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Introduction 
City and Empire in the American 1848

Ned Buntline (E.Z.C. Judson), one of the most prolific and successful
producers of popular sensational literature throughout the second half of
the nineteenth century, is probably best known today for his role in cre-
ating the legend of Buffalo Bill. In 1869, Buntline took a train from Cali-
fornia, where he had been lecturing on the virtues of temperance, to Ne-
braska, where he fell in with a group of men who had recently participated
in a battle against Sioux and Cheyenne Indians. One of these men was
William Cody, an army scout and hunter who had, among other things,
made a living by supplying buffalo meat to railroad crews. Soon after
Buntline returned East, he published a story for Street and Smith’s New
York Weekly that was nominally based on Cody’s adventures, though it
was in fact almost entirely invented by Buntline.1 This novel, Buffalo
Bill, the King of Border Men, was hugely successful, so much so that
it generated more than a hundred sequels by Buntline, Prentiss Ingra-
ham, and many others from the 1870s through the early part of the
twentieth century. Buntline’s novel also helped to inspire the traveling
Wild West show that Richard Slotkin has called “the most important
commercial vehicle for the fabrication and transmission of the Myth
of the Frontier” in the late nineteenth century.2 In 1899, Buffalo Bill’s
Wild West show replaced a performance of “Custer’s Last Fight” with
a re-creation of the battle of San Juan Hill and thereby, according to
Slotkin, marked “the Wild West’s evolution from a memorialization of
the past to a celebration of the imperial future.” The substitution, he
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says, dramatized “the imperial frontier as the logical extension of the
continental frontier.”3

If this genealogy identifies Buntline with the trans-Mississippi West,
the Western as a popular genre, and the imperial frontier of the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, however, another influential nar-
rative about Buntline and popular culture turns eastward, especially to
New York City, focusing particularly on Buntline’s participation in the
Astor Place theater riot, his role in shaping white working-class culture
through various forms of sensational literature such as journalism and
the urban melodrama, and his significance in the story of the emerging
split between high and low culture. In 1848, Buntline moved from Boston
to New York, where he began to write massive, muckraking urban-gothic
novels such as The Mysteries and Miseries of New York (1848), The
B’hoys of New York (1850), Three Years After (1849), and The G’hals
of New York (1850). In these novels, he helped to develop the white
working-class characters of Mose and Lize, the Bowery B’hoy and
G’hal who were also the stars of incredibly popular New York theatri-
cal melodramas written by Benjamin Baker.4 During this time and in-
termittently for many years afterward, Buntline edited his own news-
paper, Ned Buntline’s Own, for which he claimed thirty thousand
readers, who were drawn to his sensational stories as well as, presum-
ably, the notices for meetings of nativist organizations such as the Order
of United Americans and the Order of United American Mechanics that
appeared in its columns.

Buntline was also jailed for inciting the Astor Place theater riot, the
event that Lawrence Levine claims dramatically marked a “growing chasm
between ‘serious’ and ‘popular’ culture” in the mid–nineteenth century.5

On May 10, 1849, U.S. militiamen killed at least 22 and wounded more
than 150 people who were part of a rowdy crowd gathered outside the
theater, where the British Shakespearean actor William Charles
Macready was pelted by lemons and chairs hurled by Bowery B’hoys,
among others. If, as Eric Lott argues, the Astor Place riot indicates a
“class-defined, often class-conscious, cultural sphere,” Buntline was one
of the most important figures and producers within that sphere; indeed,
Lott calls him “a direct link between the new culture of amusements and
growing social fissures.”6

Although both of these accounts—one that focuses on public culture
and class formations in Northeastern cities, the other on the West and
the imperial frontier of the late nineteenth century—testify to Buntline’s
considerable significance in the production of nineteenth-century popu-



lar culture, neither traces the connections between city and empire in his
work or examines in any detail the imperial adventure fiction that he
wrote for the publishers of mass-produced story papers and pamphlet
novels. Throughout his career, but especially in the 1840s and early
1850s, however, Buntline produced a considerable number of adventure
novels with foreign settings, including two U.S.–Mexican War romances:
The Volunteer: or, The Maid of Monterey (1847), a hundred-dollar-prize
story that was serialized in the popular Boston-based story paper Flag of
Our Union and then reprinted as a pamphlet novel, and Magdalena, the
Beautiful Mexican Maid (1846). He also wrote several novels set in
Panama, Cuba, Florida, and Peru. These sensational adventure novels, as
well as many others that Buntline produced throughout the century, sug-
gest that his role in developing a popular culture that transmitted the
myth of an imperial frontier need not be isolated at the end of the nine-
teenth century, for his fiction was closely imbricated with empire in an
earlier period as well, encompassing the Seminole War and other U.S.
conflicts with indigenous peoples; the U.S.-Mexican War; imperial ri-
valries with Spain, Britain, and other European powers in the Americas;
and filibustering expeditions to Cuba.7

The multiple connections between city and empire that can be traced
in Buntline’s life and literature are certainly not unique to his sensa-
tional body of work, for many mid-nineteenth-century producers of
popular culture returned to this double axis of city and empire. In his
groundbreaking study Mechanic Accents: Dime Novels and Working-
Class Culture in America (1987), Michael Denning suggests that an
“emphasis on the early westerns, tales of the frontier and of Indian fight-
ing, as the dominant, most characteristic, and most interesting genre”
of popular sensational literature has made it difficult to comprehend the
significance of other genres, such as the “mysteries of the city,” which
he argues was the “first genre to achieve massive success and to domi-
nate cheap fiction.”8 But many producers of cheap sensational litera-
ture worked with both of these genres—as well as others, such as the in-
ternational romance and imperial adventure, which foregrounded issues
of empire—to explore the mysteries of the capitalist city and to address
issues of U.S. empire-building.9 The sensational literature of this period
responds, in other words, to a double vision of Northeastern cities di-
vided by battles over class, race, national origin, and religion, on the one
hand, and on the other to scenes of U.S. nation- and empire-building in
Mexico, Cuba, and throughout the Americas. To understand this im-
portant early form of popular culture, then, we need to attend to and
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bring together discussions of empire and the American 1848 as well as
studies of urbanization and class formation during this period.

1848 AND EMPIRE

Although American Sensations addresses several different instances of U.S.
empire-building, the U.S.-Mexican War is central to this study of popular
and mass culture, class, and racial formations in the American 1848.
Sometimes called a forgotten war, this conflict nonetheless had formative
effects on constructions of race, class, and nation in the mid–nineteenth
century and on the Civil War itself. Indeed, some of the most influential
American Studies work on the significance of 1848 has focused on the
U.S.-Mexican War as a cause of the Civil War. In The Impending Crisis:
1848–1861 (1976), historian David Potter argued for the importance of
the events of 1848 by suggesting that the “victory over Mexico” had
“sealed the triumph of national expansion, but it had also triggered the
release of forces of sectional dissension” that culminated in the Civil War.
Although a precarious “national harmony” had previously depended
upon “the existence of a kind of balance between the northern and
southern parts of the United States,” he suggested, the war “disturbed
this balance, and the acquisition of a new empire which each section de-
sired to dominate endangered the balance further.”10 In his 1983 study
of Herman Melville, Michael Rogin drew on Potter’s analysis when he
coined the periodizing phrase “the American 1848” to explain how in
“the wake of the Mexican War,” slavery “threatened to destroy the
Union.”11 Comparing the events in the United States to the European rev-
olutions of 1848, Rogin claimed that while “the Europe of 1848 disinte-
grated in class war” (102), in the United States the “internal stresses” that
threatened the “external triumph” of nationalism “revolved around slav-
ery” (103). Both Potter and Rogin thereby called attention to the connec-
tions between the U.S.-Mexican War and the Civil War, between foreign
conflict and domestic discord, and between the acquisition of a new em-
pire and the increasingly divisive debate over slavery.

Although these (re)periodizing narratives of the American 1848 had
important implications for the fields of U.S. history and literature,
where the antebellum period marker often effectively meant that the
Civil War displaced other nineteenth-century conflicts, they still im-
plicitly constructed the United States-as-America and stopped short of
addressing the broader hemispheric significance of the year 1848. But
for scholars working in the fields of Chicano and Latino Studies, 1848



had long been considered a crucial year in the history of inter-American
power relations.12 Building on the premises of this body of work, in
Border Matters, José David Saldívar asked, “What might happen if we
viewed 1848 not merely as an episode in the violent history of the bor-
derlands of Nuestra América? What if U.S. imperialism were displaced
from its location in a national imaginary to its protoempire role in the
Américas and the rest of the world?”13 The present study addresses
these questions by examining how the popular sensational literature of
1848 and thereafter both reveals and struggles to conceal the role of
U.S. imperialism in the Americas in the mid–nineteenth century. The
adjective “American” in American Sensations indicates both the hemi-
spheric dimensions of this imperial activity and the process whereby
U.S. Americans appropriated the term “America” for themselves, a pro-
cess that was both bolstered and complicated by what I call the “cul-
ture of sensation.”

