (re)presentation” (22). Drawing on Spivak’s observation between 

“representation as ‘speaking for,’ as in politics, and representation as ‘re-presentation,’ as in 

art or philosophy” and her argument that “the theoretician does not represent (speak for) the 

oppressed group” (qtd. in Robles 22; see also Spivak 274), Robles argues that coalitional 

aesthetics avoids representing ‘others’ from an ‘un-reflected-upon’ position. Instead, it 

“emerge from the entangled labors of writing and interpretation that refuse the singularity of 

the author as well as the reader” (23). Based on detailed analysis of literary passages, Robles 

argues that the narrative employment of ‘speaking with’ signifies two connected but 

independent modes of literary conventions: “the grammars of relation and of generation” (17). 

The grammar of relation operates as a detailed, observant method for uncovering surprising 

connections between texts and authors, allowing a scholar to identify relationality between 

novels and writers that previously have not been coupled. Meanwhile, the grammar of 

generation highlights how “the process of meaning-making […] comes from novel aesthetic 

practices in relation to literary tradition” (17). In other words, it reveals how the text’s creative 

strategies and formal experimentation guide the representation of relationality.  

Robles’ study develops an understanding of aesthetics as intrinsically political by showing 

how coalitions can move beyond being a purely political category into a cultivated awareness 

of relationality and difference, which, in turn, informs and shapes literary aesthetic expressions 

(5). Robles notes that coalitions require “an actively extensive political framework, one that 

shapes the relations between its members according to a transformative project” (6). Coalitional 

aesthetics highlight political intention and collective transformation. As a foundation for 

building relationships across difference, coalitional aesthetics operate dialogically to imagine 

“spaces that enable being and belonging outside of extant political structures” (26). The body 

of literature engaged with in Robles’ monograph is presented through a close-reading practice 

that looks at textual details and narrative structures that embody difference and 

multiperspectivity. Based on these definitions, Robles subsequently demonstrates how these 

works actively participate in American political discourse, aiming to unsettle American 

exceptionalist myths that seek to homogenise national identity. Movement between available 
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spaces of belonging and alternative cultural practices encourages coalitional thinking through 

difference and generates new possibilities for social and political being. 

Robles’ monograph, drawing on the works of Muriel Rukeyser, Zora Neale Hurston, 

Woody Guthrie, Sanora Babb, Gwendolyn Brooks, Carlos Bulosan, and Tomás Rivera, 

demonstrates how the writers’ multiperspectival representations of migrant life, farm labour 

struggles, class distinction, and racial segregation challenged dominant North American 

national discourses. In each chapter, Robles presents in-depth close-readings that explore how 

the literary style, form, and political intention of these multiethnic writers establish connections 

through coalitional aesthetics. Close-reading of coalitional aesthetics entails identifying how a 

text utilises notions of “relation that operates to bring distinct people together precisely through 

their difference” (3). For context, Robles explains that coalitional aesthetics emerged from the 

1930s Popular Front, a Communist International advisory movement aimed at building broad 

coalitions against the rise of fascism. Although the official Popular Front strategy concluded 

in 1939, Robles argues that its political and aesthetic influence persisted in the U.S., 

particularly in mid-century multiethnic literature (7). 

The body of literature Robles engages with in this monograph illustrates how these works 

actively participate in American political discourse, aiming to disrupt the ‘Great American 

Myths’ that seek to condition national identity. For example, through his close reading of 

Sanora Babb and Woody Guthrie, Robles examines how texts about the rural farming working 

class in North America and the Dust Bowl migration movement reimagine whiteness within 

constructions of coalition, challenging normative assumptions that naturalise white privilege 

as belonging, ownership, and entitlement (79). According to Robles, by the early to mid-20th 

century, the “vision of white settler continuity was firmly ensconced in the national imagery” 

(78). Therefore, by analysing Babb and Guthrie, Robles can demonstrate how their narratives 

express “a multiracial syndicalism undergirded by aesthetic visions of coalitional, cross-racial 

political belonging that emerge from farmworkers”, and that these “coalitional visions generate 

alternatives to anxieties about cultural loss, political disenfranchisement, and the future” (79). 

Babb and Guthrie thus respond to and reimagine the nationalistic image of the white farmer as 

the ‘heart and soul’ of the nation.  

Coalitional aesthetics thus provides a close-reading framework for identifying how the 

thesis’ primary texts use multiperspectival representation to challenge exclusionist settler-

colonial ideologies. By detecting distinct textual choices and structures that emphasise 

relationality and plurality, rather than reducing texts to ideologies of integration or to a singular 
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national identity, this approach supports an aesthetic analysis of how the novels’ formal choices 

function as a vehicle for theorising U.S. transnational relationality.  

3. Case Study 1: Jovita González and Margaret 
Eimer’s Caballero: A Historical Romance 

3.1. Introduction 
Modern South Texas, along the stretch of the Rio Grande/Río Bravo del Norte, is a region 

historically marked by political and military unrest, struggling to distinguish material and 

ideological borders separating the Mexican republic and the U.S. nation-state. As part of a 

broader settler-colonial project dating back to the 16th century, Texas has accordingly been a 

contact zone, where multiple cultures met, confronted, and became intertangled. As part of this 

transformative colonisation process, Spanish explorers, as the dominant European presence, 

accompanied with an entourage of indigenous peoples and mestizos (people with a mix of 

Spanish and Indigenous ancestry) began residing in the area. They brought cultural traditions, 

religion, folklore, language and literature, forming settler societies that, over the centuries, 

developed into the first Mexican empire (Saldívar 25). After achieving independence from 

Spain in 1821, Mexican officials in the central government in Mexico City licensed Anglo-

American colonists to inhabit and cultivate Mexico’s sparsely populated northern lands, 

including the northeastern frontiers such as Texas (Saldívar 27). However, as Janiewski notes, 

due to the northern Mexican provinces’ proximity to North America – the ‘expansionist 

republic’ – Texas innately became “a target for [U.S.] conquest” (142). Following the influx 

of Anglo-American enclaves in Texas, conflicts, exacerbated by racial, religious, and linguistic 

clashes, eventually led the new settlers to launch a revolution in the mid-1830s (142). In sum, 

in 1836, a Texas government was formed, and a declaration of independence from Mexico was 

established. 

Because Texas was central to U.S. expansionist ambitions, this contention expanded into a 

broader war between the U.S. and Mexico, leading to the U.S. annexation of Texas in 1845 and 

the U.S.–Mexico War of 1846-1848. Drawing upon the ending of the U.S.–Mexico War with 

the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, in which Mexico had to formally recognise the loss of Texas 

and where the Rio Grande became the established boundary between the two nations, Ramón 

Saldívar considers how the notion of national belonging was continuously challenged for 

Mexican-Americans living along the border. Saldívar explains: “No longer citizens of Mexico 

and with their citizenship contested and denied by many Americans, they were left without the 
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juridical protection of either nation,” which consequently led to the borderers being “the first 

of many generations of Mexicans to become US citizens in name but not in fact” (29). Héctor 

Calderón and José R. López-Morín’s observation of the negotiation between the duality of 

cultures which lingered along the border aligns with Saldívar’s explanation of citizenship. They 

not that  for “Anglo-Texans, a U.S. citizen of Mexican ancestry is a Mexican” while from “the 

Mexican side of the border, a Mexican American is a pocho, an inauthentic, Anglicized 

Mexican” (200-201; emphasis in original). The notion of protection from legal citizenship for 

Mexican-Americans thus proved insufficient to the Anglo settlers’ legal interpretations as their 

government, influenced by policies in Washington, assumed control of the Texas territory, 

eventually causing many Mexican-Americans to lose rights of land and find themselves in a 

labouring class (Janiewski 143). Hence, although Texas became a part of the U.S. formally, 

the notion of national belonging and citizenship for people of Mexican heritage was 

continuously negotiated through ethnic hierarchies that positioned Anglo-American settlers as 

superior to Mexican-Americans. 

However, ethnic hierarchies were not the only ideological structure that spearheaded the 

U.S. nation-state negotiation of belonging in South Texas; national identity was also 

constructed through an intersectional social stratification of gendered and racialised 

compositions. According to Roesch, eugenic ideologies, following the aftermath of the United 

States–Mexico War of 1846-1848, leading into the 1920s and 1930s, laid the foundation of the 

normalisation of the thought of Mexican men as inferior to white Anglo-Americans, thereby 

leading to them often being denied U.S. citizenship (151). Furthermore, Roesch explains that 

 
Americanizers considered families that were structured according to Mexican traditions of 
patriarchy as a threat to the American nation because they were believed to inculcate obedience 
and fatalism, values that ran counter to the values of self-reliance and progress, along which 
they imagined the nation. (153) 

 
Thusly, ‘Americanizers’, the coordinators and facilitators of Americanisation projects, were 

fuelled by the belief that Mexican cultural domestic traditions needed to be replaced in order 

to assimilate and adapt to the U.S. manifesto of individualism and liberty. The marginalisation 

of Mexican-Americans was multilayered, based on intertwined notions of nationalism, racial 

and cultural hierarchies, and patriarchal and domestic values. In turn, this intersectional 

subjugation had a profound impact on Mexican-American resistance and literary production. 

As a part of the civil rights movement from the 1960s forward, the Chicano movement, with a 

significant emphasis on Mexican-American men’s subjugation, focused on challenging the 

systemic exploitation of Mexican farm labourers (Madsen 10). This context helped shape 
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Chicano cultural expression, as literature produced within the Chicano movement is deeply 

rooted in the cultural consciousness of Mexican-American history and explores themes of 

resistance to Anglo-American oppression. 

However, it was not only men who voiced the resistance movement, as there was also a 

growing body of literature produced by Chicanas, which addresses not only the systemic 

inequalities enforced by Anglo-Americans, but also demonstrates a powerful association with 

feminist commitment that critiques the social conditioning and domestic containment of 

Mexican-American women (Madsen 10). Chicanas have historically faced intersectional 

oppression, having to navigate the U.S.-imposed systemic racism and segregation, and the 

highly patriarchal Chicano culture, which leaned on a nationalistic discourse that naturalised 

women to the domestic sphere, rendering them as biological and cultural nurturers of the 

Catholic Church and Mexican Family (Madsen; see also McMahon). According to Marci R. 

McMahon, nationalistic discourse has generally “excluded women’s voices” (12). Therefore, 

McMahon notes that Mexican-American women have utilised the notion of domestic spheres 

since the early 20th century. Using the domestic sphere as a site of critique, Chicana authors 

unsettle the ongoing cultural, political, and nationalist discourses that locate their identities in 

the household (6). Seminal works such as Gloria Anzaldúa’s semi-autobiographical work 

Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, Ana Castillo’s novel So Far from God, and 

Cherrie Moraga’s memoir Native Country of the Heart stand as vital examples that deconstruct 

oppressive Chicana domestic traditions by providing a subversive voice to the multilayered 

complexities of the Mexican-American female subjectivity and experience. Chicana literature 

demonstrates a way into Chicana cultural sensibilities, experiences, and intergenerational 

trauma, constructing multilayered statements of racial and gendered resistance to both enforced 

imperial ideologies and limited Mexican patriarchal nationalist discourse. 

Taking place in mid-19th-century South Texas – a period and setting deeply marked by the 

rigid racial hierarchies and nationalistic sentiments due to the buildup to the U.S.-Mexican war 

– Jovita González and Margaret Eimer’s Caballero: A Historical Romance also serves as a 

vital text within Chicana literary studies. Published within Mexican-American studies as a 

collaborative recovery project by José E. Limón and María Cotera, Caballero, as a mid-20th-

century novel, offers an early attempt to articulate a Chicana resistance voice that captures the 

historical, multilayered tension of South Texas. Through imaginatively unsettling gendered 

and cultural expectations lingering from both 18th-century Spanish settler colonialism and the 

exceptionalist discourse of the 19th-century U.S. annexation of Texas, Caballero challenges 

both militant and domestic patriarchal structures. Caballero also critiques nationalistic 
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discourse by following various characters who form transnational connections, thereby 

highlighting the hemispheric interconnections and transcultural relationality that underpin 

Texas history. Because the novel is a significant early mid-20th-century attempt to critique 

these intersectional elements of oppression, this three part case study employs a close-reading 

of Caballero. First, it investigates how the text simultaneously employs and unsettles settler 

aesthetics to challenge lingering intergenerational patriarchal settler-colonial traditions, 

thereby creating a notion of settler ambivalence. Second, it examines how the novel’s 

negotiation of settler ambivalence connects to the concept of whiteness, serving as a critical 

commentary on U.S. exclusionary racial discourse. Finally, through an in-depth analysis of the 

transnational solidarity networks facilitated by the female characters, this case study reveals 

how González and Eimer’s critique employs coalitional aesthetics within the text’s narrative 

structure to unsettle rigid nationalistic discourse. These three central angles all relate to the 

main research purpose: to examine how literary texts that reimagine 19th-century settler 

societies challenge American settler-colonial ideologies by highlighting their inherent 

transnational relations. 

3.1.1. State of the Art 
Early 21st-century research on Chicanx culture and literature set in South Texas has 

emphasised its transnational connections. Mexican-American writing has long explored and 

navigated questions about the definition of the nation-state, and the transnational lens provides 

a framework for examining how Chicanx literature has historically linked North and South 

America through hemispheric relations (See Saldívar; López). Hence, there is an underlying 

‘transnational imaginary’ reflected in Chicanx literature, through which complex dialogues on 

border politics are performed, thereby nuancing simplistic, oppositional subjectivities (Saldívar 

15). Marissa K. López suggests that the notion of the Americas within Chicanx literature should 

be considered less through the lens of space bounding, and more as ‘transamerican 

conversation’ in which the notion of nation, its meaning and sense of belonging, is a part of a 

dynamic exchange of ideas and transnational networks (3). In this sense, Chicanx literature 

presents transnational interpretations and visions, demonstrating the inherent tensions found in 

hemispheric material and ideological relations. However, more recent research notes a certain 

vagueness to the notion of ‘transnationalism’ within Mexican-American representation. It 

therefore expands this framework by critically analysing artistic depictions of specified 

intersections of violence, identity, and ideology (Olguín). While transnational scholarship has 

highlighted the transnational circulation and interplay among the multiplicity of cultures, 
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classes, and ethnicities within Chicanx subjectivities, B.V. Olguín maintains that imperial 

violence has remained a constitutive force in constructing these subjectivities because of the 

history of U.S. colonialism (22). Violence – as an imperial power and counterpower manifested 

both in international warfare and interpersonal levels through lived experiences of subjugation 

from capitalist, imperialist, and heteropatriarchal norms – has thereby distinguished and shaped 

Mexican-Americans’ identities as well as the borderlands themselves (24-25). This reveals that 

the South Texas landscape and Chicanx history, and subjectivities, are inherently intertwined 

with multidimensional structural violence. Moreover, this notion of violence has influenced 

ontological and epistemological perceptions of Chicanx identity in literary texts. 

Through a close-reading of the seminal work Tomás Rivera’s …y no se lo tragó la tierra, 

published in 1971, Robles identifies significant textual acts of resistance to these transnational 

multilayered structures of violence in Chicanx narrative structures. According to Robles, 

Rivera’s ‘Tierra’ employs a multiperspectival narrative that draws on coalitional sensibilities 

to deliver a direct, experiential critique of colonialism, imperialism, racism, and class 

hierarchies (161). According to Robles, ‘Tierra’ imagines the shared cultural border identity 

of Mexican Americans through “discourses of tenuousness, fragmentation, and 

contradictoriness” that thusly “reconsiders the shape and flow of ethnic belonging” (166). 

Brought forth through a coalitional narrative structure that is ‘speaking with’, Robles argues 

that this form of writing – the employment of multiperspectivity – highlights the notion of a 

‘shared experience’ rooted in colonial oppression, while simultaneously emphasising 

difference and particularity through “multiply dialogic construction” to resist forms of 

subjugation and ultimately “imagine the self within a framework of communal belonging” 

(182). Robles’ close-reading thereby demonstrates that the multiperspectivity found in Chicanx 

literature can be connected to a coalitional aesthetic strategy, employed to make a political 

critique of oppression and create networks of solidarity and community.  

Prior to Robles’ 21st-century monograph, earlier research from the mid- to late 20th century 

on Chicanx culture and literature had heavily focused on the discursive practices that voiced 

resistance to U.S. imperial influences, which led to a great rigidity between Anglo-Americans 

and Mexican-Americans. Among the leading researchers of the field, Américo Paredes’ 

doctoral dissertation, With His Pistol in His Hand: A Border Ballad and Its Hero, published in 

1958, gained significant scholarly acclaim as a creative take on the development of Mexican-

American transnational identification negotiation along the Texas border. Through the 

recovery of folklore and musical aesthetics, Paredes’ dissertation highlights how the public 

memory of Mexican-American border legend and ranch hand Gregorio Cortez’s characteristics 
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intersect with notions of masculinity, nationality, and resistance, as “Cortez became a symbol 

to the Mexican people of Texas” (88). Accordingly, Paredes’ early contribution to the field has 

also been used in literary analyses on how Chicanx culture has depicted and transformed the 

understanding of border relations and definitions (see Calderón and López-Morín; Handelman; 

Saldívar; Nájera-Ramírez; Kaup). In addition to With His Pistol in His Hand, the 1990 

recovered novel George Washington Gómez: A Mexico-Texan Novel, written between 1935 

and 1940, has led Calderón and López-Morín to note Paredes as one of the earliest writers of 

Chicano literature dealing with Texas border politics and the negotiation between two opposing 

cultures (199).  

