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Conversion is reason for celebra-
tion or distress depending on 

the position of the observer: does 
one convert into the observer’s reli-
gion or out of it? As a result, faith 
crossings refract into at least two 
personas: the convert, who turns 
to the ‘true’ religion and chooses 

salvation, and the renegade, who 
walks away from it. Susanna Row-
son’s 1794 play Slaves in Algiers; 
or, A Struggle for Freedom presents 
different embodiments of converts 
that, by cohabiting the same text, 
expose the ambiguities intrinsic to 
conversion and its perception. Its 

nuanced conversion palette makes 
Slaves in Algiers a unique text within 
the genre of Barbary captivity, 
which, when playing by the rules, 
tells the stories of Christian captives 
who heroically resist conversion 
or of shifty renegades who escape 
bondage by converting to Islam. 

Lovely Renegades 
Seduction and Conversion in Susanna Rowson’s 

Slaves in Algiers; or, A Struggle for Freedom
Von Elena Furlanetto

The genre of the Barbary captivity narrative lingers on the convergence of 
conversion and seduction. The temptation to share the Algerian masters’ 

beds and religion represents a source of anxiety for the white American 
protagonists of eighteenth-century Barbary captivity literature and 

inspires dramatic gestures of resistance. 
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The reader or spectator of Slaves in 
Algiers encounters both. This article, 
however, will illuminate figures 
located in between the convert and 
the crypto-Christian: in particular 
two Muslim women whose innate 
moral sense, combined with their 
attraction to Christian men, makes 
them valuable candidates for conver-
sion to Christianity and, arguably, 
inclusion into the orbit of American 
citizenship. In fact, their indiffe-
rence towards or rejection of Alge-
rian culture, which they abhor as a 
gilded cage, makes them look more 
like Christians trapped in a Muslim 
interregnum, eager to revert to a reli-
gion more suitable to their souls. In 
Slaves in Algiers, Fetnah and Zoriana 
are interstitial identities. Their aspi-
ration to relinquish their Islamic 
culture and embrace a Christian 
way of life, which they imagine to 
be synonymous with freedom, also 
coincides with their romantic attrac-
tion towards Christian gentlemen. 
These figures of aspiring Christians 
show how conversion and seduction 
are enmeshed in the Barbary capti-
vity narrative, but more importantly 
point to the convergence of religion 
and race. If the canonical American 
captive in Barbary knows the dan-
gers of interracial intimacy because, 
as Peter Reed suggests, ‘desire and 
racial mixing produce conversions 
of sorts’, triggering a ‘generational 
transition from white to nonwhite’ 
(64),1 Slaves in Algiers reverts this 
template of white anxiety by deplo-
ying female desire as conducive 
to conversion and whitening. The 
Muslim women’s aspiration to secure 
a Christian partner – possibly Ame-
rican, because it is American men 
that best triangulate handsomeness, 
Christianity, and freedom – and 
escape the fate of marrying a ‘Turk’ 
echoes white supremacist discourses 
and opens scenarios of interracial 
unions that may Christianize the 
infidel and whiten the race in the 
process. The intersectional figures of 
these ‘lovely little Moor[s]’ (Rowson 
38) show the desirability of conver-
sion to Christianity in contrast to 

its disgraced opposite, conversion to 
Islam, embodied in the play by the 
renegade Ben Hassan. While Hassan, 
the Jew-turned-Muslim, is an abject 
individual, coded through markers 
of repulsion and Othering, the future 
converts Fetnah and Zoriana are 
made desirable through their own 
desire for Christianity and Christian 
men. 

Slaves in Algiers, Rowson’s 
‘highly sexualized [tale] of romance 
and rescue’ (Melish 230), premiered 
in Philadelphia in 1794 and more 
performances followed in Balti-
more, New York City, and Boston, 
where it reappeared after the end 
of the Second Barbary War in 1815. 
Rowson wrote and acted in the 
play in the most gratifying role of 
Olivia, who is entrusted with some 
of the most ‘jingoistic proclama-
tions of national triumph’ (Reed 
55). The play was not particularly 
successful: one of its main detrac-
tors, William Cobbett, called it a 
‘most excellent emetic’ (in Reed 55). 
The plot follows three main parallel 
and interconnected storylines: two 
American captive women, Rebecca 
and Olivia, are eventually reunited as 
mother and daughter with the other 
members of their family, the son 
Augustus and father Constant; three 
formerly enslaved men plot their 
escape; and two Algerian women, 
Zoriana and Fetnah, dream of lea-
ving Algiers with Christian lovers. 
The play is set in Algiers and unfolds 
against the backdrop of the conflicts 
between the US and the North Afri-
can States. 

