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Part I The Early American Literature
(1620—1781)

Chapter I The Seventeenth Century Literature

4

Puritanism in American Literature

American literature may be among the youngest national litera-
tures in the world. Although the continent of North America was dis-
covered about 500 years ago, its real history, if calculating roughly
from the end of the Independence War (October 1781), is only about
two hundred and twenty years. Within such a short period, Ameri-
can literature swiftly developed, well matured, began to receive in-
ternational recognition, and has exercised a marked effect upon world
literature. In fact, American writers have brought out some of the
world’s best literature.

The first settlers in America were the Asians known as the an-
cestors of American Indians or Native Americans. The discovery of
America by Christopher Columbus, however, led to the rush of Eu-
ropean immigrants into this fascinating and strange continent and
brought the rise of the New World. The English settlement in Amer-
ica emerged especially after the arrival of the ship of the Mayflower in
1620. The early settlers were so-called Separatists or Puritans, who
managed to escape to the New World to avoid the religious persecu-
tion of the Church of England. They at first wished to reform or
“purify” their religious beliefs and practices. To them religion should

be a matter of personal faith rather than of ritual.



The 17" century American Puritans included two parts: one part
of them were the creators of the Plymouth colony, called “Sepa-
ratists. 7 They were so suppressed by the Church of England that
they sought escape. Those Separatists first went into exile to Hol-
land, then were aboard “Mayflower” in 1620 and settled down in
Plymouth. America, therefore, as an infant was born. They consid-
ered that the Church of England had become hopeless and advocated
to separate from it since general reform would be useless. The other
part was the Englishmen in the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Though
they came later than those of Plymouth colony, they were richer and
better-educated. They devoted themselves to the reform of the
Church of England and meant to clear away the rituals of the Roman
Catholic Church in it. In reality, only this part of them were true
Puritans. They accepted the doctrine of original sin and total depravi-
ty, and predestination, and limited atonement through a special infu-
sion of grace from God.

The main doctrine of Calvinism Puritans believed in was first
shown in “total depravity.” They believed in the “original sin” in
which Adam the first man God created sinned and which led to the
conclusion that “in Adam’s fall, we sinned all.” They considered
that man was born sinful, was a sinner and could not redeem his
original sinfulness. Moreover, they could not save themselves. Sec-
ondly Puritans underscored that man would be chosen by God uncon-
ditionally. They thought that God occupied a dominant position. He
could save a part of people willfully, made them rise to the Heaven
after death, and could also destroy some other part of people wanton-
ly, made fall into the hell after death. Therefore, determinism took
firm root in their minds. They believed in man’s destiny, everything
of man was disposed in the hands of God, only God knew who were
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“chosen people™ after they died. Man himself was predestined and
could not master his own destiny. They thought that God willfully
granted people the favor that man could neither strive to gain, nor
refuse to accept. The obtaining of the God’s special kindness or God’s
providence for him meant his “rebirth” or “being sainted.” In this
sense, they strived to be saints while they were still alive. Man did
not know whether they could be God’s chosen people, but should live
a saint-like life at ordinary times according to God’s will. The Holy
Bible was the guidebook to man’s behaviors.

In New England where Puritanism was popular, one’s life was
only the course of moral training and that of his struggle between God
and devils. People had an austere and rigid way of life governed by
the church. Therefore, clergymen were the dominant authorities.
Puritans tended to suspect joy and laughter as symptoms of sin: they
did not dance, did not go to theatre, but sang chant in church and
listened to the music. However, they allowed drinking, smoking and
putting on beautiful clothes. Puritanism encouraged people to strug-
gle in their careers. If one’s business was booming, it proved that he
had gained God’s providence.

In such a cultural background, the purpose of the literary cre-
ation could only be “pragmatic. ” Over the years Puritans built a way
of life that was in harmony with their somber religion, one that
stressed hard work, thrift, piety, and sobriety. In people’s daily
life, religious activities were a matter of first importance and all oth-
ers should serve the religion. Their lives were disciplined and hard.

It was Puritanism that was most influential in the intellectual
and economic life of the settlers. The early American literature start-
ed at the beginning of the 17th century, marked by that those headed
by William Bradford on board the ship of Mayflower reached to the
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new continent and set up the colony of Plymouth. The first of Amer-
ican literature was not written by an American, but by John Smith, a
British captain, who thus became the first American writer. A True
Relation of Such Occurrences and Accidents of Note as Hath Hap-
pened in Virginia was a long report recording what he saw and heard
in the New World, which he sent back to England and was printed in
1608 without his knowledge.