However, although written and recovered in the same period as Paredes’ George 

Washington Gómez: A Mexico-Texan Novel, less research has examined González and Eimer’s 

Caballero. Prior in-depth scholarship on Caballero, from around its publication in the late 20th 

century until the present, is layered with multiple diverse analytical angles (see Cotera; Kaup; 

Ramirez). Because of the novel’s multiperspectival narrative structure, which captures each 

female character’s development and agency throughout, early scholarship has adopted a 

feminist lens, highlighting how the novel is a fictional critique of nationalistic discourse in the 

Chicano masculinist literary tradition (Cotera). As an attempt to deconstruct and destabilise 

traditional male-centred depictions of resistance, María Cotera argues that Caballero explores 

how female Tejana experiences challenge the limits of patriarchal code enforced by Spanish 

settler-colonial history through the ‘politics underlying betrayal’ (160-161). However, in the 

21st century, scholars have applied a transnational lens more thoroughly to studies of González 

and Eimer’s collaborative novel. The intercultural and transnational relations depicted in the 

novel, ultimately leading to the collapse of the Mexican ranchero society towards the novel’s 

conclusion, have been considered alongside material historical conditions and socio-historical 

realities. Scholars conclude that the authors’ fictional liberties on historical developments 

represent both the 1930s Texan-Mexican experience of oppression (Kaup) and a mid-20th-

century process of racial negotiation informed by González’s integrationist agenda, stemming 

from her engagement with LULAC: League of United Latin American Citizens (Ramirez). 

While earlier research highlights the novel’s distinct attempt at elevating Chicana 

empowerment and agency to unsettle lingering colonial patriarchal ideologies (Cotera; see also 

Limón; Murrah-Mandril), more recent research demonstrates that it does so by leaning on 

assimilatory neocolonial logics and imperial racial binaries to juxtapose elite Mexican-

Americans of Spanish heritage against mestizos and Native Americans (Olguín). 
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Earlier scholarship on this novel thus illustrates the complexities of the colonial negotiation 

embedded in the narrative, highlighting that the text offers an intersectional critique of empire 

and U.S. nation-state sovereignty, while also, at times, reaffirming imperial ideologies of white 

superiority. Given the novel’s neocolonial violent structures, this study aims not to replicate or 

reinforce its inherent imperial ideologies; instead, it examines how the novel’s 

multiperspectivity construct transnational networks as an attempt to build transcultural 

solidarity and generate coalitional aesthetics to unsettle settler-colonial ideologies. By 

highlighting Caballero’s transnational narrative, we can detect how the novel not only responds 

to 19th-century settler-colonial logics but also serves as a mid-20th-century critical 

commentary on U.S. exceptionalism. 

3.2. “Mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa”: Caballero’s 
Regretful Settler  

As previously noted, South Texas – more specifically, along the Lower Río Grande Valley of 

Texas – has long been a place affected by settler colonialism. Its natural resources, including 

pasturelands and watercourses, drew Spanish stock raisers to settle in the region in the 1730s 

and the 1740s (Alonzo 1). For these early Spanish settlers, the value of this considered 

uncultivated landscape permeated and became imperative to settlers’ self-identities, who, in 

claiming the land, asserted authority and subjugated the Coahuiltecan natives and their nomadic 

lifestyle (Alonzo 5). By asserting control over the territory, the settlers began to organise 

plantation economies that their descendants, namely considered Tejanos, maintained for 

generations. This enduring legacy continued facilitating an intricate sociocultural connection 

to the land, a connection that became inherently intertwined with their sense of identity 

(Alonzo). It is upon this mid-18th-century settler-colonial history that González and Eimer’s 

opens Caballero. In the novel’s foreword, the narration builds towards its mid-19th-century 

setting by introducing Don José Ramón de Mendoza y Robles, a Spanish Crown surveyor, who, 

in 1748, while sent by the viceroy of New Spain on an exploratory expedition, encounters a 

landscape that ignites a dream; a dream to construct a generational legacy of a settler colonial 

plantation economy that naturalises the Mendoza y Robles family’s claim of ownership to the 

land and its natural resources.  

In this foreword, the novel instantly evokes settler aesthetics, as Don José Ramón de 

Mendoza y Robles stops at the top of a bluff overlooking the territory beneath him. These 

settler aesthetics depict an envisioned ‘originary’ encounter between him and the deemed 

uncultivated land. The narration visualises his awe of the land as he stands there, at the edge: 
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and looked westward where mile overlapped mile into eternity itself, and only God could span 
it. To the north the grass-matted, undulating prairies along the Río Nueces, to the south the 
brush covered land of the Río Grande, and beyond it a home in Mexico already as nebulous as 
the horizon before him in the sharply etched desire for this new, this untrodden, unconquered 
land. (XXXVI) 

 
The description reads as Don José Ramón de Mendoza y Robles’ visualisation of the settler’s 

possibilities: a land to establish permanence, to place a ‘home’. This ‘new’, defined 

‘unconquered’ land further prompts another outlining of the territory, as this surveyor begins 

picturing a ranch before him. He visualises: “Ahead, a little to the right, the gentle swell of 

plain broke against a smooth circle that was like a huge tabletop. In its middle the magic of the 

mind saw a palm tree. La Palma de Cristo” (XXXVI). From this mental picturing, it is decided, 

and he claims the land “thirty miles to the east, the north, the west, and south to the river, for 

himself and his descendants” in the name of both “God and Most Catholic Majesty, Ferdinand, 

King of Spain” (XXXVII). Through visualisation and the subsequent claiming of space, settler 

aesthetics thus transforms a moment of perceived ‘origination’ into a curated spectacle. 

As Goeman notes, the spectacle of a new ‘beginning’, of entitling oneself and claiming a 

status of primacy, constructs settler aesthetics (20). Settler aesthetics, then, draws on ahistorical 

narratives to create “structures of feeling” (116). These structures of feeling romanticise 

exploration, the moment of ‘findings’, and the establishment of home and belonging in order 

to visualise a representation of reality that informs the audience how to conceive of space and 

the settler’s relation to land. Leaning on Don José Ramón de Mendoza y Robles’ sentimental 

attachment, using descriptors such as “desire”, “home”, and “magic”, and the detailed pastoral 

rendering of the landscape personified as ‘smiling’ towards the protagonist (XXXVI), 

González and Eimer configure a settler aesthetic claim in the foreword. This settler aesthetic 

claim thus establishes, for the reader, a representational view of how the affective Spanish 

settler regime considered and imagined the ‘birth’ of this new territory, which would 

subsequently become Texas.  

Moreover, as Don José Ramón de Mendoza y Robles imagines his “new empire”, a space 

in which old ways and traditions are shielded from infiltrating “foreign doctrines” for 

“generations to come” (XXXVI), González and Eimer’s text echoes what Goeman identifies 

as a key concept of the settler-aesthetical discourse: the creation of the ‘new man’. According 

to Goeman, the ‘new man’ acts not only for himself, but he also serves as a vehicle for the 

extension of “the imperial mission” (106). By separating himself from Indigenous ways, this 

‘new man’ aims to establish a ‘legitimate’ lineage of settlers on the land, ensuring that settlers’ 

control is not merely temporary but becomes a permanent, multigenerational reality of 
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authority (106). Thus, in Caballero, Don José Ramón de Mendoza y Robles becomes the ‘new 

man’ of South Texas, envisioning an annexation of land where the legacy of his empire’s 

cultural traditions will be preserved through his bloodline. By the conclusion of the foreword, 

it becomes evident that he has transformed a colonial claim into a line of descent. As the novel 

moves into the mid-19th century, his grandson and the ranch’s new patriarch, Don Santiago, 

emerges as the embodiment of Don José Ramón de Mendoza y Robles’ legacy. Shaped by 

religious and cultural traditions, Don Santiago reveres the hacienda’s founding narrative and 

continually tries to uphold this settler aesthetic discourse throughout the novel. 

Don Santiago’s reverence for the hacienda’s legacy echoes his grandfather’s settler colonial 

beliefs, as he perpetuates the ideological process that naturalises presumed ownership and 

possession of the land and its resources. This becomes evident in chapter three, as Don Santiago 

stands upon the same bluff as his grandfather: viewing the landscape, he experiences a sense 

of ‘infinity’ described as a “romantic dream” (33). This feeling subsequently reaches an 

emotional climax, as Don Santiago “flung his arms wide”, and murmurs “Mine […] All this 

that I can see, and far beyond, is mine and only mine” (33). This sense of perceived total spatial 

enclosure reveals that Don Santiago has transcended the position of ‘the new man’. Instead, he 

is a ‘continuing man’ of a settler society. A man endowed with naturalised settler-colonial 

authority, he regards himself as a totalising figure, claiming sovereignty over everything his 

gaze touches. While standing on the bluff, Don Santiago is visited by an essence; a voice 

derived from the ancestral process of bequeathing ‘Power’ to bolster his sense of entitlement:  

 
Power was wine in his veins. Power was a figure that touched him, and pointed, and whispered. 
Those dots on the plain, cattle, sheep, horses, were his to kill or let live. The peons, down there, 
were his to discipline at any time with the lash, to punish by death if he so chose. His wife, his 
sister, sons, and daughters bowed to his wishes and came or went as he decreed.  

      “Yours,” said Power, pointing, “All yours!”  
   He dropped his arms and circled the place slowly, his eyes following the line of an imaginary 
wall springing around Rancho La Palma. For so it would ever be, as if a wall were around him 
and what was his, and the key to its door held only in his hand. (33; emphasis in original) 

 
Moving from an internal monologue to a personified dialogue, this voice of ‘Power’ employs 

settler-colonial language rooted in the belief in European imperial superiority, encouraging 

Don Santiago to adopt a dichotomous ideology. Shielded by an imagined material border, his 

ranch becomes the foundation that situates him at the apex of a settler hierarchy. The repetition 

of the possessive word ‘his’ reinforces the rigidity of binaries found in settler colonialism. This 

textual choice suggests Don Santiago’s refusal of integration and asserts complete sovereignty 

over deemed ‘others’, such as the ‘peons’.  
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In the novel, the ‘peon’ class is described by the Mexican elite as ‘creatures’; a “thing with 

the body of a man and without his soul” (172). Entrapped within a systemic hierarchy of 

dehumanisation, ‘peons’ are seen as a fixed identity, stagnant in their social positions. This is 

exemplified by servant Estéban, who early in the novel states: “A peon is a peon, from birth to 

death” (12; emphasis in original). James David Nichols addresses this class fixity by analysing 

the systems of controlled labour and debt bondage that underpinned Mexican haciendas. Bound 

to the hacienda, ‘peons’ were intergenerational resident workers who provided the bulk of the 

estate’s agricultural labours and were therefore structurally enclosed in the hacienda’s 

plantation economy (83). Nichols observes that, in practice, “frontier peons could be treated 

just as poorly as enslaved blacks in Texas, and it was precisely the arbitrariness of the 

relationship between peon and master that lay at the heart of the problem” (85). The relationship 

between the ‘peon’ and the estate’s owner was permeated by a notion of possession, whereupon 

the ‘peon’ was under complete influence of the treatment of their ‘master’. According to 

Nichols, following the Mexican-U.S. War, Mexican elites “in an effort to keep debt peons in 

place, the state government began to allow amos to employ especially heavy-handed punitive 

measures”, and this subsequently led to the passing of a Master-Servant Law in 1851 in which 

“northern Mexican states allowed amos to whip their peons” (98). ‘Amos’ here means masters 

and owners of the estate. ‘Peons’ thus became even more stagnant within a hierarchical system 

that treated them as subordinate and under the estate owner’s control, as they were physically 

castigated if they did not comply with the owner’s wishes. However, ‘peonage’ was rarely 

deemed as a form of slavery, because according to Mexican elites, ‘peons’ “were not enslaved 

alien outsiders”, but rather servants that were enmeshed “in what was supposed to be a mutually 

beneficial relationship in a country that valued social hierarchies” (Nichols 86). Thus, rather 

than perceiving ‘peons’ through distinctions of skin colour difference, Mexican elites 

considered the status of ‘peons’ through class hierarchy, deeming them as labourers rather than 

enslaved people. However, González and Eimer’s characters fixed within ‘peonage’, such as 

the servant Paz, is described as having “Mexican-Indian forebears” (224). This highlights what 

Nichols notes: that most ‘peons’ did descend from Native American heritage (86). Haciendas 

were thus not built on a ‘colourblind’ hierarchy but relied on ideologies that deemed people of 

a certain heritage, other than the Mexican elites, as inferior to themselves. In this monologue, 

Don Santiago expresses his naturalised sovereignty over the ‘peons’, whom he sees merely as 

a natural resource, and claims the ultimate decision-making power of their lives. 

This voice of ‘Power’ emanates from what Stasiulis and Yuval-Davis identify as settler 

societies’ commitment to a “myth of origin”, a narrative that serves to situate settlers as a 
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signifier of superiority (20). Moreover, Don Santiago positions himself not only above the 

plantation’s labourers, but also above his own family. This totalised authority over intersecting 

hierarchies of race, class and gender highlights Stasiulis and Yuval-Davis’ argument that the 

hegemonic myths that construct settler societies are also gendered, as they consign “distinctive 

roles in production, reproduction and nation-building” (8). Don Santiago thus not only 

perceives himself as the “monarch of all he surveyed” (32) – the landscape and his deemed 

subjects – but also as the patriarch with absolute power of the ranch’s domestic life and the 

reproduction for the family’s coming generation, having his sons and daughters bow to his 

wishes. His wish, as seen throughout this scene, is to continue the legacy of his settler-colonial 

grandfather and it is continually reinforced by this essence of ‘Power’ and the imaginary 

material border of the ranch. Thus, Don Santiago seeks to preserve a settler aesthetic discourse 

that refuses to intermix cultures and instead maintain the rigid binaries foundational to settler-

colonial authority.   

However, as the novel unfolds, Don Santiago’s superior ideologies are tested by many 

trials, forcing him to question his relations to the land and the limits of his power as a patriarch 

in a settler society. Halfway through the book, after facing the workers on his ranch and 

children disobeying his orders to stay away from the Anglo-Americans, and his sister finding 

ways to encourage relationships across the borders, Don Santiago returns to the same bluff 

overlooking the estate. But this time, “the magic of it refused to come and fill his soul” (172). 

Instead of being reinforced by this essence of ‘Power’, he is visited by a spirit, “a man with his 

own face” (172); a moral mirror who questions his recent actions and tries to speak to Don 

Santiago with empathetic compassion. Represented through quotation marks, the narrative 

structurally transforms this internal monologue into an illusion of an outside voice, and an 

introspective dialogue ensues as the voice confronts Don Santiago. This internal ‘other’ 

challenge him, reminding him that those who tend to his land “are made in the likeness of the 

Creator; they have feelings and a right to kindness” (173). Leaving the previous romantic dream 

behind and instead exposing the violent reality behind his totalising authority, this internal 

voice questions: “Your family has loved you and given you obedience, but, Santiago, you heel 

on their necks – your heel on their necks? Will you in the end know happiness if you refuse it 

to them?” (173). After suggesting he first learn “to master that most rebellious of servants – 

yourself” (173), the internal voice destabilises the settler-colonial project’s rigid boundary. It 

ends his speech, holding out his hand, with an encouraging smile, stating: “Your choice is now. 

You can be the man you are, or the one I am” (173). This internal voice challenges Don 

Santiago to look within himself and find the version of him that does not lean entirely on a 
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historical narrative of origin or on his role within a cultural tradition stemming from settler 

colonial violence. 

This dialogue between Don Santiago and his ‘moral mirror’ demonstrates an attempt by 

Don Santiago to re-learn that his sovereignty is not a position of natural right, but a construct 

formed from active exclusion, replacement, and suppression of ‘others’; thereby creatively 

embodying Veracini’s decolonial practice of decolonising the settler through “cultural 

pedagogy” (3). According to Veracini, for decolonisation to occur, the settler must become 

decolonised; meaning that the settler must undergo an intricate disassociation from the modes 

of domination inherent to settler colonialism (8). An educational journey enables settlers to 

recognise these modes and move toward a flexible form of resistance against settler-colonial 

structures. Veracini notes that this awakening is about “interrupting” the settler-colonial 

project’s persistence (13). It requires a turn towards a shared sense of humanity, through a 

‘cultural pedagogy’ that suggests that descendants of invaders can be transformed into a 

resource for decolonialisation (10). The internal voice offers an ambivalent vision of settler 

colonialism by emphasising the connection between him and the ethno-racial and culturally 

diverse communities that inhabit the land. By representing this ambivalence through an internal 

voice, Caballero critiques the lingering ideals of settler ideologies and imperial subjection 

through the realisation of interdependence. Ultimately, this subjective interruption unsettles the 

settler by exposing the very structures of settler colonialism that have sustained his authority.   

Through Don Santiago’s violent rejection of his moral mirror – concluding in an ecstatic 

reclamation of the landscape as “Mine” (173) – the novel then builds toward a culmination of 

tragedy caused by an unyielding colonial mindset: the death of Don Santiago’s son, Alvaro. 

Doña Dolores, his sister, notes that these ideologies arise from a narrow sense of patriotism 

(308), and that this inflexible adherence to settler-colonial tradition results in Alvaro’s death 

(307), thereby ending the bloodline Don Santiago sought to perpetuate. As he sits beside his 

dying son, whom he considered his protégé, Don Santiago “did not strike his breast and cry: 

‘Mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa,’” but “his heart repeated it, over and over – my 

fault, my most grievous fault” (307; emphasis in original). The term ‘mea culpa’, derived from 

the Latin word ‘culpa’, meaning ‘guilt,’ signifies an expression of apology or remorse, 

acknowledging personal responsibility for one’s actions. It serves as a formal admission of 

error and fault (“Mea culpa”). By persisting in his patriarchal and authoritative worldview 

rather than acknowledging cultural and class interdependence, Don Santiago experiences 

profound sorrow and settler-colonial ambivalence. Amid the ruins of his legacy, he is 

compelled to recognise that his strict enforcement of cultural tradition and limited nationalism 
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have directly led to this tragedy. The novel thereby challenges the logic of settler colonialism 

by deconstructing the myth of triumphant settler heroism present in settler aesthetics, replacing 

it with the depiction of a regretful settler. Through Don Santiago, the authors illustrate that the 

settler’s belief in superiority is never truly sovereign. Instead, it is a destructive force that 

ultimately undermines the settler’s own future. 