Involvement in the Mediterra-
nean shaped the early years of the 
American republic: from 1785, when 
the first two American ships were 
attacked by Algerian pirates, hund-
reds of American sailors and travel-
lers were captured and sold into sla-
very. Many of them were ransomed, 
while others converted to Islam and 
remained in North Africa. The total 
sum the US had paid to Tunis and 
Algiers by 1797 stood at 1.25 million 
dollars – one fifth of the govern-
ment’s yearly budget (Reed 55). The 

captivity and enslavement of Ame-
ricans in North Africa was a promi-
nent topic in the Atlantic press and 
public sphere, which were inundated 
by hundreds of Barbary-themed2 
non-fictional and fictional texts. If 
the Barbary Wars marked the US’s 
debut as a naval power on the global 
stage, Barbary captivity served as a 
platform to shape and interrogate the 
stability of American national iden-
tities, as the possibility of conversion 
offered to most captives threatened 
tenets of white and Christian supe-
riority, threw the foundation of 
manifest destiny into a crisis, and 
delegitimized slavery. 

The play situates itself in a time 
period when American women were 
struggling to assert their presence 
as political agents, ‘searching in a 
variety of ways to legitimate their 
claims to participate as members 
of the “people” of the new nation’ 
(Dillon 413). In Rowson’s play, 
female characters are role models of 
morality and benevolence: Rebecca 
remains kind in the face of Hassan’s 
provocations, Zoriana rejoices in 
seeing her beloved Henry find his 
long-lost fiancée in her maid Olivia, 
and Olivia offers herself in sacrifice 
to secure the freedom of her friends 
and family. In this sense, the play 
is ahead of its time: in the nine-
teenth century, women had come 
to be seen as ‘the embodiment of 
religious purity’ and ‘innate piety’ 
(Lawrence 44, 52) and most notably, 
writes Anna Lawrence, their bodies 
constituted ‘a prime site of spiritual 
sanctification and Anglo-American 
civilization’ (Lawrence 44). This is 
especially true for Rowson’s women, 
who miss no chance to nod to ‘Ame-
rica’ as a land ‘of Peace and Liberty’, 
the diametrical opposite to Algiers 
as a ‘land of captivity’ (Rowson 
42). It is important to note, howe-
ver, that while Lawrence speaks of 
‘white women’s bodies’ (44), Muslim 
women in Slaves in Algiers consis-
tently uphold American, Christian 
and, not least, white superiority in 
the play. For this reason, Joanne 
Melish argues that the two North 
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African women fully meet the crite-
ria of ‘virtuous whiteness’ (“Eman-
cipation” 230). Rowson constructs 
these female characters as ‘Christian 
in [their] heart’ (Rowson 20), trap-
ped in Muslim bodies and spaces, 
their righteous souls striving to be 
reassigned to their religion of choice. 

Fetnah, the Dey’s favourite, is 
unimpressed by her master’s affec-
tions and ‘wishes for liberty’ (6) in 
a ‘delightful country’ – a scarcely 
veiled hint to America – with no 
‘bolts and bars’ (31). Although 
Fetnah is more interested in being 
free than in becoming Christian, her 
lines imply that freedom and Chris-
tianity are one and the same – and 
so are Christianity and seduction: 
she is adamant that the only way to 
earn her freedom and elope to the 
delightful country of her imagina-
tion is to be rescued by a ‘Christian 

man’ (31). This last binomial will 
receive more attention below. The 
daughter of the Jewish renegade Ben 
Hassan, Fetnah grounds her love for 
liberty in lineage, space and nurture. 
‘I was not born in Algiers,’ she tells 
her maid, ‘I drew my first breath in 
England’ (9). This accounts for the 
fact that although having been raised 
a Muslim, she ‘always had a natural 
antipathy for their manners’ (9). In 
Fetnah’s self-narration, the powerful 
image of her ‘first breath’ assumes 
biologistic tones, as the imprint of 
English air on infant lungs lingers 
almost as an indelible biological 
trait – similar to the colour of one’s 
skin. The ‘English air’ symbolism 
also brings to mind the early modern 
discussion on degeneration theory, 
sparked by Georges-Louis Leclerc, 
Compte de Buffon3 in his Histoire 
naturelle, générale et particulière 

(1749–1788), which posits that 
animal species (including humans) 
in the New World would have expe-
rienced moral, physical, mental and 
spiritual regression due to its unhe-
althy climate. Although the geogra-
phies involved do not match those 
of Buffon’s degeneration theory, 
Fetnah’s argument is reminiscent 
of this logic, as if lack of exposure 
to the metropolis’ air would lead to 
deficiencies in one’s body and soul. 
The last reason for Fetnah’s elective 
affinity to freedom, but perhaps the 
most important in the plot’s eco-
nomy of meaning, is her intimate 
proximity to an American nanny, 
Rebecca, ‘who nourished in my 
mind the love of liberty’ (9). ‘She,’ 
Fetnah adds dramatically, ‘was an 
American’ (9). The Muslim upbrin-
ging she received from her renegade 
father, himself an unconvincing 

(1) Ottoman Palace, Algiers
Quelle: manuals library, https://www.pxfuel.com/en/free-photo-obacx
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Muslim, melts in the face of the 
matrilineal cultural kinship Fetnah 
absorbs through Rebecca’s teachings. 
Thanks to this combination of Eng-
lish air, non-Muslim lineage, and 
American upbringing, Fetnah feels 
that she was ‘born free’ and therefore 
has a right to freedom (10).