To understand the hemispheric dimensions of U.S. imperial activity
in the American 1848, it is important to place the U.S.-Mexican War in
the context of other inter-American encounters and conflicts. While the
end of the war in 1848 led to the remapping of U.S. national boundaries
and the addition of vast new lands, the discovery of gold in California
early that spring drew miners and other workers to the area from all over
the world.14 After the war ended, many disbanded U.S. soldiers hurried
to the gold fields, where some became nativists and sought to exclude
so-called foreigners from the mines.15 Other war veterans signed up to
fight in behalf of the “white” race against the Maya Indians in Yucatán,
where a bloody and prolonged “Caste War” had broken out; or followed
the filibuster William Walker to Sonora, Mexico, and Nicaragua; or
joined filibustering expeditions to take over Cuba.16 Meanwhile, in
1848, Polk thought about annexing Yucatán before unsuccessfully try-
ing to purchase Cuba from Spain, and U.S. designs on Cuba were made
manifest again and again during the 1850s as several attempts were
made to purchase the island. After 1848, the United States became
more aggressive in the Caribbean, striving for commercial domination
of the Dominican Republic as well as Cuba. Central and South Amer-
ica also became objects of imperial interest during the debates over the
meaning of the Monroe Doctrine that took place between the United
States and various European powers. All of this suggests that, far
from being an isolated moment or an aberration, 1848 was a “water-
shed year” in the history of U.S. empire, a year when the boost to U.S.
power in the world system provided by the U.S.-Mexican War, combined
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with the distracting social upheavals in Europe, made the United States a
major player in the battles for influence in and control of the Americas.17

The year 1848 must also be placed within a longer history of U.S.
empire-building at the expense of North American Indians. During the
congressional debates about whether the United States should intervene
in the Caste War in Yucatán in 1848, which I address in chapter 6, politi-
cians raised questions about the political relationship between Mexican
Indians and creoles that also had important implications for the rela-
tionships between U.S. Indians and white U.S. Americans. Some criti-
cized the creoles there for not getting rid of “their” Indians as effectively
as the U.S. Americans had, while others suggested that Indians were cit-
izens in Mexico and thus were a part of the “people.” For both sides,
however, debates about imperial intervention abroad recalled the ongo-
ing history of “Indian Wars” and the dispossession of indigenous peoples
in North America. Notable recent moments in that nineteenth-century
history include the removal of the Cherokees and other tribes to lands
west of the Mississippi in the 1830s; the Black Hawk War of 1832, fought
against the Sauk and Fox; the wars against the Seminole Indians in
Florida in the 1830s and early 1840s; as well as genocidal attacks on
California Indians.18 After the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hi-
dalgo in 1848, the increasing westward movement of white U.S. settlers
provoked conflicts in the newly acquired lands of the Great Plains, the
Southwest, and the Northwest, as well as in older possessions such as
Minnesota; a war there erupted in 1862 between Dakota Indians and
white settlers that resulted in the deaths of hundreds of settlers and In-
dians, the defeat of the Dakotas, and the hanging of thirty-eight Dakota
men, the largest mass execution in U.S. history.19 The resistance of Indi-
ans to the encroachments of white settlers in lands acquired by the rap-
idly expanding United States during the long, imperial nineteenth century
is another important part of the story of the American 1848.

It has become conventional to distinguish, as Slotkin does, between
the continental expansionism of 1848 and the overseas empire-building,
often identified with imperialism as such, of the 1890s. Along with
William Appleman Williams, Walter LaFeber has been one of the most
influential theorists of a late nineteenth-century New Empire that de-
pended on the pursuit of the strategic control of widely dispersed for-
eign markets, military bases, and transportation routes rather than “con-
tinental” expansion, the acquisition of large amounts of land, and direct
political control.20 Although LaFeber called this formation a New Em-
pire, he also insisted that it represented a continuation rather than an



absolute break. In his 1963 study The New Empire: An Interpretation
of American Expansion, 1860–1898, he began by asserting that “the cli-
mactic decade of the 1890’s can be properly understood only when
placed in the context of the last half of the century.”21 But although his
title indicated that 1860 was the beginning date of his study, LaFeber re-
peatedly returned to even earlier moments as he searched for the origins
of this empire. He claimed at the outset, for instance, that “[m]odern
American diplomatic history began in the 1850s and 1860s” (1); he
noted that it was during the late 1840s that U.S. exports, which he con-
sidered a key stimulus of the New Empire insofar as they provoked a
search for even more foreign markets, “began their rapid climb to the
dizzying heights of the twentieth century” (1); he cited the long nineteenth-
century history of the Monroe Doctrine and U.S. interest in expansion
into the Pacific and the Caribbean in the 1840s and 1850s; and he even
argued, contra his title, that the “roots of this empire date back at least
to the 1843–1860 period, which climaxed in the taking off of the econ-
omy” (7). Even though he kept returning to the period roughly marked
by the American 1848 in his account of the roots of the New Empire, he
ultimately suggested that “the dynamic and characteristics” of this em-
pire indicated a “new departure” (60) that was best marked by the
1890s, “the watershed period of American history” (101).

Building on the analysis of LaFeber and others, American Sensations
draws upon this conception of a New Empire but also seeks to trouble the
distinction between the “continental frontier” of 1848 and the “imperial
frontier” of 1898 in a number of ways—first, by arguing for the impor-
tance in the earlier period of the idea of a commercial empire that would
not involve the incorporation of vast territories or large populations, es-
pecially of nonwhite peoples. As chapter 4 suggests, this conception of
empire was often endorsed by those who opposed the annexation of any
densely inhabited parts, or all, of Mexico in 1848; it was also champi-
oned by those who did not favor the acquisition of Cuba but who hoped
to profit from the neocolonial commercial domination of that Caribbean
island. Second, especially in chapters 5 and 8, I complicate the identifi-
cation of the post-1848 period with “continentalism” by recalling the
strong interest in overseas or noncontiguous empire-building, especially
in Cuba but also in Nicaragua, the Dominican Republic, and other sites
even during these years. Finally, this study suggests that to describe the
earlier moment of expansion as continental and the second as imperial
is to risk naturalizing the post-1848 boundaries of the nation as well
as the violent expansionism that made possible the reconstruction of
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those boundaries. As one historian has argued, advocates of U.S. “conti-
nentalism” often opposed U.S. expansion to European practices by as-
serting that the United States “was engaged in a domestic and thereby in-
evitable policy of territorial extension across the continent”; the United
States thereby “redefined the conventional terms of foreign relations by
domesticating its foreign policy.”22 In other words, by claiming that con-
tiguous lands were part of the continental “domestic” space rather than
foreign territory, U.S. continentalists promoted an exceptionalist under-
standing of the United States as a nonimperial nation.

Although the western boundary of the “continent” was marked by the
Pacific Ocean, its southern and northern boundaries were by no means
self-evident to those with designs on Mexico and Canada; and to many
Mexicans, for instance, U.S. expansionism southward certainly registered
as “imperial.” While it is important to understand the specificities of the
imperialisms of 1848 and 1898, to reserve the term “imperialism” for the
1890s is to reproduce that tenuous and certainly ideological distinction
and to marginalize or even dismiss a much longer history of U.S. imperi-
alism in the Americas. It contributes to that historical amnesia that sub-
tends what Amy Kaplan has called “the simple chronology that plots the
U.S. empire emerging full blown at various stages of the twentieth century
to step into the shoes of dying European empires.”23 Marking the 1890s
as the originary moment for periodizations of U.S. imperialism also makes
it difficult to connect the anti-imperial struggles of the twentieth century
with those that took place before that decade.

On the other hand, I do not mean to suggest that 1848 marked the
“true” origin of U.S. imperialism. Such a claim would ignore the longer
history of U.S. empire-building that antedated 1848. Furthermore, at-
tention to 1848 as an important moment in the history of U.S. empire
must not elide the Spanish and Mexican oppression of indigenous peo-
ples in the Americas or the struggles of indigenous peoples against U.S.
empire-builders. Without taking 1848 as an origin point for U.S. impe-
rialism, then, American Sensations insists not only on the differences but
also on the many connections between 1848 and 1898, between “con-
tinental” imperialism and the New Empire, and between U.S. empire-
building and class and racial formations in the metropolis.

1848 AND THE CITY

The American 1848 also marks a crucial period in the transformation of
urban white working-class cultures. As Richard Stott suggests, massive



immigration during this period remade the white working class in the
late 1840s and early 1850s.24 From 1845 through the early 1850s, the
repeated failures of the potato crop in Ireland culminated in the Great
Famine, which provoked the departure of one and a half million Irish to
the United States.25 These immigrants were joined by large numbers of
German speakers from central Europe, many of whom were fleeing
agrarian, economic, and political turmoil.26 By 1855, the majority of
New York City’s population was foreign-born, and about 85 percent of
those immigrants were from Ireland or central Europe.27 In Philadelphia,
foreign-born workers constituted 40 percent of the male labor force by
the end of the 1840s: two-thirds of those were Irish and about 20 per-
cent were German.28 And in Boston, Irish workers arrived in large num-
bers, also in the late 1840s.29 During the 1840s and the 1850s these new
immigrants, along with native-born whites who moved from the coun-
try to the city during those years, contributed to the two highest rates of
urbanization, measured by decade, ever recorded in U.S. history.30 In
other words, U.S. cities grew more quickly than ever before, more dra-
matically than they ever would again, and this population surge further
divided the Northeastern urban working classes along lines of religion
and national origin as well as ethnicity and race.