3.3. “they’re only Mexicans. We be white folks and this is the 
United States, ain’t it?”: Caballero’s Negotiation of 
Whiteness 

The negotiation of whiteness is one a core theme and underlying dilemma throughout González 

and Eimer’s Caballero. Set during the years of the U.S.–Mexico War of 1846-1848, this novel 

captures the historical ethnic and racialised discourse that shaped South Texas national 

belonging and nuances it by offering a fictional narrative that weaves together multivocal 

introspective reflection and extrospective actions of the intergenerational Mendoza y Soría 

family, U.S. military officials, Anglo-American settlers, ‘peons’, and Texas Rangers. Racial 

categorisation for people with Mexican heritage was an intricate and hostile process in South 

Texas following the rapid growth of Anglo-American settler societies. According to Janiewski, 

the growing antagonism from Anglo-American settlers informed a ‘caste system’ “that placed 

Mexicans at the bottom, just above African-American slaves” (142). Moreover, as inhabitants 

of a newly colonised enclave, Mexican-Americans were distinguished as a distinct ethnicity, 

separate from Anglo-American settlers, and more comparable to Native Americans in the eyes 

of U.S. imperial and colonial powers (143). While acknowledging criticism of the novel’s 

neocolonial narrative, López argues that scholarship on Caballero that examines its 

assimilationist and classist politics by centring on González’s involvement in LULAC tends to 

overlook the ambivalence, hesitations, and contradictions that undergird the novel’s commentary 

on racial injustice (126-127). LULAC, as a conservative political organisation, was formed in 

1929 to directly resist racial injustice against Mexicans in South Texas by aiding assimilation 

projects for Mexican immigrants into U.S. culture. Therefore, while challenging the racial 

discrimination of Mexicans through argumentation that aligned them with whiteness, LULAC 

did not explicitly work to disrupt systemic racism (126). According to López, much as the novel 

echoes LULAC’s political affirmations on issues of race and class, Caballero – with its 

intersecting themes of gender, race, class, and nationalism – is a novel that explores hierarchical 

tensions. By challenging both Mexican and U.S. nationalism, the novel explores an ambivalent 

tension regarding notions of race that “can be read as a commentary on the viability of historical 
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narrative” (127). In other words, this tension reveals notions of instability found in racial 

hierarchies and, more specifically, the assumed superiority of whiteness. 

In Caballero, as Anglo-American settlers come to occupy space in South Texas, this 

tension intensifies, forcing the Mendoza y Soría family to navigate the instability of racial 

authority as an Anglo-American family attempts to claim land on the plantation estate. Because 

their estate’s boundaries are undocumented by the new U.S. legal system, a violent and 

animated altercation erupts. When the settlers claim there were no markers on the land, Luis 

Gonzaga, the youngest son of the Mendoza y Soría family, counters: “It is not necessary to 

have markers, all the land here has belonged to us for a hundred years” (194). However, this 

appeal to inherited landscape through ancestral claim is consequently met with an unmistakable 

forceful assertion of racial exceptionalism, as one Anglo-American settler, upon being told to 

leave, declares: “even if it’s theirs they’re only Mexicans. We be white folks and this is the 

United States, ain’t it? We got the right of it” (194-195). Rather than responding to Luis 

Gonzaga directly, this Anglo-American avoids dialogue with the Mexican-American, instead 

opting to address the other settlers to uphold their perceived rights, believing that whiteness 

inherently provides them with the privilege of access to property and land. In other words, as 

an Anglo-American settler, the character thus asserts that the claim to land is a justified and 

protected legislative right by linking it to whiteness, a signifier of U.S. national identity. As 

Harris argues, the notion of owning property in American history has been intrinsically 

intertwined with the construction of white supremacy, and this correlation between law and 

personhood transformed the notion of U.S. national identity “into an external object of 

property, [thereby] moving whiteness from a privileged identity to a vested interest” (1725). 

Whiteness thus operated dynamically at the intersection of subjective and cultural identity and 

legal objecthood. The Anglo-Settler’s racial assertion echoes Harris’ observation that 

whiteness, as an identity tied to property rights, functions as an “absolute right to exclude” 

(1736). By deeming the Mendozas y Soría as being ‘only Mexicans’, this settler labels the 

family as devoid of the status-property of whiteness. This automatically excludes them from 

the land rights. Whiteness in this altercation is perceived as an ‘exclusive club’, only accessible 

to U.S. citizens. 

Following the hostile altercation between the Anglo-American settlers and Luis Gonzaga, 

a retrospective narrator states that this occurrence in Texas was “a scene that was to be repeated 

in variation for many years to come”, emphasising its tension through describing U.S. settlers 

who “came to Texas like buzzards to a feast” feeling “justified in stealing the lands of the 

Mexicans” (195). This retrospective reflection is a direct critique of ahistorical U.S. narratives 
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that have long claimed Texas as an exclusionary space belonging solely to white Anglo-

Americans. In this reflection, whiteness is framed as a transnational settler aesthetic construct 

that became a naturalised hemispheric discourse of perceived rights. This sense of U.S. 

‘justification’ demonstrates Harris’ theorisation that Anglo-Americans did not view their 

settlement as a crime, but as a natural-born right, using “hymns to drown their consciences” 

(195) and thereby reinforcing their belief in their status-based entitlement to property and land 

in Texas. By using the explicit word ‘stealing’, the narrative challenges the assumed rights of 

U.S. whiteness, demonstrating that it was a racialised hierarchical pressure imposed on 

Mexican-Americans, who were forced to navigate the ideas of U.S. nationalistic definitions of 

rights and citizenship. 

However, the notion of whiteness in Caballero is an intricate matter, as throughout the 

novel, continuous shifting definitions of racial belonging are explored, and questions of who 

can be and is considered white, how that status corresponds to patriotic sentiment, the 

establishment of self, and the exclusion of ‘others’, resurface. The Mendoza y Soría family 

members, though Anglo-American settlers consider them a different ethnicity and not equated 

with whiteness, are described as appearing whiter than they previously believed (see 46; 138). 

Furthermore, because of their Spanish ancestry, they continually, from the novel's opening to 

its conclusion, refer to their European settler heritage to distinguish themselves as remarkable 

in relation to the deemed racialised ‘others’. Notably, chapter 1 opens in 1846 by introducing 

the Mendoza y Soría family and their landowning property, Rancho La Palma, when their 

neighbour and family friend, Gabriel del Lago, arrives with the news that Texas has been 

formally recognised as a part of the U.S. The news of the annexation, causing an emotional 

commotion in the family, propels the oldest son, Alvaro, to ask: “what does that mean? If they 

have taken our land are we then … to be driven off like cattle and killed?” (9). Although the 

notion of whiteness is not explicitly mentioned, the subtext of Alvaro’s fear reveals an 

insinuation of an underlying anxiety regarding ownership and dispossession from the land. By 

comparing the possible fate of being ‘driven off like cattle’, he draws a recognisable parallel 

to the ‘logic of elimination’ (Wolfe 387): the systematic dispossession and cultural erasure of 

Native Americans. From the beginning of the novel, Indigenous presence is established as a 

threat: “Is it the Indians, or is it war again?” (8). Alvaro, in other words, recognises that a new 

American racial order might risk situating the Mendoza y Sorías in the same category as the 

excluded Indigenous populations. The image of Native Americans thus creates tension that the 

character uses to establish a sense of self. Conversely, the response a laughing Gabriel gives 

Alvaro – “It is worse than that, Alvaro. Many things are worse than death. This our Texas has 
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been taken into the union of their states, and according to their law, we who live in it become 

Americanos” (9; emphasis in original) – highlights an additional layer of tension: the fear of 

losing the legacy of elite settler-colonial status. 

While settler colonialism is challenged in the novel, the narrative simultaneously employs 

a discourse that uses Spanish descent as a shield against racialised injustice; therefore, much 

as the text unsettles colonialism through settler ambivalence, the characters simultaneously 

navigate an ambivalent relationship with whiteness. According to Morrison, because the 

historical development of the U.S. nation-state is fraught with theories of rigid racial 

categorisation within the binary of white and black, “there is no escape from racially inflected 

language” (13). Morrison argues that American literature has long been influenced by lurking 

anxiety in the shadows of European Culture: a fear “of being outcast, of failing, of 

powerlessness […] of boundarylessness […] of the absence of so-called civilization […] of 

loneliness” (37). This sense of fear manifested in a racialised language, used to explore the 

plots of freedom, a concept that was both a source of terror and desire (37). Because the 

Mendoza y Soría family is faced with a new racialised hierarchy in which Anglo-American 

whiteness is positioned at the apex, an anxiety rises within them regarding their own 

positioning within this social construction, increasing their terror of losing the privileged 

freedom and sovereignty that they so strongly desire.  The tension experienced in the elite 

Mendoza y Soría family is thus a form of white ambivalence, which, as explained by Guilaine 

Kinouani, emerges from individuals “who are located midway between power and 

marginalisation within white supremacy”, and who are “likely to feel both connected to the 

plight of those who are oppressed since they have and do experience oppression, while 

simultaneously wishing consciously or otherwise to maintain structures of domination which 

afford them conditional benefits” (146). While earlier research has viewed the elite Tejanos 

characters’ comparisons to racialised ‘others’ through a neocolonial lens to establish a distinct 

self-identity (see, for example, Olguín), this tension and ambivalence caused by rigid racialised 

ideologies in the novel furthermore proceeds as a site for exploring how transnational and 

transcultural multiperspectivity and connections can actively destabilise boundaries rooted in 

limited nationalistic values. 

3.4. “Wings were on her shoulders and she soared in a world 
that was free”: Caballero’s Transnational American 
Critique 
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Don Santiago’s youngest daughter, Susanita, notably challenges the patriarch’s attempts to 

instil settler-colonial values in the younger generation. Susanita’s plot in the novel centres on 

her romantic connection to Anglo-American officer Robert Warrener. Although their story 

draws upon the trope ‘love at first sight’, concluding in a marriage that binds them together, 

their relationship is continuously obstructed by cultural expectations and prejudice based on 

race, ethnicity, and nationality. Therefore, their love story unfolds as accelerated drama, as 

rigid ideological and material borders between Mexico and the U.S. seek to keep them apart. 

For Susanita to reach her happy ending with Warrener, she must undergo many trials, during 

which she faces judgment rooted in a limited Mexican nationalist worldview and traditional 

Chicano patriotic masculinism. González and Eimer repeatedly use bird imagery to trace  

Susanita’s development. After her instant attraction to Warrener, Susanita, while cast with a 

deep sadness, encounters a caged dove. Immediately, Susanita likens herself to this bird, tears 

falling down her cheek as she whispers: “I am also imprisoned. Not in a cage like yours but in 

one of love from which I will never be free” (65). Although this encounter does not specify a 

species, the most common type of dove across North America is the Mourning Dove, which 

has been repeatedly used as a symbol of peace, love, and mourning (“Mourning Dove”). 

Susanita’s repeated visualisation of the dove separated from its “mate” (65) serves as a living 

metaphor for her own experience; the cage embodies the ideological and material borders that 

prevent the development of her and Warrener’s relationship. 

The symbolism of birds is then revisited later in the novel, as Susanita is travelling with 

her aunt Doña Dolores for a surprise meeting with Warrener, whereupon her aunt points out 

that swallows follow them: “See, Susanita, the swallows are omens of happiness and they are 

staying with us. Paz will tell you that they are the smiles of the angels brought to life to cheer 

us” (240). As they reach the lodging of a pair of the Mendoza y Soría’s ‘peons’, where she will 

meet Warrener, another type of bird appears: “as if life were determined to be bright this 

morning, crimson cardinals whirled from a clump of manzanita and perched on the stockade” 

(240; emphasis in original). Swallows, recognised as a good omen symbolising luck and 

rebirth, remind readers of a deep, inclusive connection to the world, while cardinals similarly 

symbolise cheerfulness and liveliness (Caramela; “Cardinal”). These birds can thus be seen as 

a symbol of the love and happiness shared between Susanita and Warrener. However, arguably, 

their more significant attribute is that the dove, the swallow, and the cardinal share a common 

denominator: they are all migratory species, travelling freely between the states across North 

America (“Mourning Dove”; Caramela; “Cardinal”). Although they are common regional birds 

in Texas, they do not belong solely to the state; therefore, in this novel, they serve as a 
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counterpoint to the rigidity of human borders, which influence the characters. Susanita’s 

affiliation with these birds, her embodiment of the dove, and the symbolic projection of her 

desires and dreams through the swallow and cardinal create an inherently transnational element 

to her character.   

As Dimock observes, American literature has been seen as a world apart, not burdened 

by geography beyond the U.S. nation (3). However, the use of these birds – whose meanings 

stretch across Mexican, Native American, and U.S. semiotics – enriches this novel with a 

transnational dimension. Their migratory essence, an evolutionary adaptation shaped by 

geography and climate, thus disrupts the belief of a nation-state free from outside influence. 

Dimock argues that territorial “sovereignty is a poor prophylactic” (4), and the bird imagery 

within González and Eimer’s novel confirms this. These avian creatures cross borders and 

suggest the possibility of belonging to multiple nations, thereby undermining the perceived 

rigidity of nation-state borders. This transnational dimension is furthermore evident in Susanita 

through her affiliation with the birds. It becomes even more apparent as she decides to go 

against traditional Mexican patriarchal norms and ride across the land in the middle of the night 

to save her captured brother, Alvaro, from U.S. military encampment. Alvaro considers her 

actions a complete dishonour to the family name (269). Susanita, however, feels herself 

becoming “a different person entirely” (263). As she rides in the night, she feels as though 

wings “were on her shoulders and she soared in a world that was free” (263). As she rides 

without elite Mexican male supervision, she discards restrictive cultural norms and 

expectations and instead gains ‘wings’. No longer confined to the cage of cultural rigidity, 

Susanita, like the birds, now soars and thus transcends the limitations of the nation-state. 

However, Susanita is not the only character whose journey defies nationalistic and 

gendered expectations. Rather, throughout the novel, multiple depictions of Tejana women 

show an evolving consciousness of how cultural traditions have prohibited them from 

exercising autonomy. The discourse of ‘feminine honour’ presented by Don Santiago and other 

elite men’s lingering settler-colonial ideals is thus continuously challenged as these female 

characters begin to oppose the imperial patriarchal systems that perpetuate male dominance 

and enforce gendered domestic and societal stratifications. Alongside these women, the 

retrospective narrator negotiates this gendered political scene, stating: “Honor! It was a 

fetishism. It was a weapon in the hand of the master, to keep his woman enslaved, and his 

fingers had twisted upon it so tightly he could not let go” (280). According to Mexican-

American scholar Teresa Córdova, European Catholic values of piety and humility have had a 

long cultural impact on Chicana women, as they “were born into a culture of silence, where, 
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like children, [they] were to be seen, not heard” (175). Although silence was imposed, Córdova 

reaffirms that Chicanas have never been entirely submissive to cultural constraints. Early 

efforts to resist these systems began by critiquing the cultural domestic spheres that had 

discouraged them, since in the early 20th-century, “women […] were still seen as needing to 

be the nurtures for men, and feminism was seen as a threat to women’s emancipation” (189). 

Moreover, writing has been a nonconformist, oppositional act against the cultural politics that 

committed them to silence (182). Therefore, Chicana writings, in their form, become a stand 

against patriarchy and gendered political injustice. Thus, through setting the scene by referring 

to ‘feminine honour’ as a form of ‘fetishism’, the narrator explicitly provides a voice of 

resistance by directly challenging patriarchal structures as irrational and obsessive in their 

pursuit of unquestioned authority and commodification of women. 

González’s writing, therefore, as noted by Cotera, can be seen as a precursor of 

resistance writing for writers such as Gloria Anzaldúa, Ana Castillo, and Cherrie Moraga, “who 

represent a radically different subject position and consequently a different understanding of 

resistance” than found in Chicano texts (153). As women shaped by nationalism and its 

lingering cultural constraints, González and Eimer’s female characters highlight this different 

subject position and its relation to resistance. For example, young Inez is described as mature 

as she fights against an arranged marriage and being a tool for family prestige. Inez tries to 

achieve agency, declaring: “I am not that way”, striking her breast, affirming “I am me, inside 

here” (41; emphasis in original). Similarly, Angela opposes her dad’s wishes for marriage, 

stating: “I mean I would be just the woman of the house, and there is something inside me 

which asks for more” (154). Another example comes from Doña Dolores, who repeatedly 

questions the patriarch Don Santiago’s authority, and, in a confrontation with him, asserts: “We 

are women, yes, but we have our own souls” (98). These examples demonstrate women 

claiming individuality and autonomy, expressing diverse desires and wishes. However, 

simultaneously, they also draw comfort for each other, relating each one’s wishes to a broader 

critique of being subjected to nationalistic patriarchy. 

Consequently, the multiperspectival narrative style employed throughout this novel, 

and which engages in a gendered political negotiation, is a form of coalitional aesthetics. 

Robles notes that narratives in which the author seeks to address ‘counter public’ arguments 

by highlighting politics that begin from within and later expand through notions of solidarity, 

represent “subtler forms of coalition” (201). Robles explains that these “small yet wondrous 

coalitions move and evade discursive capture in their search for empowerment” (201). Drawing 
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on Robles’ close-reading of Chicanx writing as coalitional movements, González and Eimer’s 

multiperspectival writing resembles Rivera’s ‘Tierra’ because their text also operates “as a 

community of stories and voices rather than as a unified field represented by a spokesperson” 

(193-194). However, González and Eimer focus significantly on female characters, elevating 

multiple voices condemned to silence and the solidarity networks that emerge between them to 

create a communal, rather than singular-voiced, transnational feminist critique. Furthermore, 

Robles argues that a text containing an “anarchic dialogue of many voices speaking their own 

truths, should not be read to ascertain an authentic or heroic Chicano self; rather, it might be 

taken as an example of how self-determined spaces of speech and action emerge from a 

communal articulation of Chicanidad in its multiplicity” (196). Accordingly, Susanita, already 

a literary subversion of the masculine hero in traditional Chicano literature, is not depicted as 

a solitary heroic figure. Instead, she belongs to a collective of powerful female characters. 