Zoriana, the second ‘lovely little 
Moor’, is the Dey’s daughter and 
Olivia’s mistress. Originally in love 
with the Christian slave Henry, she 
later discovers that Henry is Oli-
via’s long-lost fiancé. Setting aside 
her resentment in what she inter-
prets to be a Christian gesture, she 
blesses their union and finds a new 
romantic interest in Henry’s friend 

Frederic. Like Fetnah, Zoriana is a 
‘Christian in [her] heart’ (21) and 
‘was early taught a love of Chris-
tianity’ (27), although, contrary to 
Fetnah’s articulate explanation of her 
affinity with Christianity, this state-
ment remains unexplained. Zoriana 
best exemplifies the convergence 
of religion and seduction: having 
told Olivia about her ‘early love of 
Christianity’, she also confesses that 
her desire to convert is ‘impelled 
by a tenderer passion’ (27): her love 
for Henry. After Henry and Olivia 
are reunited, Zoriana abandons her 
tender passions but not her reso-
lution to become a Christian: in an 
aside, she admits that ‘my disappoin-

ted heart beats high with resentment, 
but in vain; I wish to be a Christian, 
and I will, tho’ my heart breaks, 
perform a Christian’s duty’ (28). In 
Zoriana’s understanding, by accept-
ing Henry’s love for Olivia and sup-
porting the couple – especially after 
having personally financed Henry’s 
ransom – she is already performing 
a ‘Christian’s duty’ that proves her 
affinity to Christian codes and paves 
her way to Christian conversion. 

For Zoriana, and even more 
strongly for Fetnah, the desire to 
convert to Christianity is accompa-
nied by an antipathy for their culture 
of origin. ‘I’m fixed to leave this 
place,’ Zoriana says, ‘and embrace 
Christianity’ (25), equating con-
version with departure. Fetnah’s 
eagerness to embrace a different 
culture corresponds to a rejection 
of her own. When Frederic, her 
Christian love interest, calls her a 
‘lovely Moor’, Fetnah replies ‘I’m 
not a Moriscan; I hate ’em all, there 
is nothing I wish so much as to 
get away from them’ (33). Leaving 
Algiers is a matter of personal free-
dom and realization for Fetnah, who 
hopes she and a charming young 
Christian could ‘fly together, from 
this land of captivity to the regions 
of Peace and Liberty’ (41). Fetnah 
is ‘neither American nor Christian’, 
writes Eileen Elrod, but she ‘nonet-
heless argues for the superiority of 
both as she rejects the categories into 
which she is born’ (Elrod 168). A 
Muslim who speaks with a startingly 
American voice, Fetnah compares 
herself to a bird in a gilded cage, the 
pampered inmate of the ‘splendid 
house of bondage’ (5) and by doing 
so perpetuates the Barbary capti-
vity trope of the reverse mirror (see 
Berman, Bouanani, Brandt, White, 
Colley; see also Furlanetto, ‘Con-
fusions’), casting the United States 
as the land of freedom and North 
Africa as the place of bondage. 

The more one attempts to 
place Zoriana and Fetnah into 
Barbary tropes of conversion, the 
more these tropes appear as sites 
of ambiguity, as do the two female 

(2) Dey Palace, Algiers
Quelle: Damouns/Damien Boilley, CC-BY-2.0
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characters. Marion Rust sees them 
as ‘paradoxically situated’ between 
unrestrained articulations of the 
erotic and a contradictory on-stage 
fate of self-sacrifice and rigorous 
atonement (225). Even their cate-
gorization as ‘Moriscan wom[e]
n’ in the list of dramatis personae 
is inaccurate both on religious and 
ethnic grounds: Zoriana is not fully 
Muslim and Fetnah is ‘Anglo-Je-
wish’ (Reed 58). The list of dramatis 
personae promises clear-cut, neatly 
defined identities that divide the 
characters involved into Moriscan 
or American, Man or Woman, Slave 
or Captive (see Reed 57–58), but the 
play’s ‘lovely Moors’ are examples 
of religious and identitarian fluidity: 
they are incomplete converts whose 
conversion is postponed to an unfo-
reseeable future beyond the play, or 
crypto-Christians living their true 
faith in secrecy. Ultimately, none 
of the lovely Moors’ unions with 
Christian men is successful, as Zori-
ana watches Henry find happiness 
with Olivia and Fetnah, moved by 
filial pity, remains in Algiers with 
her father instead of following Fre-
deric and the other freed captives to 
America. This adds a further layer 
of ambiguity to the lovely Moors’ 
characters and poses an array of 
unanswered questions: will these 
women stay true to their resolve to 
convert in the absence of a Christian 
partner? Is a conversion motivated 
by romantic love more or less sincere 
than one driven by spiritual affinity? 
Are unions between Christian men 
and non-Christian but conversi-
on-inclined women desirable or 
undesirable?4 The ambiguous status 
of these imperfect conversions and 
fruitless unions, suspended between 
desirable and undesirable, practicable 
and impracticable, problematize the 
conditions for inclusion into early 
American citizenship. The play does 
not Other Fetnah and Zoriana the 
way it does Hassan or the Dey; it 
calls them ‘dear’, ‘lovely’ and ‘sweet’ 
(passim) and lures them towards 
Sameness. Joanne Melish claims 
that the incompleteness of their 

conversions and sexual unions with 
Christians confirms that the play is 
ultimately invested in maintaining 
the stability of whiteness (Melish 
161, see also Dillon 418), but it also 
entertains the possibility of their 
assimilation into Americanness and 
into Christianity. 