These dramatic changes in urban life were accompanied by many oth-
ers. Innovations in print technology included the development of ste-
reotyping and electrotyping; the invention of Napier’s cylinder press and
then, in 1846, Hoe’s ten-cylinder press with revolving type, which pro-
duced up to twenty thousand sheets per hour; as well as Fourdrinier’s
paper-making machine, which was first introduced in the 1820s and
which by 1860 had cut paper costs in half.31 These technological in-
novations supported the emergence in the mid-1830s of the first mass-
circulation daily newspapers such as Benjamin Day’s New York Sun and
James Gordon Bennett’s New York Herald.32 By 1840, more newspapers
were published in the United States than in any other nation; in 1850,
there were 2,526 newspapers being published throughout the country.33

The 1840s also witnessed the proliferation of other kinds of periodicals,
from elite journals such as the North American Review; to sentimental
publications such as Godey’s Lady’s Book and Graham’s Magazine; to
cheap, sensational story papers such as the Flag of Our Union and the
Star Spangled Banner; as well as a host of other, smaller publications.
Improvements in transportation and communications facilitated the ever
more rapid circulation of information and print. With the opening of the
Erie Canal in 1825, which provided crucial linkages to Western markets,
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New York adopted the nickname “The Empire State,” and the con-
struction of other canals soon followed.34 Transportation by steamboat
in the first half of the mid–nineteenth century was another significant in-
novation, but the most important development in transportation was un-
doubtedly the completion of extensive railroad networks in the 1840s
and 1850s.35 The rise of the railroad not only increased the circulation
of newspapers and other periodicals, but it also changed reading prac-
tices. Ronald Zboray suggests that as “the future belonged to the rail-
road, so the book and periodical inevitably took their place on the pas-
senger’s lap as part of the package of modernity.”36 The invention of
another important marker of modernity, the telegraph, took place in
1844, and in 1848 the Associated Press was formed to “harness” its
“technological advantages.”37

These demographic patterns and technological and cultural innova-
tions in the American 1848 both resulted from and contributed to larger
urban economic shifts in this period. Manufacturing, spurred by the ar-
rival of large numbers of new immigrants, became more and more im-
portant to the national economy from the 1840s through the 1860s.38

According to Sean Wilentz, at the end of the 1840s, the “manufacturing
complex” that was organized around the “metropolitan center” of New
York was “probably the fastest-growing large industrial area in the
world.”39 Early industrialization did not mean, however, that most
workers toiled in large, heavily capitalized factories; instead, industrial-
ized labor took place in a variety of settings, including small mechanized
workshops, machineless manufactories, where tasks were subdivided,
and outwork manufactories, where skilled labor took place on site but
unskilled work was “put out” to contractors or outworkers.40 Wilentz
suggests that by the late 1840s, “New York’s position as the nation’s
leading manufacturing site was secure and the split labor market and the
fragmentation of the artisan system were complete.”41 During this period,
Philadelphia, too, Laurie argues, was transformed “from a commercial
port with a broad but shallow industrial base to a major center of com-
modity production, whose industrial output reached $140 million and
was second only to [that of] New York on the eve of the Civil War.”42 Un-
even industrialization in Philadelphia slowly broke up the artisan sys-
tem, with native-born whites holding on to most of the better jobs; two-
thirds of the German immigrants took on skilled work; about 40 percent
of Irish immigrants were employed as unskilled laborers; and another 40
percent toiled as hand loom weavers or worked in trades that were being
transformed by industrialization.43 And the influx of new immigrants



and the availability of cheap labor in the late 1840s made Boston the
fourth most prominent U.S. manufacturing city in the decades that fol-
lowed.44 In all of these cities and elsewhere, too, shifting demographics
along with the changing organization of production, the decline of the
artisan system, and the spread of wage labor significantly altered urban
working-class life.

The heterogeneous labor cultures that arose in Northeastern cities dur-
ing this period have been documented by a number of historians. Some
scholars have emphasized working-class political and economic institu-
tions; others have focused on popular culture, examining cheap litera-
ture, blackface minstrelsy, the firemen’s company, and the world of the
Bowery B’hoy and G’hal as indices of the transformation of working-class
cultures in the middle of the nineteenth century. Although that work has
provided important insights into class formations during those years,
much of it has marginalized issues of race. On the other hand, David
Roediger, Eric Lott, and Noel Ignatiev, among others, have offered im-
portant revisions of these earlier models. In The Wages of Whiteness
(1991), Roediger made a significant breakthrough in exploring the ab-
sence of a compelling analysis of race in many classical Marxist theories
of class and in works of new labor history. Drawing on the work of
W.E.B. Du Bois and others, Roediger examined how working-class white-
ness and conceptions of free labor were constructed in the antebellum pe-
riod in opposition to blackness and to slavery. In Love and Theft (1993),
Eric Lott similarly argued for the centrality of race in working-class cul-
ture and insisted that working-class whiteness was defined in relation to
blackness in the antebellum minstrel show, but he emphasized “how pre-
cariously nineteenth-century white working people lived their whiteness”
and suggested that blackface was a “peculiarly unstable form.”45 Finally,
in How the Irish Became White (1995), Noel Ignatiev focused on ante-
bellum Irish immigrants and investigated how “the Catholic Irish, an op-
pressed race in Ireland, became part of an oppressing race in America.”46

A key to this transformation, he concluded, was “a society polarized be-
tween white and black” that rewarded the Irish for seeking “refuge” in
“whiteness” and for subordinating “county, religious, or national ani-
mosities” to “a new solidarity based on color.”47 Each of these impor-
tant studies relies primarily upon a binary, black/white model of race to
understand the reformation of working-class whiteness in the decades be-
fore the Civil War, and all three for the most part marginalize issues of
empire and inter-American conflict as they examine the centrality of race
in reshaping Northeastern urban working-class communities.
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Because U.S. labor historians often separate their accounts of eco-
nomic and social unrest from the story of U.S. empire, the linkages be-
tween mid-nineteenth-century class and racial formations, empire, and
international conflict have rarely been examined.48 Alexander Saxton’s
The Rise and Fall of the White Republic (1990) is, however, an espe-
cially insightful effort to explore some of these linkages. In this dazzling
study of nineteenth-century class politics and mass culture, Saxton reads
story papers and dime novels, mass-circulation newspapers and the labor
press, blackface minstrelsy, and Westerns, as well as other cultural forms,
against the broad canvas of the transformation of party politics and class
and racial formations during the century. Saxton begins with the claim
that in the nineteenth-century United States, “a theory of white racial
superiority originated from rationalizations and justifications of the slave
trade, slavery and expropriation of land from non-white populations.”49

These concerns require him to engage issues of national expansion and
empire-building along with issues of slavery and black /white race rela-
tions. Two of Saxton’s conclusions are particularly important for my
analysis of class, race, empire, and mass culture in the American 1848.
First, he demonstrates that in the wake of the emergence of mass culture
and the extension of white male suffrage in the early nineteenth century,
the Democrats, the Whigs, and later, the Republicans all had to engage
mass cultural forms and develop distinct positions on empire-building
and slavery as they struggled to construct cross-class coalitions of white
male voters. Saxton’s research thereby shows how early forms of mass
culture were implicated in these attempts by the political parties to con-
struct cross-class alliances among whites. Second, Saxton suggests that
different varieties of white egalitarianism were the glue that held these
coalitions together. White egalitarianism involves a leveling of distinc-
tions among whites at the expense of nonwhites. The United States, Sax-
ton argues, “sought to provide equal opportunities for the pursuit of hap-
piness by its white citizens through the enslavement of African Americans,
extermination of Indians, and territorial expansion at the expense of In-
dians and Mexicans.”50 Saxton associates white egalitarianism especially
with the Democrats, but he shows how the Whigs had to develop their
own version of this appeal to different classes of whites even though they
struggled to reconcile egalitarianism with older hierarchies of class and
status. The Whig version of racism was also “softer” than that of the
Democrats, which meant that the Whigs still adhered to racial hierarchies
but were more likely to favor the demise of slavery and to oppose ex-
pansion, although Saxton insists that they tended toward soft racial poli-



cies for a variety of class-based reasons. By bringing together a discus-
sion of mass culture and class politics with an analysis of debates over
slavery, Indian removal, Indian genocide, and national expansion, Sax-
ton made a significant contribution to discussions of class and race in
the American 1848 and throughout the nineteenth century.

In other studies as well, Saxton has been one of the most important
contributors to the scholarly literature on class and race, particularly be-
cause of his ability to compare multiple racial formations.51 In an essay
entitled “Race and the House of Labor” (1970), Saxton analyzed “white
America’s three great racial confrontations” with Indians, African slaves,
and Asian contract laborers in order to explore the ways in which class
consciousness “cut at right angles to racial identification,” leaving a
legacy of racism that has haunted the house of labor.52 But although in
this essay and in The Rise and Fall of the White Republic Saxton made
an analysis of national expansion and the expropriation of Western lands
central to his account, he had little to say about white U.S. America’s
racial confrontations with Latinos or cultural production that focuses
on Mexico and the Americas. And although in the last three decades a
significant body of work has emerged that extends Saxton’s insights
about the overlapping histories of class and racial formation, few have
considered the significance for U.S. class formations and popular culture
of inter-American imperial encounters in 1848 and beyond. One of the
theses of American Sensations, however, is that class and racial forma-
tions and popular and mass culture in Northeastern U.S. cities are inex-
tricable from scenes of empire-building in the U.S. West, Mexico, and
the Americas. The present study builds on the framework developed by
Saxton, drawing particularly on his accounts of white egalitarianism and
the transformation of the political parties. But it also seeks to make the
U.S.-Mexican War and the mid-nineteenth-century U.S. history of im-
perial encounters in the Americas central to an analysis of class, race,
and popular and mass culture in the American 1848, for during this pe-
riod, languages of labor and race were shaped in significant ways by
inter-American contact and conflict.