Susanita, Inez, Angela, and Doña Dolores are all part of a coalition that has come together to 

create a space for feminist protest, a space previously denied to them by prevailing settler-

colonial ideologies and nationalist discourses. The inclusion of the multiple dialogues and 

distinct female characters further illustrates how, as Mohanty proclaims, ‘common differences’ 

can “form the basis of deep solidarity” (503-504). Although they are not necessarily from 

different communities, each voice represents and symbolises a particularity of experience; 

however, their commonality – the experience of being situated below men in hierarchical 

societal stratifications – allows them to build a solidarity network upon which collectively 

consider and respond to broader gendered concerns. Ultimately, these concerns are 

transnational, as each female character seeks to expand her self-identity beyond nationalistic 

and ideological boundaries. 

The novel’s coalitional aesthetics, which speaks to transnational feminist solidarity, is 

further strengthened by the fact that González and Eimer are writers of different ethnicities 

who collaborated to elevate the voices of Mexican-Texan women who not only suffered 

gendered limitations in the domestic sphere but also racial marginalisation and class 

exploitation. In a letter found from González (included in the introduction written by Limón), 

she highlights this aspect of co-authorship while describing the content of the novel and its 

importance: 

 
We are not partial. We picture the Mexican hidalgos with their faults as well as their virtues, 
with their racial and religious pride, their love of tradition and of the land which they inherited 
from their ancestors. We also picture American officers, their kindness to the conquered race, 
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but we also picture the vandals who followed on the trail of the army, hating anything and 
everything that was Catholic and Mexican […] It is a book that is needed. (XIX)  

 
The repetition of the word ‘we’ is significant because it emphasises that the novel is a product 

of a joint effort. Kaup acknowledges that while much of Eimer’s contribution to the novel is 

yet uncertain, she still “can appear as the gateway toward difference” (562). Kaup explains: “A 

second woman as coauthor would have helped create, across racial lines, a feminist discourse 

between González’s two tensed paternal discourses, Texas-Mexican nationalism and 

hegemonic Anglo-Texas folklore” (568). In other words, rather than being imposed by male-

centric ideologies found in Chicano discourses and hegemonic Anglo-Texan originary myths, 

González and Eimer’s co-authorship can be seen as a transnational coalitional bridge from 

which they could critique broader gendered imperial hierarchies rooted in fixed patriarchal 

systems. González and Eimer’s novel become a practical example of Mohanty’s feminist 

solidarity model, as it is a product of transnational feminist practice accomplished by “feminist 

solidarities across the divisions of place, identity, class, [and] work” (530). By politicising the 

specificities of the Mexican domestic spheres, the authors’ narrative bridges the particularities 

of the borderland to a broader feminist discourse. González’s letter proclaiming the novel to be 

a fair and unbiased one is intriguing, as earlier research has noted the plot’s tendency to lean 

heavily toward U.S. imperial modernist assimilation, while also using colonial language to 

depict Native Americans (Olguín). Therefore, the validity of González’s argument can be 

argued.  

However, I contend that the multiperspectival narrative style employed by the authors 

represents an attempt at a coalitional construction that engages in a political dialogue and 

negotiation of intersecting gender, class and racial hierarchies lingering from settler-colonial 

and nationalistic values. This can be further detected in how the narrative provides a critique 

on the historical systemic dehumanisation of those deemed an inferior and subordinate class: 

the ‘peons’. Don Santiago, throughout the novel, looks down upon the ‘peons’ working on his 

estate and asserts his dominance as an owner by verbally and, finally, when faced in a 

confrontation with his goatherd Tío Victorino over losing one of the estate’s sheep to Anglo-

Americans, physically assaults them. Before the assault, Tío Victorino displays resistance, 

saying to Don Santiago, “when you interrupt me at work I am doing for you, then, with the 

privilege that years of servitude give me, I say that I am ashamed for the house of Mendoza y 

Soría” (169). This leads Don Santiago to whip on Tío Victorino repeatedly until his son, Luis 

Gonzaga, jumps between them and shields the ‘peon’. Later, Doña Dolores critiques Don 

Santiago for his actions, declaring: “Had it been an evil thieving old man there might have been 
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an excuse but one with the soul of a saint who has given us a lifetime of loyalty and brings 

cheer to everyone – it is with shame that I call you brother, Santiago” (171). González and 

Eimer’s depiction of this physical altercation reveals a highly significant political critique of 

this social hierarchy. By having Tío Victorino voice his resistance, followed by an elite 

Mexican, Luis Gonzaga, protecting him and taking the lashing himself, and Doña Dolores’ 

verbal confrontation, González and Eimer challenges the rigidity between the social positions 

that aim to separate the classes. These plot developments display a clear contestation of the 

dehumanisation of ‘peons’ as well as the Master-Servant Law that tried to enforce this 

ideology. 

As the novel unfolds, the ‘peonage’ class unravels, increasingly challenging the fixity 

that their social positions entrap them in, reaching its climax at a social gathering where the 

novel explores their resistance through multiperspectivity. At the social gathering with other 

hacienda servants, the ‘peons’ of the Mendoza y Soría estate interact and engage in dialogue, 

reflecting the “rebellion that had been stirring in their hearts for many months” (220). The 

conversation quickly turns to the dehumanising ideology that has rendered them into people 

who are objects of possession. While servant Ema is revealed to have been exposed to sexual 

violence by her estate’s master and his sons, another ‘peon’ exclaims this critique: 

 
Our masters believe we have no souls any more than a mule or a sheep, as you well know. They 
have us pray and baptize us and have the padre marry us because that gives them God and His 
wrath to hold over us, and they can pat their fat stomachs to praise themselves for giving us 
something they also have. The joke of that is that we have souls after all, which should surprise 
them when they meet us on the other side. I often think about meeting my master when we are 
both dead and tell him to look, señor, see what a nice soul I have, much nicer than your own. 
(221; emphasis in original) 

 
By giving voice to the lower classes, González and Eimer interrupt the dominant elitist 

discourse. In doing so, they further engage with a coalitional narrative that elevates 

multivocality over univocality to comment politically on hierarchical ideologies. Robles, in his 

close-reading of the coalitional narrative aesthetics of Rivera’s ‘Tierra’, argues against 

scholarship that regards “different voices, if they are unified within the voice and mind of the 

narrator […] [as] melded and made identical” (198). But since these voices stand on their own, 

González and Eimer actively avoid essentialist discourse and refuse to make individual 

experience identical. The novel thus employs an aesthetic of ‘speaking with’, and an approach 

that Robles argues “works toward the reconstruction of […] community” (193). By providing 

perspectives previously silenced or disregarded in imperial historiographies, González and 

Eimer build a collective communal imagination from personal particularity and experience. 
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The perspectives from the margins in this novel are thus fundamental because they challenge 

the ordering of power that has lingered from settler-colonial myths. Ultimately, the novel’s 

narrative engages in multilayered political and cultural negotiation through positions of 

difference, rather than relying on the originary myths of settler aesthetics that naturalise settler 

dominance through intersecting, exclusionary ideologies.  

3.5. Conclusion 
Beginning with an analysis of the novel’s discourse on settler colonialism, this case study  

demonstrates that the unfolding of Caballero unsettles the lingering beliefs of an ‘originary’ 

myth: a settler aesthetic discourse that Mishuana Goeman argues is used to naturalise settler-

colonial ideologies. Opening with a settler aesthetic visualisation, the text presents a romantic 

depiction of the establishment of a generational Spanish settler legacy. However, as the novel 

unfolds, Don Santiago’s naturalised settler sovereignty and patriarchal role unravel as 

transnational influences prompt his family and labourers on the hacienda La Palma de Cristo 

to question his totalised authority. His dedication to upholding settler ideologies and preserving 

a limited settler society proves to be his ultimate downfall, as the climax of his story depicts 

him as a regretful and ambivalent man mourning the death of his son, a direct consequence of 

his insistence on instilling a limited nationalistic worldview upon his children. By 

deconstructing Don Santiago’s character and ideologies, González and Eimer unsettle settler 

aesthetics and its exclusionary discourse, revealing the instability of naturalised sovereignty. 

By reimagining the historical U.S. 1845-1846 annexation of Texas, González and Eimer’s 

novel illustrates how the Mendoza y Soría family must continually negotiate their social 

positioning after being subjected to a U.S. racialised hierarchical system that echoes Cheryl 

Harris’ concept of ‘whiteness as property’. By drawing on Toni Morrison’s argument that 

American literature has been shaped by a racially inflected language emerging from the 

narrative navigation of fear and connecting it to Guilaine Kinouani’s explanation of white 

ambivalence, this case study demonstrates the intersections between settler ideologies and the 

concept of whiteness. Notions of whiteness provide an underlying cause of tension and 

navigation within Caballero, as the novel simultaneously critiques U.S. exclusionary discourse 

definitions of citizenship and rightfulness that eliminate Mexican-Americans from the 

privileges of whiteness, while also highlighting the ambivalence of the elite Tejano families’ 

experience of conditional whiteness due to lingering settler-colonial traditions, which reinforce 

their position of superiority over deemed ‘others’. 
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Lastly, by connecting Robles’ coalitional aesthetic framework with Chandra Talpade 

Mohanty’s feminist solidarity model, this case study analyses how Caballero’s 

multiperspectival narrative demonstrates an early attempt at an intersectional literary Chicana 

resistance to patriarchy, colonial history, and exclusionary nationalism. By establishing 

transnational dimensions within the individual female characters, the text shows how particular 

experience can form the basis of a communal voice of resistance against nationalistic, gendered 

norms and cultural expectations. The multiperspectival narrative moves voices from the 

margins to the centre, unsettling an ahistorical settler-colonial historiography in South Texas. 

By creating a coalitional communal space for feminist protest, the novel challenges a 

patriarchal, univocal remembrance of naturalised settler-colonial discourse. By weaving 

together these intersectional narratives, Caballero both amplifies the voices of historically 

silenced marginalised people and offers a political reimagining of South Texas as a 

transnational site of resistance.  

Jovita González and Margaret Eimer’s recovered novel, Caballero, is a text significantly 

rich in political and historical critique. Its historical reimagining of 19th-century South Texas, 

its depictions of its many characters’ psychological and autonomous self-development, and its 

multiperspectival narrative structure provide a valuable selection of scenes compelling for 

close-reading, allowing the reader to approach the novel through diverse theoretical angles. 

Although earlier research has highlighted the text’s tendency to employ a narrative that 

advocates for an assimilatory, modernist, and neocolonial view, I have, in this case study, 

analysed it as an early literary Chicana attempt to voice resistance toward limited nationalistic 

values, elevating how its textual choices unsettle naturalised settler-colonial authority and 

aesthetics. By highlighting the novel’s transnational dimensions and coalitional aesthetic 

structures – which describe South Texas as a site of difference where intersecting hierarchies 

of race, gender, and class are challenged to create transcultural and hemispheric solidarity 

networks – this analysis, while recognising the novel’s problematic assimilatory discourse, 

argues that the text demonstrates a multilayered political negotiation that attempts to unsettle 

the very settler-colonial legacies that has enforced limited nationalistic discourse. As a mid-

20th-century novel, Caballero thus veers away from exceptionalist U.S. nation-state 

historiography and challenges lingering exclusionary settler ideologies by elevating a 

coalitional community built on a transnational network of women’s resistance. 
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4. Case Study 2: Vilhelm Moberg’s The Emigrants 
Tetralogy 

4.1. Introduction 
Swedish historiography generally characterises 19th-century Swedish-American transnational 

migration as a mass exodus to America, a phenomenon that has significantly influenced 

Swedish public discourse. Robert C. Ostergren explains that the Swedish mass migration was 

not an “organized group migration”; it “occurred spontaneously and sporadically” throughout 

the 19th-century, with emigration numbers periodically increasing depending on the local 

availability of information about North America, its landscape and resources (297). Describing 

it as a ‘chain migration’, Ostergren notes that the emigration of Swedish families from rural 

districts was shaped by a shared discourse which proclaimed emigration “as a means to secure 

the economic future that would have been theirs had conditions not been changing” (318). It 

was personal interactions and social networks, such as letters exchanged between migrants and 

remaining family members, that shaped and sustained this transatlantic mass movement. H. 

Arnold Barton argues that these letters formed “innumerable grass-roots contacts” that 

connected rural Swedish families to the expansion of the North American frontiers (3). After 

arriving in North America, many Swedish emigrants, like immigrants from many other 

European nations, settled in the rural Midwest, where, in states such as Illinois, Iowa, and 

Minnesota, they claimed land and formed Swedish-American settler societies (Blanck). In 

other words, in the early 1840s onward, despite the geographical distance separating the two 

nations, a dynamic transnational relationship between Sweden and North America unfolded. 

This relationship not only reshaped Swedish agricultural societies but also substantially 

impacted the development of the Midwestern and Western regions of the U.S. nation-state. 

During her two-year sojourn in the U.S. and Cuba between 1849 and 1851, Swedish author 

Fredrika Bremer described Minnesota as a “rightly country for Nordic emigrants, rightly a 

country for a New Scandinavia” (qtd. in Fur 55). This positive take on the Midwest’s suitability 

for Swedish emigrants and their descendants appeared in her book Hemmen i den nya verlden 

in 1853; however, this idealised version of a tailor-made partnership between settler and land 

did not account for the Native Americans inhabiting the region. According to Dag Blanck and 

Adam Hjorthén, Swedish emigration followed a ‘settler-colonial logic’. As the U.S. nation-

state expanded westwar and annexed territory across the country in the 19th-century, “Swedes 

became one of the many European and Anglo-American agents in the process of settlement” 

(11). While claiming Midwestern land, which had up until that point been inhabited by various 
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Indigenous tribes, Swedish settlements partook as active agents in “the long-term U.S. project 

of Native Dispossession”, from the mid-19th-century well into the 20th-century (12). The U.S. 

project of Native Dispossession relates to settler-colonial ideologies rooted in extinction 

discourse; the belief that Native Americans were a ‘vanishing race’. Therefore, as a part of this 

colonial project, Swedish settlements – justified by the assumed settlers’ “sovereign 

entitlement to ‘open’ or ‘virgin’ land” – actively participated in the replacement of Indigenous 

populations (11). Thus, although Sweden might not have historically been perceived as a 

significant empire with its own external land occupation in the Americas (except for its 1638-

1655 colony, New Sweden, along the Delaware River), 19th-century Swedish settlers were still 

embedded in, and benefitted from, European imperial dominance. However, Gunlög Fur 

observes that the upholding of the ideological belief that Native Americans were a people 

doomed to extinction allowed Swedish settlers to claim a ‘discourse of innocence’, ultimately 

removing themselves from having an active role in the colonial project (‘Colonial Fantasies’ 

12). Through the common rationalisation that “by the time Scandinavians settled in the 

Midwest, the Indians had already left”, Swedish immigrant historical discourse separated the 

practices of settlement from Indigenous removal, perpetuating the notion that these two 

processes remained unconnected (‘Indians and Immigrants’ 56). Consequently, Swedish 

immigrants did not merely separate their settlements from the forced displacement of the 

Indigenous population, but they also distanced their own sense of identity from Native 

Americans. This detached subjectivity reinforced a colonial, dichotomous ideology in which 

Euro-Americans were presumed culturally and racially superior, and which, additionally, 

naturalised their entitlement to the land. 

However, although Swedish 19th-century settlers benefitted from these colonial racialised 

categorisation ideologies and occupied a favourable position in the U.S. ethno-racial hierarchy, 

they also faced prejudiced stereotyping, discrimination, and Americanisation practices that 

complicated their integration into the U.S. forming national identity. In other words, the 

struggle between embracing a new North American identity and preserving Swedish customs 

remained a charged topic within the Swedish settler societies. According to Fritiof Ander, 

although the largest Midwestern Swedish immigrant Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, 

the Augustana Synod, and the Swedish-American journal Hemlandet repeatedly advocated for 

Americanisation, emotional factors continued to hinder the assimilation of mid-19th-century 

Swedish immigrants. Nostalgic memories of home, intensified by new waves of migration in 

the 1880s, played a key role in obstructing the process of adopting a new U.S. identity. These 

migrations reconnected earlier migrants with their native language and rekindled sentimental 
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bonds to Sweden by providing fresh social commentary (140-141). Although these factors 

reinforced Swedish traditions, the Augustana Synod church and Swedish-American press 

remained determined “in hastening the process of Americanization” (138). Ander argues that 

“the fact that the Swede became Americanized ‘politically’ within a very short time can be 

attributed largely to the power of the press” (144). While recognising this emotional negotiation 

among settlers, the Swedish-American press between 1855 and 1890 continually promoted 

ongoing Americanisation. In doing so, it “created Swedish-Americanism; a double love, a love 

for two countries, America and Sweden” (148-149). However, it ultimately reminded 

immigrants to prioritise their love for America over their love for Sweden (149). In other words, 

Hemlandet’s assimilative strategies emphasised national loyalty to settlers’ new North 

American identity.    

At the same time as these assimilation ideologies unfolded in North America, discourses 

about North America spread across Sweden, with its exceptionalist imagery working its way 

into Swedish consciousness. Birgitta Steene explains that in Sweden from the late 19th-century 

to the mid-20th-century, the notion of ‘America’ became an intellectual and emotional 

construct that thrived on mythological discourse (145). Described as a ‘dream of America’, this 

mythological discourse of “freedom, self-realization, and personal success in God’s own 

country” circulated and, in the process, became a leading argument for 19th-century Swedish 

immigrants to leave their home country behind and start a new life in North America. 