This reading of the play as cont-
emplating the extension of American 
citizenship to desirable Others is 
per se controversial. Elizabeth M. 
Dillon argues that interracial unions 
in the play are undermined by an 
overt comical mode, best exemplified 
in Sebastian’s misguided attraction 
towards a cross-dressed Hassan: 

Dillon concludes that, in the logic of 
the play, ‘to marry across racial lines 
… is as preposterous (and ludicrous) 
as these two men marrying one ano-
ther’ (421). While Hassan and Sebas-
tian are unequivocally comical and 
their union is presented in ‘hyperbo-
lically parodic terms’ (Dillon 421), 
this is not the case for Fetnah and 
Zoriana, as they are not only ‘adult 
women, aware of and in control of 
their own sexuality, exerting agency 
on behalf of others and themselves’ 
(Elrod 168–169), but above all the 
bearers of values and ideologies as 
‘sacred’ as freedom and Christianity 
(Rowson 14). Fetnah’s love for free-

(3) Fountain in Mosque of El Kebier, Algiers
Quelle: Library of Congress
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dom, which the play codes as inhe-
rently American, and Zoriana’s cha-
ritable gestures are no laughing stock 
– and if their desire for conversion, 
Christianity, and liberty are serious 
matters, so is their love for Christian 
men. Marion Rust comments on 
Zoriana’s ambiguous state between 
the comic and the tragic, ‘carnal 
indulgence’ and ‘sexless Christian 
virtue’, song and melancholy (229). 
Both women certainly show what 
Rust calls a ‘proclivity to instructive 
martyrdom’ (229), as both give up 
the men they love for the sake of 
others. With their personal sacrifices, 
both Zoriana and Fetnah enact what 
Olivia merely threatens to do (see 
Rust). Their sentiments are not part 
of the play’s comic apparatus: Fetnah 
and Zoriana are desirable partners 
to Christian men and desirable 
Americans. The two women are 
realistically fallible, thoughtless, 
or incautiously vocal about their 
healthy desires, but they engage in 
the pursuit of happiness along with 
their American counterparts (Krit-
zer 162). If the happy endings of 
Barbary captivities are ‘designed to 
please readers concerned about white 
Christians held captive by Muslims 
in Northern Africa’ (Elrod 166), 
Slaves in Algiers’ audiences might 
have been equally concerned with 
the fate of the ‘fair’ (Rowson 23) 
Muslim women who are Christians 
at heart and seek a way out of sexual 
captivity towards happiness and 
freedom. I am, however, cautious 
to read the play as a reiteration of a 
scenario where early American citi-
zenship is invariably and exclusively 
granted to white and Christian sub-
jects. Slaves in Algiers is ‘dedicated 
to sorting out the conditions of early 
American and Atlantic inclusion and 
enfranchisement’ (Reed 57) and con-
templates the inclusion of desirable 
non-white, non-Christian subjects 
who are ready to marry into white 
Christian society and renege their 
culture of origins (see Elrod 166). 
Philip Gould sustains this argument 
when he writes that, in Slaves of 
Algiers, ‘the distinction … between 

civilized and barbaric identities is 
firm but flexible, allowing for both 
moral and cultural regeneration’ and 
in spite of the play’s comic under-
tones, the plot ‘significantly crosses 
racial, cultural, and gendered bor-
ders’ (Gould 104–105), above all in 
its treatment of interracial romance. 
Renegation, however, does not suit 
the lovely Moors. 

In light of their indifference 
towards Muslim faith and rejection 
of Algerine culture, Zoriana and 
Fetnah are to all extents and pur-
poses renegade figures. A renegade 
is an individual who betrays either 
country or religion, ‘a person who 
abandons religion; an apostate’ 
(OED), but also one who turns their 
back to their culture of origin to join 
another, ‘a person who deserts and 
betrays an organization, country, or 
set of principles’ (OED; see also Fur-
lanetto, ‘Declensions’ 107). The play 
is not unfamiliar with the term rene-
gade, or renegado, as the latter was 
a recurrent (although in most cases 
marginal) persona of Barbary capti-
vity. Moreover, in the list of dramatis 
personae, Ben Hassan is introduced 
as ‘a Renegado’ (n.p.) and later as 
‘the apostate Hassan’ (38). Yet, 
renegation and apostasy are never 
called upon to describe the position 
of the ‘Moriscan women’ (n.p.), as 
they appear among the dramatis 
personae, who renounce their faith 
and culture. Reed suggests that there 
might be a gender rationale, and that 
the ‘renegado’ label is an uncomfor-
table fit for women (see 58). At this 
point, it is important to return to 
this article’s opening line: conversion 
is reason for celebration or distress 
depending on the position of the 
observer. A Muslim observer would 
categorize Zoriana and Fetnah as 
apostates and renegades and reserve 
a less benign treatment, but Islam is 
erased in Slaves in Algiers, and so is 
the Muslim perspective. The heroes 
of the play, American and Algerian 
alike, are those who wish to leave. 
One could talk of the ‘Moriscan 
women’ who love Christians and 
Christianity as aspiring converts, 