Debates about the whiteness of working-class immigrants, for exam-
ple, were importantly affected by the participation of immigrant soldiers
in the U.S.-Mexican War. By 1847, the majority of soldiers in the U.S.
Army were foreign-born, and about a quarter of them were Irish.53 Dur-
ing the late 1840s, as I argue in chapter 2 and throughout Part 2, repre-
sentations of Irish soldiers, which recurred in much of the war literature,
condensed an array of anxieties about the Irish as weak links in the
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united front of whiteness and about the boundary between the foreign
and the domestic. These anxieties were compounded by the fact that the
desertion rate was higher in this war than in any other foreign war and
that a significant number of immigrant soldiers switched sides and fought
for the Mexicans.54 Although the much greater numbers of Irish soldiers
who continued to fight for the United States suggest that war service,
like blackface minstrelsy, helped to facilitate the incorporation of the
Irish into the white working class and into the expansionist and anti-
nativist Democratic Party, the literature on the San Patricios, a brigade
of foreign soldiers who fought for Mexico, and the many representations
of the Irish as traitors to the white nationalist cause also register what
seemed to some to be startling resemblances between the United States
as an imperial Protestant “Anglo-Saxon” power invading and despoiling
Catholic Mexico and Protestant England as the oppressor of Catholic
Ireland. The anti-Catholic riots that took place in several U.S. cities dur-
ing this period must have also made many immigrant and Catholic U.S.
soldiers wonder just what they were fighting for.55 According to histo-
rian Robert Ryal Miller, an 1847 broadside issued by Santa Anna that
invited Catholic U.S. soldiers to desert to the Mexican side included the
question: “Can you fight by the side of those who put fire to your tem-
ples in Boston and Philadelphia?”56

Nativism in general and white working-class nativism in particular
are also illuminated by the history of mid-nineteenth-century imperial
expansion. During the 1840s and 1850s, nativist political parties, secret
societies, and other organizations flourished, and white workers, espe-
cially those involved in crafts that had not yet been transformed by in-
dustrialization, developed their own nativist institutions (such as the
Order of United American Mechanics) that flourished in Philadelphia
and New York City.57 Rather than erasing class, nativism often “con-
veyed a strong sense of class identity,” as Bruce Laurie argues, but it also
registered the split between the old, largely native-born working class
and the new immigrants.58 And if nativist anti-Catholic battles took
place at the polls, in the work of public associations and secret societies,
and on the streets of U.S. cities, they also erupted in Mexico during the
war as churches were destroyed, sacked, or deliberately desecrated and
as U.S. soldiers and journalists disparaged Mexican Catholics.59 What is
more, as we shall see in the chapters that follow, debates about whether
all or part of Mexico could or should be incorporated into the United
States frequently turned on both questions of race and fears about what
it would mean to add large numbers of Catholics to the union. Many



nativists and anti-imperialists viewed both Mexicans and Irish Catholics
as slaves to priestly and papal authority and as insufficiently indepen-
dent to make good republican citizens. On the other hand, expansionist
sentiment was often driven by fears—which were fanned by nativist
tracts such as Lyman Beecher’s Plea for the West (1835) and Samuel F.B.
Morse’s Foreign Conspiracy against the Liberties of the United States
(1844–46)—of an imperial Catholic conspiracy to take over the West.60

For both sides, however, questions of nativism, anti-Catholicism, and
white national unity were all framed by imperial and inter-American
conflicts.

In Whiteness of a Different Color, Matthew Frye Jacobson suggests
that U.S. expansion and conquest “pulled for a unified collectivity” of
whites even as “nativism and the immigrant question fractured that
whiteness into its component—‘superior’ and ‘inferior’—parts.”61 In the
American 1848, imperial expansion both fortified and undermined
working-class whiteness, for immigrant soldiers were incorporated into
the white U.S. military forces to fight a Mexican army that was widely
viewed as made up largely of nonwhites, even as nativist and anti-
Catholic sentiments were reanimated during the war in ways that frac-
tured whiteness along lines of religion and national origin. This compli-
cated dynamic nonetheless reinforces Jacobson’s claims about “the
influence of empire in the racial formation of ‘white’ Europeans” in the
United States.62

If issues of empire-building influenced debates about nativism and im-
migrant whiteness, however, they also both shaped and were in turn af-
fected by ideas about land reform promoted by many urban working-
class advocates in the 1840s and 1850s. Thomas Hietala suggests that
for the Democrats, expansionism became the “antidote to the toxins of
modernization”; in other words, Democrats “hoped that new territory
and additional markets” could ward off the evils of “industrialization
and its inevitable concomitants such as urban congestion, uncertainty of
employment, class stratification, labor agitation and domestic strife.”63

But this theory of new Western lands as a “safety valve” that might
mitigate urban class tensions has been identified most closely with the
National Reform Association, a popular mid-nineteenth-century land re-
form movement that was led by the radical George Henry Evans and that
had significant ties to working-class organizations and the labor press.
Saxton, for instance, contends that the National Reform position that
“western land offered the solution for social and economic problems of
eastern cities” underpinned the project of territorial expansion.64 In
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Part 3, especially in chapter 6, I argue that although some land reform-
ers, such as New York City politician Mike Walsh, championed imperial
expansion, others, such as Evans himself, criticized the U.S.-Mexican
War and the acquisition of vast new territories. But although such op-
position resulted from many different motives, the antiwar positions of
these land reformers and working-class advocates often reveal a privi-
leging of white labor and white forms of property, even as they partici-
pate in fierce public debates about the meaning and significance of these
concepts. By placing land reform within the context of the U.S.-Mexican
War, discussions of the annexation of all or part of Mexico, and re-
sponses to the Maya Indian uprisings in Yucatán, American Sensations
insists that emerging theories of free land and free labor in the American
1848 were shaped by arguments about the war and imperial expansion.

While Roediger and others have discussed the role of race in the mak-
ing of the U.S. working class by examining comparisons made by white
workers between chattel slavery and the competing concepts of free labor
and wage or white slavery, one of the premises of Part 3 of this study is
that ideas about Mexican labor and land arrangements as well as the
complex array of racializations that were identified with Mexico also
played a significant part in such comparisons.65 In Racial Fault Lines,
Tomás Almaguer suggests that mid-nineteenth-century proponents of
free labor ideology “believed that social mobility and economic inde-
pendence were only achievable in a capitalist society unthreatened by
nonwhite populations and the degrading labor systems associated with
them.”66 By citing other forms of “unfree labor” associated with non-
white populations, such as Mexican peonage and Asian contract labor,
Almaguer demonstrates that a nonbinary model of race is required in
order to understand the emergent racialized ideal of free labor. Chapter
7 of American Sensations builds on Almaguer’s insight by exploring com-
parisons of chattel slavery, free labor, and Mexican labor arrangements
in the American 1848. One important key to these comparisons was the
Wilmot Proviso, an amendment that was passed by the House but not
by the Senate; it would have required that slavery and other forms of in-
voluntary servitude be banned in any territory acquired from Mexico
after the war. While scholarly discussions of the Wilmot Proviso rarely
consider forms of unfree labor other than slavery, Part 3 suggests that
debates about Mexican labor and land systems figured significantly in
the construction of free labor ideology and in the intensifying division
between North and South. Finally, Part 4 examines how inter-American
conflict and imperial expansion affected the racialization of people of



Mexican origin and other Spanish speakers in the wake of the American
1848. Instead of providing a safety valve for the pressures of urbaniza-
tion and class stratification, the newly acquired Western lands became
battlefronts where class conflicts colored by race and nationalism
erupted in the gold fields of California and elsewhere. Chapter 9 con-
cludes that an investigation that isolates the nation-state as a unit of
analysis cannot adequately track the changes in these post-1848 class
and racial formations, for both were powerfully shaped by international
migrations, inter-American contact, and global transformations.

THE “MECHANIC ACCENTS” OF EMPIRE

At the outset, I claimed that the career and literary corpus of the sensa-
tionalist Ned Buntline reveal many of the multiple connections between
city and empire in the American 1848. Not only Buntline, however, but
also George Lippard and A.J.H. Duganne—two of the other writers that
Denning discusses in the part of Mechanic Accents that focuses on this
period—wrote both the mysteries-of-the-city fiction that Denning calls
“the genre of 1848” and sensational stories set in Mexico. Many mys-
teries-of-the-city novels, moreover, open up onto questions of empire.
George Lippard’s New York: Its Upper Ten and Lower Million (1853),
for instance, begins by deploring the monstrous growth of capitalism
and the inflation of property values in New York City, but this urban
gothic plot is entwined with another that involves an international
Catholic conspiracy to take over the West and a virtuous mechanic’s
dream of establishing a worker’s utopia on the Pacific coast. And al-
though Buntline’s The B’hoys of New York opens with a typical scene of
a miserable prostitute making her way down Broadway late at night, his
story of urban crime crucially involves a Spanish pirate who simultane-
ously schemes to seduce the virtuous heroine and to foment a revolution
in Cuba. Another of Buntline’s urban gothic novels, The Mysteries and
Miseries of New Orleans (1851), starts off as an urban cautionary tale
of seduction and revenge, but about halfway through it turns into a story
of imperial adventure in Cuba, when Buntline’s protagonist joins a fili-
bustering expedition. In all of these novels, the mysteries-of-the-city are
entangled with questions of empire, and this entanglement suggests that
“the paradoxical union of sensational fiction and radical politics” that
Denning identifies with this moment in the history of cheap literature
must be assessed in relation to a politics of empire-building as well as a
politics of class.67
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But the politics of empire in early sensational fiction, like the politics
of class, are far from uncomplicated, and the fears and contradictions
that shadowed contemporaneous political and literary debates about the
U.S.-Mexican War, as well as other imperial encounters, also haunt
many of these sensational visions of imperial expansion. Despite the
widespread support for the troops in Mexico and the appeal of excep-
tionalist ideas about the nation’s future, the war was extremely contro-
versial, even during the 1840s. In New England it was especially un-
popular, because of pacifist and religious beliefs, as well as fears that it
was being fought to extend slavery, that it would increase the power of
Southern interests, and that it might mean incorporating large numbers
of Catholics and nonwhites into the republic.68 Ironically, many South-
easterners, notably John C. Calhoun, also opposed it, because they thought
that slavery could not thrive in Mexico, where it had been abolished;
that it might therefore increase the power of Northern antislavery inter-
ests; and that contact with, or incorporation of, foreigners and non-
whites might threaten what Calhoun called the government “of the white
race.”69 Support for the war and for expansion was strongest in the
West, in the mid-Atlantic region, and in New York City.70 In general,
many Democrats defended Polk’s expansionist policies, though there
were exceptions, such as Calhoun, and although fears of the extension
of slavery provoked Pennsylvania Democrat David Wilmot’s famously
divisive proviso.71 Many Whigs, on the other hand, denounced Polk for
invading Mexico and argued for a “No Territory” position, though some
supported the acquisition of California and other more sparsely settled
portions of northern Mexico and almost all of them continued to vote to
send more supplies and troops to Mexico.72 But although most Demo-
crats favored the acquisition of at least some territory, many who sup-
ported Polk and the war still argued, like the Whigs, against the annex-
ation of densely populated Mexican areas.73 The New York–based
Democratic Review, for instance, where John O’Sullivan famously
coined the term “Manifest Destiny,” defended Polk and welcomed the
acquisition of California and New Mexico, but it argued that the “an-
nexation of the country to the United States would be a calamity. Five
million ignorant and indolent half-civilized Indians, with 1,500,000 free
negroes and mulattoes, the remnants of the British slave trade, would
scarcely be a desirable incumbrance, even with the great natural wealth
of Mexico.”74 The war and national expansion, in other words, brought
to the fore contradictions in the concept of Manifest Destiny and dis-
agreements about its meaning even among those who promoted it.75