The literature of this period, which is also called “Colonial Lit-
erature, is characterized by that most of the writers were born in
Britain. Some were explorers, some immigrants, some colonialists.
As their circumstances were hard and their life was difficult, the
newcomers were very busy. Relying mainly on physical labor, they
were not professional writers and did not mean to create a national lit-
erature, only the life of the new world was inspiring and encouraging
them to write. Secondly, the time when American literature was
born was just the period when the Modern English developed and
took shape. The early American literary works, therefore, was not
so difficult to understand as the early English literary works. Cer-
tainly, it had some distinctions from present-day English, particular-
ly in the spelling and pronunciation of some words such as the article
“ye” and the suffix “eth” in “maketh, holdth.” The English of this
period had long and loose sentences and a lot of conversions such as
verbs used as nouns, adjectives as adverbs, and in many cases “dou-
ble negation” was used. Thirdly, the principal ideological trend of
this period was Puritanism besides the ideological influence of the
Church of England, the Roman Catholic Church, etc. Moreover, in
early Puritan writers’ works, English literary traditions were faith-
fully imitated and transplanted. The American poets of the 17th cen-
tury adapted the style of established European poets. In addition, in
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the categories of the literary works, there were “travel”, “diary,”
and “poem,” etc., among which the poetry and prose gained most
achievements in this period. The important literary figures were the
first American writer John Smith, the first American woman poet
Anne Bradstreet, Cotton Mather, Jonathan Edwards, and Edward
Taylor.

Chapter II The Eighteenth Century Literature

Enlightenmeni in American Literature

The eighteenth century American history witnessed two great
revolutions: one was American Revolution which led eventually to the
independence of the nation and the other was Enlightenment, an in-
tellectual movement whose rationalistic spirit inspired American men
of letters and brought them into a new horizon beyond the limitation
of prevailing Puritanism. The two revolutions produced a number of
outstanding political and literary figures, such as Benjamin Franklin,
Thomas Paine, and Thomas Jefferson, whose literary talent enabled
them to be political leaders with more dynamic, and even made litera-
ture become part of the revolutions.

Enlightenment as an intellectual revolution originated in the Eu-
ropean continent, and then its impact found expression in America
through the efforts of such progressive and patriotic thinkers as
Franklin. At the initial period the spread of ideas of the Enlighten-
ment was largely due to journalism. The American reading public at
the time displayed great interest in the works of English scientists,

philosophers and writers such as Newton and Swift. The writers of
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the French Enlightenment, particularly Voltaire, were widely read in
America. With an unshakable belief in the power of reason, the En-
lighteners regarded “enlightenment” or “education” as the principal
means for the development of a society, moreover, they showed larg-
er concerns for civil rights, a more comprehensive democracy in gov-
ernment, and general toleration rather than earlier religious mysti-
cism. The Enlighteners began to reconsider, from the rationalistic
conception of man, the relations among man, Nature and God, sug-
gesting an extension of the principles of equality and social justice.

The Enlighteners advocated publicly to study “man” instead of
“God”, and pointed out that the “evils” in human civilization
stemmed from the social injustice, not from “original sin.” The En-
lightenment emphasized on “reason,” required people to pay attention
to the social reality, advocated education and scientific research, and
believed that man could “perfect himself” and man could decide his
own destiny. Meanwhile, they energetically propagated the views of
the social progress, humanism and the ideas of equality.

When rationalism was applied to theology, it led to the appear-
ance of Deism, the belief in natural religion, but the degrees of Deism
ranged widely. They confirmed Deist held that first only one God
was worth worshipping; secondly man could keep making progress by
making use of his own moral sense and of his own intelligence and
wisdom ; thirdly man should love truth and do good; fourthly educa-
tion and science was an important means to create man’s happiness;
fifthly the freedom of citizen’s speech, action, and faith embodied
man’s basic benefits; and lastly to serve God best was to do good for
the mankind.

Although the Enlighteners thought that social problems could
not be solved by any religious doctrine or by the hand of God, most
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of them did not reject Deism, but confined their logic to practical af-
fairs, or like such enlightened rationalists as Franklin and Jefferson,
entertained a mild Deism.