but it would be perhaps even more 
productive to read them as cryp-
to-Christians. Maurus Reinkowski 
defines crypto-religion as a term 
‘meant to designate the status of 
people whose real religious views 
and practices are not in accordance 
with their official religious affiliation 
and who frequently may seek to 
hide this fact from the larger public’ 
(409, see also Stavans in Gitlitz xvi). 
In this case, the term can be used 
loosely to define Fetnah and Zoriana 
as the convert ideal in the Christian 
imagination: born with a Christian 
sensibility, at odds with their ance-
stral religion, ready to acknowledge 
the supremacy of white Christian 
culture over theirs, which they treat 
with contempt. Seen in this light, 
they serve the opposite function 
to the renegade in the Christian 
imagination, who ‘enact[s] fears of 
Algerian slavery’s potential to turn 
insiders into outsiders—and perhaps, 
to reveal those insiders as actually 
alien all along’ (Reed 61); on the 
contrary, Fetnah and Zoriana show 
that aliens can be insiders all along. 
By the same token, these Muslim 
characters become the mouthpiece of 
unrestrained white racism: through 
their voice and under the guise of an 
insider’s critique, Rowson can voice 
antipathy for Islam with impunity 
and authority.

’Twas the safest way: renegades

While Fetnah and Zoriana are 
brought within the orbit of Sameness 
through their conversion to Chris-
tianity, another convert is syste-
matically Othered. Hassan, the Jew-
turned-Muslim, followed a similar 
trajectory to that which the ‘lovely 
Moor[s]’ (33) imagine for themsel-
ves: he left his homeland and conver-
ted to a new religion but, in the logic 
of the play and from the Anglocent-
ric perspective of its author, Hassan 
converted to the wrong religion 
for the wrong reasons. Unlike the 
‘lovely Moors’ who convert out of 
love and natural affinity for Christia-
nity, Hassan leaves to escape punish-
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ment after having made a fortune out 
of usury and fraud. Once in North 
Africa, he converts out of conveni-
ence – because ‘’twas the safest way’ 
(Rowson 18). Thus, three discrimi-
natory rhetorics converge in Hassan, 
as he is at the same time a Jew, a 
Muslim, and a renegade. The circum-
stances of his conversion to Islam, 
dictated by comfort, are presented as 
antipodal to Olivia’s, who is ready 
to become a Muslim and marry the 
Dey (and take her own life directly 
after) to save her fugitive friends and 
family. 

In Hassan’s case, religious and 
racial Othering coincide, in the same 
way race and religion join forces to 
grant Sameness and Alikeness to the 
female aspiring converts in the play. 
As Hassan’s unconvincing conver-
sion Others him from a religious 
perspective as a renegado, idolater, 
and apostate (Rowson n.p., 15, 
38), his accent and duplicitousness 
Other him racially and mark him as 
an incorrigible foreigner. Hassan is 
the only character in the play who 
speaks with an accent, which means 
that if Algiers and America are each 
other’s Other, Hassan is everybo-
dy’s Other, including the play’s 
Anglophone audiences. His accent 
is certainly a comic device, but also 
one that draws from a repertoire 
of antisemitica that portray Jews as 
belonging nowhere and condemns 
them to marginality within their host 
cultures (see Weinberg). The erasure 
of Hassan’s nationality reconnects 
to imaginaries of Jewish Otherness; 
Dillon speaks of his ‘particularly 
murky cultural and racial identity’ 
(416) and Reed isolates him as the 
‘most genealogically complex cha-
racter in the play’ (64). This genealo-
gical murkiness implies that his tra-
velling has been endless, his origins 
lost, and signals that every country 
is a host country. The text does not 
reveal Hassan’s place of birth and his 
vaguely Mitteleuropean accent does 
not single out any specific country. 
If Fetnah, his daughter, was born in 
England, one assumes that was the 
starting point for Hassan’s escape 

to North Africa. Fetnah, however, 
does not speak with an accent, nor 
do the other Algerian characters. If 
the Algerians are spiritually and raci-
ally Other to Americans, Hassan’s 
Otherness is even further removed: 
his is the renegado’s spiritual Other-
ness, ‘Damned for both Worlds’, 
in the words of American minister 
Cotton Mather, ‘Hated, Loathed, 
Scorned, both by the Baptised and 
the Circumcised’ (43).

Antisemitic representations and 
the discourse on renegados also con-
verge in Hassan’s duplicitousness. 
He assures his slave Rebecca he is 
her ‘very good friend’, only to tell 
her one page later that she has ‘no 
friends’ (11-12). He did not ‘[suffer 
her] to be exposed in the slave 
market’ but sold her child (12-13). 
His asides in particular are a way to 
visualize his duplicity. Hassan’s true 
thoughts and intentions are articu-
lated in asides that contradict what 
has been said in dialogue: one level 
is accessible to the other characters, 
the other only to the audience. In 
the asides below, Hassan talks to the 
American captive Frederic, whom he 
offered to help escape by buying a 
ship but is in fact planning to betray: 

BEN HASSAN 
Den I vill be satisfied with [two 
thousand sequins], it will in some 
measure reward me— 
(aside) 
for betraying you.

