
EARLY AMERICAN
WOMEN CRITICS

Early American Women Critics demonstrates that performances of various
kinds – religious, political, and cultural – enabled women to enter the
human rights debates that roiled the American colonies and young
republic. Black and white women staked their claims on American
citizenship through disparate performances of spirit possession, patri-
otism, and poetic and theatrical production. They protected themselves
within various shields that allowed them to speak openly while keeping
the individual basis of their identities invisible. Cima shows that between
the First and Second Great Religious Awakenings (1730s–1830s), women
from West Africa, Europe, and various corners of the American colonies
self-consciously adopted performance strategies that enabled them to
critique American culture and establish their own diverse and contra-
dictory claims on the body politic. This book restores the primacy of
religious performances – Christian, Yoruban, Bantu, and Muslim – to the
study of early American cultural and political histories, revealing that
religion and race are inseparable.

Gay Gibson Cima, Professor of English and Director of the Humanities
and Human Rights Initiative at Georgetown University, has published
widely on feminist performance and critical race theory. Her work
appears in anthologies such as The Sage Handbook of Performance Studies
and Women and Playwriting in Nineteenth-Century Britain as well as in
journals such as Theatre Journal, Theater, and Theatre Survey. She is the
author of Performing Women: Female Characters, Male Playwrights, and
the Modern Stage. The American Society for Theatre Research has
recognized her work on women critics through the Kahan Prize and a
Senior Research Fellowship.
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