Compared with Puritanism, Deism made a great leap forward.
In the past, God governed all — controlled man and all things on
earth. Now, Deists considered that “the movement of the universe
dates from God,” that all things in the nature were the embodiments
of gods, and that why man lived in the world was not to suffer so as
to exchange for the rebirth of the next generation, but to eliminate
the inequality of race, sex and faith and to build up his own “par-
adise” in the human world. This ideology promoted American revolu-
tion and its final success, i. e. the American people launched the
armed Independence War, freed themselves from the English Colo-
nial rule, and founded their own independent country - “Earthly
Paradise.”

By the time of the American Revolution there were also some
score of poets who often published their poems in various periodicals.
The prose of the great philosopher-statesmen makes up a prominent
part of the 18th century American literature. The political events of
the Revolution are of great concern because the literature of the time
was largely political. Most of the writers in this period were active
supporters or participants of the American revolution. Literarily
American writers such as Franklin and Jefferson modeled themselves
on Addison and other 18th English writers for a “plain and firm”
style, adding a polish and rhythmical balance of phrase which gave it
literary distinction. The categories of the literary works were mainly
history, diary, political essay and articles about religion, besides po-
etry, satiric literature and stories of morality. At the end of the 18th
century in America appeared fiction and drama. Besides Philip
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Freneau’s and Phillis Wheatley’s poems, the significant prose works
that come most often to mind include Benjamin Franklin’s Autobio-
graphy, Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, and Thomas Jefferson’s
The Declaration of Independence. Particularly The Declaration of
Independence , adopted July 4, 1776 and announcing the birth of a
new nation, can be regarded as a typical embodiment of the literary
preoccupation of the age with common sense as well as a clear, di-
rect, and forceful expression. The author of this masterpiece,
Thomas Jefferson,once wrote “Neither aiming at originality of princi-
ple or sentiment, nor yet copied from any previous writing, it was in-
tended to be an expression of the American mind.” These great
works mentioned above served effectively for the philosophical or po-
litical purposes of their authors, and possessed such arresting literary
values that some of them have been considered as the landmarks of

American literature of the age.

Benjamin Franklin (1706—1790)

Biographical Note

Perhaps one of the most important American thinkers during the
revolutionary period was Benjamin Franklin. He stood as the epitome
of the Enlightenment and as the versatile, practical embodiment of
rational man of the period.

Franklin was born in Boston, where he spent his early years.
His father was a candlemaker and owner of a tallow shop, whose
poverty failed to afford young Franklin an opportunity for regular
school education. At the age of twelve Franklin stopped his sporadic

learning at school, and became an apprentice to his brother ] ames, a

8



printer. In 1722 Franklin, though only sixteen years old, took over
the editorship of the paper New England Courant and wrote the edi-
torials on various subjects ranging from an appeal to the freedom of
the press, to the necessity of higher education. In the next year he
went to Philadelphia, where he soon rose to prominence as master
printer, newspaper publisher, scientist, and public man, as narrated
realistically in his Autobiography. One year later he attracted the no-
tice of the Governor of Pennsylvania, and it was through his influ-
ence that the young boy set out for England in 1757, where he stayed
as the representative of the New England colonies. He spent the next
two years mostly in London, and returned to Philadelphia in 1726.
For the following twenty-two years he lived in that city. During this
time he made a reputation for himself, and became wealthy enough to
retire from business in 1748. He devoted himself to private study and
research. In 1764 he returned to England on diplomatic mission,
which was followed by his visit to France and Germany. When he
served as colonial agent in Europe, he made full use of his talents in
defense of the rights and interests of the colonies. The outbreak of
the Revolution called him to return to attend the Second Continental
Congress, then to be chosen a member of the committee to draft the
Declaration of Independence. During the Revolution he stayed in
France for two years as agent of the Congress, and successfully nego-
tiated a treaty of alliance in 1778, which gave timely support to
American people in fighting for their independence. His last years
were spent in Philadelphia, where he served as a member of the Con-
stitutional Convention until his death came in 1790.

In his lifetime Franklin was well-known principally as an accom-
plished scientist, natural philosopher, statesman, and literary man,

but not as a successful tradesman as depicted in his Autobiography .
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