FREDERIC
And you will purchase the vessel.

BEN HASSAN
I will do every thing  
that is necessary—
(aside) 
for my own interest.
(15)

The play uses Hassan’s dupli-
citousness to comment on the 
insincerity of his belief in Islam, 
creating an even larger divide bet-
ween his conversion, motivated by 
personal safety and gain, and that of 

the ‘lovely Moors’, driven by love. 
When Frederic states, ‘but Hassan, 
as you are so fond of cheating the 
Gentiles, perhaps you may cheat us’, 
Hassan answers ‘Oh no! I swear by 
Mahomet’ (19). The vacuity of Has-
san’s oath – as he does indeed plot to 
betray the fugitive Christians – not 
only shows that his belief in Islam 
is void, but also casts a shadow on 
conversion to Islam as a whole. This 
is especially true if one takes into 
consideration, once again, Olivia’s 
contrapuntal conversion, which, if 
performed, although dictated by 
different circumstances, would also 
be void and insincere. 

It is also important to note how, 
in the play, conversions from Chris-
tianity to Islam are carefully avoided: 
Olivia’s is prevented in time and 
Hassan is a Jewish renegade, not a 
Christian one.5 By way of specula-
tion, one could hypothesize that if 
Fetnah’s father had been a Christian 
renegade, her desire to return to her 
ancestral religion would have been 
even more compelling. The fact that 
Hassan is a Jew suggests, although 
on a speculative level, that Slaves in  
Algiers effectively censors Christian 
apostasy. The play’s anti-renegade 
discourse begins early on, in the  
‘PROLOGUE, To the New Comedy 
of SLAVES IN ALGIERS’, a poem 
following the preface and preceding 
the list of dramatis personae. 

Who barters country,  
honour, faith, to save
His life, tho’ free in person,  
is a slave.
While he, enchain’d,  
imprison’d tho’ he be,
Who lifts his arm for liberty, 
is free.

These lines coalesce freedom and 
conversion the way Cotton Mather 
did one century earlier in his wri-
tings on renegados: 

Those Wretched Renegado’s, who 
have abandoned the Christian Reli-
gion, Expecting thereby to mend 
their Condition in the World, have 
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not always had their Expectation 
answered; The dreadful Vengeance 
of God [caused] their Oppressors 
afterwards to sleight them, and vex 
them, and more barbarously than 
ever to multiply Oppressions upon 
them. (“Pastoral Letter” 4-5)6

Loving Christians

‘Be not alarmed sweet Olivia, I am 
a Christian in my heart, and I love 
a Christian slave’ (20): thus Zoriana 
reassures Olivia, her American  
maid, after proposing to flee from 
Algiers together. Besides reiterating 
that Zoriana can be read as a crypto- 
Christian, her affirmation to be ‘a 
Christian in my heart’, followed by 
her admission to ‘love a Christian 
slave’, enmesh religion and seduc-
tion, as love and spirituality discur-
sively emerge from the same place: 
if the heart is Christian, its romantic 
interests should be oriented towards 
Christians as well. The same seems 
to be true for Fetnah. In conversa-
tion with her attendant Selima, who 
asks if she would be ready to leave 
Algiers and bestow her affections 
‘on some young Christian’, she 
answers, ‘[t]hat you may be sure of; 
for say what you will, I am sure the 
woman must be blind and stupid, 
who would not prefer a young, 
handsome, good humoured Chris-
tian, to an old, ugly, ill natured Turk’ 
(40). What one infers from Fetnah’s 
answer is that Christianity makes 
men desirable, as opposed to local 
men; or at the very least that faith 
plays a role in the hierarchy of male 
desirability.

The genre of Barbary captivity 
in its western manifestations7 thrives 
off the trope of sexual violence inflic-
ted by Muslim masters on female 
Christian slaves (see Bekkaoui); thus, 
the spectre of Christian apostasy 
and conversion to Islam that preo-
ccupied European and American 
Christian authorities of the like of 
Mather was accompanied by the fear 
of miscegenation. In early American 
Barbary captivities, the bodies of 
Christian women, enslaved, tortu-

red, starved but hardly ever violated 
or converted, stood as a metonymy 
for the solid religious and Chris-
tian integrity on which the newly 
independent nation was built (see 
Lawrence). The gynocentric imagi-
nary (see Morey) of Slaves in Algiers 
represents an exemplary deviation 
from the norm as these pious white 
bodies (Olivia and Rebecca) are 
joined by those of Algerine women 
fulfilling a similar role in supporting 
early national rhetoric. Their work 
is, in fact, more decisive than that of 
American women: instead of resis-
ting sexual invasion and religious 
coercion, and dispelling the threat of 
interracial unions in the process, the 
‘lovely Moors’ prove Christianity’s 
power of attraction. Male beauty 
and desirability in Rowson’s play are 
deployed to encourage conversion 
to Christianity, and miscegenation 
is recruited as a means to increase 
Christian numbers.