Although Buntline, Lippard, and other early sensationalists frequently
criticized party politics and declared that their commitments were irre-
ducible to the platforms of either the Whigs or the Democrats, these de-
bates about the war, expansion, and Manifest Destiny resound through-
out the pages of sensational war literature. And that literature is especially
revelatory of the ways that debates about empire shaped and organized
the working-class subcultures and social movements that Denning aligns
with some of the authors of mysteries-of-the-city literature. Buntline’s
two U.S.–Mexican War novels, for instance, anticipate the Westerns that
he produced late in his career as well as the nativist forms of white
working-class protest that he elaborated in his urban reform literature.
Both The Volunteer and Magdalena, like most of the other war novels
published in story papers such as the Flag of Our Union and the Star Span-
gled Banner, are international romances. In these novels, relationships be-
tween U.S. soldiers and Mexican women, especially, are used to figure
possible postwar relationships between nations. But although one might
expect these novels to celebrate U.S. intervention and promote the an-
nexation of all or part of Mexico, many raise questions about the justice
of the war and express various fears about the incorporation of Mexico
and Mexicans into the union. Even as Buntline celebrates the U.S. citizen-
soldier in The Volunteer, for instance, his hero calls the conflict a “war
of invasion,” and in Magdalena, the romance between a U.S. soldier and
a Mexican woman ends tragically when the heroine discovers the hero’s
corpse on the battlefield at Buena Vista. Although Buntline supported the
U.S. troops and glorified U.S. military leaders, his proslavery, nativist,
and white egalitarian beliefs made him wary of unequivocally endors-
ing a policy of U.S. empire-building in Mexico, and those same beliefs
would play a significant role in the working-class nativism that he later
promoted in his newspapers, in his novels, and on the streets of New
York City.76

Nativism and white egalitarianism also shaped representations of
Mexico and the war by poet, novelist, and reformer A. J.H. Duganne.
Duganne was born in Boston, and the combination of nativism, anti-
slavery beliefs, and anti-imperialism that characterizes much of his work
was not uncommon in New England during the period. In the 1840s,
when he lived in Philadelphia, Duganne produced mysteries-of-the-city
novels such as The Knights of the Seal; or, The Mysteries of the Three
Cities (1845) and The Daguerreotype Miniature; or, Life in the Empire
City (1846). He also became involved in George Henry Evans’s land re-
form movement, so much so that historian Jamie Bronstein has called
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him the “poet” of “National Reform.”77 Duganne’s poetry, which cham-
pioned the laborer’s right to the soil and included titles such as “The
Landless,” “Homes for the Homeless,” and “The Unsold Lands,” ap-
peared in such reform newspapers as the Voice of Industry and Evans’s
Young America. Despite his advocacy of utopian reforms that might
enable large numbers of small freeholders to settle in the West, how-
ever, Duganne denounced U.S. imperialism in the long poem “Manifest
Destiny” (1855), in which he argued against war in general and sati-
rized the rhetoric of Manifest Destiny in particular. But he also saw the
war as an unfair contest between the “Yankee Nation” and the “Mexic
mongrel,” and his anti-imperialism derived from nativist beliefs about
the importance of keeping foreigners and Catholics out of the republic
as well as from pacifist, radical republican, and antislavery convictions.
After moving to New York around 1850, he was elected to one term as
a representative of the nativist Know-Nothing Party in the state assem-
bly and later served as lieutenant colonel of a company of New York Vol-
unteers during the Civil War.78

In the early 1860s, Duganne also contributed several stories to the
first series of Beadle’s famous dime novels, including The Peon Prince; or,
The Yankee Knight-Errant. A Tale of Modern Mexico (1861) and its se-
quel, Putnam Pomfret’s Ward; or, A Vermonter’s Adventures in Mexico
(1861). These novels, which take place in the 1840s, register the con-
tradictions of anti-imperialism, white egalitarianism, and the emerging
ideal of free labor during the antebellum period. Duganne’s dime novels
neither rehearse nor champion U.S. military victories in Mexico; he is
much more interested in imagining how a coalition composed of creoles
and Indians might remake Mexico in the image of the United States by
ending the system of debt peonage and enacting other liberal reforms.
But Duganne’s representation of Mexico as a space of anarchy, lawless-
ness, and race-mixing; his emphasis on peonage as a system of degrada-
tion that destroys republican independence; and his Yankee’s racist in-
vective against “greasers” and “ingens” all suggest some of the limits of
his anti-imperialist position. Duganne’s stories are but two of the scores
of dime novels that were written about Mexico and the Mexico-U.S. bor-
derlands, and they should remind us that the West in the dime novel
Western is a hemispheric and global, and not only a national, space. And
Duganne’s poetry and fiction as well as his involvement in the cultures
of labor and land reform also suggest how intimately questions of land,
labor, and nativism in Northeastern cities were connected to issues of
empire.



George Lippard’s sensational literature and advocacy of the working
class also revolved around this double axis of city and empire. The work
of David Reynolds, Denning, and others has put Lippard back on the
literary map as one of the most popular writers of his age and as the au-
thor of sensational, quasi-pornographic mysteries-of-the-city literature
such as The Quaker City; or, The Monks of Monk Hall (1845), The Em-
pire City (1850), The Killers (1850), and New York.79 But Lippard’s
urban novels often include scenes of empire; he wrote two novels about
Mexico, and his involvement with the labor and land movements also
made questions of U.S. empire-building both relevant and pressing for
him. Like Duganne, Lippard promoted the cause of land reform and even
founded a secret society as a way to popularize National Reform prin-
ciples. Whereas Duganne, Evans, and other land reformers opposed the
war, Lippard enthusiastically supported it, despite later misgivings. In a
speech before the Industrial Congress in Philadelphia in 1848, Lippard
based his urbanoid, utopian hopes for the future on the existence of “free
land” in the West: “I know that the day comes when the interests of the
Rich and Poor will be recognized in their true light,—when there shall
be left on the surface of this Union no capitalist to grind dollars from
the sweat and blood of workers, no Speculator to juggle free land from
the grasp of unborn generations. When every man who toils shall dwell
on his own ground, and when Factories, Almshouses, Jails, and the pesti-
lential nooks of great cities, shall be displaced by the Homesteads of a
Free People.”80 In contrast to Buntline and Duganne, whose nativist be-
liefs made them fearful of adding large numbers of Catholics and “for-
eigners” to the nation, Lippard often denounced organized nativism (his
work, however, is not devoid of anticlerical and anti-Catholic senti-
ments); as a result, Lippard was less worried about the incorporation of
all or part of Catholic Mexico and more supportive of the war and an-
nexation.81 Lippard’s views were shaped by his family’s German immi-
grant background and his engagement with the fiercely divided artisan
republican labor culture of Philadelphia.82 Although his version of labor
radicalism was a specifically Protestant one, he was less hostile to im-
migrants and Catholics than Buntline and Duganne were, and that par-
adoxically made him more approving of the project of U.S. expansion.

Denning suggests that Lippard was one of the “auteurs” in this new
culture industry, “the D.W. Griffith of cheap stories: the studio system will
follow.”83 That is, while in the 1840s and 1850s authors such as Lippard
were able to retain some creative control of their cultural production, in the
field of cheap, sensational literature there were also increasing pressures
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on individual authors to respond to the emerging conventions of com-
mercial publishing: to write stories of a certain length that conformed to
popular formulas that, in Christine Bold’s words, left “no room for the
usual authorial decisions or opportunities for original creation.”84 This
does not mean that authors of sensational literature were automatons
who simply followed the dictates of the “fiction factory.” Especially in
the decades before the Civil War, the relationships between authors and
publishers were much more complex than that; authors, after all, helped
to develop the very conventions and genres that eventually became dom-
inant, and in the earlier period, writers were rarely given specific in-
structions about what to write.85 But although American Sensations fo-
cuses on particular authors of sensational literature, such as Lippard,
Buntline, Duganne, Edward Ellis, Mary Denison, Metta Victor, and John
Rollin Ridge, this study is also an analysis of various forms and genres
of early sensational popular and mass culture. In the chapters that fol-
low, I examine labor and land reform newspapers; Lippard’s and Bunt-
line’s politically engaged story papers; the avowedly depoliticized but
nonetheless still political mass-produced story papers of the late 1840s
and 1850s, such as the Flag of Our Union; the pamphlet novels, where
story-paper literature was often reprinted; the dime novels produced after
1860; crime gazettes and outlaw stories; and the corridos, or ballads,
produced by diasporic mexicano communities. In each case, I explore
the relationships among the various forms of popular and mass culture,
contemporaneous social movements, and the larger political culture, and
I argue that although some of these forms are more explicitly pitched to
a working-class audience, others strive for a mass audience that cuts
across classes.