Furthermore, the relationship between the emigrants and their relatives back in Sweden 

underlaid the continuation of the mythical discourse of America, since, as Steene notes, the 

letters that were sent back “served a dual purpose: to inform the people back home of the 

conditions in America and to convince them that the right choice had been made. Those with 

negative experiences seldom wrote home about it. Through their silence, they indirectly helped 

sustain a positive image of America in the old country” (157). In the early to mid-20th-century, 

following World War I, this image of American prowess intensified and underwent an 

ideological shift in Sweden. Steene writes: 

 
The entry of the United States into the war forms a watershed in the Swedish (and European) 
conception of America. The year 1917 marks the first time that the New World enters directly 
into the political life of old Europe on European territory. […] with World War I – and its repeat 
performance in World War II – America literally ‘invades’ Europe, not only with troops that 
help defeat an ideological enemy but with an American lifestyle. It is now that the 
Americanization of Europe escalates. This cultural impact also hits Sweden despite its 
neutrality in both world conflicts. (172-173) 
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Because of its profound cultural impact on Sweden, concerns about the Americanisation project 

increased in 1919. As a result, general anxiety spread throughout the country. Tom O’Dell 

argues that as the perception of Americanisation became more closely linked to consumption 

and modernisation, Swedes feared that the public would consume “too much of the ‘wrong’ 

items without critical reflection” (O’Dell 24). The concept of Americanisation was thus 

approached as a morally laden “specific type of flow” that affects every day cultural practices 

(30). O’Dell identifies Americanisation as an “aggressive metaphor laden with implications of 

expansion, power, domination, and cultural corruption” (18). However, it was not only met 

with anxiety from the Swedish state, as Martin Alm observers, because in Swedish discussions 

on America and ‘Americanisation’ between 1900 and 1939, the U.S. was also politically 

perceived as a more highly developed country, and that Sweden “had to reduce this 

development gap if it was to survive as a nation” (65). Subsequently, discussions arose about 

whether the U.S. could serve as an economic and social model to inspire a Swedish national 

revival. According to Alm, in the early 20th-century, Sweden as a nation was thought to “have 

sunk into a state of decay”, and therefore the United States “was looked up to as the pioneer of 

technology and efficient working methods that Sweden should emulate” (66). Thus, 

Americanisation was also used as a vision of modernity in public political discourse.  

Against this century-long, entangled Swedish-American cultural, historical, and political 

backdrop unfolds the plot of Vilhelm Moberg’s tetralogy The Emigrants unfolds. Informed by 

in-depth archival research and written whilst on his sojourns to North America, Utvandrarna 

(The Emigrants), Invandrarna (Unto a Good Land), Nybyggarna (The Settlers), and Sista 

Brevet till Sverige (The Last Letter Home) were published in Sweden between 1949 and 1959, 

following the mid-19th-century rural farming family, the ‘Nilssons’. After suffering severe 

economic crises due to ecological hardships, poor harvests, and a famine that ultimately led to 

the death of their 4-year-old daughter, Anna, the family decides to leave Sweden. The patriarch, 

Karl Oskar, his wife, Kristina, and their young children – along with Karl Oskar’s brother, 

Robert, Kristina’s uncle, Danjel Andreassons, and Danjel’s small conventicle of religious 

followers – leave Ljuder Parish in Småland to escape the repressive state-controlled authority 

of the Church of Sweden. Together, they embark on a transatlantic migration to settle in the 

‘New World’, North America, in the hopes of bettering their lives and reclaiming their 

autonomy. 

Because the texts profoundly depict this transnational connection between Sweden and the 

U.S., both historically and fictionally, this case study employs a three-part close-reading of the 

tetralogy. Specifically, it investigates how Moberg’s multiperspectival narrative allows 
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characters across the series to transcend physical and psychological national borders and 

respond to the cultural and political myths that linger in Swedish-American historical migration 

discourse. First, this analysis examines how Karl Oskar’s sense of ‘innocence’ and settler 

entitlement unravels into ambivalence within the tetralogy as he encounters transcultural 

perspectives and learns that, as a settler, he actively participates in the displacement of the 

Native Americans in the Minnesota territory. Second, it investigates how Robert Nilsson 

undergoes a settler subjective transformation from an initial idealisation of the U.S. nation-

state to an eventual untangling from that idealised discourse through transcultural encounters. 

By identifying coalitional aesthetics represented through Robert’s perspective, this section 

demonstrates how the tetralogy critiques the settler-colonial capitalist entitlements anchored in 

white privilege. Finally, this case study examines Kristina Nilsson, demonstrating how she, as 

a character, challenges rigid nationalist definitions by continually reflecting on her 

transnational relations. Through her cross-class friendship with Ulrika, the text performs a 

feminist solidarity alliance that ultimately influences the tetralogy’s critique of American 

exceptionalism. Together, these three subheadings illustrate how Moberg’s novels express 

disillusionment with U.S. exceptionalist myths and begin to challenge the naturalised 

sovereignty of settler colonialism.  

4.1.1. State of the Art  
In the rise of 21st-century scholarship on Nordic colonialism, 19th-century Scandinavian mass 

migration to North America and its lingering transnational cultural impact have received 

significant scholarly attention. This recent body of scholarship, approached through diverse 

theoretical frameworks such as intersectionality, postcolonialism, feminism, and critical 

whiteness studies, reveals that Nordic immigrants maintained a nuanced and intricate relation 

with the construction of North American cultural, ethnic, and racial hierarchies (See Sverdljuk 

et al.; Blanck; Rasmussen). Considering the approximately 1,168,000 Swedes who emigrated 

to the U.S. between 1820 and 1924 and situating them within the period’s broader Nordic 

transatlantic mass movement, Sverdljuk et al. challenge traditional historiographic approaches 

to Nordic migration. They unsettle lingering myths of Nordic immigration rooted in notions of 

‘colour-blindness’, thereby demonstrating that North American racial identity formations 

actively shaped and were shaped by the immigrants’ lives and experiences (5). Drawing on 

varying ethno-racial and cultural experiences after the 1790 Naturalisation Act, which granted 

citizenship rights to “all free white persons”, the authors consider whiteness as a fluid, shifting, 

and dynamic category (5). While certain Nordic immigrants benefitted from structural 
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privileges, others experienced more complicated assimilation into the U.S. national body, 

navigating shifting, conditional boundaries of whiteness that also existed among European 

immigrants (see also Kivisto 182). 

By nuancing the intricate, interdependent relationship between Scandinavian immigrants 

and ethno-racial hierarchies, Anders Bo Rasmussen considers how notions of land ownership 

intersected with these social constructs to shape U.S. national identity. According to 

Rasmussen, most of the 19th-century Scandinavian immigrants were farmers who utilised an 

‘agricultural ladder’; a system that allowed farmhands to move across socio-economic 

boundaries toward farm ownership, “which was both the symbol of and the passport to full 

citizenship in the democracy of rural America” (59; see also Foley 10). Moreover, Rasmussen 

observes that the first generation of Swedish immigrants arrived with preconceived notions of 

racialised categorisation, drawn from circulated European cultural and scientific texts on racial 

hierarchies. This subsequently influenced how they situated themselves within U.S. national 

labour dynamics and structures during their settler pursuits (63). Swedish settlers, whether they 

lived in the North or the South, thus differentiated themselves from newly emancipated Black 

Americans following the Civil War to protect their own social positions in the ‘New World’ 

(64). This social dynamic is further illustrated by Blanck’s research, which notes that Swedish 

immigrants generally held a similar attitude towards slavery and race as that of white Anglo-

Americans. Although Swedish immigrants in the Midwest widely supported the Republican 

Party and abolitionism, Blanck highlights that there is insufficient evidence that Swedish 

settlers championed racial equality at the time. Instead, they conformed to the dominant norms 

and racial expectations constructed by the white American mainstream (44). 

Prior research on the 19th-century mass migration has also emphasised that the unfolding 

transnational relationship between North America and Sweden was significantly shaped by the 

literary circulation of information between the two nations (Houe; Fur). Scholars explain that 

the mythological image of the North American frontier has inspired Swedish-American 

literature to situate Swedes within the American imagination of borders (Houe) and has 

continually employed a racialised discourse that stereotyped Native Americans as a savage, 

doomed people (Fur). According to Fur, these stereotypes, entrenched in fiction published 

under the category of ‘Indian novels’ aimed at the youth in Sweden, were part of creating a 

“long durée” that fixed the image of the Native American as an almost ineradicable character 

(18). These novels, which depicted innocent Swedish settlers in confrontations with ‘cruel’ 

Native Americans, thus simultaneously perpetuated a predictable colonial story while also 

naturalising the Swedish settlers’ position in the civilising expansion of the U.S. nation.   
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Capturing this theme of situating Swedes within the expanding North American frontiers, 

Moberg’s 20th-century reimagining of the 19th-century Swedish-American transatlantic 

migration in The Emigrant series has inspired a vast body of scholarship. Following the 

tetralogy’s international publication, mid-20th-century scholars analysed how U.S. national 

discourses of liberty and the aesthetics of literary realism influenced the texts, focusing closely 

on how the narrative depicted characters’ negotiation of their migratory struggles and their 

experiences assimilating into the North American body (Winther; Alexis). However, research 

since the late 20th-century has performed a more nuanced critical reading of Moberg’s 

tetralogy and its narrative. For example, Blanck utilises The Last Letter Home (the final 

instalment of The Emigrants tetralogy) to anchor and advance his argument that Swedish 

immigrants strove to position themselves in a favourable rank in the U.S. ethno-racial hierarchy 

through both “boundary maintenance” and interactions with other migrant and minority groups 

(37). Meanwhile, Roger McKnight demonstrates that the plot’s progression and critical 

narrative in the novels reveal Moberg’s growing disillusionment with his idealised vision of 

the U.S. nation-state (362). Similarly, Steene argues that the image of America and the fictional 

migrants’ lives depicted in the tetralogy exemplified Moberg’s own shifting impression of the 

U.S. during his archival research sojourn, as the novels grew increasingly critical of the 

‘taming’ of the frontier (166). Furthermore, Houe argues that the representational value of 

Moberg’s series depends significantly on its heartland setting, using the struggles of the 

Swedish rural working class to critique the bourgeoisie (219). These scholars collectively 

reveal that Moberg’s novels demonstrate a complicated and critical relationship with American 

exceptionalist discourse that lingers from settler-colonial ideologies, and that they critique – 

although not always successfully – North American imperialism by elevating the voices of a 

transnational Swedish agricultural class.   

Earlier scholarship on Moberg’s political trajectory and The Emigrants tetralogy 

demonstrates that the text contains many intricate nationalistic negotiations. This research 

project aims to close-read and analyse how Moberg’s series depicts connections between 

different cultures that ultimately critique North American exceptionalist discourse stemming 

from settler-colonial history. By emphasising the novels’ transnational community building, it 

will demonstrate that The Emigrants tetralogy provides a narrative that unsettles myths found 

in 19th-century settler-colonial ideologies. 
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4.2. “I earned my land when I cleared it and broke it!”: The 
Emigrants Critique of the ‘Innocent’ Swedish Settler 

In a 1952 letter to his friend Edgar Swenson, Moberg responds to a critical review of Unto a 

Good Land that claimed that his writing had succumbed to a sentimental ‘American romance’. 

However, contrastingly, Moberg argues: “It is just that type of romance I wanted to sweep 

away in my novel…” (74 [my translation]). According to McKnight, Moberg, himself an 

American sojourner, felt ambivalent about his perception of America (380). Although Moberg, 

on his first arrival to the U.S. in 1950, expressed admiration for the U.S. defence of individual 

freedom – comparing it to his dissatisfaction with Swedish bureaucracy – his enthusiasm for 

America began to wane after 1952. McKnight notes that Moberg repeatedly discovered 

injustices that “caused him to voice his outrage to American journalists. But his political 

opinions were never printed in the American press” (360). However, McKnight finds the 

critical perspective in Moberg’s own contemporary essays. For example, McKnight notes that 

in the article ‘Tänkesättet Amerika’ (The American Mentality), Moberg openly criticised the 

nationalist discourse of U.S. freedom. There, Moberg stated: “Without doubt, America contains 

powers antithetical to freedom, it contains imperialistic tendencies, it contains trite thinking 

and deeply entrenched prejudices among the great mass of people” (qtd. in McKnight 372-

373). The combination of Moberg’s rejection to the claim that he had written a sentimental 

‘American romance’ and his direct criticism of U.S. imperial influence and cultural prejudice 

situates his work within the growing mid-20th-century Swedish discourse critical of 

Americanisation. By recognising these imperial tendencies, Moberg echoes O’Dell’s 

observation that Americanisation in Sweden was intertwined with dynamics of power and 

domination (30). Moreover, as Steene notes, the postwar “Swedish approach to America was 

always mixed with realpolitik and morality” (180). The critique of America, expressed through 

notions of morality, grew increasingly after World War II, as Swedes began to express concern 

over America’s expanding political and cultural prowess (180). In ‘Tankesättet America’, 

Moberg directly voices these contemporary anxieties regarding U.S. imperial dominance, its 

influence, and its capacity for cultural oppression, thereby contributing to Sweden’s broader 

moral critique of U.S. nationalist discourse. 

McKnight argues that Moberg’s critical opinions and mixed feelings regarding the U.S. 

nation-state shaped his writing in The Emigrants tetralogy, as he continuously navigated the 

tension between “myth and reality in the New World experience” (389). This mix of 

ambivalence and critique can be further analysed through the narrative arc of Karl Oskar 

Nilsson in The Emigrants, who, at the beginning of the tetralogy, embodies settler aesthetics 
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but, by the final instalment, faces his own disillusionment with settler entitlement to North 

American land. It is through the pivotal dialogue between Karl Oskar and the fur trapper, 

Samuel Nöjd, in The Last Letter to Sweden, that the text significantly subverts settler aesthetics 

and challenges the discourse of Swedish settler-colonial innocence. This encounter forces the 

Nilssons to confront both the violent reality behind their occupation of the land and the myth 

of the ‘doomed’ Native American. Taking place on a late evening in 1862, 12 years after their 

arrival, Samuel Nöjd, after having visited the Native American camps along the frontiers, stops 

by the Nilsson settlement on his way home and tells Kristina and Karl Oskar about the 

devastating conditions of starvation and subjugation the Indigenous people are facing. Nöjd 

describes how the storage facilities of the local U.S. Indian agents in Red Wood are filled to 

the brim with food. Although these provisions were legally constituted government payments 

owed to the Indigenous tribes, the agents refused to hand out any food supplies without cash 

payment. Since the Native Americans did not have the cash, they were prohibited from 

collecting the supplies. Nöjd observes: “The food in the supply house was rightly theirs, but 

they were not allowed to eat it” (51). Kristina is dismayed by the news; Karl Oskar, however, 

dismisses it, arguing that one cannot believe everything that Nöjd claims. A verbal altercation 

follows, wherein Nöjd explains that the Christian immigrants deserve punishment, since they 

had not only infected the Native Americans with numerous diseases but had also sought to 

enforce Western religion upon them (51). Karl Oskar, still in disbelief, tries to shift the 

conversation back to his own settlement, but Nöjd interrupts him: 

 
“Your property!” Nöjd spit sneeringly on the floor. “Your property as much as mine, Nilsson!” 
“What was that you said?” Karl Oskar’s voice had suddenly changed. “Isn’t this my land? What 
are you talking about, old-timer?”  
“All this land was stolen from the Indians!”  
“I haven’t stolen my land; I’ve paid the government a dollar twenty-five an acre for it.”  
“Yes, but you have bought stolen property, and cheap at that! You know it as well as I do! 
Better talk soft about your land, Nilsson!” 
[…] 
“You have accused me of dishonest dealings!” stuttered the settler.   
At the sight of Karl Oskar’s changed face the trapper drew back a step and lowered his voice:  
“No! No! Your dealings are honorable, all right – according to the laws of the whites – their 
own laws – after the theft. There isn’t an acre of land in America that hasn’t been stolen or 
cheated from the Indians.” (52-53; emphasis in original) 
 

Despite Karl Oskar’s defensive attempts to maintain his position of innocence by arguing that 

he earned his entitlement to the land through honest agricultural labour, Nöjd challenges this 

illusion as his leaves. Nöjd explains that the treaties brokered between the U.S. nation-state and 

the Native Americans constituted a system of legalised theft; one that displaced the Indigenous 
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peoples from their resources and left them with nothing but starvation (51-54). The night ends 

with Karl Oskar muttering to himself: “Only weeds grew here when I came! What grows here 

now? Crops to nourish us as well as others! I didn’t get anything for nothing. I earned my land 

when I cleared and broke it” (53-54). However, the novel explicitly insinuates that the “truth” 

Nöjd had shared remains with him (54). Being confronted with the objectively violent reality 

forces Karl Oskar to acknowledge that they are intruders on these lands, and that the Indigenous 

populations have been systematically oppressed and forcibly displaced for him and the fellow 

settlers to claim the land. 

Through this dialogue, the narrative builds toward the novel’s climax: the outbreak of the 

1862 U.S.-Dakota War, a historical conflict the text uses to explain Native American resistance 

to the enduring structures of settler-colonial invasion and the subsequent systemic oppression 

of Indigenous peoples. Driven by ongoing patterns of Euro-American immigration, settler 

societies along the North American frontier became progressively militarised, inhabited, and 

built upon to serve the U.S. nation-state’s expansionist mission. This process was sustained by 

colonial ideologies that trapped Indigenous peoples within a fixed, static, ‘othered’ identity. In 

other words, as noted by Wolfe, settler colonialism in the U.S. functioned as a structure of 

invasion, seeking to destroy the Native Americans and their way of living to replace them 

(‘Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native’ 388). Furthermore, this process 

ultimately pushed Dakota people in Minnesota to the point at which their lives were at risk 

after the U.S. government continually violated their treaty obligations. After having suffered 

decades of institutional discrimination, the Dakota in 1862 officially declared war upon the 

U.S. government and its citizens (Wilson 187). The war lasted six weeks and ended after U.S. 

troops defeated the Dakota. Consequently, 392 Dakota were imprisoned, and, after President 

Lincoln had examined the trial transcripts, 39 prisoners were sentenced to death, to be hanged 

in Mankato on December 26, 1862. Following the mass execution, a systematic forced 

displacement policy was established, and multiple Dakota communities were officially exiled 

from their ancestral homes in Minnesota. Deborah Edwards-Anderson argues that confronting 

this history, including Indigenous resistance, “enables us to more fully comprehend the 

reverberating costs of Minnesota statehood and, by extension, national expansion during the 

nineteenth century” (87). Similarly, Wahpetunwan Dakota-professor Waziyatawin Angela 

Wilson observes that early scholarship on the topic of the 1862 war reveals a narrative filled 

with colonial dichotomous terminology, insinuating white settler innocence and Dakota guilt. 