Slaves in Algiers participates in 
the trope of Muslim sexual rapaci-
ousness mostly through Fetnah’s 
abhorred representations of Muslim 
love. Her master is ‘old and ugly’ 
and ‘when he makes love […] if it 
was not for fear of his huge scyme-
tar, I shou’d burst out a laughing in 
his face’ (7). When the Dey’s guards 
surprise Fetnah in Frederic’s arms, 
she invents a story to justify his pre-
sence in her chambers and save him 
from certain death. In a metafictional 
passage, she draws from a reper-
toire of Muslim sexual violence that 
reflects the anxieties of an audience 
of white Christian women. 

FETNAH 
So, as I was sitting, melancholy 
and sad, in the alcove, I heard a 
great noise, and presently, four or 
five Turks leap’d over the wall, 
and began to plunder the garden; 
I screamed; did not you hear me, 
Mustapha […]. But, the moment 
they saw me, they seized me, and 
would have forced me away, had 
not this gallant stranger run to my 
assistance—they, thinking they were 
pursued by many, relinquished their 

hold, and left me fainting in the 
stranger’s arms. (35–36) 

Aware of the metaphorical implica-
tions of men breaking in to ‘plunder 
the garden’, Fetnah evokes fears 
of rape by multiple dark males on 
a woman that is not only coded as 
Christian-to-be and reserved for 
a white and Christian romantic 
partner, but also possibly white.8 
Olivia also panders to white Chris-
tian anxieties at the convergence of 
seduction and conversion when she 
tells Zoriana that ‘my being a Chris-
tian has hitherto preserved me from 
improper solicitations, tho’ I am 
frequently pressed to abjure my reli-
gion’ (21). Since Muslim men were 
not allowed to bed non-Muslim 
women, one assumes that the Dey’s 
requests to convert to Islam were 
made with the intention to freely 
dispose of Olivia’s body. While 
her body has not been violated by 
Algerian men9 – unlike Fetnah’s, 
who openly speaks of making love 
to her unloved master – Olivia com-
plains about the constant pressure 
to relinquish her body and faith. In 
this sense, Rowson’s play reitera-
tes the juxtaposition of conversion 
and seduction to be found in other 
Barbary captivities centered around 
women protagonists,10 where ‘the 
plot of threatened feminine virtue 
pressurizes the drama of threatened 
religious conversion’ (Reed 62). In 
Fetnah’s experience, however, the 
pressures of Muslim desire often 
assume rather violent tones: the 
Dey’s threats and his readiness to 
punish resistance with death are, 
for instance, recurrent fears of hers: 
‘how, can’t love me?—and he laid his 
hand upon his scymetar’ (9).

Zoriana and Fetnah openly 
desire Christian lovers, whom they 
merge with a promise of freedom 
from bondage and envision as the 
facilitators of conversion to their 
elective faith. ‘I do wish, some dear, 
sweet, Christian man, would fall in 
love with me,’ Fetnah says, ‘break 
open the garden gates […] and take 
me to that charming place, where 
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there are no bolts and bars’ – that 
‘charming country’ (32) that one 
assumes to be the United States. 
While Zoriana is in love with Henry 
and ready to become a Christian 
mostly for his sake, Fetnah is simply 
awaiting ‘some Christian man’ (32). 
When Frederic conveniently appears 
in her garden, she seems satisfied: 
‘Oh dear! what a charming man. I 
do wish he would run away with 
me’ (33). In contrast, Christian men 
do not display the same preference 
for Muslim women. The ‘comedy 
of errors’ devices that confuse and 
meddle the love trajectories in the 
play – at times to a frustrating extent 
– have the collateral effect of making 
Algerian women undiscernible and 
interchangeable. Frederic seems to 
believe that Zoriana’s letters for 
Henry were written by Fetnah and 
meant for him (‘Letters! […] He 
takes me for some other’, 34); after 
Zoriana pays for Henry’s freedom, 
he discards her the moment he sees 
Olivia, and Sebastian, who does not 
see through Hassan’s cross-dressing 
act, seems to believe that Algerine 
women have beards. When he meets 
Fetnah, Frederic is merely looking 
for ‘some distressed damsel’ (31) and 
for Sebastian ‘Moor or Christian, 
slave or free woman, ’tis no matter; 
if she was but young, and in love 
with me’ (24). The Christian men, 
however, do not seem concerned 
by the women’s religion: contrary 
to Hassan the apostate, the idolater, 
the renegado, Fetnah is a ‘sweet 
little infidel’, a ‘lovely Moor’ (33), a 
‘dear little infidel’, and a ‘lovely little 
Moor’ (38). If, unlike Christianity, 
Islam does not increase the desirabi-
lity of Algerian women, it is a cor-
rigible flaw that the men treat with 
condescension. 

The genre of the Barbary cap-
tivity narrative lingers on the con-
vergence of conversion and seduc-
tion. The temptation to share the 
Algerian masters’ beds and religion 
represents a source of anxiety for 
the white American protagonists of 
eighteenth-century Barbary capti-
vity literature and inspires dramatic 

gestures of resistance.  
Susanna Rowson’s 1794 play Slaves 
in Algiers provides a slightly diffe-
rent template, as it stages a gynocen-
tric universe in which two Muslim 
women dream of converting to 
Christianity and marrying Christian 
men. These two women, Zoriana 
and Fetnah, and their (un)desirable 
unions with Christian men represent 
significant loci of ambiguity. Their 
love for Christianity and Christians 
complicates the rigorous equation 
between whiteness, Christianity, and 
eligibility for American citizenship, 
and the plot inscribes them into 
American discourses of liberty and 
pursuit of happiness. Their presence 
also throws templates of Barbary 
conversion into a crisis, as Zoriana 
and Fetnah fit uncomfortably into 
available categories such as convert, 
infidel or renegade.