In chapter 2, “George Lippard’s 1848: Empire, Amnesia, and the U.S.-
Mexican War,” I read several sensational novels by Lippard in relation
to his journalism for the Quaker City, the labor story paper that he ed-
ited from late 1848 through early 1850, as well as to The White Banner,
a collection of some of the writing and speeches he produced for the
Brotherhood of the Union, a secret society that he organized to promote
land reform and other working-class causes. I examine three different
sensational genres of 1848: mysteries-of-the-city literature (The Empire
City and New York); apocalyptic historical and religious fantasy (The
Entranced and Adonai); and U.S.–Mexican War literature (Legends of
Mexico, ’Bel of Prairie Eden). Although critics often isolate Lippard’s
mysteries-of-the-city literature from these other types of writing, partic-
ularly the war novels, all of these genres come together in the Quaker



City weekly, for Lippard serialized all three types of literature in his story
paper during the late 1840s. In the 1849 issues, excerpts from The En-
tranced, The Empire City, and Legends of Mexico were juxtaposed,
along with news of the European revolutionaries, replies to letters from
readers, remarks on land reform and local politics, and columns pro-
moting some of the many radical projects he helped to organize, includ-
ing the Brotherhood of the Union and a cooperative for seamstresses.
This chapter argues that despite the mass appeal of novels such as The
Quaker City; or, The Monks of Monk Hall, much of Lippard’s literature
was closely tied to the working-class communities that he tried to rep-
resent, but it also insists that working-class politics and empire-building
were inextricably knotted together in Lippard’s vision of 1848.

Part 2 focuses on story papers such as the Flag of Our Union, the Star
Spangled Banner, and the Flag of the Free, which were widely dissemi-
nated in the late 1840s in the wake of the print and transportation rev-
olutions. In chapter 3, “The Story-Paper Empire,” I suggest that these
mass-produced story papers were very different from Lippard’s labor
story paper: the publishers cut back on news coverage, tried to please an
audience composed of multiple classes, and sometimes claimed to ex-
clude offensive subjects. Nonetheless, these papers still included various
sorts of political commentary, and the stories that they serialized during
the years of the U.S.-Mexican War were often about the war itself, as
well as imperial adventure in other foreign lands. In chapter 4, “Foreign
Bodies and International Race Romance,” I compare these story-paper
novels about the U.S.-Mexican War with congressional debates about
the annexation of all or part of Mexico and the amalgamation of “for-
eign” peoples. I argue that boundaries of gender, sexuality, and class
were crucial to reconceptualizations of the boundaries of race and na-
tion, because the “international romance”—a subgenre of imperial ad-
venture fiction—positioned women as symbols of the Mexican nation
and tried to construct cross-class coalitions between native-born U.S.
white men at the expense of immigrants and nonwhites. Chapter 5,
“From Imperial Adventure to Bowery B’hoys and Buffalo Bill: Ned Bunt-
line, Nativism, and Class,” builds on this discussion by foregrounding
Buntline’s story-paper novelettes as well as some of his other novels of
imperial adventure, particularly those that involve Cuban filibustering.
I conclude that the white Protestant constructions of manhood and fra-
ternity that Buntline champions in his imperial adventure fiction also
shape the working-class nativism that he advocated in his story paper
Ned Buntline’s Own.
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Part 3 addresses the labor and land reform press of the late 1840s,
the dime novel of the early 1860s, and the “Western” as a subgenre of
cheap sensational literature. Chapter 6, “The Contradictions of Anti-
Imperialism,” assesses the significance of nativism and white egalitari-
anism in the anti-imperialist literature produced by land reformers and
others during this period. Chapter 7, “The Hacienda, the Factory, and the
Plantation,” examines Duganne’s two dime novels about Mexico and ar-
gues that this kind of literature established many of the conventions that
would later reappear in twentieth-century “Western” movies set in Mex-
ico. Finally, chapter 8, “The Dime Novel, the Civil War, and Empire,”
explores the relationships between inter-American conflict and the sec-
tional battle over slavery in several dime novels published during the
Civil War years. One of the central claims of this chapter and section is
that the complex, hemispheric dynamics of expansion that are represented
in this fiction, which engage multiple contemporaneous internal and
inter-American conflicts in the U.S. South, Minnesota, Cuba, Nicaragua,
and Texas, largely disappear in discussions of the dime novel Western that
place the West squarely within a national frame. This chapter looks es-
pecially closely at the substantial number of early dime novels that were
written by women, and it suggests that although the “mechanic accents”
that Denning has taught us to listen for are still audible in this literature,
Northern white women and other dime novel authors often promoted a
more “middling” version of white egalitarianism that did not entirely
support the leveling of class distinctions among whites; instead, they
championed an expansive “middle” position that was opposed to the
perceived excesses of both the lower and upper classes.

The final chapter, “Joaquín Murrieta and Popular Culture,” which
comprises Part 4, “Beyond 1848,” is about inter-American sensational
crime literature, including outlaw novels, police gazettes, and corridos
that focus on the California social bandit. I also draw on various dis-
courses about racial categories and citizenship rights in order to explore
the complicated relationship between popular cultural forms and the
state’s attempts to impose and stabilize a racial order. John Rollin Ridge’s
1854 novel influenced many retellings of the Murrieta story, including
the corridos; several dime novel versions; the 1936 movie The Robin
Hood of El Dorado; plays in both English and Spanish; and revisions
published in Mexico, Spain, France, and Chile. Paying special attention
to the Murrieta corridos produced by diasporic working-class commu-
nities, as well as the California Police Gazette (1859) version, I argue
that as this sensational crime story migrates across national boundary



lines, it showcases the violence of U.S. nation- and empire-building, in-
cessantly registers and sometimes crosses emerging class and racial
boundaries, and thereby foregrounds the complex relationships between
newly defined groups of “natives” and “aliens.”

THE CULTURE OF SENSATION

As my title indicates, sensation is a key word in this study. When I refer
to the culture of sensation, I mean to indicate two related and often over-
lapping spheres of popular culture. First is a specifically literary sphere:
the sensational literature that began to proliferate in the 1840s and that
was roughly classified as a “low” kind of literature in relation to a more
middlebrow popular sentimentalism as well as to the largely nonpopular
writing that would subsequently be enshrined as the classic literature of
the American Renaissance. Second, the culture of sensation references a
wider spectrum of popular arts and practices that includes journalism,
music, blackface minstrelsy, and other forms of popular theater such as
Yankee, Bowery B’hoy, and frontier humor as well as sensational melo-
drama and, in the broadest terms, the political cultures that were aligned
with these popular forms. Although in this book I give a good deal of at-
tention to sensational literature, one of my premises is that literary sen-
sationalism cannot be understood in isolation from the larger culture of
sensation that surrounded it. For this reason, I explore the formats (news-
paper, story paper, crime gazette, dime novel series) that provided read-
ing contexts for sensational literature as well as the connections between
these publications and the wider arenas of political life and social move-
ments, especially the labor, abolitionist, nativist, and land reform move-
ments of the era.86 Throughout, I investigate the diverse “body politics”
of this culture of sensation, and I assume that, although sensationalism is
the idiom of many mid-nineteenth-century working-class cultures, it is
also a racializing, gendering, and sexualizing discourse on the body.

It is important to remember, of course, that the popular is, as Néstor
García Canclini suggests, “something constructed” rather than “pre-
existent,” and that the culture of sensation, like other forms of popular
culture, offers what Canclini calls “stagings of the popular” rather than
access to a fictive, unified body of the nation-people.87 In addition, I
agree with Canclini and others that popular cultures exist in tension with
capitalist modernity rather than outside it, and so I would also question
judgments that define “authentic” popular culture as that which escapes
“industrialization, massification, and foreign influences.”88 Although
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some might contend that the term “mass culture” would be more ap-
propriate for the objects of my analysis and although I do indeed use it
at times in this book, I tend to reserve it for cultural forms that try to sup-
press class antagonisms in order to appeal to a broad, cross-class audi-
ence. The conjunction of the terms “sensation” and “mass culture”
might misleadingly suggest, moreover, that I am about to make a Frank-
furt School–style argument about the always mesmerizing and pernicious
effects of the new mid-nineteenth-century culture industries; it should be
clear by now that I am not going to do that. This does not mean, how-
ever, that I will simply celebrate sensational popular cultures as sites of
resistance and discount the effects of industrialized and commodified
modes of cultural production and reception, as cultural studies scholars
have sometimes been accused of doing.89 The culture of sensation does
indeed bear some of the responsibility for the long U.S. history of na-
tivism, empire-building, and white egalitarianism. Although I argue that
the responses to these issues among the producers and consumers of the
culture of sensation were diverse rather than routinized and utterly pre-
dictable, it nonetheless remains generally true that, as Rogin suggests,
early forms of U.S. popular culture “created national identity from the
subjugation of its [nonwhite] folk.”90 I would only add that this makes
it even more necessary to come to terms with the culture of sensation
and its effects on U.S. history and culture.

Toward that end, I need to say more about how sensational literature
became widely popular in the 1840s and after, largely as a result of
changes in print technology and transportation. In Cultures of Letters,
Richard Brodhead suggests that in the mid–nineteenth century the liter-
ary field began, slowly and unevenly, to be stratified into three different
modes of literary production: a nonpopular “high” culture, a domestic
or middlebrow world of letters, and a “low” culture comprising story-
paper fiction and dime novels.91 In Beneath the American Renaissance,
David Reynolds similarly distinguishes between the “classic” literature
of the American Renaissance writers, a “genteel sentimental-domestic
genre,” and the sensational literature that proliferated in the wake of the
penny press: “seamy social texts such as penny papers, trial reports, and
crime pamphlets; Romantic Adventure fiction (much of it quite dark)
and the more politically radical genre of Subversive fiction; and erotic
and pornographic writings.”92 Reynolds claims that between 1831 and
1860, improvements in print technology spurred the publication of cheap
sensational literature, so much so that the proportion of sensational nov-
els increased to almost 60 percent of the total number of novels pub-



lished, and the proportion of “genteel-sentimental” novels dropped to
around 20 percent.93

Finally, Denning also argues for a “three-tier” public in his account
of this period.94 He emphasizes that the relatively low price of this liter-
ature—story papers usually cost five or six cents, although pamphlet
novels were sold for twelve to twenty-five cents, and books in Beadle’s
famous series could be purchased for a dime—made it much more af-
fordable for a wide audience, including many working-class readers,
than other forms of literature.95 According to Ronald Zboray, even pa-
perbound books were a luxury in these years; cheap literature was much
more accessible to urban dwellers than to those in rural areas, but the
low price of penny papers and story papers “put reading material in
reach of even poorer farmers and the working class.”96 These “three
tiers” were not entirely separate worlds, for especially in the 1840s and
1850s audiences overlapped, writers might contribute to different types
of publications or issue their work in different formats, and various lit-
erary modes, conventions, genres, and devices crossed over or were
mixed together within the different tiers. Still, within emerging literary
hierarchies these types of literature occupied different positions, even
though the differences were not absolute and even though such distinc-
tions were still in the process of being elaborated and institutionalized.

