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The Construction/Collapse of Cross-Culture Subjectivity: On the Intersection of
the American Self with the European Other in Letters from an American Farmer
Chou Shu-chuan
Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures, National Chung-Hising
University
The applause of freedom and egalitarianism in “What is an American” of J. Hector St.
John de Crevecoeur’s Letters from an American Farmer is a glorious page in
American history. Yet what most people are unaware of is the book’s complexity as a
text of cultural translation. Born of an aristocratic French family, Crevecoeur received
the Jesuit education when he was a child. After he grew up, he was sent to Britain.
Then, he migrated to North America and has left his foot prints in various parts of the
wilderness. Written in epistolary form, Letters from an American Farmer is actually a
personal travel journal which records its author’s observations of colonial societies.
Through ethnographical writing, the author attempts to subsume North-American
cultural components for building up a nativist identity. The narration, however,
reveals the dilemmas faced by a multicultural subject in the task of translation. In
interpreting what he experiences in the new phase of his life, Crévecoeur keeps
bumping into heterogeneous elements he can neither domesticate into nor exclude
from his narrative framework. This is why contradictory tones permeate the book.
Such self-canceling voice has its source in Crévecoeur’s “European skin, American
mask.” Combining postcolonial, Lacanian and translational theories, this paper will
analyze how Crévecoeur’s up-growing new identity intersects, negotiates and clashes
with his old European subjectivity and how the construction, in the end, tumbles

down on the even of the Independent War.
Key Words
cultural translation; travel journal; ethnographical writing; nativist identity;

postcolonial and Lacanian theories
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