Meanwhile, the “culpability of white settlers is a story that has not been documented. It is a 

story that has been suppressed because of what it suggests about the colonizers” (187). Because 
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of this epistemic oppression, Wilson writes: “in not questioning or challenging their continued 

right to Dakota lands and resources, Minnesotans have sustained, generation after generation, 

the rationalization that supported our dispossession in the first place” (210). This process of 

rationalisation, undergirded by the structures of invasion, has thus effectively allowed the 

settler communities in Minnesota to entrench a mythological discourse of victimhood, self-

glorification, and blamelessness regarding the outbreak of the war. By merely focusing on their 

experience and trauma during the conflict, these settlers could stay complicit and 

simultaneously dehumanise the Dakota people. 

By incorporating this confrontation between Karl Oskar and Samuel Nöjd, the novel 

directly challenges the settler-colonial position of blamelessness and self-glorification that 

defined the settler aesthetics of the earlier novels. Rather than stereotyping Native Americans 

within a fixed identity rooted in colonial ideology, this dialogue humanises their struggles and 

provides reasoning behind the outbreak of war. The novel thus demonstrates that the conflict 

was not an unprovoked event of ‘savagery’, but rather the breaking point of decades of 

systematic subjugation: one that left the Dakota just as starved as the Swedish characters 

themselves were before their migration to North America. Ultimately, it depicts a significant 

‘settler interruption’ that disrupts the Nilssons’ manufactured sense of closure and thrusts the 

characters into colonial ambivalence. According to Veracini, settler colonialism and its modes 

of domination are driven by the idea of ‘finality’. In other words, the structural processes of 

displacement and replacement are used to justify the notion of ‘closure’; the aim is to “foreclose 

future relationships” (11). This constructed sense of closure creates a perception that settlers 

are insulated from the ongoing consequences inflicted upon Indigenous communities and their 

land claims. This fabricated distance allows settlers to position themselves complicitly within 

a discourse of absolute innocence.  

In the earlier novels in the tetralogy, this sense of closure is represented through Karl Oskar 

and his embodiment of settler aesthetics. From the first novel in the tetralogy, The Emigrants, 

a settler aesthetic discourse frames the Nilsson family’s motivations to escape the spiralling 

ecological and economic conditions of Ljuder Parish in Småland, Sweden. Because of these 

devastating conditions, the patriarch of the family, Karl Oskar, begins planning an overseas 

emigration for his entire family after seeing an image of a wheat field in North America. This 

image, with all its abundant landscape – “an endless field without borders and fences” (107) – 

ignites a hopeful prospect within Karl Oskar, as he deems this field “a sea of golden grain”, 

imagining that it will bring “an unmeasurable quantity of bread” for his family (108). It is from 

this one image that Karl Oskar decides to become a settler in the ‘New World’, in hopes that 
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leaving the ‘Old World’ behind, with its environmental struggles and restrictive state-driven 

religious authority, will allow him to become the economically independent farmer that he 

longs to be. That no other Swedish person that he knows of from the Ljuder parish has 

emigrated before him does not bother Karl Oskar, because he recognises that “someone must 

be the first” (114). Instead, he thrives on the idea that he will be the first man from their parish 

on a field in America. This notion of Karl Oskar positioning himself as the ‘first man’ to build 

a farm-economy out of ‘nothing’ demonstrates that he view his connection to the landscape 

through a lens of absolute authority.  

Furthermore, this sense of absolute power over the land remains with him into the second 

novel, Unto a Good Land, as he finally arrives in the Minnesota territory and heads out into 

the terrain to claim and mark his future settlement. Walking the grounds of North America, he 

imagines the landscape was destined for him alone: a personalised ‘offer’ from nature, 

available for him to “do with as he pleased” (198). Karl Oskar describes it, feeling as though 

“this soil had been lying here waiting just for him. […] It had been lying here useless, sustaining 

not a soul. This rich soil without a stone in it had lain here since the day it was created, waiting 

for its tiller. Now he had arrived” (199-200). By describing this absolute authority over the 

landscape, Karl Oskar casts himself as the first to inhabit this territory truly. Through this 

mindset, Karl Oskar embodies the ‘new man’ that Goeman recognises within settler-colonial 

aesthetics. Since this ‘new man’ is created to “extend the imperial mission” (Goeman 106), 

Karl Oskar views it as his personal destiny to spread civilisation by cultivating the soil and, in 

turn, inheriting the wealth of its abundant natural resources. By self-appointing himself as the 

‘new man,’ Karl Oskar believes he becomes the dominant master of the uncultivated North 

American landscape. 

Karl Oskar’s self-appointment as the ‘new man’ operates alongside another vital 

component of settler-colonial aesthetics: a deeply entrenched discourse of innocence. 

Throughout the first two novels of the series, Karl Oskar continually establishes his innocence 

as a new settler by comparing himself to the Native Americans within his territory. Although 

he recognises that they probably “considered him an intruder”, he firmly maintains that he has 

not come to the ‘New World’ “as a thief” (Unto a Good Land 234). He justifies this by asserting 

that the Native Americans are too lazy to cultivate the soil, declaring that the “tiller of the soil 

had a right to it above all others” because it “would be a cruel injustice to hungry people if this 

fertile land – capable of feeding so many – should be allowed to lie fallow, producing only 

wild grass” (Unto a Good Land 234-235). By insisting that he is not a thief and deeming the 
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land as ‘uncultivated’, Karl Oskar ultimately views the territory as if it were devoid of 

legitimate Indigenous presence. It is through this act of cultivation that he establishes a 

racialised juxtaposition between himself and Native Americans, echoing Goeman’s definition 

of settler aesthetics (4-5). Goeman argues that the descriptions of innocence used within settler 

aesthetics are “grounded in the emptying out of racialized and gendered violence” (21). In other 

words, by erasing structural violence – such as the state-enforced displacement of Native 

Americans – from the narrative, and instead framing Indigenous peoples as if completely 

disconnected from the land, the settler can preserve and reinforce his sense of blamelessness. 

By doing so, Karl Oskar thus remains complicit in the violent displacement his new settlement 

requires, hiding behind a constructed aura of agricultural innocence. 

Karl Oskar’s sense of entitlement to land echoes this construction of ‘closure’, as he 

defensively maintains that he has not encroached on stolen territory but has instead paid for 

and cultivated his settlement under U.S. law. For years, this framework built from legislative 

justification has allowed him to comfortably remain complicit in the systemic displacement of 

the Native Americans and instead focus on his own self-conceived right to freedom and 

agrarian independence. But the violent reality, as explained by Nöjd, disillusions this self-

conception and pushes him into a state of ambivalence as he now faces a psychological tension 

between desire, anxiety, and guilt over his settlement. Accordingly, this pivotal dialogue from 

The Last Letter Home which ends in Karl Oskar’s own ambivalence, demonstrates this 

negotiation through its sharp critique of the structural injustices lingering from Swedish settler-

colonial legacies.  

Additionally, alongside this dialogue, another profound source of settler ambivalence, and 

perhaps more distinctly, Moberg’s own ambivalence towards America, emerges through the 

recurring motif across the series: the stone head. Located near the Nilsson settlement, the stone 

head is described as bearing the likeness of a Native American face and continually instilling 

a sense of “indefinable apprehension” (‘The Last Letter Home’ 54) in the settlers due to its 

enduring permanence. The narrative explains: “He had watched here when the lake was still 

known as Ki-Chi-Saga, he remained when the lake’s name was changed to Chisago. The Indian 

was made of stone. He could not be chased away. He remained rooted. He would not move – 

here he would for all time raise his head over the country” (‘The Last Letter Home’ 54). The 

stone head serves as a continuous site of ‘settler interruption’; a conceptual disruption that 

Veracini argues is imperative to unsettling settler-colonial authority (13). Through the stone 

head, Swedish immigrants are trapped in continuous visual confrontation with their 

participation in the North American settler colonial project. As an image of a Native American 
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‘stuck in the past’ and unable to move towards modernity, this stone head, in its immobility, 

deploys traditional settler-colonial tropes. It evokes a narrative that Fur states render Native 

Americans as a cultural figure of ‘the Indian’ that is “remarkably fixed” (18). However, while 

this trope, as noted by Fur, was historically used in literature to naturalise the discourse of 

settler colonial replacement (18), Moberg’s novel utilises it to evoke historical ambivalence. 

The stone head and the anxiety it causes the Swedish settlers insinuates an unsettling 

awareness: these Swedish immigrants were never innocent observers but active participants in 

the violent structures of the settler-colonial project. 

4.3. “You wanted to get rid of all masters and that was why 
you set out to dig gold. But you discovered on the Trail 
that gold was the most severe of all masters”: The 
Emigrants navigation of White Privilege through Robert 
Nilsson 

In the third novel, The Settlers, the narrative arc of Karl Oskar’s younger brother, Robert 

Nilsson, shifts in a way that highlights how the tetralogy progressively challenges settler-

colonial ideologies and U.S. nationalism. Upon his return from the California Trails, his former 

racialised ignorance, naturalised belief in white supremacy, and idealistic desire for freedom 

have been challenged and unsettled. Instead, it is replaced by the settler disruptive, ‘truth-

telling’ narration of his ringing ear. At twenty-two, four years after his leaving of the Nilssons’ 

settlement, Robert returns. The  journey has changed his youthful appearance, as Karl Oskar 

notes: “Robert’s emaciated body, his jaundiced, unhealthy complexion, the hollowness of his 

voice, his stiff motions – something of life itself was missing in Robert” (162). Although Robert 

looks worse for wear, he proudly claims that his gold-searching experience has been successful 

and that he is now financially independent. However, as Robert goes to bed that night, a 

different story appears for the reader. Five chapters unfold, introduced and concluded by 

Robert’s own ear. The ear reveals that Robert has returned with lies and fabricated stories, 

hiding the true violent reality of his journey. And throughout these five nights, the ear 

continually reminds him: “I am your faithful companion – I am the memories which refuse to 

leave you, a severe master” (198). The ear reveals that his pursuit of wealth did not liberate 

him; instead, it exposes the reality of his migration: “You wanted to get rid of all masters and 

that was why you set out to dig gold. But you discovered on the Trail that gold was the most 

severe of all masters. Even more exacting than I. Long before you reached the gold land it 

demanded your life, so merciless is gold” (264). Rather than achieving freedom, the ear’s 

narration forces Robert to confront the fact that he has become trapped in a capitalist system. 
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By personifying gold as a master, the text performs a settler interruption that dismantles settler 

authority, with the ear serving as both a political and a psychological truth-teller that 

deconstructs Robert’s romanticised myths of the American frontier. By revealing the California 

Trail as a site of capitalist exploitation, the ear exposes the inherent violence rooted in settler-

colonial ideologies of freedom.  

Toward the end of the second novel, Robert, hoping to climb the economic ladder and 

secure a social position that will grant him absolute liberty, convinces his friend Arvid to join 

him on the California Trail in the spring of 1851 to extract gold. According to Will Bagley, 

between 1849 and 1852, the California gold rush created one of the “largest voluntary 

migrations in history” (14). Because of the “[i]ncredible fantasies of instant wealth” the ‘gold 

fever’ became a transnational phenomenon, reaching across the American hemisphere and over 

the oceans to Australia, China, and Europe (16). Consequently, the California Trail became 

occupied by every age group from “virtually every state in the Union, and diarists reported 

meeting Mexican, English, Irish, Norwegian, Continental French, and Italian emigrants, along 

with entire parties of ‘Dutch-men’ – meaning anyone from Northern Europe” (19). Moreover, 

Bagley affirms that the common denominator shared by the gold-seeking migrants was the 

ideology of the “manifest destiny” (18). Similarly, Richard A. Walker notes that the California 

Gold Rush was an expansion of natural resource exploitation central to the development of the 

U.S. capitalist system; a process through which Anglo-Americans carried out their conquest of 

natural resources “under the banners of Manifest Destiny and White Supremacy” (178). Walker 

states: “Workers of color regularly suffered extreme rates of exploitation, especially in 

agriculture and construction, and the extra surplus value earned off their backs undoubtedly 

helped prop up the prosperity of white California” (180). Thus, blind to the fact that their 

journey towards liberty is sustained by this violent capitalist structural underbelly of racialised 

labour and resource extraction, Robert and Arvid move westward from Minnesota. 

After arriving in St. Louis and spending a year there, Mario Vallejos, a Mexican-American 

man from Texas, approaches Robert and Arvid and asks whether they are on their way to 

California. Vallejos embodies a discourse of settler-colonial resistance; having suffered from 

the expansion of Anglo-Americans that stole his land, his own motivation for going to 

California is thus an active attempt to reclaim autonomy. Vallejos seeks “some of their 

California gold in exchange” for the Anglo-Americans taking of his homestead (200). After a 

short interaction, Robert and Arvid join Vallejos as his mule drivers for his eight mules, now 

working for him. Robert considers Vallejos his “master” (203); however, their relationship is 
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more like companionship. They take turns on fire and night watches and share all provisions 

evenly. However, one night during Arvid’s watch, two mules escape. In a frenzy, Robert and 

Arvid leap out into the desert to find them before their leader awakens. Consequently, the two 

Swedes become lost in the desert for days, and the dehydration ultimately leads to Arvid’s 

death. However, Robert is eventually discovered: “But up there in heaven stood a very little 

man in a red jacket and broad hat […] Judging by the nose it could be Karl Oskar, his brother. 

And he spoke like a brother. ‘Poor boy! My muleteer … I’ve been looking for you …’” (237). 

It is Vallejos who has tracked him down and rescued him from the brink of death. As they 

resume their journey on the California Trail, Robert and Vallejos’ relationship deepen into a 

profound cross-racial and cross-cultural solidarity, and they reach the Spring Creek trading 

post together. 

However, while in Spring Creek, Vallejos is struck by “The Yellow Jack” (259), the 

historical colloquialism for yellow fever. Alongside an older Native American woman at the 

trading post, Robert assumes the role of caretaker in the makeshift hospital. Although ‘Missis’, 

as Robert refers to the Indigenous woman, insists that he will contract yellow fever by tending 

to Vallejos, Robert refuses to leave his side. Even when Vallejos, in his fleeting moments of 

sanity, urges Robert to stay away, Robert dismisses self-preservation and chooses solidarity. 

He “made a bed next to that of the sick one. He carried water from the clear stream and was 

always close when Vallejos wanted to quench his fever thirst. He wouldn’t leave his boss” 

(260). On the sixth day, Vallejos passes away, bequeathing Robert everything he owned: the 

mules, capital, and the equipment for the gold search, with the final words: “Farewell, son” 

(261). The following burial scene stands as a significant moment of transcultural solidarity: 

 
She was with him when he buried Vallejos, and sang a psalm in an Indian language, Robert 
repeated a Swedish funeral psalm he remembered from Schoolmaster Rinaldo […] Here a ritual 
of Indian singing and Swedish reading was performed over a dead Mexican who would not 
have understood a word of it. (261) 
 

This scene demonstrates a profound transcultural and transnational communal union, united in 

grief and respect for Vallejo’s life. It functions as one of the text’s most impactful depictions 

of coalitional aesthetics, as these marginalised people from diverse cultural and ethnic 

backgrounds forge a bond that stands outside of the Anglo-American racial hierarchy.   

From his close-reading analysis of Guthrie’s musical writing and coalitional aesthetics, 

Robles argues that music “gives voice to migrant life, while also enabling scenes of communal 

listening and engagement […] Music is a gift shared by and between migrants, an integral part 

of the communal fabric” (p. 84). Furthermore, shared moments of musical gathering can 
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operate as a political formation, because “listening becomes observation, […] observation 

becomes participation, and […] participation becomes political” (86).  In the vital scene from 

The Settlers, Robert Nilsson along with the characters Mexican-American Mario Vallejos and 

Native American ‘Missis’, are simultaneously coalesced and individuated, marked by their 

distinct mother tongues and mourning rituals as they actively listen to each other’s expressions 

of grief. Through these characters, the text thus takes a political stand against white supremacy 

by depicting a moment of cross-cultural connection that transcends colonial ideologies and 

racial hierarchies. Furthermore, from his close-reading of the coalitional aesthetics in Babb’s 

writing for Whose Names are Unknown, Robles notes that coalition can be formed through 

“communication takes place between the lines of the spoken: silence, understanding, and 

empathy make up the language that does the work between two people” (108). Applying this 

close-reading approach to Moberg’s novel, the communication between these different cultures 

materialises not through a shared language but through an empathetic understanding. Robert 

and ‘Missis’ stands together, paying homage to Vallejos in the cultural ways they know. 

Through Robert’s friendship with Vallejos, despite their language barriers, Robert has listened, 

observed, and participated in a transnational interwovenness. This depiction of cross-cultural 

solidarity ultimately subverts the exceptionalist discourse of whiteness. It transforms Robert’s 

subjectivity from an idealist rooted in colonial logic into a fleeting involvement in the 

resistance against U.S. exclusionary nationalism.   