It may be helpful to compare the popularization of sensational litera-
ture in the United States during the nineteenth century with its popular-
ization in Europe. In Mixed Feelings, her study of British Victorian sen-
sationalism, Ann Cvetkovich suggests that the late-nineteenth-century
middle-class sensation fiction that she analyzes was “the target of at-
tack” by critics “because it represented the entry into middle-class pub-
lishing institutions of the sensationalism that characterized the working-
class literature of the preceding decades, such as G. M. W. Reynolds’s
Mysteries of London, and the stage melodrama.”97 In the United States,
cheap sensational literature, theatrical melodramas, and other low, sen-
sationalized body genres of the 1840s and 1850s were the equivalents
of this early sensational British cultural production.98 In his work on
what he calls “the cinema of attraction,” which focuses especially on
early silent films that seek to deliver a series of visual and sensory
shocks, Tom Gunning has emphasized its roots in sensational European
theatrical melodrama. Around 1860, he suggests, “the term ‘sensation’
migrated from its primary meaning of the evidence of the senses to de-
scribe the centre-piece of a new form of theatrical melodrama,” which
soon became known as the “sensation drama”: “The new theatrical use
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of the term targets the spectator as the key in this modernisation of melo-
drama, focusing on the effect of the scene, its powerful assault on the
senses of the audience.” Although Gunning suggests that the term seems
to have originated in the theater, he also links it to late nineteenth-century
sensation novels and the sensation press. “One could argue,” he claims,
“for the term being one of the key words of the popular culture of
modernity.”99 The history of this popular culture of modernity must be
pushed back at least to the 1840s, however, for the penny press, sensa-
tional theatrical melodrama, and cheap sensational literature were al-
ready important parts of the cultural scene in the United States during
that decade.

In his essay “An Aesthetic of Astonishment,” Gunning links this sen-
sational popular culture of modernity to “urbanisation with its kaleido-
scopic succession of city sights, the growth of consumer society with its
new emphasis on stimulating spending through visual display, and the
escalating horizons of colonial exploration with new peoples and new
territories to be categorised and exploited.”100 He suggests that as a dis-
tinct aesthetic mode it emphasized a mixture of fear and thrills; presented
a series of visual or sensory attractions, moments of revelation, and non-
narrative spectacle rather than offering a psychological narrative of de-
velopment; reached “outward” to “confront” the spectator through a
“marked encounter, a direct stimulus, a series of shocks” instead of en-
couraging detached contemplation; and frequently showcased the un-
beautiful, the grotesque, and the freakish.101 It is not difficult to see the
continuities between Gunning’s sensational theater and cinema of at-
tractions, on the one hand, and the sensational popular culture of the
mid–nineteenth century, on the other, which similarly combined thrills
and terror; frequently showcased visual tableaux and action scenes
rather than emphasizing domestic scenes and the interior, psychological
development of rounded characters; aimed to provoke extreme embod-
ied responses in readers; and often lingered on the grotesque and the hor-
rible. Gunning’s observation that “city street scenes” and “foreign
views” were two of the most important genres of an early cinema of at-
tractions should also recall the sensational literature of the previous cen-
tury, which, as I have argued, focused especially on the mysteries of the
city and imperial adventure in Mexico, Cuba, and the U.S. West. That
is, city and empire have long been a double feature of sorts in the sensa-
tional popular cultures of U.S. modernity.

Although U.S. sentimental-domestic literature often includes glimpses
at least of urban scenes and foreign views and although the urban and



the foreign are frequently crucial to the plots, they are rarely the central
focus in the way that they are in a good deal of sensational literature.
Certainly sensational literature lingers on potentially shocking and dis-
turbing aspects of such scenes and views more than sentimental litera-
ture does. That is part of what distinguishes sensationalism from senti-
mentality as a structure of feeling: sentimentalism generally emphasizes
refinement and transcendence, whereas sensationalism emphasizes ma-
teriality and corporeality, even or especially to the point of thrilling and
horrifying readers.102 In his study of Edgar Allan Poe and mass culture,
Jonathan Elmer has suggested that although sentimentalism tries to reg-
ulate the feelings and to disincarnate the bodies that it invokes, literary
sensationalism more often works at a distance from “the openly recu-
perative didacticism of sentimentalism” and revises sentimentalism’s
“dropping out of the materiality of discourse” by insisting upon “a cor-
poreal or material or affective leftover,” the “remains” that cannot be
refined or transcended.103 This interest in the material and the corporeal
makes sensationalism an aesthetic mode that supports an emphasis on la-
boring bodies and the embodied relationships that workers have to
power; I take up this point in the next chapter, which is about George
Lippard’s sensational “body politics” in the American 1848.104 Although
Lippard’s sensationalism contributes to an attack on class hierarchies,
however, he also “sensationalizes” constructions of race and nation and
thereby promotes empire as the antidote to such hierarchies despite the
doubts and contradictions that haunt his war literature. This brings us
back to a point that I have repeated in this introduction, that the em-
phasis on the body in the culture of sensation must be assessed in rela-
tion to a politics of not only class but also race and empire.

Blackface minstrelsy is probably the most widely discussed sensational
body genre of the mid–nineteenth century. Recent debates among Saxton,
Lott, Roediger, Rogin, and others have helped us to understand how
nineteenth-century working-class men, many of whom were Irish immi-
grants, constructed white identities by staging blackness. As Rogin puts
it, blackface “made new identities for white men by fixing the identities
of women and African Americans.”105 This form of sensational popular
culture was generally aligned with a post-Jacksonian Democratic coali-
tion that incorporated many working-class European immigrants by pro-
moting a more expansive whiteness defined in opposition to blacks and
other nonwhites. But the sensational body genres of empire were also
significant racializing discourses, and, as in the case of blackface, race,
gender, and sexuality were often complexly entangled. In Part 2, I show
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how boundaries of race and nation were drawn and redrawn in rela-
tionship to boundaries of gender and sexuality and how some authors
of sensational U.S.–Mexican War romances appealed to nativist ide-
ologies of white Protestant manhood to construct cross-class affiliations
at the expense of Mexicans. Although despite his scorn for party poli-
tics Lippard generally promoted the more expansive whiteness that was
also championed by the Democrats, authors such as Ned Buntline ar-
ticulated more fears about the incorporation of “foreign” bodies into
the republic and constructed whiteness differently. In Part 3 I examine
how sensational ideologies of race, gender, and sexuality figure in liter-
ature opposing the U.S.-Mexican War as well as in the dime novels of
the Civil War era, and in Part 4 I argue that post-1848 California crime
literature imports sensational racial stereotypes from U.S.–Mexican War
romances in order to collapse differences between “native” and “immi-
grant” Spanish-speakers in California and to racialize them as essentially
alien. Each part of American Sensations suggests that the sensational
popular cultures of the American 1848 racialized bodies in ways that are
irreducible to black /white binaries.

As my examples imply, a good deal of sensational literature was writ-
ten by men, and much of it promotes competing ideologies of heroic
masculinity and mobilizes representations of women’s bodies as symbols
of race and nation. That is true of both pro- and anti-imperial literature,
including the sensational corridos about Joaquín Murrieta that I discuss
in my conclusion. This raises the question: is sensationalism basically a
male discourse? That is, could we characterize sensationalism as a set of
genres written exclusively by, for, and about men? In Parts 2 and 3, es-
pecially, I show how publishers of sensational story-paper literature and
early dime novels appealed to a female as well as a male audience. And
throughout the book, I insist that sensationalism is not just about men,
for constructions of womanhood and sexuality are also central to this
literature. Nonetheless, tropes of masculine violence certainly recur in
many sensational texts. Part of this has to do with the ways in which
sentimentality was increasingly being identified with middle-class women
and with feminization in the mid–nineteenth century, even as sensation-
alism was more often associated with a masculine, working-class resis-
tance to sentimentality. Although it is certainly true that many men de-
ployed the discourse of sentimentality, ideologies of separate, gendered
spheres and of essential gender differences, which intensified in the
mid–nineteenth century, still exerted pressures on definitions of popu-
lar body genres in this period.106 It is also the case that working-class



masculinity was often defined in opposition to what were constructed as
“feminized” middle- and upper-class men who participated in the culture
of sentiment.