Zusammenfassung

Das Genre der „Barbary captivity 
narrative“ verweilt an der Konver-
genz von Konversion und Verfüh-
rung. Die Versuchung, die Betten 
und die Religion der algerischen 
Herren zu teilen, war eine Quelle 
der Angst für die weißen amerika-
nischen Protagonisten der Barbary 
Gefangenschaftsliteratur des acht-
zehnten Jahrhunderts und inspirierte 
dramatische Gesten des Widerstands. 
Susanna Rowsons Theaterstück 
Slaves in Algiers (1794) bietet eine 
etwas andere Vorlage, da sie ein gyn-
ozentrisches Universum einführt, 
in dem zwei Figuren muslimischer 
Frauen davon träumen, zum Chris-
tentum zu konvertieren und christ-
liche Männer zu heiraten. Diese 
beiden Frauen, Zoriana und Fetnah, 
und ihre (un)erwünschten Beziehun-
gen mit christlichen Männern stellen 
bedeutende Orte der Ambiguität 
dar. Ihre Liebe zum Christentum 
und zu den Christen verkompliziert 
die strenge Gleichung zwischen 
Weißsein, Christentum und Eignung 
für die amerikanische Staatsbürger-
schaft, und die Handlung schreibt 
sie in die amerikanischen Diskurse 

von „Liberty“ und „Pursuit of Hap-
piness“ ein. Ihre Anwesenheit stürzt 
auch die Schablonen der Barbary 
Konversion in eine Krise, da Zoriana 
und Fetnah unangenehm in die ver-
fügbaren Kategorien wie Konvertit, 
Ungläubiger oder Renegat passen.

Annotations 

1) On sodomy in North Africa as a racial 
formation, see Greta LaFleur, The Natural 
History of Sexuality in Early America. 
2) See also John H. Eddy, Jr., ‘Buffon, Orga-
nic Alterations, and Man’, Studies in History 
of Biology, 1984, 7:1–45; Paul Lawrence 
Farber, ‘Buffon's Concept of Species’ (Ph.D. 
diss., Indiana Univ., 1970); Farber, ‘Buffon 
and the Concept of Species’, Journal of the 
History of Biology, 1972, 5:259-284; and Phil-
lip R. Sloan, ‘The Idea of Racial Degeneracy 
in Buffon's Histoire naturelle’, in Racism in 
the Eighteenth Century, ed. Harold E. Pagli-
aro (Studies in Eighteenth-Century Culture, 
3) (Cleveland/London: Case Western Reserve 
Univ. Press, 1973), pp. 293–3.
3) Cf. Reed 57, ‘undesirable unions’.
4) Cf. Royall Tyler, The Algerine Captive, 
1797, where the first renegado the protagonist 
encounters is an Englishman. 
5) Other examples of the equation of renega-
tion and slavery in Mather’s ‘Pastoral Letter’ 
(1698): ‘Nevertheless, we had rather you should 
Endure all manner of Temporal Miseries, than 
Incur Eternal Ones: We had rather a Turk or a 
Moor should continually Trample on you, than 
that the Devil should make a prey of you’ (5); 
‘Your Slavery to the Monsters of Africa will 
be but short, and you may Serve God under 
it, and See God after it: But your Slavery, to 
the Powers of Darkness, whereinto you are by 
your Fall from God, precipitated’ (11).
6) For the accounts of Muslim slaves in 
Barbary, see the work of Nabil Matar.
7) The play does not qualify Zoriana’s and 
Fetnah’s skin colour. While Fetnah is ‘unmis-
takably represented as white’ (Melish, ‘Eman-
cipation’ 230), Zoriana is North African but 
described as ‘fair’ (Rowson 23). Dillon writes 
that the racial identity of North Africans in 
the early national period was ‘complex’ as the 
press referred to them as ‘dark skinned and 
“black”, they more often referred to them as 
“tawny” … in the language used to describe 
Native Americans’ (Dillon and Melish in 
Dillon 416). Marion Rust also coalesces the 
North African woman with the American 
mulatta: ‘the Moor, representative of sophi-
sticated Mediterranean rim cultures, thus 
takes on some of the erotic possibilities of the 
mulatto in U.S. antebellum novels’ (229).
8) Along these lines, Reed observes that Olivia 
is not listed as a ‘slave’ in the dramatis per-
sonae, but as a ‘captive’, and so are all Ame-
ricans. The choice not to call Olivia a ‘slave’ 
also ‘suppresses the threat of sexual slavery’ 
(Reed 60). On Abolitionism in Rowson, 
see Montgomery, “White Captives, African 
Slaves: A Drama of Abolition”.
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9) See for example Mary Velnet and Maria 
Martin’s 1807 edition. 
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