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The Cooperian Moment:

American Republicanism in 7he Last of the Mohicans

MORIMOTO, Nari

This essay examines “American” republicanism in 7he Last of
the Mohicans, one of the most important literary works of James
Fenimore Cooper. The Cooperian moment is an extremely short time
when the text discloses the doubleness of American republicanism.
What the doubleness means is the “in-betweenness” which Americans
had to assume when they were establishing their own republic;
they were forced to choose between European civilization and
American wilderness. At first, American republicanism tried to keep
a long distance from the former, which was inevitably polluted with
governmental corruption, and return to the state of nature seen in the
latter. It looked completely free from such corruption. However, in
the end, Americans had to identify themselves with Europeans—and
fashion themselves as civilized—to the extent that they could keep the

“color line” between white Americans and Native ones.
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[. . .] but the analysis of corruption makes it clear that what
was involved was a flight from modernity and a future no less
than from antiquity and a past, from commercial and Whiggish
Britain—the most aggressively “modern” society of the mid-
eighteenth century—no less than from feudal and popish Europe

[...]. (Pocock 546)
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The orator, or the politician, who can produce such a state of
things, is commonly popular with his contemporaries, however
he may be treated by posterity. All perceived that more was
meant than was uttered, and each one believed that the hidden
meaning was precisely such as his own faculties enabled him to

understand, or his own wishes led him to anticipate. (319)
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Imperfect as this species of coercion may seem, crimes are
very rare among them: insomuch that were it made a question,
whether no law, as among the savage Americans, or too much
law, as among the civilized Europeans, submits man to the
greatest evil, one who has seen both conditions of existence would
pronounce it to be the last: and that the sheep are happier of

themselves, than under care of the wolves. (Jefferson 220)
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But, in a government, so peculiarly republican as the Indian polity,
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it was not, at all times, an easy task, to restrain its members
within the rules of the nation. [. ..] To the hut of the old hunter,
he [Chingachgook] seemed peculiarly welcome; and, as the habits
of the “Leather-stocking,” were so nearly assimilated to those of
the savages, the conjunction of their interests excited no surprise.
They resided in the same cabin, ate of the same food, and were

chiefly occupied in the same pursuits. (Pioneers 84-85)
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“Tt is not to be denied, Judge Temple, but what the savages are
knowing, in small matters of physic. They hand these things down
in their traditions. Now, in cancers, and hydrophoby, they are
quite ingenous. I will just take this bark home, and analyze it; for,
though it can't be worth sixpence to the young man's shoulder,
it may be good for the tooth-ache, or rhoomatis, or some of them
complaints. A man should never be above larning, even if it be

from an Indian.” (Pioneers 89)
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[. . .] there was no recess of the woods so dark, nor any secret
place so lovely, that it might claim exemption from the inroads
of those who had pledged their blood to satiate their vengeance,
or to uphold the cold and selfish policy of the distant monarchs of
Europe. (15)

COBEELZmE ST, ®wL NI —1a v XOETEDEHKRT
FOWREELZZFIT L2 LE ) ETA A4 DEIEEGNSITEE
B L-HRoBMe NPRE O BWEH NI 205 720

FEHC, 29 LRSS % TTHEICT 2 Wi EOMENEAN LB L T
BYH MEHRTIRIEEZ [HEL] o k) ICHirhTnwd, FEYyo—KIE
DIW2NT—=F T ) AREHT DA F) AENRSY Vv -~ T —
FIZER Y72 BRNANGEE L), KHICREVZT5550) T
WTHo S EIEEICAETTLESZ) e oLBEIRL, FALL
TOBEMDATE R, T2, T v T 14 =R~ 7 T IZE& 5N 2 8 %
REL, TSN TWE, v —KIESBD 7 7 ¥ ZAFEIZFK

_35_



WHRFRFE SHCLIERLE E777

LCURE, RUTEITAA, IR2 AOHERICFEAITTH00, BEHEET
TEMEBEDH Ve 7TV ADFEES ANV LD, La—u VEICE
5 [O4)T 5 AN —BOER] 2RDSELNR [l] XN
7 == SN T D EBE XAV LAIEIO ] OXIMD
T [GEA] ICEIFES L, BRICEIET 2. ZORTO [#] IZHH
BRI LC, Ik [HEdar] OBRIERIEHINC > Tw b,

SO, BERBEERF T T4y F - Ay MEF v T4 = A ¥
T4 T b E L TRD T W2 05, Al CliEREZ - Tidn
WA EHETREF v T4 —DEVIIUTO L) IZHKI SIS,

Book! what have such as I, who am a warrior of the wilderness,
though a man without a cross, to do with books? I never read but
in one, and the words that are written there are too simple and
too plain to need much schooling [...]." Tis open before your eyes

[...] (134)
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For instance, the facility with which Cooper's human characters
merge with natural creatures—or “totems,” to use a word that in
fact was central to Cooper’s understanding of Indian sociopoetic
organization—suggests that he was self-consciously seeking to
model this first of his “Indian” tales on the mental habits of the
Native Americans, not just on the outward plot of their history.
It is not claiming too much to assert that his sixth novel has a

totemic principle at its core. (Franklin 474)
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In short, he entirely sacrificed every appearance of the warrior
to the masquerade of a buffoon. Such exhibitions were not
uncommon among the Indians; and as Duncan was already
sufficiently disguised in his dress, there certainly did exist some
reason for believing, that with his knowledge of French, he might
pass for a juggler from Ticonderoga, straggling among the allied

and friendly tribes. (260)
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‘Now, friend, said Hawk-eye, addressing David, ‘an exchange of
garments will be a great convenience to you, inasmuch as you are
but little accustomed to the make-shifts of the wilderness. Here,
take my hunting shirt and cap, and give me your blanket and hat.
You must trust me with the book and spectacles, as well as the

tooter, too [...]. (309)
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‘Such old foxes as Chingachgook and myself, are not often caught

in a burrow with one hole, said Hawk-eye, laughing [...]. (64)
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Because Cooper conceived of himself as a defender of
American political values, the search for political justice

became the dominant concern of his fiction. (5)
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Franklin chose the name “Grand Council” for the plan’s
deliberative body, the same title generally applied to the
Iroquois central council. Even the proposed number of
delegates, forty-eight, was similar to the Iroquois council's

size of fifty. (Grinde 107)
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[...] Jefferson also located the weak spot—the place where
the theory and the facts were likely to come apart. This did
not cause him to repudiate either; rather he kept his hold
upon both, using the facts of power to check a proclivity
toward wishful thinking, and avoiding the shallows of simple
pragmatism by an insistence upon the need for theory—
for long-range ideals. In fact, the “doubleness” of Jefferson's
approach toward the pastoral ideal is akin to the basic design

of the literary mode. (117)
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If there was a delicious melancholy for sophisticated and
literary people in regretting the destruction of the primitive
freedom of an untouched continent, the westward movement
seemed to less imaginative observers a glorious victory of

civilization over savagery and barbarism. (52)
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[. . .] the white frontiersman must perform a precarious
balancing act of assimilating those skills necessary to
survival in the wilderness (an assimilation characterized as
Indianization) with policing and maintaining his whiteness,
persevering in the marginal world of the frontier as a white

man connected to the “civilized” order [...]. (53)
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