This emerging opposition between a “feminized” sentimentality and
a “masculinized” sensationalism can be observed as early as 1845 in
George Lippard’s novel The Quaker City. As Lippard describes a horri-
ble pit beneath Monk Hall where his character Devil-Bug keeps the
loathsome corpses of his victims, he suddenly interrupts the action to de-
nounce male sentimentalists:

Shallow pated critic with your smooth face whose syllabub insipidity is well-
relieved by wiry curls of flaxen hair, soft maker of verses so utterly blank,
that a single original idea never mars their consistent nothingness, penner of
paragraphs so daintily perfumed with quaint phrases and stilted nonsense,
we do not want you here; Pass on sweet maiden-man! Your perfumes agree
but sorrily with the thick atmosphere of this darkening vault, your white kid-
gloves would be soiled by a contact with the rough hands of Devil-Bug, your
innocent and girlish soul would be shocked by the very idea of such a hideous
cavern, hidden far below the red brick surface of broad-brimmed Quaker-
town. Pass by delightful trifler, with your civet-bag and your curling tongs,
write syllabub forever, and pen blank verse until dotage shall make you more
garrulous than now, but for the sake of Heaven, do not criticise this chapter!
Our taste is different from yours. We like to look at nature and at the world,
not only as they appear, but as they are! To us the study of a character like
Devil-Bug’s is full of interest, replete with the grotesque-sublime.107

As David Reynolds notes, Lippard often combines sentimental and sen-
sational modes in order to attack the former: he not only undercuts an
idealizing discourse of domesticity by emphasizing “the shattering of
homes as the result of obsession, betrayal, lust, and greed” but also iden-
tifies middle-class sentimental literature with “the bourgeois world of
trite morality.”108 In this passage, we can see how Lippard depicts this
world of sentimentality as feminized, emasculating, and bourgeois,
while he describes his own sensational style, “replete with the grotesque-
sublime,” as a more masculine and realistic form of representation. This
passage is suggestive of the ways that sensational literary modes were
often identified with men and with a “masculine” resistance to femi-
nization, middle-class pieties, and a genteel sphere of sentimental liter-
ary production.

Nonetheless, just as men participated in the culture of sentiment, so
too did women contribute to the culture of sensation. During the 1850s
and 1860s, in the years following the U.S.-Mexican War, female writers
such as E.D.E.N. Southworth, Louisa May Alcott, Mary Denison, and
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Metta Victor used the U.S. borderlands, Mexico, Cuba, and other sites
of international conflict in the Americas as settings for sensational sto-
ries of passion, revenge, and adventure. As Amy Kaplan has pointed out,
in The Hidden Hand, certainly one of the most popular novels of the
nineteenth century, Southworth traces connections among the slums of
New York City, a plantation in Virginia, and the battlefields of the U.S.-
Mexican War.109 And in Alcott’s short story “Pauline’s Passion and Pun-
ishment” (1863), which was published in Frank Leslie’s Illustrated
Newspaper, the relationship between the passions and the foreign has
much to do with the place of Cuba in both imperial and anti-imperial
fantasies and of the “Spanish” within U.S. racial economies. In one of
Mary Denison’s many dime novels, The Prisoner of La Vintresse; or, The
Fortunes of a Cuban Heiress (1860), her characters move back and forth
between Cuba, New York City, and rural New York; while in The Two
Hunters (1865), dime novelist Metta Victor connects New Orleans to
Spain, New York City to St. Louis, and St. Louis to Mexico via the Santa
Fe trail. Reading these stories in their original forms, in newspapers, il-
lustrated story papers, and dime novels, makes it especially apparent that
these stories of female power and passion were also attempts to represent
bodies along racial lines that were strongly shaped by the long nineteenth-
century history of imperialism in the Americas.

Racial hierarchies that are inseparable from empire-building are on
full display, for example, in the pages of Frank Leslie’s Illustrated News-
paper, in which Alcott’s prize-winning story “Pauline’s Passion and Pun-
ishment” was first published in January of 1863. During the late 1850s
and the 1860s, the paper included editorials on the Monroe Doctrine
and on the U.S. rivalry with Spain and Britain over Central America and
the Caribbean, as well as many articles supporting William Walker, the
notorious filibuster; sketches of exotic, desirable lands in places such as
Nicaragua, Guatemala, and San Antonio, Texas; and articles on Haiti
and Mexico. Although the paper claimed during the Civil War years that
all attempts “at aggression on Spanish rights . . . originated and [were]
supported from the South alone” (28 September 1861), in fact through-
out the 1850s the paper repeatedly advocated the takeover of various
sites throughout the Americas controlled by Britain as well as Spain. For
example, an editorial of 6 November 1858 suggested that but for a “for-
eign element in our midst, we should have had Cuba and Central Amer-
ica long ago.” Advocating the cause of Walker in Nicaragua, one writer
concluded that “the fairest portion of the world, the transit between two
great oceans, the highway connecting our Atlantic and Pacific ports,



must be in the hands of a vigorous race, and . . .American institutions,
and American spirit, if not the American flag must wave over Central
America” (5 January 1856). Although in the 1850s the paper’s writers
explicitly longed for the U.S. flag as well as U.S. influence to wave over
the Americas, during the 1860s they more often cast the United States in
the role of the “natural head and protector of the American republics”
(1 February 1862). The many references in the paper’s pages to the
“mongrel republics” of the Americas (for example, 2 July 1859) should
make us ask, however, just what and whom the United States was try-
ing to protect: the paper’s writers even suggest that “Spanish blood,”
whether “pure Castilian” or “mixed with other races,” is a curse “wher-
ever it is the predominant fluid, if, indeed, such a filthy puddle can ever
rise to the dignity of a liquid” (2 July 1859). Judgments such as that are
typical of the newspaper, and they suggest that an emergent Northern
commercial imperialism was far from free of the white supremacist val-
ues that also underpinned newly repudiated (but not for long) forms of
territorial expansionism.

“Pauline’s Passion and Punishment” begins on a Cuban coffee plan-
tation and involves an ill-fated marriage between a Cuban man, Manuel,
and Pauline, a companion to the daughter of Manuel’s guardian. In many
ways Alcott undermines the racial hierarchies that the story paper pro-
motes, but she still identifies “southern” races with the passions. At the
outset, Pauline burns with passion and plots revenge because she has
been betrayed by her lover, who has married another woman for her
money. Initially, she is described as a distinctively northern-European
type—the “carriage of [her] head,” for instance, reveals “the freedom of
an intellect ripened under colder skies”—which is defined in opposition
to the “southern”: “[T]here was no southern languor in the figure,
stately and erect; no southern swarthiness on fairest cheek and arm; no
southern darkness in the shadowy gold of the neglected hair.”110 But as
she indulges her passions and carries out her revenge, which involves
marrying the handsome, wealthy Manuel and making her former lover
mad with jealousy and ill-founded hopes, she changes dramatically. Not
only do her eyes and face become dark or black when she gives way to
passion, but she is also explicitly compared to an “Indian on a war trail”
(6) and “an Indian on the watch” (22). What is more, Manuel himself is
defined by his “southern temperament” (5), which makes him more sen-
sitive, expressive, emotional, and graceful, but which is also said to in-
clude a “savage element that lurks in southern blood” (6). Although she
initially married Manuel because of the money and social position he
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could give her, at the end she realizes that she truly loves him. When her
former lover pushes Manuel off a cliff just as she achieves her ultimate
revenge, the story ends and Pauline’s “long punishment” begins.

Alcott makes Manuel into an ideal masculine type, despite or perhaps
because of his “southern blood.” This ideal masculinity, however, para-
doxically involves a certain feminization. In other words, Manuel is a
superior man precisely because his southern “blood” brings with it many
traits that were conventionally coded as womanly. In this way, Alcott re-
verses the judgment of the international romances of 1848, which as we
shall see in Part 2, often implied that the feminization of the man of Span-
ish or Mexican origin made him an undesirable mate. She also compli-
cates the racial orthodoxy of Leslie’s writers that identified Spanish
“blood” with degradation and pollution. But she continues to identify
“southern” races with savagery and the passions, even as she at times
countervalues those traits. And despite the quite idealized representation
of Manuel, he remains subordinate to the imperious Pauline, obeying her
every command. So although Alcott revises gender orthodoxies, that re-
vision depends upon ideas about race and “blood” that are inseparable
from imperial and inter-American rivalries.

Brodhead has shown how later Alcott repudiated her earlier sensa-
tion fiction in order to focus on producing sentimental-domestic litera-
ture because sensationalism was viewed as “the literary emanation of
lower-class culture.” Brodhead suggests that a woman could “cross over
into this genre and social culture, but not without violating the shield-
edness from indecent knowledge that establishes the proper ‘women’ of
middle-class society.”111 Certainly there were more risks for women in
writing this kind of sensational literature, since it could be viewed as
both unwomanly and declassing, and so it is not surprising that there
are far fewer female-authored than male-authored sensational texts in
the mid–nineteenth century. As a result, when women publish sensa-
tional forms of literature, such as the many dime novels that I examine
in chapter 8, they often combine sentimental and sensational modes to
quite different ends than those of George Lippard: sensational aspects of
the text, which focus on violence, shocking scenes, bodies, and the
grotesque are often framed by sentimental devices that reassert genteel
values and middle-class respectability. As we shall see, sensational
women’s writing also qualifies the white egalitarianism promoted by
male sensationalists. Female authors of dime novels often refuse to dis-
mantle class hierarchies completely, instead valorizing a middle position
opposed to the perceived excesses of both the upper and lower classes.



This different take on class corresponds to women’s greater vulnerabil-
ity, I would suggest, to charges that a familiarity with “low” life, whether
in urban or foreign spaces, was irredeemably degrading. This should not,
however, blind us to the fact that many women wrote sensational liter-
ature despite the threat of stigma: almost one-third of the Beadle’s dime
novels published during the Civil War years were written by women.

Throughout American Sensations, I focus on a host of neglected and
out-of-print sensational texts, such as the substantial body of early dime
novels written by women, in an effort to revise both literary history and
historical paradigms. Although important work on sensational popular
cultures has been published in the last two decades, the relative critical
neglect of sensational literature, along with the isolation of sensational
urban genres from imperial genres, has contributed to an amnesia about
the connections among working-class culture, popular culture, and im-
perialism in nineteenth-century U.S. history. As we move away from nar-
ratives that posit the working class as the privileged actor in a universal
history, it is important to revise our models of class so that we can bet-
ter understand the historically contingent relationships among class, gen-
der, race, sexuality, and empire. I hope that this book as a whole will
contribute to a reconsideration of the centrality of entanglements of class,
race, gender, sexuality, and empire in nineteenth-century U.S. culture.
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