Robert’s perspective in The Settlers thus differs significantly from his mindset in the two 

preceding novels, in which he continuously relies on an idealist discourse of North America 

that promises him a sense of freedom. Robert is depicted as a dreamer who feels stifled by the 

rural class system of mid-19th-century Sweden because he does not want to spend the rest of 

his life as a farmhand. Early in the first novel, Robert, at fifteen, tells his parents that “he did 

not like to have a master” (35). In 19th-century Sweden, the agricultural society held a 

particular attitude toward poverty, shaped by Lutheran religious beliefs. According to Sara 

Kalm, there was a sharp line “between the ‘deserving’ and the ‘undeserving’ (lazy and/or 

immoral) poor” (52). Therefore, the rural working classes were often shaped by government 

and legal strategies. For example, employment was compulsory until 1885 under the historical 

law ‘Tjänstetvånget’, which required able-bodied men and women who did not own land to be 

employed by a “master” from the age of fifteen (Kalm 53). Thus, Robert’s refusal to work as a 

farmhand ran counter to the working-class system in rural Sweden. His relatives saw his refusal 

as a source of embarrassment for the family name (‘The Emigrants’ 35). Despite his resistance, 
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Robert is sent to work at Aron of Nybacken’s farm, where he meets his new friend and 

confidant Arvid, and his dream of migrating to North America begins to take shape. 

Robert gathers information about the Atlantic crossing from the book Description of the 

United States of North America, and this promotional guide, written in a distinct colonial 

discourse, serves as an instigator of Robert’s transnational emotional attachment to the U.S. 

From this guide, Robert learns that the world was “divided into two parts: an old and a new” 

(61). Within this juxtaposition, Robert’s rural Sweden is depicted as the ‘Old World’. Defined 

as “frail [and] worn-out”, this ‘Old World’ does not provide social mobility; rather, its people 

are entrapped within hereditary class divisions and rigid social hierarchies (61). By contrast, 

the ‘New World’ was “recently discovered, recently settled” and filled with “splendor and 

riches beyond imagination” (61). Robert instantly considers America the “right land” for him, 

since he wants to experience the freedom that the guide promotes (91). Robert envisions North 

America as a landscape filled with economic potential and devoid of class hierarchies. From 

this idealised discourse, Robert presumes that by arriving in North America, free from a 

master’s suppression, he can reclaim the agency he so deeply desires. Robert thus believes that 

in the absence of Swedish institutional hierarchies, North America will provide the abundant 

economic and natural resources necessary to escape the master-peasant system of the 

homeland.   

Moreover, as Robert places absolute trust in this promotional guidebook, he also 

internalises the racialised hierarchies naturalised within the text. When Arvid confides in 

Robert about his anxiety regarding the unknown social hierarchies of the ‘New World’, Robert 

relies on the promotional guidebook’s racialised categories to ease his friend’s fears. Although 

Robert expresses a sense of discomfort regarding chattel slavery, stating that he “did not think 

this was being fair to them” he proceeds to internalise the colonial indoctrination within the 

text to rationalise the racialised institution (65). He quickly accepts the guide’s claim: “Many 

slaves have better living quarters, food, clothing, care, working conditions and old age security 

than most of England’s factory workers or the peasants in Europe” (65). Subsequently, Robert 

comforts Arvid, stating that “it was forbidden in America for white-skinned people to sell 

themselves as slaves” (96). By continuing to quote the guide, Robert naturalises the racial 

subjugation within the propaganda that supports the discourse of the North American settler 

colonialism. Robert, who asserts that he has already “made himself at home on distant shores” 

(145), indicates that he has deeply internalised this transatlantic attachment before his arrival. 
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His perceived sense of belonging is thus rooted in the myth of an idealised discourse that 

rationalises structures of white privilege. 

When seventeen-year-old Robert finally arrives on American grounds, his investment in 

his idealisation of the U.S. and its racial hierarchies evolves. The internalised colonial logic 

Robert brought with him across the Atlantic emerges through ‘wages of whiteness’, which 

further nuances the naturalisation of systemic racism. After arriving in North American, Robert 

notices the people walking the streets, observing that most of them “had white-skinned faces 

and were shaped like his own people” (Unto a Good Land 42). However, he is taken by great 

surprise at their different dress: 

 
Here walked men in elegant, well-brushed, expensive clothes, with clean, white-shining linen 
around their necks and polished boots on their feet. He saw other men, too, in worn-out, ragged 
garments, dirty shirts, and with their feet wrapped in old rags; some even went barefoot; they 
must burn their feet on these hot stones. He thought those poorly dressed men must be new 
arrivals in this country; they had not yet had time to get rich. (‘Unto a Good Land’ 42) 
 

Through this observation, Robert is confronted with the reality that economic mobility in North 

America is stratified, even among the white immigrant population. The text illustrates that 

mainstream North American society does not offer a monolithic experience of white privilege; 

instead, different European immigrants face different experiences of capital accumulation. 

However, despite witnessing the variegated white class discrepancy, Robert remains reliant on 

the notion of ‘wages of whiteness’. He justifies the poverty of these white immigrants by 

presuming that their financial hardship is merely temporary, thereby reassuring himself that 

white racial status remains privileged. He maintains this illusion by contrasting their condition 

with that of the people of colour he observes on the street (Unto a Good Land 42). Ultimately, 

Robert relies on the systemic violence of chattel slavery to sustain and express his own sense 

of white superiority. The notion of freedom, which Robert has internalised, is thus inherently 

interdependent on economic resources. When Robert continuously affirms his sense of 

freedom, declaring himself to finally be free from a master on North American soil, he is a part 

of what Roediger observes as the “early attempts to develop a language of labor, [where] 

working Americans […] expressed soaring desires to be rid of the age-old inequalities of 

Europe and of any hint of slavery” (47). Roediger explains: “Bonds, for the whites in the young 

United States, were things to be broken, slipped or outlasted by free men.” (32-33). Harris 

similarly observes that the wages of whiteness “are available to all whites regardless of class 

position, even to those whites who are without power, money, or influence. Whiteness […] 

serves as compensation even to those who lack material wealth” (1759). In other words, 
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Roberts’ perspective demonstrates how the fundamental ideologies of whiteness undergird and 

construct the U.S. capitalist system.  

However, it is after being exposed to these violent realities and the transnational friendships 

he forms along the trail that Robert becomes disillusioned with the idealised ideology of the 

U.S. Upon his return in The Settlers, he carries an altered perspective regarding white settlers 

occupying Native American land. In conversations with Kristina, Robert explicitly argues that 

Euro-American settlements have stolen land from the Native Americans (224). Moreover, he 

repeatedly critiques the white settlers’ sense of greed, emphasising that their ideologies are 

rooted in oppression, stating: “There are no beasts except white-skinned people” (250). 

Whereas Robert previously viewed white settlers as a people merely seeking equality under 

the law, his statement now reveals an understanding that the social construction of whiteness 

as superior veils an exploitative underbelly of colonial violence. By depicting his westward 

migration, the novel has thus drawn a trajectory wherein a white settler becomes aware that 

settler colonialism and white privilege are inherently connected. Moreover, Robert’s migratory 

experience demonstrates the tetralogy’s progressive deconstruction of white supremacy in 

North America. At the same time, his cross-cultural encounters challenge the rigid boundaries 

of the U.S. nation-state through a distinct coalitional aesthetic formed through listening, 

observing, and participating in transnational communication of empathy. 

4.4. “With this tiny plant, as yet so puny and tender, they had 
in a way moved something living from their old 
homeland”: The Emigrants Unsettling of the U.S. 
Nationalist Discourse through Kristina Nilsson’s 
Transnational Negotiation 

Beyond challenging the narrow confines of what has historically been deemed traditional 

‘American literature’ – by situating and connecting Swedish historiography to U.S. narratives 

of frontier expansion, presented through a primarily Swedish perspective – Moberg’s novels 

also introduce a transnational feminist solidarity lens through the character of Kristina Nilsson. 

Throughout her transnational journey, from her leaving to her arrival and final settling, 

Kristina’s continuous resistance to the migration and her fraught negotiations of belonging 

repeatedly disrupt the myths of exceptionalism interlinked to the American western frontiers. 

Kristina is a significant character because, as Liljestrand notes, her struggle for belonging can 

be read as a problematisation of the family ideals that dominated the Cold War period (156). 

Drawing upon feminist scholars such as Elaine Tyler May, in her study of mid-20th-century 

gender relations in America, and Yvonne Hirdman, in her research on the experiences of 
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Swedish women in the 1950s, Liljestrand analyses how Kristina’s hardships echo the extensive 

dissatisfaction felt by housewives in both the U.S. and Sweden during this era; a distress born 

from isolation, loneliness and boredom enforced by strict gender hierarchies (151). Moberg’s 

mid-19th-century depiction of Kristina as a struggling pioneer wife thus reflects the confined 

existences of 1950s housewives across both nations. This historical parallel manifests intensely 

within Kristina’s internal conflict, since “women’s limited freedom of movement and life 

opportunities were not considered a problem, [and therefore] the external oppression was 

transformed into an internal, personal dilemma” (152 [my translation]). Ultimately, as one of 

the main protagonists whose struggles serve as a focal point, Kristina’s narrative perspective 

gives the tetralogy a broader global feminist critique of domestic enclosure, making her 

character profoundly significant to the novels’ transnational thematic arc. 

Beginning from the first novel, The Emigrants, Kristina’s story unfolds through her 

reflection on the opportunistic promises displayed in the discourse of the ‘American dream’, 

questioning Karl Oskar’s absolute faith in it: “[he] believed all he heard and saw about 

America. But who could guarantee its truth? What did they have to rely on? Who had promised 

them tillable soil in the United States?” (112). Although Kristina resists the migration because 

of her social position as Karl Oskar’s wife in a Swedish patriarchal rural class, she must trust 

that his decisions benefit their family. However, after arriving at their new land claim in the 

second novel, Unto a Good Land, her apprehension does not leave. She contemplates: “He 

never asked anyone’s advice, he always thought he knew best. It was time for him to realize 

that he was nothing but a poor, wretched, fallible human, he too could make mistakes and 

wrong decisions” (207). Kristina thus continues questioning Karl Oskar’s decision, his sense 

of entitlement to the land, and his authority as a patriarch, arguing that his determination to 

move might have been nothing more than poor judgment. 

In contrast to Karl Oskar, who embodies settler aesthetics, Kristina struggles to settle into 

her new surroundings. While navigating fierce waves of homesickness, she actively searches 

for objects, natural elements, and signs of Sweden that might connect her new homestead to 

her old home, Duvemåla. In her search, she fixates on the ‘America chest’; the emigrant trunk, 

which “smelled like home” (213; emphasis in original), and the spring flower ‘sippa’; a 

hepatica which grows near brooks both in Minnesota and Sweden, and therefore “seemed to 

link the two countries, to bring home closer” (327). However, these moments of reflection are 

juxtaposed with Kristina’s perceived warning from Karl Oskar, who tells her that if their 

thoughts linger too long on their old homeland, it will “hinder their success in the new country” 



 
 

 78 
 
 

(214). Ruminating on these signifiers demonstrates not only Kristina’s rebellion against her 

husband’s wishes but also a transnational negotiation in which her memories of the ‘local’ 

transcend and become ‘translocal’. According to Svend Erik Larsen, memories “are about 

embodied encounters across social and cultural differences and functions as instruments for us 

to orient ourselves in such contexts” (514). Although they emerge from ‘local’ contexts, when 

viewed through a transnational lens, these memories become ‘translocal’; meaning they are 

“multiple and loaded with conflicts” (514). Furthermore, Larsen argues that literature is 

enriched with ‘translocal’ motifs, metaphors, symbols, and plots that emerge as characters cross 

cultural boundaries (514). In other words, the mnemonic signifiers that Kristina focuses on are 

‘translocal’ motifs, which thus also act as an ‘interruption’ to the settler aesthetics that Karl 

Oskar’s narrative embodies. These transnational elements hinder the ‘closure’ that Karl Oskar's 

settler-colonial project demands, instead emphasising an intertwined relationship between the 

two nations through Kristina’s arrival. 

However, the longer Kristina stays at their homestead in America, the more she challenges 

the rigid class systems and religious norms instilled in her by the Swedish rural hierarchy. 

Significantly, through her blossoming cross-class friendship with Ulrika of Västergöhl, she 

begins to challenge these entrenched cultural and gendered expectations. As a fiercely 

independent character, Ulrika of Västergöhl is a former prostitute from the Ljuder parish who 

joins the Nilssons’ transatlantic migration under the religious guidance of Kristina’s uncle 

Danjel Andreasson, seeking to escape the social subjugation she has experienced in Småland. 

From the beginning of the tetralogy, Kristina passionately disapproves of Ulrika, her former 

lifestyle, and her joining on their migration, and even refuses to shake her hand (The Emigrants 

203). But as they spend more time together, sharing the hardships of their journey and the 

struggle for food, the two women begin to confide in each other. Kristina, after much 

introspective reflection, wonders what the people at home in the parish would think “if they 

could see her cut her last loaf from home in order to share with Ulrika of Västergöhl, the parish 

whore” (Unto a Good Land 79). She subsequently challenges her previous cultural expectations 

and the strict class boundaries and decides to share her limited food supplies with Ulrika and 

her daughter. Following this interaction, Ulrika reveals her traumatic past to Kristina. After 

becoming an orphan at a young age, Ulrika was auctioned off as a child labourer to a farmer in 

Alarum. Then, at the age of fourteen, she was subjected to sexual violence by her guardian, 

who framed the assault as a form of ‘payment’ for her stay on his estate. Consequently, she 

became trapped in an oppressive cycle of sexual exploitation to be able to sustain both herself 

and the daughter born from her abuse. 
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Yvonne Svanström explains that in 19th-century Sweden, the controlling authorities 

maintained a significant patriarchal attitude, in which political citizenship was inherently tied 

to property. Women, although recognised as legal subjects insofar as they could be accused of 

crimes and stand trial, were otherwise not considered ‘full citizens’ due to their mandatory 

legal subordination to male guardianship (21-22). Svanström notes: “Women were under the 

guardianship of their closest male relative until they were married, and after that their husband 

had the guardianship” (54). Furthermore, women engaged in prostitution were thus often 

considered as individuals living without a guardian; therefore, the “question of power in 

prostitution is not only one of gender but also one of class and the right to citizenship” (22; 

emphasis in original). After learning about  Ulrika’s traumatic past, the two women eventually 

become as close as “two devoted sisters” (Unto a Good Land 266). As their friendship evolves 

in the third novel, Kristina passionately defends Ulrika in many interactions. Significantly, 

when the new Swedish settlers Petrus Olausson and his wife, Judith Olausson, try to convince 

Kristina and Karl Oskar to sever their acquaintance with Ulrika because of her past and her 

conversion to the Baptist faith following her marriage to Pastor Jackson. The Olaussons argue 

that Ulrika is ‘a lost soul’, urging: “Don’t ever open your door to her again” (131). Upon 

hearing this, Kristina retorts: “You shut up – it’s my turn to talk now! You try to part Ulrika 

and me! You yourself are the sunderer, you speak discord, you slander Ulrika and accuse her 

of evil deeds! […] You ought to be ashamed” (133). Kristina, who had previously adhered to 

these strict social hierarchies and cultural norms and had judged Ulrika, has found agency 

through their cross-class friendship. She now directly opposes patriarchal and religious 

authority by telling the Olaussons to leave while declaring that Ulrika will remain her dearest 

friend. Kristina thus transcends the rigid class barriers that had previously kept her and Ulrika 

separated and thereby enacts a radical shift toward female solidarity. 

This sense of a transcultural female solidarity is further accentuated when Kristina and 

Ulrika unite to make a gendered and capitalistic critique against Samuel Nöjd’s exploitation of 

a Native American woman in the The Settlers, revealing yet another transnational layer to their 

solidarity network. The conversation between Nöjd and the two women follows: 
 
“But you have a woman, I’ve heard,” said Kristina.  
“That Indian wench cooks regular pigs’ slops for me. All she does is stir up some wild rice and 
corn now and then?”  
“Why do you keep her, then?” 
“Oh, she’s useful for other things. She’s good to sleep on.” 
[…] 
“It’s not nice of you to use the poor woman in that way!” exclaimed Kristina.  
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“I’m only helping her,” chuckled Nöjd. […] She has nobody who is interested in her. Her tribe 
doesn’t live hereabouts. I’ve been kind and human to her.” 
“But you get paid for your kindness,” interrupted Ulrika. “Every night you exact payment from 
the poor girl.” 
“My Indian girl sleeps with me of her free will!” 
“She has no choice!” (119-120) 

 

Ulrika’s condemnation about Nöjd’s ‘relation’ with the Indigenous woman actively echoes the 

exploitation she herself suffered in Sweden, where sexual acts become a form of capital 

manipulation required for simple survival. Violence against Indigenous women by Euro-

American men has been a fundamental, deliberate method of conquest within the structures of 

settler colonialism (Weaver 1555; Smith and Ross 1). Trapped within a Western patriarchal 

and colonial ideology that deemed them ‘impure’, Native American women became 

dehumanised in ways that sustained the perception that they were not “entitled to bodily 

integrity” (Smith and Ross 1). Thus, the sexual violence enforced upon Indigenous women by 

Euro-American settlers functioned as a structure of violent control over women’s bodies; a 

form of assault that, ultimately, aimed at the destruction of their agency and autonomy (Smith 

and Ross 2). Although Ulrika and the unnamed Indigenous woman’s life experiences are 

markedly different, especially when accounting for the intersection of racial oppression that 

specifically intensified the violence against Native Americans, the unification of Ulrika and 

Kristina to deconstruct Nöjd’s narrative illusion demonstrates a radical feminist critique. 

Nöjd’s perspective then shifts in the following novel, as he argues against Karl Oskar’s settler 

entitlement, suggesting that this dialogue with Kristina and Ulrika has led him to reach a sense 

of settler ambivalence. Through their solidarity in resisting different forms of exploitation, 

Kristina and Ulrika enact a ‘feminist solidarity model’. 

