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This multivolume History marks a new beginning in the study of American literature.
It embodies the work of a generation of Americanists who have redrawn the boundaries
of the field and redefined the terms of its development. The extraordinary growth of
the field has called for, and here receives, a more expansive, more flexible scholarly
format. All previous histories of American literature have been either totalizing,
offering the magisterial sweep of a single vision, or encyclopedic, composed of a
multitude of terse accounts that come to seem just as totalizing because the form itself
precludes the development of authorial voice. Here, American literary history unfolds
through a polyphony of large-scale narratives. Each is ample enough in scope and detail
to allow for the elaboration of distinctive views (premises, arguments, and analyses);
each is persuasive by demonstration and authoritative in its own right; and each is
related to the others through common themes and concerns’

The authors were selected for the excellence of their scholarship and for the
significance of the critical communities informing their work. Together, they demon-
strate the achievements of Americanist literary criticism over the past three decades.
Their contributions to these volumes speak to continuities as well as disruptions
between generations and give voice to the wide range of materials now subsumed
under the heading of American literature and culture.

This volume, covering the colonial and early national periods, spans three centu-
ries and an extraordinary variety of authors: Renaissance explorers, Puritan theocrats,
Enlightenment naturalists, southern women of letters, revolutionary pamphleteers,
and poets and novelists of the young Republic. Myra Jehlen draws upon the multilin-
gual literature of exploration and colonization to tell the story of how America was
made up — a story of imperial expansion and imaginative appropriation. Emory
Elliott traces the explosive, conflict-ridden development of the New England Way
from its fractious beginnings through the tumultuous mid-eighteenth-century reviv-
als. David S. Shields’s focus is relatively narrow in time but rich in the materials it
brings to light: newly uncovered collections of poems, essays, and letters that reveal
a cosmopolitan network of neoclassical belles lettres extending from Philadelphia and
New York to the salons of the Old South. Robert A. Ferguson examines the intercon-
nections between the many forms of discourse that constituted the American Enlight-
enment and eventuated as the rhetoric of nationhood. Michael T. Gilmore describes a
series of broad social and economic transformations — from republican to free-market
ideology, oral to print culture, communal to individualist values — in the course of
dertailing the emergence of a national literary tradition.

All five narratives place the literature in international perspective; all five speak of
its distinctively American characteristics, whether colonial, provincial, or national;
and (in different ways) all of them demonstrate the centrality of language to the
course of Americanization. Together, they offer a compelling and, for our time,
comprehensive re-vision of the literary importance of early American history and the
historical value of early American literature.
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era. That is what it means, at least in part, to have a legacy. But if the
Revolution changes with each succeeding generation, acknowledgment of this
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INTRODUCTION

HIS MULTIVOLUME History marks a new beginning in the study of

American literature. The first Cambridge History of American Literature

(1917) helped introduce a new branch of English writing. The Liter-
ary History of the United States, assembled thirty years later under the aegis of
Robert E. Spiller, helped establish a new field of academic study. Our History
embodies the work of a generation of Americanists who have redrawn the
boundaries of the field and redefined the terms of its development. Trained in
the 1960s and early 1970s, representing the broad spectrum of both new and
established directions in all branches of American writing, these scholars and
critics have shaped, and continue to shape, what has become a major area of
modern literary scholarship.

Over the past three decades, Americanist literary criticism has expanded
from a border province into a center of humanist studies. The vitality of the
field is reflected in the rising interest in American literature everywhere,
nationally and internationally, and at every level — in high schools and col-
leges, in graduate programs, in publications, conferences, and public events.
[t is expressed in the sheer scope of scholarly activity and in the polemical
intensity of debate. Virtually every recent school of criticism has found not
just its followers here but many of its leading exponents. And increasingly
over the past three decades, American texts have provided the focus for inter-
and cross-disciplinary investigation. Gender studies, ethnic studies, and
popular-culture studies, among others, have penetrated to all corners of the
profession, but their single largest base is American literature. The same is
true with regard to controversies over multiculturalism and canon formation:
the issues are transhistorical and transcultural, but the debates themselves
have turned mainly on American books.

We need not endorse all of these movements, or any one of them entirely,
to see in the activity they have generated the dynamics of intellectual growth.
Nor need we obscure the hard facts of intellectual growth — startling dispari-
ties in quality, a proliferation of jargons, and the mixed blessings of the new,
innovation and mere trendiness entwined — to recognize the benefits in this
case for literary and cultural study. However we situate ourselves in current

I



2 INTRODUCTION

polemics, it seems clear that Americanist literary criticism has proved to be a
forerunner of developments in other humanistic disciplines, precisely through
its openness to diversity and debate. And for much the same reason, Ameri-
can literature has become something of a new-found—land for teaching and
research. In addition to publishing massive new editions of the nation’s
literary classics, scholars have undertaken an unprecedented recovery of ne-
glected and undervalued bodies of writing. We know far more now than ever
before about what some have termed (in the plural) American literatures, a
term grounded in the persistence in the United States of different traditions,
different kinds of aesthetics, even different notions of the literary.

These developments have substantially enlarged the meanings as well as
the materials of American literature. For this generation of critics and schol-
ars, American literary history is no longer the history of a certain, agreed-
upon group of American masterworks. Nor is it any longer based upon a
certain, agreed-upon historical perspective on American writing. The quests
for certainty and agreement continue, as they must, but they proceed now
within a climate of critical decentralization — of controversy, competition,
and, at best, dialogue among different voices, different frames of explanation.

This scene of conflict has been variously described in terms of liberal—
democratic process, of the marketplace, and of professionalization. In any
case it signals a shift in structures of academic authority. The practice of
literary history hitherto, from its inception in the eighteenth century, has
depended upon an established consensus about the essence or nature of its
subject. Today the invocation of consensus sounds rather like an appeal for
compromise, or like nostalgia. What used to be a relatively clear division
between criticism and scholarship, aesthetic and historical analysis, has
blurred and then subdivided over and over again (in various combinations)
into a spectrum of special interests: special branches of expertise, special
kinds of investment in the materials, and special modes of argument and
strategies of persuasion.

In our times, in short, the study of American literary history defines itself
in the plural, through volatile focal points of a multifaceted scholarly, criti-
cal, and pedagogic enterprise. Authority in this context is a function of
different but connected bodies of knowledge. The authority of difference, if it
may be so termed, resides in the critic’s appeal to a particular constituency, in
his or her command over a particular range of materials (with their distinc-
tive set of authorities), and in the integrative force of his or her approach.
The authority of connection lies in the capacity of a particular explanation or
approach to engage with, challenge, or reinforce others — in its capacity, that
is, to gain substance and depth in relation to other, sometimes complemen-
tary, sometimes conflicting modes of explanation.