According to Mohanty, feminist solidarity is defined “in terms of mutuality, accountability, 

and the recognition of common interests as the basis for relationships among diverse 

communities” (7). Mohanty stresses that the ‘feminist solidarity model’ focuses not only on 

the “the intersections of race, class, gender, nation, and sexuality in different communities of 

women but on mutuality and coimplication” that requires an “attentiveness to the interweaving 

of the histories of these communities” (522). The novel’s critique moves from the local to the 

transnational and underscores that perceptions of totalised male authority over Native 

American women emerge from a global flow of colonial ideologies. Ultimately, patriarchy is 

revealed as a transnational capitalist power that enforces the exploitation and enclosure of 

women’s bodies to the domestic sphere. In The Settlers, these power dynamics are 
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multilayered, depicting both a micro-level through Ulrika’s personal past experiences and a 

macro-level of systemic gendered violence within settler-colonial conquest. 

By not only physically crossing borders but also transcending the rigid social hierarchies 

and culturally gendered expectations, Kristina thus develops a deep transnational reflective 

consciousness throughout the tetralogy. The persistent transnational element within her and her 

continuous sense of displacement reach a dramatic conclusion when the seeds of the Astrachan 

apple tree from her old homestead in Sweden finally bear mature fruit in their North American 

settlement. The tree is of great importance to Kristina: “It was Kristina’s apple tree, she took 

care of it. With this tiny plant, as yet so puny and tender, they had in a way moved something 

living from their old homeland” (The Settlers 25). The Astrachan tree recurs throughout 

Kristina’s narrative not only as a symbol of her longing for her home in Sweden, but also as a 

metaphor for her struggles to adapt to North American culture as an immigrant. It is in the final 

novel, upon her severe suffering from complications of a difficult miscarriage, that the tree 

finally carries mature apples. Karl Oskar brings her an apple on her deathbed, and as she tastes 

its sweetness, she murmurs in her dying breath: “Our apples are ripe. I’m home” (146). Finally, 

she is at home, content with her transnational identity, in a space where she is connected not 

only to America but also to Sweden. As Dimock notes, “there are categories of experience, 

such as beauty or death, that seem not entirely predicated on the temporal and spatial 

boundaries of the nation-state” (5). Dimock’s theorisation of transnational American literature 

rests on the core concept of ‘deep time’, which aims to actively unsettle nation-state 

categorisation. If nation-states are perceived to divide space, time, culture, and history, ‘Deep 

Time’ instead conveys that no country, nor a period of history, exists in isolation or develops 

independently. The Astrachan tree thus functions as a medium for ‘Deep Time’ because official 

national temporal or spatial boundaries do not bind it. Through the apple, Kristina realises that 

home, Sweden, and America are not closed entities. Moreover, Anna De Fina and Sabina 

Perrino argue that “transnational individuals maintain ties with their home countries through a 

variety of virtual and physical connections that allow them to be at the same time part of ‘here’ 

and ‘there’” (512). The Astrachan apple represents both Kristina’s physical and emotional ties 

to what she considers home, and having her taste it before her death makes her narrative’s 

conclusion an experience that defies the rigidity of nation-state boundaries. Instead, tasting the 

apple in her final moment allows her to exist simultaneously in North America and Sweden. In 

sum, Kristina’s narrative throughout the tetralogy serves as a transnational bridge, 

demonstrating an emotional and cultural relationality between Sweden and America that 
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ultimately deconstructs the notion of a patriarchal, patriotic, and nationalistic North American 

identity. 

4.5. Conclusion 
This analysis of Moberg’s tetralogy’s fictional transnational dimensions and its critique of U.S. 

settler-colonial narrative begins with an in-depth close-reading of the trajectory of Karl Oskar’s 

trajectory of confrontation with settler-instilled values, revealing that the series’ 

multiperspectival narrative undergoes a political-critical shift between the first two novels and 

the final two. Leaning on Goeman’s framework on settler aesthetics, the analysis covers how 

Karl Oskar’s sense of entitlement to land in North America is predicated on a discourse of 

innocence, which, as supported by Fur, has also shaped both a Swedish general public attitude 

that distances the acknowledgment of the Swedish 19th-century settlers as active agents in the 

U.S. colonial project. However, the final two novels demonstrate that the narrative performs a 

political and historical critique of the notion of Swedish colonial innocence. Through a pivotal 

dialogue between Karl Oskar and the fur trapper Samuel Nöjd in the final novel, the text forces 

Karl Oskar to acknowledge that, by settling in North America on land stolen from Indigenous 

peoples, he has been part of the violent structures of invasion that undergird settler colonialism. 

As Karl Oskar descends into settler ambivalence, the novel presents a perspective on Native 

American resistance to systemic suppression, thereby challenging the colonial logic that has 

justified settler-colonial practices. 

Meanwhile, by analysing the dramatic unfolding of Robert Nilsson’s character, this case 

study has shown how the tetralogy, through coalitional aesthetics, presents a critique of U.S. 

racial hierarchies and white privilege. By reimagining the 19th-century historical mass 

migration of the California Gold Rush through Robert’s disillusionment with the romanticised, 

exceptionalist myths of U.S. westward expansion and the frontier, the narrative elevates notions 

of transcultural and transnational solidarity networks. Through the gathering of Robert, 

Vallejo, and ‘Missis’ that the novel performs a coalitional aesthetic critique of the U.S. 

interdependent relationship between whiteness and capitalism, It highlights capitalism’s 

violent colonial underbelly: the oppression of racialised others.  

Finally, by elevating the transnational dimensions of the character Kristina Nilsson, this 

analysis demonstrates how the series rejects rigid concepts of national borders and proves that 

Swedish and American migration history is intertangled and flows in both directions. Through 

an in-depth analysis of Kristina’s intimate friendship with Ulrika of Västergöhl, this case study 

demonstrates how the novels critique cultural and class divisions and depicts how notions of 
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empathy cross socially constructed and institutional barriers. Furthermore, by connecting 

Kristina’s and Ulrika’s co-joined critique of sexual exploitation of Indigenous women to 

Mohanty’s feminist solidarity model, their critique transcends local experiences to resist 

transnational settler-colonial systems of sexual and capitalist oppression against women. By 

embodying difference, distinction, and the particularity of experience alongside mutuality and 

co-implication, Kristina’s and Ulrika’s friendship challenges patriarchal systems within the 

domestic sphere and in their wider transnational justification of oppression against women. 

Ultimately, through Kristina, that the Nilsson settlement becomes a transnational site of 

resistance against U.S. settler-colonial ideologies and logics. 

Moberg’s The Emigrants tetralogy offers a complex fictional intervention in the Swedish-

American historical migration narrative, revealing the social, cultural, national, and ideological 

tensions that underpin U.S. imperial discourse. While the first two novels focus on the 

Nilssons’ escape from the oppressive master-peasant class structures of 19th-century Sweden 

and their pursuit of personal liberty, they also depict a sense of complicity across Swedish 

migrant narratives. The novels reveal how these Swedish settlers naturalised colonial 

dichotomies to construct a white American identity that actively separated themselves from 

racialised others, such as the displaced Native Americans and enslaved populations. However, 

the third and fourth novels turn this initial complicity on its head, fundamentally challenging 

the presumed innocence of the multiple characters within a violent, expanding U.S. empire. 

Throughout the series, Kristina repeatedly resists the rigid confines of a national belonging 

rooted in settler-colonial ideologies. Thus, her continual opposition to both complete cultural 

assimilation and nationalistic expectations establish her character as a vital personification for 

the novels’ political critique of North American settler-colonial history. By investigating the 

narrative trajectories of Karl Oskar, Robert, and Kristina in this case study, I have demonstrated 

how Moberg’s tetralogy The Emigrants serves as a multilayered mid-20th-century collection 

of literary critique; a series that challenges discourses justifying U.S. settler colonialism. 

5. Conclusion 
To illustrate how Jovita González and Margaret Eimer’s Caballero: A Historical Novel and 

Vilhelm Moberg’s The Emigrants tetralogy challenge 19th-century settler-colonial ideologies 

while critically responding to mid-20th-century exceptionalist U.S. national discourse, this 

thesis has demonstrated that the multiperspectival narrative structures in both case studies 

depict a profound transnational engagement. By employing theoretical frameworks from 
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Transnationalism, Settler Colonialism, and Critical Whiteness Studies, integrated with close-

reading strategies of coalitional aesthetics, this study has brought together two seemingly 

unlikely literary texts and fields. Subsequently, it detects how mid-20th-century Mexican-

American and Swedish-American literature emphasise transnational connections to reimagine 

North American settler colonial history by directly negotiating naturalised Euro-American 

belonging in the U.S. and its lingering exceptionalist ideals. This intervention is heavily 

inspired by Robles, who notes that the mid-20th-century functions as an essential era during 

which “multiethnic coalitional aesthetics transformed gradually into the language of 

multiculturalism, [as] a scalar shift of aesthetic and political horizons from transnationally 

inflected labor politics articulated through the grammar of coalition to goals of institutional 

inclusion prioritized by multiculturalism’s politics of representation” (3). While these case 

studies emerge from remarkably different contexts and scholarly fields, they remain deeply 

engaged in a shared aesthetic discourse. By deploying multiperspectival narrative patterns that 

shift across gender, age, social class, and cultural representation, both texts reveal how deeply 

interconnected U.S. history remains with transnational relations. The rigid borders of the 

nation-state are shown to be an illusion of exceptionalist nationalist discourse. As this thesis 

has explained, literature displays how people and ideologies have continuously operated across 

and beyond national boundaries.  

To answer the first research question, the case studies reveal that both Caballero and 

The Emigrants demonstrate transnational relationality through feminist solidarity networks that 

were used to critique patriarchal hierarchies naturalised by settler societies and sustained by 

mid-20th-century nationalists. In Caballero, transnational feminist solidarity appears not only 

through the shared trust among Susanita, Inez, Angela and Doña Dolores, from which a space 

of feminist protest and female agency against Chicana oppression is forged, but also through 

the authors’ own cross-cultural positionality. As a co-authored project by two writers of 

different ethnicities, the novel represents a transnational relational alliance that speaks against 

gendered limitations, racial marginalisation, and plantation hierarchies. By elevating a 

multitude of Mexican-Texan voices, González and Eimer challenge the systemic U.S. prejudice 

and exclusionary subjugation that continued to marginalise Mexican-Americans well into the 

early mid-20th century. Furthermore, the female characters’ agency is accentuated through the 

semiotic marker of bird imagery. By integrating migratory birds into the narrative and linking 

them to Susanita’s transnational perspective, the novel defies the rigidity of human borders, 

depicting how relationality can be established through cross-border movement. 
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Meanwhile, The Emigrants highlights transnational relationality through Kristina 

Nilsson. Kristina not only offers feminist commentary on the domestic enclosure of women in 

the 1950s U.S. and Sweden, but also continuously challenges the idea that an individual is 

permanently fixed within a nation-state’s boundaries. By repeatedly seeking elements that 

connect Sweden to America, she embodies transnationalism as a foundation for belonging, a 

process that is ultimately manifested in her care for the Astrachan apple tree. Moreover, 

Kristina and Ulrika enact a form of transnational feminist solidarity to voice resistance against 

naturalised patriarchal entitlements rooted in dichotomous colonial ideologies that mark Native 

American women as objects of conquest within settler-colonial structures. Thus, both case 

studies demonstrate that, through feminist solidarity, literary texts can articulate a broader 

transnational critique of the nation-state limitations that have historically confined them to 

hierarchically inferior positions. The transnational dimension of these characters provides them 

with a dynamic agency that ultimately challenges and resists the fixed spaces and cultural 

expectations enforced by the nation-state. 

Regarding how González and Eimer’s and Moberg’s novels negotiate 19th-century 

settler-colonial, patriarchal and racialised regimes, the case studies have demonstrated that the 

texts fluidly shift between engaging with and unsettling settler aesthetics. To depict the region’s 

18th-century Spanish settler-colonial history, which later became the Mexican north, settler 

aesthetics appears as early as Caballero’s foreword. As the novel unfolds, these settler 

aesthetics heavily influence the multiperspectival narrative, depicting both the initial Spanish 

rationalisation of land entitlement through annexation and the subsequent 19th-century Euro-

American occupation of Texas, driven by racial hierarchies. However, the character who most 

profoundly embodies and utilises this aesthetic is the patriarch, Don Santiago. As a descendant 

of Spanish colonisers, he inherits both his hacienda and a naturalised sense of authority, rooted 

in the idea of land as a permanent possession tied to his family’s legacy. Yet, as his children 

begin to form transnational and transcultural connections, the novel’s settler aesthetics and Don 

Santiago’s patriarchal authority are progressively challenged. Repeatedly confronted by his 

rigid, nationalistic ideologies intersected with gender hierarchies, Don Santiago’s intense 

reliance on his settler legacy ultimately culminates in the dramatic death of his son, Alvaro. 

Consequently, Don Santiago’s subjectivity shifts from one of settler heroism to that of a 

regretful settler, as he loses his other children and his authority over the plantation labourers, 

who instead choose to embrace transnational influences. Don Santiago’s previous position at 

the apex of the Mexican social hierarchy is thereby deconstructed, allowing transnational 

values to thrive. 
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Similarly, in The Emigrants tetralogy, settler aesthetics are primarily presented through 

Karl Oskar, the patriarch of the Nilsson family. Even before he arrives in North America, Karl 

Oskar is presented with an idealised image of the land that lays the groundwork for his sense 

of entitlement and for naturalised settler-colonial ideologies. Upon his arrival in the new 

settlement, this sentiment intensifies. Claiming to be the ‘first man’ upon the uncultivated 

terrain, Karl Oskar embodies a settler aesthetic that leads him to believe he holds absolute 

authority over the land’s natural resources. He views his establishment on these grounds as the 

foundation for a capitalist, individualistic system, which contrasts significantly with the rigid, 

institutionalised parish system he fled in Sweden. Having escaped the limiting social classes 

of Småland, settler aesthetics allow him to reclaim agency and a provider role he could not 

achieve in his homeland. However, this sense of settler entitlement is directly confronted during 

a dialogue with Samuel Nöjd, which reveals that his settlement is an active component in the 

violent displacement of Native Americans. Upon realising the truth regarding the systemic 

oppression enforced against Indigenous tribes in Minnesota, Karl Oskar’s sense of entitlement 

to land is challenged, as it is implied that the land is not his, but stolen property. While Karl 

Oskar struggles with this territorial disillusionment, Robert undergoes an even greater 

ideological shift; however, not regarding land, but regarding the concept of liberty. Having 

previously and adamantly connected freedom with U.S. nationalism underwritten by racialised 

hierarchies where only white individuals were deemed free and as equals, Robert’s exposure 

to transnational relations and transcultural empathy triggers an awakening to the violent 

realities rooted in U.S. racial regimes. Ultimately, both case studies illustrate that the narrative 

trajectory from actively engaging with settler aesthetics to later problematising them serves as 

a significant critique of nationalist superiority and its violent intersections with gender and 

racial hierarchies. 

To answer the final question of how these novels, as historical fictional texts, respond 

to 20th-century interpretations of U.S. exceptionalism, I contend that the deconstruction of 

their character’s sense of entitlement contrasts sharply with the mid-century political discourse 

that asserts America’s specialness through a glorious past and a prospective future. Rather than 

relying on this discourse, which exclusionary Americanisation projects actively sustained, both 

Caballero and The Emigrants tetralogy explore depictions of settler ambivalence. By 

introducing settler ‘interruptions’ into the characters’ perspective – through the Don Santiago’s 

confrontation with his ‘moral mirror’ in Caballero, and through the ‘truth-telling’ voice of 

Robert’s ear – these novels disrupt the sense of closure and finality often tied to definitions of 

the U.S. as exceptional. Instead, they deconstruct the mythological discourse of nation-state 
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frontiers by depicting transnational realities and historical, transcultural interdependencies. As 

both Don Santiago and Karl Oskar descend into settler ambivalence, their anxieties regarding 

their settler entitlement rise to the surface of the texts, directly challenging their colonial 

complicity and insinuating that both Mexican-Americans and Swedish-Americans, though 

stemming from markedly different transnational relations, were simultaneously affected by, 

and active participants in shaping settler-colonial structures and exclusionary U.S. 

exceptionalist discourse. 

Caballero unsettles exceptionalist U.S. discourse by navigating the intricate tension of 

being both excluded by and oppressors within American racialised hierarchies. It illustrates 

that while the novel does not escape a racially inflected language, it demonstrates how 

definitions of whiteness are dynamic and continuously renegotiated through transnational 

cultural influences. Resituated from the apex of Mexican social hierarchy to an inferior position 

under the racialised structures enforced by the Anglo-American occupation of Texas, the 

characters’ settler ambivalence critiques confined nation-state borders, depicting how lived 

realities were continuously shaped by cross-cultural forces. Meanwhile, The Emigrants 

challenges nation-state limitations and exceptionalist ideologies not only by situating a 

Swedish historical perspective within the settler-colonial history of North America, but also by 

critiquing the discourse of Swedish innocence within the colonial project. Written during the 

1950s, when Americanisation was a highly controversial political and public topic in Sweden, 

the series’ critique of white settler entitlement can be read as a contribution to the mid-century 

debate over America’s cultural and political impact on Europe. By situating Karl Oskar, Robert 

and Kristina within the expansion of the U.S. nation-state ideologies, the tetralogy directly 

integrates transnationalism into the American historiography that gave rise to exceptionalist 

ideals. 

In sum, the multiperspectival writings of Jovita González, Margaret Eimer, and Vilhelm 

Moberg unsettle the U.S. nationalist myths that shaped and dominated the traditional American 

literary canon. Instead of celebrating U.S. expansion through narratives rooted in exceptionalist 

settler legacy – which continue to be utilised to exclude and marginalise cultural diversity in 

contemporary U.S. political discourse through initiatives like the Heritage Foundation’s Project 

2025 – these novels illustrate how rigid nation-state borders are continuously reshaped by 

transnational relations. By elevating marginalised, resistant voices through a coalitional 

aesthetic, Caballero and The Emigrants perform a transnational literary critique of the 

intersecting hierarchies that position the U.S. as uniquely exceptional. Thus, through their 
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transnational and multiperspectival narrative forms, Caballero and The Emigrants unsettle 

U.S. nationalism by offering transcultural relationality and coalitional aesthetics.   
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